

[image: cover]



Other Life-Changing Fiction™
 by Karen Kingsbury

 

 

September 11 Series

One Tuesday Morning

Beyond Tuesday Morning

Stand-Alone Titles

Oceans Apart

Even Now

A Thousand Tomorrows

Where Yesterday Lives

When Joy Came to Stay

On Every Side

Divine

Redemption Series

Redemption

Remember

Return

Rejoice

Reunion

Firstborn Series

Fame

Forgiven

Found

Family

Forever (winter 2007)

Red Gloves Series

Gideon’s Gift

Maggie’s Miracle

Sarah’s Song

Hannah’s Hope

Forever Faithful Series

Waiting for Morning

Moment of Weakness

Halfway to Forever

Women of Faith Fiction Series

A Time to Dance

A Time to Embrace

Children’s Title

Let Me Hold You Longer

Miracle Collections

A Treasury of Christmas Miracles

A Treasury of Miracles for Women

A Treasury of Miracles for Teens

A Treasury of Miracles for Friends

A Treasury of Adoption Miracles

Gift Books

Stay Close Little Girl

Be Safe Little Boy

 

 

www.KarenKingsbury.com

 

[image: title]

 

[image: logo_authortr_url_rgb1]

 

[image: zondervan_logo]

Ever After 

ePub Format

Copyright © 2006 by Karen Kingsbury

This title is also available as a Zondervan audio product.

Visit www.zondervan.com/audiopages for more information. 

Requests for information should be addressed to:
 Zondervan, Grand Rapids, Michigan 49530

ISBN-10: 0-310-29605-6

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible: New International Version®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved. 

Internet addresses (websites, blogs, etc.) and telephone numbers printed in this book are offered as a resource to you.  These are not intended in any way to be or imply an endorsement on the part of Zondervan, nor do we vouch for the content of these sites and numbers for the life of this book. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photo copy, recording, or any other — except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the publisher. 

Published in association with the literary agency of Alive Communications, Inc., 5375 Roundup Dr., Colorado Springs, CO 80910 

Interior design by Michelle Espinoza
 Cover design by Brand Navigation
 Cover photo by Stever Gardner, www.shootpw.com

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS

 

In Memory

Acknowledgments

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

From the Author

Book Club Questions

About the Author

About the Publisher

 

IN MEMORY OF
 JOSHUA DINGLER

 

 

 

 

I bring you this book in honor of the memory of Joshua Dingler, age nineteen.

At the final stages of editing Ever After, I received a letter from one of my readers — Karen Dingler. She said God had used one of my books to help her understand that her son, Joshua Dingler of the First Battalion, the 108th Armor Regiment of the U.S. Army in Calhoun, Georgia, had not died in vain. 

What defined Joshua was his life, how he lived. Joshua was the son of a pastor, Tommy Dingler. His mother had just taken on the role of his army unit’s family support group leader when his family learned of his death. Joshua left behind a younger brother, Samuel. 

When he was a young boy, Joshua played Little League baseball. He was a Boy Scout who earned the rank Life Scout, and in middle school, he went to Australia and New Zealand as a student ambassador for People 2 People. He helped out at church and volunteered at the sound booth. He was in JROTC at East Paulding High School in Hiram, Georgia, where he was known and loved by everyone he came in contact with. He would defend NASCAR to anyone who questioned it as a sport. Joshua planned to come home and marry his high school love and wanted to be a history teacher. 

In honor of Joshua, I am starting two new links on my website, www.KarenKingsbury.com. The first is for Active Military Heroes. The second is for Fallen Military Heroes. If you have a friend or loved one serving our country, please send me a photo and a brief description of that person — name, rank, where they are serving, and how we can pray for them. The Active Military Heroes page will honor these men and women. It will be a place where readers can see the face on the fight for freedom, a place where readers can visit to pray for each other. If you’ve lost a loved one or a friend in military action, please send that photo and a brief description also. This will be posted on my Fallen Military Heroes page. Joshua Dingler’s photo will be at the top of that page. If you are sending a photo and information, please put the word “SOLDIER” in the subject line and send it to Kingsburydesk@aol.com. 

As you read the pages of Ever After, think about Joshua Dingler. The sacrifice for freedom is a real one. And please pray for and support the families and members of the U.S. Military. Pray every day. 

In His light and love,

 Karen Kingsbury
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Joshua Dingler, 1986 – 2005
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ONE

 

 

 

 

Two blue and gray fighter jets raced low over the neighborhood and looped toward the barren mountains in the west. Lauren Gibbs heard the vibration in the subtle rattle of picture frames on the mantel, sensed it in the wood floor of the old house, felt it all the way to her soul. Training drills, same as most days. She froze long enough to watch them, long enough to catch her fiancé’s attention. 

“They still bug you.” 

It wasn’t a question. Shane Galanter doled out the stack of plates in his hand one at a time onto the white linen tablecloth. 

“Not really.” Lauren grabbed the napkins and followed behind him, setting one at each place. She caught his eye and hesitated. No fooling him, not when he knew all the back roads of her heart. She released a slow breath.“Okay, yes.” She set a napkin down on the next plate. “They bother me.” 

Shane didn’t ask if her frustration was with the noise of the jets, or with the fact that they flew training maneuvers over the neighborhood where he lived, a few blocks from the navy’s Top Gun facility in Fallon, Nevada. Or if it was something bigger. Like the fact that these were the very jets and pilots that would be used in battle if necessary. 

He didn’t have to ask. He already knew. 

Because long ago he’d learned to know her mind, back when they first fell in love as kids. Yes, time and circumstances had separated them for nearly two decades, and now that they were in their midthirties, they’d both changed. But even so, ever since they’d found each other again, Shane could still look into her eyes and know what she was thinking. 

“Sometimes, Lauren.” He crooked his finger and placed it gently beneath her chin. His eyes looked more tired than usual. “Sometimes I wonder about us.” 

Panic stirred and she felt her world tilt. She shouldn’t have hesitated at the noise, shouldn’t have looked out the window. “It’s no big deal.” An anxious laugh sounded in her throat. “This is your life. I can handle it.” 

He didn’t look away. “It’s about to be your life too.” His tone was kind, careful. “Remember?” 

“I know.” She put her hand alongside his cheek and kissed him. “By then I’ll be used to it.” 

He searched her eyes. “It’s been six months, Lauren.” 

She refused to give fear a foothold. Instead she kissed him again, slower this time. “I’m trying.” She breathed the words against his lips. “Give me that, at least.” 

The wedding was set for Christmas Eve — not by her choosing. She would’ve had them married by now. Every conflict resolved and nothing but a bright future ahead of them. Their nineteen-year-old daughter Emily felt the same, especially since her fall figured to be crazy-busy. She had accepted a soccer scholarship to Pacific Lutheran University in Tacoma, Washington, and she was about to start work in the public information office of the army base at nearby Fort Lewis. Following in her father’s footsteps. “Make it a summer wedding,” Emily had pleaded with them. “Before school starts.” 

But Lauren figured Emily wasn’t worried about her schedule as much as she was worried about her parents working things out. Even so, Shane wouldn’t budge. He wanted to wait and work through some of the issues that stood in their way. Faith, his career choice, their politics, and nearly twenty years between the first time they fell in love and this second chance … 

That was fine. Lauren would wait. She’d do whatever it took to prove to Shane that she could deal with all this. The smallness of Fallon, Nevada; the hour’s drive west to the Fallon Airport every time her editors at Time magazine sent her on an assignment. And the incessant sound of fighter jets overhead. She could learn to deal with all of it, right? Even if there were days when being so close to a military base threatened her sanity. 

Shane set the plates down and turned into her arms. “So you’re saying — ” he wove his fingers through her straight blonde hair — “I have nothing to wonder about.” 

At his touch, the warm tone in his voice, Lauren’s world righted itself. She relaxed in his embrace. “Nothing.” 

“Alright, then.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I’ll get the lasagna.” 

As long as Shane responded to her this way, as long as it took only her kiss to send him into her arms, then she could find a way to live here. She had to find a way. Yes, she was still writing military features for the magazine and flying around the country for interviews several times each month. Most of the time that was enough. So what if some days she wanted to jump on a plane and head back to Afghanistan, to her work as a Time magazine war correspondent. Never mind that she still mistrusted the government and the military and their roles in the Iraqi war. Never mind that her fiancé’s political views were on the other end of the hemisphere from hers … 

As long as she had Shane, she could look past all of it. 

The doorbell rang, and Lauren took a step back from the table. Their company had arrived. Three  couples, none of whom she knew. Not really. Two of the guys worked with Shane in the training department, and the third was a pilot they were considering as an addition to the instruction staff. Each was bringing his wife. 

Lauren took a deep breath. The conversation would be predictable, but she would smile through every minute. She headed for the door, glancing over her shoulder. “I’ll get it.” 

“Thanks.” Shane didn’t sound at all concerned. His opinionated fiancée was about to share an evening with three  couples whose viewpoints didn’t line up with hers, but he wasn’t uptight. He trusted her. 

The thought eased her tension. She smiled, opened the door, and found all three  couples waiting. One of the guys was small and compact, with bright, laughing eyes. His exaggerated shrug was full of good humor. “We all showed up at the same time.” He looked at the others. “Imagine that.” 

The others laughed, and a beat later, Lauren did too. “Yes. Imagine that.” When everyone was inside, she shut the door and introduced herself. One of the guys — the heavyset one — she’d seen before. But she hadn’t met the smaller guy, nor the pilot, nor any of their wives. Lauren felt better once they were past the introductions. The wives — Becky, a redhead; Sally, a blonde; and Ann, a petite brunette — seemed friendly enough. Becky noticed Lauren’s colorful beaded necklace. 

“I haven’t seen anything like it.” The woman looked a little too well put together. She moved in closer and studied the beads. “Macy’s?” 

“No.” Lauren kept her tone even. She paused. “Afghanistan.” She measured their reaction. “A local woman made it for me.” 

“Oh — ” Becky smiled — “How interesting.” 

“Yes.” Ann, the brunette wife of the shorter pilot nodded. “When we’ve spent time overseas I always buy from the locals.” She looked at the others. “Very vogue.” 

“The economy in Afghanistan is in a shambles.” Lauren touched her necklace. “I try to support the  people as much as possible.” As soon as she said the words, she chided herself. The explanation wasn’t necessary. The redhead was only trying to be kind, trying to find common ground by giving her the compliment. 

A silence fell over the group, an awkward silence. Buying a necklace overseas was one thing, but from Afghanistan? As a way of supporting the country’s economy? Suddenly it was as if all of them were remembering that Lauren was different. Certainly one or another of them had heard about her, Shane Galanter’s liberal fiancée. The one person in their midst who didn’t feel a sense of pride and purpose every time she passed a military base, who made her living writing for Time magazine. 

Finally Ann smiled. “Those Afghani women must cherish the freedom to make and sell their wares.” 

Touché. Lauren gritted her teeth and kept herself from responding. The brunette was right. If Afghanistan hadn’t been liberated, the women couldn’t have presented themselves or their jewelry in public. But there were other problems, life-threatening issues that faced the Afghani people and the Iraqis. What was the United States doing about that? 

Shane found them in the entryway. He seemed to sense that things were a bit tense. “Well — ” he clapped his hands — “Lauren and I made our best lasagna.” He gestured down the hall toward the dining room and kitchen. “Let’s move in and we can get started.” 

The others were happy to follow him. As he walked down the hall, Shane grinned at the guys and nodded at their wives. “I’ll tell you what,” he shook the pilot’s hand, “that was some fancy flying you did the other day.” 

“No doubt.” The heavier guy took the spot on the other side of Shane. “Best flying I’ve seen in years.” 

The women formed a small cluster as they headed into the dining room. “Speaking of Macy’s,” Becky tossed her red hair, “It’s their big sale this week.” 

“I thought it was coming up.” Ann eased her designer purse onto her shoulder and laughed. “Sounds like a date night, ladies.” 

They rounded the corner and spilled into the dining room. Country music played from the living room, something slow and crooning. Shane took the pitcher of iced tea and held it up. “Anyone thirsty?” 

The guys each reached for a glass, but the women kept talking. Lauren hung back in the hallway, pretending to arrange the vase of flowers Shane had bought for the evening. 

“Any night but Wednesday.” Sally pulled a face that made the other women smile. “Youth group meets at our house on Wednesdays.” 

“And Chad wouldn’t miss that.” Ann poked her finger in the air. “The kid hated church until high school. Now you can’t keep him away from youth group.” 

“I think maybe Chad’s noticing the girls more than the gospel.” Becky raised an eyebrow. 

“Whatever.” Ann moved toward the guys and the iced tea. “As long as he’s going.” 

“Okay, so Macy’s any night but Wednesday.” Becky pretended to jot a note. “Let’s aim for Tuesday.” 

Nods of approval followed, and the plan seemed set. 

Lauren was still in the hallway, staring at the women. Was this what Shane wanted her to be? Someone whose greatest challenge in a given week was whether Tuesday or Wednesday would be better for shopping at Macy’s? Whether the kids liked youth group because of the gospel or the girls? 

Then, as if a switch had been flipped, she caught herself. What was she doing, being silently critical of these women? Critical and judgmental and mean-spirited? Were her views against the war so entrenched that she would dislike a group of military wives simply for who they married? Regret and sorrow came over her in a rush. She had no right to judge these women or challenge them. They played both father and mother to their kids much of the time, and during wartime, they faced losses other  people couldn’t understand. 

She drew a slow breath. She would change her mood now, before they thought she was a terrible person. Before Shane saw how she was acting. She could hardly be a supporter of peace and then hurry into conflict right here in Shane’s living room. At that moment, Sally tucked a piece of her blonde hair behind her ears, turned toward Lauren, and came a few steps closer. Her slim shoulders lifted in a dainty shrug. “Anything I can do to help?” 

Lauren looked across the room. Ann and Becky were lost in another conversation. In addition to everything else they thought about her, now they would think she was rude. She’d have to make it up to them later. She turned her attention to Sally. The woman had compassionate eyes. Lauren gave her a sheepish smile and nodded toward the kitchen. “Help me slice the bread?” 

“Sure.” When they reached the counter where two hot loaves were sitting on separate cutting boards, Sally tilted her head. “Ann and Becky don’t mean any harm.” 

“I know.” Lauren reached into the nearest drawer for a  couple knives and handed one to Sally. “I need to remember that everyone isn’t an enemy. Just because my views are different from everyone else’s in Fallon.” 

“I know you think so, but you’re not that different.” Sally shrugged. “War’s complicated.” Sally washed her hands and dried them on a nearby towel. “We might be married to military guys, but we wonder, we question.” She reached for one of the loaves of bread and began slicing it. “We believe in the cause of the war in the Middle East, and we support our troops and the president. But we wouldn’t be breathing if we didn’t have concerns.” Something deep and sad filled her eyes. “Our husbands’ lives are at stake.” 

Lauren washed and dried her hands too and reached for one of the loaves of bread. She hadn’t thought about that. Even military people might not see things in entirely black and white. Something stirred in her heart, an unsettling thought that if she’d been wrong about the women she was sharing dinner with, maybe she’d been wrong about other aspects of the war. Maybe some of the things military information officers had told her hadn’t been so exaggerated or distorted after all. She ran the knife through her loaf and banished the thought. She could be wrong on some things. Tonight she was, and she was sorry. But she wasn’t wrong in her passion to see the war ended, to have the president admit that the loss of life and resources was all for naught and that nothing had been gained in the process. 

Sally finished slicing her loaf. She lifted her eyes to Lauren. “I’m a Christian.” She looked across the room at Becky and Ann. “We moved here from the Northwest. Most of the women I’ve met here, navy or married to navy, are Christians too. That defines them more than their politics.” She was quiet for a minute. “Seems that peace is a lot more about kindness and sacrifice than any kind of international political paradise.” 

Peace. There it was again. The idea that peace could come through more than one course of action. Shane had tried to convince her of that since they reunited just before Christmas, back in Illinois. Peace comes from the inside, he would tell her. Lauren wanted to believe it was true, but she couldn’t. Not yet, anyway. Sally was waiting for a response. Lauren moved the sliced bread from the cutting board to a wooden bowl. “Peace is complicated, I guess.” She kept her eyes on the bread. “Just like war.” 

“Hmm.” Sally added in her bread. “I guess.” 

Lauren wanted to let the subject go. Talking to Sally — to someone who didn’t see her as a freak of nature — was nice. If she stopped now, they could at least have the beginning of a friendship. But she couldn’t let it go. “What I want is a peace that’ll send our kids home where they belong.” Her tone was gentle, with a subtle pleading. Maybe if she explained herself well enough, they could be friends despite their fundamental differences. She sighed. “I keep thinking of all those young people who’ve lost their lives. That’s why I’m against the war.” Lauren looked over her shoulder at the chatty women in the dining room. “If any of you lost a husband or brother or daughter, you’d switch sides in a heartbeat, don’t you think, Sally?” 

“No.” The blonde woman covered Lauren’s hand with her own. She exuded patience and her eyes shone in a way that Lauren had seen before — with Shane and their daughter Emily. “That’s not how it works.” 

Something tightened in Lauren’s gut. She didn’t want to hear about patriotism and courage. Patriotic, why? Courageous over what? Sacrifice for whom? Dying for the sake of dying? Wasn’t that all any of them could say about a convoy of American kids being killed by a roadside bomb? Or being struck down by an insurgent sniper? 

Lauren sighed. “I’m sorry, Sally. I sort of have my mind made up on all that.” She smiled. “But tell me about the Northwest. Our daughter’s moving to Tacoma to play soccer for Pacific Lutheran University. I’ve always wanted to visit.” 

A sad smile tugged at the corners of Sally’s lips. “We lived in the Portland area.” She breathed in. “It’s beautiful. Water runs through much of the city, and the trees are …” 

Lauren felt herself drift. In her mind’s eye, she was no longer in her kitchen, but standing among the orphans in a dusty, hot little structure where forty kids lived. She could almost feel herself handing out lollipops and then being called out into the courtyard. Hear someone say her name and then the sound of children running out behind her, following her … 

Hear the scream of bullets spraying from snipers’ guns a dozen yards behind the building … hear the little girl crying out as she hit the ground … 

No! 

Heart pounding, Lauren tried to focus on Sally’s words, to let her description of Portland push the ugly images from her mind. She succeeded for a while, but during dinner, when the guys discussed the Fallon base and upkeep of older fighter jets, her mind drifted again. Back to the orphanage, the attack. The little boy and girl who lost their lives. The women wailing as they knelt over their bodies, crying out for an answer, a reason. 

Midway through dinner, Dan, the heavier guy, set down his fork and looked at her. “You and Shane grew up together, is that right?” 

Lauren was caught off guard, but she smiled. Maybe this was when she could show them she was capable of compassion. “Yes. Our families were friends.” 

Dan pointed at her and then at Shane. “You were apart for twenty years, Shane told me.” 

“Right.” Shane wiped his mouth with a napkin. He had a take-charge tone, as if he wanted to protect her from whatever direction the conversation might go. “Our daughter Emily brought us back together.” 

Lauren’s heart warmed. She loved that Shane was quick to come to her defense. Even before there was any actual need. “I decided to move from Afghanistan to Fallon.” She looked at Shane, and for a moment there seemed to be no differences between them whatsoever. Just her and Shane and a love that would stay between them until they died. 

“So you’re not covering the war anymore?” Becky adjusted her chair so that she could see to the far end of the table where Lauren was sitting. 

“Not as much.” Lauren fought the uneasiness that rose within her. Come on. Just because they’re asking about my writing doesn’t mean they’re ready to attack. She forced herself to relax. “Most of my stories still involve some aspect of the war, but usually with interviews of politicians in Washington, D.C., or some other major city.” 

“I wanted to be a writer when I was in college,” Sally took a sip of her water. “I still do sometimes. The travel must be hard for you and Shane.” 

“It is.” She thought about her last trip, how she had dreaded coming home to Fallon but missed Shane all at the same time. 

“Bet you were surprised when you heard about Shane studying world issues and peace in college.” Dan leaned back and pushed his empty plate aside. “If anyone understands this war, it’s Shane Galanter.” 

Shane straightened and reached for the salad bowl. “Lauren understands it too.” He smiled, his tone a little strained. “Just from a different angle.” 

The conversation switched gears, but Lauren’s heart was dizzy with wonder. No matter what their struggles privately, Shane would defend her to the ground in public. Just the way he’d done here. Dan had tried to make a point that Shane’s opinions were based on years of education. But Shane was more concerned with how  people saw Lauren. 

With that kind of love, how could they have any problems at all? 

Later, when dinner was over and the guests had gone home, Shane found her on the back patio. He came up behind her, eased his hands beneath her arms and slipped them around her waist. “Tonight was hard?” 

“No.” The stars shone from every corner of the sky — the one thing she loved about Fallon. She leaned her head back against his chest. “Not after I stopped being a jerk.” 

“You mean that was the nice you?” He took hold of her shoulders and gently turned her around so she was facing him. His voice held a hint of humor, but his eyes showed his frustration. “It was hard. For both of us. For everyone at the table. We’re talking about renovating the naval fleet, and you ask if anyone has any idea how many homeless people could find housing for that kind of taxpayer money?” 

“I was curious.” She searched his eyes, willing him to see her sincerity. “I smiled, I was pleasant. I’m not trying to be difficult, Shane. Really.” 

“Okay, but Lauren, have you ever considered how you sound to these people? These women’s husbands … their lives are on the line.” His voice was low and so sad. Sadder than she’d heard him in a long time. 

“Yes. I’ve thought about it.” She winced and brushed her knuckles against his cheeks. “Shane …” She groaned. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to be mean or critical. Sometimes I just can’t help what I say.” 

He studied her. “Yes, you can. You meant everything you said tonight. It drove you crazy to sit at the same table with those women.” 

“I liked Sally.” She bit her lip. “But the other two treated me like I was from a different planet.” 

“Because you act like you are.” He linked fingers with hers. “Because you want to be different.” 

“Shane …” 

“No, it’s true.” Again his tone was kind, but his eyes told her he was serious. “One of the guys pulled me aside in the kitchen after dinner.” Shane sighed, and the sound seemed to come from deep in his heart. “He said you were very interesting, intelligent, but he wondered how we’d ever work out together.” Shane’s tone grew resigned. “He was worried for me, Lauren.” 

“So …” Her heart pounded. She hated when their conversations went this way — which they did more and more often. “I love you.” She took a step closer and brought her lips to his. “Did you tell him that?” 

“He knows.” Shane looked like he wanted to kiss her longer, but he resisted. “I told him the whole story a few weeks ago. About our early years and how we just found each other again.” 

“Exactly. And that’s enough, Shane. We found each other again for a reason. We both believe that. We don’t need to agree about everything.” She looped her arms up around his neck. “Every  couple has differences.” 

“But ours define us. Not just our politics, but our faith.” 

Lauren stiffened. He was more than a little troubled if he was bringing up faith again. “I said I’m trying.” Her words were small and quiet, but they were the truth. Their daughter Emily was doing everything she could to help Lauren understand the faith she and her father shared. But something deep inside held Lauren back. What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I think like everyone else? Why do I have to make everything so hard? 

She turned and walked out into the yard, her back to Shane. He didn’t follow. 

Lauren sank into a lawn chair. She and Emily talked at least twice a week. At nineteen, with her second year of college on the horizon, there was so much for Emily to talk about. Still, the conversation always turned to faith. Lauren agreed with everything her daughter said — in theory anyway. Since reconnecting with Shane and with her family, it only felt right to reconnect with the beliefs she’d held as a child. 

But believing in God and having a relationship with Him were two different things. When her thoughts turned to her Creator, she couldn’t bring herself to ask the questions Emily wanted her to ask. What is my purpose, God, what are the plans You have for me? What do You want from me? No, instead she found herself asking more practical questions. Why do You allow wars? And how could so many Christians support the U.S. involvement in the Middle East? Didn’t fighting go against the very principles of the Christian faith? And why did so many soldiers have to die? 

So far she wasn’t hearing much response from God, but that was understandable. The questions were hard, and Emily had said that some things won’t make sense this side of heaven. Period. No, what Lauren really hated was when anyone questioned her faith. When they wanted some kind of simplistic capitulation from her, as though the entire issue weren’t painfully complicated. She sighed. Like everything else about her new life. 

Footsteps sounded from behind her, and Shane came up by her side. “I’m sorry.” He leaned close and kissed her cheek. “I love you, Lauren.” 

Her anger dissipated. She stood and turned into his arms, exhaling long and slow. “I spent all my growing up years looking for you, Shane.” Her voice was a desperate whisper. “You’re the only one I’ve ever loved.” 

“So — ” he brushed aside a stray lock of her hair — “why does it seem so hard, right?” 

“Right.” They held each other for a long time, swaying as the high desert breeze whistled through the nearby canyons. The temperature had dropped into the fifties, and Lauren would’ve been cold if not for Shane’s arms. She eased back and kissed him. “I have to go.” 

“I know.” He took her hand and led her inside, his steps slow and measured. “We don’t need all the answers today.” 

She hugged him once more before she left, but the moment she climbed into her car and started the engine, fury assaulted her. Not at Shane, but at herself. She was the one making their relationship so difficult. Why couldn’t she look the other way or just put her questions aside? Did every discussion have to be a platform for her politics? And what was the point, anyway? She wasn’t going to change anything with her attitude. 

She kept the radio off, rolled down the window, and let the cool air wash across her face. Her thoughts blew around the car in the breeze. She tried to picture Him — the God Emily talked about, the One who wanted a friendship with her. But all she could sense as she turned onto the main highway was His enormity. God the Creator. Too big to be involved in the trivialities of her life. God … are You there? She waited. Emily talked about hearing from God, sensing His voice and His response deep within her. Lauren stared straight out the windshield and tried again. God, I need to know … are You there? She hesitated, but again, nothing. No, as she set out toward her apartment, she couldn’t tell whether God was with her or not. But that only figured. 

Just one more question He wasn’t answering. 

 

TWO

 

 

 

 

Shane listened as Lauren’s car drove away, but he didn’t go back inside.

Watching her leave stirred a memory. Once, when he was twelve years old, he and a friend were playing catch in the house. His mother was at the store, and the last thing she’d told him was to keep the baseball outside. “Too many things to break indoors,” she’d said.

But it was hot and humid outside that day, so Shane chose to do things his way. He was a good catcher, and so was his friend. They spread out on opposite sides of the living room and tossed the ball carefully. At first. But after a few minutes, they were whizzing it at each other. He was just about to tell his friend to cool it, slow it down, when the ball came firing at him and tipped his glove. 

Shane willed it to hit the wall, but instead it smacked with a thud against a decorative vase, something his mother had gotten from one of her trips to Europe. Both boys fell silent, and Shane took slow steps toward the three-foot-high vase. It still looked intact, still stood right where it had always stood. 

But as he went to take hold of it, the glass container fell apart in his hands. He remembered trying to hold it in place, to keep the pieces together as if he could somehow will it whole again. 

He squinted at the night sky. 

That’s how it feels now, Lord. About Lauren. Things looked whole and good. They were together, after all. Engaged to be married on Christmas Eve. But he had the feeling, if he didn’t hold onto her just right, everything would fall apart. He gripped the railing and tried to remember when he’d first noticed the cracks. 

That was obvious, wasn’t it? From the beginning. 

Emily worked so hard to bring them together last winter, but it had only taken him and Lauren one evening to figure out that they stood on opposite sides of a political chasm. Only God could bridge such an abyss. 

They began by talking about the article she’d written for Time, the one slamming fighter pilots. He could still hear her voice that night in her parents’ house, after everyone was asleep. Snow fell outside and bright flames crackled in the fireplace. 

She’d let her head fall back against the sofa. “Shane … how did you wind up on the wrong side of this war?” 

He took her hand, worked his fingers between hers. “The question is …” his voice held no accusation, “how did you?” 

Talk of the war seemed to place a wall between them, one they volleyed over the rest of the night. She asked him to consider the fact that Jesus came to bring peace, and that no one could call himself a Christian without also wanting peace. 

“I want peace, Lauren. We all do. The question is how we find it.” Passion filled Shane’s words. Passion and an anger that she hadn’t seen in him before.“And just so you know, Jesus didn’t come to bring peace, He came to bring us life. Life to the fullest measure.” 

“Okay, good.” She kept her intensity. “If He came to bring us life, then how can you be part of a war that kills people?” 

The debate raged the rest of the evening. She used arguments in favor of pacifism, and he tried to explain peace through strength. But at the end of the night, they were no closer to bridging the distance between them. They might never even have tried, except that week, they watched her father die. 

After his death, Shane asked Lauren not to leave, not to return to her post as a war correspondent in Afghanistan. Their differences could be worked out, especially if she could find the faith she’d been raised with. When her father died, his loss struck a nerve deep inside her. She’d missed her father’s last two decades because of her anger and stubborn pride. The thought of leaving Shane, of missing a life with him, was enough to shake her convictions. 

Even so, it wasn’t until she was on the plane, flying away from him, that Lauren finally changed her mind. At her connecting destination, she called her editor, asked for a stateside job in Fallon, and flew to meet Shane. He smiled at the memory. No matter how long he lived, he would always see her the way she looked that day. As she walked up, he lost his breath and his heart all in the same instant. She’d come back to him! She cared enough to come! And for a while, everything was sunshine and laughter. She rented an apartment and they spent hours together every available evening. 

The first cracks came about eight weeks later, in early spring. 

Lauren attended a series of parties on the base with Shane, and each time she seemed to slip a notch backward, back to the person she’d been when they talked near the fireplace that first night. Instead of being patient and understanding toward the military and its efforts, she was uptight and sarcastic, her thoughts running in direct contrast to his. 

Several times he’d reminded her that he too had studied the topic of peace, that he’d researched past civilizations and wars in order to form his conclusion. And what he’d learned was that peace could only come through strength. They talked again about September 11, and the plans the terrorists had, to make the events of that day seem minimal in contrast. 

“Yes, we’re at war,” Shane said one night, “but terrorists haven’t taken the life of one single U.S. citizen on American soil since we began fighting back.” 

Sometimes Lauren listened more intently, as if maybe she was finally seeing his way of thinking. But always she came back to one of her own sticking points. How could the U.S. send young men — boys, really — into battle? Did they understand what was at stake, and the risk they were taking? Wasn’t there another way to protect the United States through diplomacy and international peace treaties — without sacrificing lives? 

Lauren’s ideas sounded so wonderful, so idealistic. Peace conferences, discussions with leaders of terrorist groups, diversity and tolerance training for children, an antihate program designed to help cultures learn to accept and respect each other. 

“Educating the next generation has to be better than putting their lives in danger.” Every time she said this, she searched his eyes, desperate for him to understand. 

Those were the most frustrating moments of all. Times when he wanted to take her by the shoulders and shake her. Education? Tolerance training? Anyone who understood the terrorist mindset knew such an approach was utterly ludicrous. 

They’d gotten into it again a week ago, and finally he’d had enough. “Terrorists have one goal, Lauren. One goal. To kill people who don’t agree with them. And more often than not, that means people who live in or agree with the thinking of Western civilization. Terrorists are honored to die for the cause, so there’s no reasoning with them, no educating them.” He gathered his emotions and found a level of control. “The only option is to protect ourselves by weeding them out, arresting them or eliminating them.” 

“And now that we’re fighting back, the attacks have stopped, right?” She could be so cutting at times, so sarcastic. 

He fixed her with a hard stare. “On American soil, yes.” 

She turned away. “It’s just a matter of time, and you know it. We’re more vulnerable than anyone likes to think. And we just keep getting in deeper over there.” 

“Lauren, everyone wants a quick and easy war, but passing the reigns of freedom on to a region formerly run by dictators and terrorists is not a quick and easy job.” 

Shane rubbed his hand over his face, as though to erase the memories of their struggles. The entire topic made him feel sick and tired. His shoulders slumped a little and he turned back toward the house. Normally he’d put on some music, something to keep him company while he cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher. But this time he worked in silence. Even his thoughts weren’t allowed to make noise. Not now. He’d done all the thinking he could for the moment. 

Even though the thoughts didn’t surface then, he wrestled with them all night and went to work the next day feeling unsettled and anxious. Dan Barber, one of the guys who’d been over for dinner, spotted him in the lunch room and moved to his table. 

Dan was always laughing, and today was no exception. He plopped his burger down and rested his forearms on the table. “I was sitting across the room, and I see my best buddy over here eating a spinach salad by himself and looking like he maybe has a few days left to live, and I ask myself, ‘Self, what could be eating my buddy that way?’ ” He rapped his knuckles a few times on the table. “So I told myself it could only be one thing.” His smile faded. “Lauren Gibbs.” 

Shane sighed. He dragged his fork through his salad and tried to sort through the feelings pounding his heart. Anger and sorrow, and frustration and defeat. “What am I going to do with her?” 

Dan crossed his arms and looked down at the table for a moment. “Girl’s more liberal than Ted Kennedy. Thank goodness she’s a lot better looking.” When he looked up, all traces of the teasing were gone. “You love her, don’t you?” 

Shane pushed his salad plate back and stared at his friend. “Since I was a boy.” 

“Man.” He shook his head. “I’m not sure you’ll ever see eye-to-eye with her.” 

“Me either.” The words jabbed at Shane’s heart. But the truth remained. “And maybe we don’t have to. Maybe we can at least learn to respect each other. Couples don’t have to have the same political views, right?” 

“Right.” He didn’t sound convinced. “But most  couples don’t make a living defending their politics.” Dan straightened and found his familiar chuckle. “Or maybe one of those surgeries, a partial lobotomy. Remove that part of her brain that’s been so conditioned it can’t think for itself.” 

“Hey — ” Shane could hear a mix of anger and hurt in his voice. Dan didn’t mean harm, but his flip comment hurt. “Lauren’s entitled to her way of thinking. She cares deeply for  people.” He pushed back from the table. “Maybe I need to work harder to see her point of view.” The idea felt freeing. After all, he couldn’t change Lauren’s opinions, but he could certainly work on his own so that she would feel more of his support. He felt his anger fade. “You’re a praying man.” 

“I am.” Again the laughter was missing from Dan’s voice. “You don’t have to ask, buddy. Becky and I are praying for the two of you every night. Even got the little ones in on the action.” He paused and looked as if he might wrap up his bit of dialogue there. But instead, he pushed on, his tone more tentative. “Ever thought that maybe, just maybe, the two of you aren’t right for each other? That maybe you’ll never find happily ever after?” 

Shane shifted his gaze toward the wall of windows overlooking the airfield. He breathed in sharply through his nose and steeled himself. For a long while he said nothing, memories of another day, another decade playing again in his mind. “Life’s been hard on her, Dan.” He looked at his friend, but his mind was filled with images of Lauren. He loved her so much, but was love enough? He sighed. “Life changed us both.” 

“Then maybe it’s time to let go.” 

His frustration crowded his throat, coming out in a choked growl. “I keep thinking that if life could change her once, it could change her again, expand her views so she could see more than her own. The same way maybe I need to broaden mine.” His eyes found the window once more. “And then we’d be okay again, the way we were back when we were kids.” 

“Maybe that’s all you were meant to be together. Just kids. Finding out about love. Maybe you were never meant to be together as adults.” Dan shrugged. “Just a thought.” 

They fell silent, and though Dan didn’t say anything else, his concern was clear. Shane’s mouth felt dry. Could Dan be right? Were his and Lauren’s good days behind them? If they hadn’t been separated, they might have had a chance. Might have grown up seeing things the same way. But now … 

Shane looked at his food, dragged his napkin across his mouth, and tossed it on the plate. 

Dan dug into his burger and motioned to Shane’s spinach salad. “Better hurry and eat before it wilts.” 

“That’s okay — ” he picked up his plate and threw it into a trash can a few feet away — “I’m not hungry.” He saluted his friend. “Catch you later.” 

As he walked out of the cafeteria, he passed a table of young pilots. All of them nodded toward him, but he was almost certain he heard one of them say something about Lauren. Shane picked up his pace. Of course they were talking about Lauren. She was one of the most well-known war correspondents, and while her reporting was intelligent and deep, it was also overtly critical of the war. Of course everyone was talking about them. They probably thought Shane had experienced one too many g-forces. 

Outside, he slowed his pace and, as he’d done every day since finding Lauren, he lifted his eyes to the endless Nevada sky and wondered what she was doing, what she was thinking. Lord, is everyone else right? Are we too different to share love and a life together? His questions lined up like so many sections of a barbed wire fence, separating him and the woman he loved. 

At that moment, in the distance, a fighter plane roared down the runway and lifted off the ground. In seconds it was rushing toward the heavens, blazing fast and unstoppable. 

Just like Lauren. 

No matter what he wanted for the two of them, she was determined to go her own way, do her own thing. She continued to write for Time, surrounding herself with a way of thinking that left her suspicious of the U.S. military, and often downright antagonistic. He sighed and looked at the nearby mountains. God … only You can help us now. With You, something could soften her views, help her become less suspicious. Or maybe soften mine. Whatever it takes to help us find our way together. Make it a miraculous change. Help us both see the truth. 

His prayer ended, and he felt a blanket of peace settle around his shoulders. He wasn’t going to give up yet, not when he’d asked God for a miraculous change. Because with the Lord working in their lives, anything could happen. She could finally understand why he believed so strongly in peace through strength, and he could find compassion toward the articles she wrote. 

Yes, with God, all things were possible. Wasn’t that what the Bible said in the book of Matthew? And if all things were possible with God, then a relationship with Lauren could still be real and right and good. The changes could happen a little more every day. Or all at once, if God willed it. Then they might discover the happiness and love they both wanted. A life together was possible, it had to be. God wouldn’t have brought them back together only to have everything end in misery and frustration. Shane smiled to himself and began walking once more toward his office. He would keep praying, and one day they would find common ground. 

Why, with God they might even find happily ever after. 

 

THREE

 

 

 

 

Emily couldn’t believe so much could happen in a single week. She finished classes and finals at Wheaton College, confirmed her scholarship and housing at Pacific Lutheran University, packed her things into two suitcases and four boxes, and finally set off for the Northwest. Now she was at her new university in Tacoma, about thirty miles south of Seattle, unpacking her box of photos in a new residence hall on a new campus, and wondering if she was crazy for agreeing to the change. 

The photograph at the top of the box was surrounded by two layers of bubble wrap, and Emily eased it open. She looked down at the image of her grandparents, the two people who had raised her and loved her and encouraged every dream she ever had — whether it was excelling on the soccer field or finding her parents. Because of her grandparents’ support, she’d seen all her dreams become realities — even this one. The goal of spreading her wings and trying life on her own. 

She studied the picture for a moment. No surprise that so much had taken place in a week, not when she remembered all that had gone on in the past six months. Her papa was diagnosed with cancer, and at almost the same time, she’d done the impossible: found her parents. Her dad had been working as an instructor at the Top Gun facility in Fallon, and her mother was a writer for Time magazine. Their reunion had taken place in December, the same week Papa lost his battle to cancer. 

Emily sat the photograph on the small nightstand near her narrow bed. The residence halls at PLU were not much bigger than her walk-in closet back at her grandparents’ home. She removed the next picture from the box — a more recent shot of her parents taken at the airport after her grandfather’s funeral. 

“I still can’t believe it, God.” She dusted the frame and set it on the nightstand next to the other. “You amaze me.” 

Her roommate already had her things set up. Pam King was one of the best goalies in collegiate soccer, a transfer student, same as Emily. The two had been assigned the same residence hall, but they hadn’t met until yesterday at the soccer orientation meeting. They sat next to each other and snickered at the same bits of sarcasm from the coach. By the time they realized they were in the same “res,” as the others called the residence halls, they were on their way to becoming fast friends. 

Emily finished unpacking and sat back on her bed. The summer would be a full one. She had chosen PLU for two reasons. First, the scholarship included tuition, room, and board — entirely based on her soccer ability. Second, it put her on the West Coast, closer to her parents and her grandmother — who was selling the house she’d grown up in and moving to Southern California to be near Emily’s dad’s parents — people who had been best friends with her grandparents until twenty years earlier. 

A cool breeze drifted through a small window screen, bent and dirty from age. Between the gentle wind and the photographs she was unpacking, Emily’s thoughts drifted back in time. Twenty years earlier, her parents were teenagers, juniors in high school in Illinois. When they came to their parents and told them they were expecting a baby, life as they’d known it completely fell apart. The adults — Emily’s two sets of grandparents — grew angry and distrustful, pointing fingers of blame for the scandal. Her dad’s parents thought they solved the problem by moving to Southern California. 

Of course, the move solved nothing. Emily’s mother tried every day to locate her boyfriend, and days after Emily was born, her mother set off for California. Only after Emily came down with a dangerous case of pneumonia did her mother turn around and head back to Illinois. The next day, after holding vigil at her bedside all night and finally going home for a few hours of sleep, her mother called the hospital to check on her. But something went terribly wrong. Emily’s mother was connected to another patient’s nurse, who informed her that her infant daughter was already gone. Her mother figured that meant Emily was dead. 

Overtired, riddled with guilt, her mother determined never to forgive either set of parents for separating her from the boy she loved. So once again — this time alone — she set out for California and never looked back. Not until Emily finally tracked Lauren down and contacted her in Afghanistan last winter, did she know her baby girl hadn’t died from pneumonia that day, but rather had lived. 

The reunion took place last December in the days before Emily’s papa’s death. The Galanters came to Illinois, and they and Emily’s other grandparents finally made peace with each other. 

The scent of lavender mixed with the breeze and filled the room. Emily smiled. The fact that her grandparents’ friendships had been restored was one more part of the miracle. And now, in what could’ve been her grandmother’s most lonely days, she was living just down the street from the friends she’d spent two decades missing. 

Everyone was back together, and in just a few short months, Emily would stand up at her parents’ wedding. The event would be the culmination of a lifelong dream, something Emily had prayed and wished for all her life. Ever since the wedding plans were in order, her schoolwork had come easier and her soccer playing was better than it had ever been. 

She took hold of her foot and stretched the muscles along the front of her leg. It was as if now that her life was whole, now that her parents and grandparents were at peace, she could finally focus all her energy on her own life, on the gifts God gave her. 

Emily checked the clock on her dresser. Nine-thirty already. Practice was in half an hour. Though the season wouldn’t officially start until fall, they had six weekend tournaments scheduled between now and then. Practices were from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. every day. Then, when she’d cleaned up, this afternoon was her first shift as an assistant public information officer at nearby Fort Lewis. 

She’d seen the army base a few times from the freeway, but today would be her first time through the gates. She hadn’t gotten the job the usual way — by walking in and applying. Instead, she mentioned to her father that she’d like to work there. The base was only a short drive from PLU, and working there would give her a better understanding of the military and whether she’d like that sort of career one day. 

Her dad wasted no time making calls on her behalf to one of his friends — a high-up official at the base. As it turned out, the public affairs office needed an assistant, and the details were worked out in a single day. Emily was a journalism major, about to start her sophomore year. Working as a public information officer so early in her college career would look fantastic on her résumé. 

She could hardly wait to start. 

With a final glance at the photos of her parents and grandparents, she dressed in her practice clothes, clipped her iPod to her shorts, and stuck in her earbuds. The soccer field wasn’t far from the residence hall, so it made for a good jog. By the time practice started, Emily was already warmed up. 

Pam had gone to breakfast with another teammate, and she was already at the field when Emily arrived. The two waved to each other, but over the next three hours, Emily didn’t think about anything but what was being asked of her by the coach. He was a demanding man, a person whose sarcasm was his only comic relief. Otherwise, he ran practice like a drill sergeant. 

Emily didn’t mind. She needed someone to push her, to help her find the limits of her abilities. 

When practice was over, she jogged back to the room, showered, ate a grilled chicken salad at the cafeteria, then set out for the school parking lot. She arrived at Fort Lewis twenty minutes before her scheduled shift. 

The base was bigger than it looked from the road, taking up acres of land on both sides of the I-5 freeway. Emily liked the feel of it, the American flags that flew proudly from a number of the buildings, and the armored tank on display near the main entrance. Never mind that the area was known for its rainy gray skies; in the few days she’d been there, the weather had been nothing but sunshine. Now as she studied the complex and the blue sky that framed it, the picture was almost surreal. 

She’d lived most of her life not knowing that her father was involved in the military, and still she’d always felt a sense of pride when she’d seen an officer or a convoy of army vehicles. After September 11, though she’d only been fourteen, she made a beaded flag pin and wore it every day for a year. When the announcements came in that the U.S. had launched a retaliatory attack on Afghanistan, and then on Iraq, she was one of the few kids she knew who rushed home from school to watch the footage. 

Papa used to tease her that her blood wasn’t red. It was red, white, and blue. Patriotic Polly, he’d called her. “That’s my girl, giving us old folks hope for the next generation.” 

Her pride in America, in its military strength, was almost instinctive. War was a tough subject, and she had as many friends in support of it as against it. Emily didn’t like war, but on her own she could see some benefits. For instance, the way the country seemed so much safer since the military took action against countries harboring terrorists. 

But the war aside, there was something admirable about people who devoted their lives to serving their country. Emily might not work for the military after she earned her degree, but then again, she might make it a career — the way her dad had done. She would never know unless she tried. 

She straightened her shoulders and headed toward the front doors of the main building on the base. 

She’d had a conversation with a nice woman the day before, and now she knew that her first stop was the personnel office. She found it, no trouble, and smiled at the older man working behind the counter. 

“I’m Emily Anderson. I start work here today.” 

“Ah, yes. Emily.” The man looked beneath the counter for a moment and brought up a packet with her name on it. “Your father is Shane Galanter, isn’t that right?” 

“Yes, sir.” Pride warmed her chest. “He arranged the job for me.” 

“Well — ” he tapped the packet — “you let him know we’re all happy to have his daughter here. Shane Galanter is a fine instructor, one of this country’s best.” 

“Thank you, sir. I’ll tell him.” 

She was going to like this job, she could already tell. If only her mom hadn’t taken the news so hard. 

“The military, Emily?” She hadn’t exactly sighed, but her tone hinted at her frustration. “Isn’t it enough that your father works for the navy without you bringing another branch into the picture?” 

“Mom …” Emily tried to conceal her surprise. “I thought you and Dad were more on the same page about all that now.” 

Her mom’s hesitation had been enough to stir a flicker of concern in Emily, but then her mother’s voice relaxed. “We are, it’s just … I pictured you working for a newspaper, not the military.” 

Those words were the only grains of sand in an otherwise smooth transition to Tacoma and PLU — and now here, to the job at Fort Lewis. Emily dismissed the memory. Her mother’s questions and concerns about the military would only lead her to a deeper understanding of the man she loved: Emily’s father. 

Emily took the packet of paperwork and moved to a nearby table. Ten minutes later she had filled out the necessary forms and signed all the documents. When she returned it to the man, he directed her to a place against a partition. He took her picture and after a few minutes, gave her an ID badge. 

She was on her way down the hall to the public affairs office when two young uniformed soldiers turned into the same hallway and headed toward her. A smile played on her lips and she nodded at them in passing. Both were nice looking, but the tall one closest to her held her gaze longer than necessary. 

A rush of warmth moved across her cheeks. Get a grip, Emily. She kept walking, but a sudden realization hit her. Until now, she hadn’t considered that the base would be swarming with guys her age. Though she’d dated back at Wheaton, she’d always been too busy with school and soccer and the search for her parents for any kind of serious relationship. Besides, she’d learned something from her parents. Relationships were better when they happened later in life — certainly not a few months shy of her twentieth birthday. 

No, she wasn’t looking for a boyfriend. Not when she owed it to the soccer team and to her boss at Fort Lewis to give them everything she had. 

Boys could come later. It was that simple. 

Still … there was something about a guy in a uniform. 

The public information office was just ahead on her right, and as she opened the door and went inside, she had the instant feeling she was home. A staff of people in cubicle spaces tapped away at keyboards. Two of them were sharing an easy conversation as they worked. 

“Here’s one the papers haven’t pounced on.” The comment came from a woman in her mid-thirties or so. “The number of guys enlisting is up — not just here, but across the country.” 

“Of course they haven’t run that story.” The man sitting across from her leaned back in his chair and grinned. “Doesn’t support their notion of disillusionment.” 

“I guess.” 

Emily chuckled under her breath and made her way to the counter. A pretty, slender black woman was typing and staring at her computer screen. “Be with you in a minute.” Her voice was pleasant. She finished whatever she was working on, then stood and held out her hand. “You must be Emily Anderson.” 

“Yes, ma’am. Reporting for duty.” 

“Good.” The woman smiled. “I’m Vonda. I’ve got about three dozen press releases that need copyediting. Ten need to be twice as long, and twenty need to be cut in half. I think I’ll start you on that.” 

She was upbeat and energetic, and between her and the few other people, the office had a wonderful feel to it. The woman showed her to a seat in front of another computer. “This will be your station for now. Let’s go over a few things.” 

Emily tucked her purse beneath the desk and listened while the woman went over the operating system and how to access the press release files. She was fifteen minutes into the training when the door to the office opened and a soldier walked in. 

Emily’s eyes widened as heat tickled her cheeks again. It was the tall soldier from the hallway. 

“Justin, thank goodness.” The black woman threw her hands in the air. “This is our new girl, Emily Anderson.” She put her hand on Emily’s shoulder. “I need you to get her up to speed on the process of editing releases.” She looked down at Emily. “And this is Justin Baker. He puts in three shifts a week here because he’s got big dreams.” She raised her eyebrows at Emily. “Hotshot officer. Wants to run the place one day.” 

“Not for a few years, Vonda.” Justin grinned and looked at Emily. His eyes were a shade of green that almost looked airbrushed in. “And sure, I’d be happy to help.” 

“Thanks.” Emily forced the word and tried to exhale. 

Justin had short light-brown hair. He was so handsome that her heart stumbled into double time. Even so, this wasn’t the time to act weak at the knees. This was a job, her role here a professional one. She needed to act accordingly. 

She gave him the same smile she’d given Vonda a few minutes earlier. “It shouldn’t take much.” She looked at the computer screen. “I think I’ve just about got it.” 

A phone rang on Vonda’s desk, and she made an exaggerated wipe across her forehead, as if Justin had rescued her in the nick of time. As Vonda went to answer her phone, Justin pulled a chair next to Emily’s. “Okay, the press releases are always in that file,” he pointed to a folder on the computer desktop. “That way they’re easy to access.” 

He walked her through the steps and even switched chairs with her so he could show her how to cut a release from the bottom while still keeping transitions and important details, and then how to lengthen a release. “You need to call up the interview file. Usually you can find enough quotes and details in the reporter’s notes to double the size of any release. The reporter has to okay it afterwards.” 

She was listening, she really was. But her mind just couldn’t seem to stay on task when everything about the guy next to her filled her senses. His cologne … the subtle scent of soap and laundry detergent on his freshly starched uniform. And that wasn’t all. His voice was kind and soothing, and she found herself wondering what it would be like to sit next to him at the movies or at a concert. 

“Emily?” 

She jumped and turned. He was looking at her, his expression blank. 

“Did you hear me?” 

Again her heart pounded. What was wrong with her? She almost never had this reaction around a guy. She straightened herself. “Sorry. I have a lot on my mind.” 

“I was just explaining that Mr. Williams makes the decisions on the length of releases. They’re written at sort of a standard word length, and then the editing can cut that in half or double it — depending on where the release is being sent.” 

“Right.” Good. She was recovering well. She would stay focused the rest of the afternoon. 

Justin finished training her, then he sat back and smiled. “How’s your dad?” 

“My dad?” Emily hesitated, fingers poised over the keyboard. She lowered her brow. “You know him?” 

“He and my dad spent time together in the Gulf War. I guess they were pretty good friends.” 

“We don’t …” She shook her head. “We don’t have the same last name. So how did you figure it out?” 

Justin laughed, and the sound was easy and genuine. “Your dad remembered that mine was stationed out here in the Northwest. Once you had the job here, the two of them talked.” He shrugged. “My dad called me the next day and told me you were coming.” He grinned at her. “Said you’d be brand-new and to look out for you. That sort of thing.” 

“Is that right?” She allowed a bit of teasing into her tone. 

“Yeah.” Justin crossed his ankle over his other knee. “But he didn’t tell me you’d be gorgeous.” 

Again the air seemed to leave the room, as if some giant human vacuum was controlling the oxygen level, laughing at her and daring her to try and take a breath. She swallowed and willed her trembling heart to find its normal rhythm again. “Well, thanks.” She looked at the computer. “And thanks for the training.” 

From the front counter, Vonda gave them both a look and brushed her hand in their direction. “Looks like we got us a pair of smitten youngsters.” She shook her head. “Don’t fight it, Emily. Once Justin sets his sights on a girl, it’s all over.” She smacked her lips together. “Mmmhmm. ‘Mr. Smooth,’ that’s what we call him around the office.” 

Justin held his finger up and started to say something in response, but instead he let his hand fall to his side and gave Emily a lopsided smile. “Vonda doesn’t hold back much.” 

She giggled. “I can see that.” Ignoring the strange way she felt, she turned once more to the computer screen. “I better get to work.” 

The afternoon passed in a blur, and Emily did her best to stay wrapped up in the press releases. But every now and then, she’d look up and catch Justin watching her. To hear Vonda talk about him, he was a player. Someone who had the same smooth lines for every girl he met. 

But his eyes told a different story. By the time Emily left the fort that day, she wondered if she’d ever get to hear that story. Either way, she was sure of one thing. 

She would never step foot on the base without looking for the tall, green-eyed soldier with the honest smile that made her heart jump the way no other guy’s ever had. 
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Lauren was checking her email, reading a letter from her editor when the phone rang. Even after living in her Fallon apartment for half a year, the place was sparsely furnished. Just a kitchen table and two chairs, a sofa, a television, and a computer balanced on top of an old stand she’d picked up at a garage sale. Her bedroom held a simple double bed. 

The phone sat on the edge of her computer stand, and she answered it on the second ring. “Hello?” 

“Mom?” It was Emily. She sounded energetic and hopeful — the way Lauren figured she must’ve sounded before running away to California all those years ago. “How are you?” 

Lauren glanced at the email from her editor. It started out the same as the others he’d been sending every few days: 

Lauren, we understand your need for a stateside time of respite. But it’s time to take your rightful place in the Middle East. No one can report the war like you can, Lauren. Your successors haven’t been … 

She closed her eyes and focused on her daughter. “Good, honey. I’m good.” The email shouted at her, calling her a liar. She turned her back to the computer. “Working on another feature.” 

“Really? That’s so cool.” Emily was always easily impressed. She was a writer, after all, so every time Lauren talked about her job with Time, Emily seemed to hang on every word. “What’s it about?” 

“iPods and MP3 players, how they’re causing a generation of kids to suffer early hearing loss.” She chuckled. “Nothing too exciting.” 

“Oooh.” There was worry in Emily’s voice. “I listen to mine all the time.” 

“Just keep the volume down.” 

“Okay.” Emily seemed in a hurry, as if she’d called for something other than just to chat. “So how’s Dad?” 

The question was rhetorical; Lauren could tell by their daughter’s voice. She made regular attempts to help her parents find common ground, but she didn’t really expect there to be trouble between the two of them — especially not troubles that loomed like a tidal wave over them and their plans for a future. Lauren tried to dismiss the memory of Shane’s face from the night before, when once again they’d fought. She cleared her voice. “He’s great.” 

“Good.” Emily laughed. “Mom, you won’t believe this.” 

“What?” It felt good to hear her daughter’s enthusiasm. Maybe some of it would rub off, and Lauren could take a fresh look at the way her new life was falling apart. “You scored three goals in your scrimmage yesterday?” 

“Well — ” her laugh became a giggle, the way she must’ve sounded as a little girl — “okay, that too.” 

“Really?” Lauren stood and wandered across her apartment to the front door. “Seriously, Em? Three goals?” 

“Four, but one was called back.” 

“The coach must be glad he signed you.” 

“I think I’m a little gladder than him, even.” Her words danced with a new sort of joy. “’Cause guess what?” 

Lauren chuckled. “I give up.” 

“Well,” there was a definite smile in her voice, “you know I’m working at Fort Lewis, at the army base just outside of Tacoma?” 

“Yes, I know.” Lauren opened the door and stepped out onto her small porch. She sat in the webbed folding chair there and trained her eyes on the mountains. “Is it working out?” 

“Definitely. I’m editing press releases and running errands and answering phones. It’s great experience.” She hesitated. “And I met a guy, Mom.” 

A guy … so that was it. Lauren felt herself smile. “Well, well. My busy Emily wasn’t supposed to have time for guys, remember?” 

“I still don’t.” She laughed in a shy sort of way. “But it’s the weirdest thing, Mom. I can’t get him out of my head. I mean, every day I go to work and I’m like, you know, looking for him. But I don’t really look for him because then he’d think I like him, and Vonda says he’s Mr. Smooth to every girl he meets.” 

Lauren felt a rush of familiar feelings. What her daughter was describing was exactly how she’d felt about Shane once upon a yesterday. “Who’s Vonda?” 

“She runs the front desk at the public information office, remember?” 

“That’s right.” Lauren wished she were with Emily in person. It’d be nice to hug her daughter and celebrate with her, but she needed to be a mother first. Especially after going so long without being one. “Vonda thinks the guy’s a little too smooth, is that it?” 

“He’s not really.” Emily giggled again. “I mean, I don’t think so. I haven’t seen a string of girls coming by to visit him at the office.” She grabbed a quick breath. “And guess what else? His father is Dad’s friend. They were together in the Gulf War.” 

So … the boy was from a military family. Lauren tried to hide her concern. Emily sounded so smitten — something Lauren hadn’t heard from her in the six months they’d been getting to know each other. She didn’t want to dampen her daughter’s excitement, even if she could feel herself being outnumbered. 

In the distance, two fighter jets roared into the sky and circled wide over the tops of the mountains. She closed her eyes. “How interesting.” 

“It is interesting.” Emily’s voice lost some of its enthusiasm. “We haven’t gone out or anything. But still … I don’t know, Mom. I’m tearing it up on the soccer field and I love my job, but at night when I talk to God, it’s like I can’t stop thinking about Justin.” 

“Be careful, Em. The smooth types can be the worst of all.” 

“I know.” She was the sensible Emily again. “I just thought I’d tell you. And hey, I almost forgot. Can you and Dad come for a visit the first week of August?” 

“A soccer game?” Lauren’s heart soared. No matter what conflicts needed addressing in her own life, being reunited with her daughter was enough to make her smile. 

“Yes. A tournament. Coach thinks we could win it.” 

Lauren did the math. The tournament was six weeks away. Truth was, there were times when she didn’t think she’d survive that long before calling for a peaceful surrender with Shane and hightailing it back to the Middle East. But maybe a visit to see Emily would give them something to plan for, a reason to stay together and work things out. If that was possible. 

“Mom … how’s that sound?” Emily’s tone was slightly impatient. “Sorry, but I have to run. Soccer practice is in twenty minutes.” 

“Okay, well … sure. I mean, yes, I’ll definitely ask your dad. If he can get some time, I can too.” 

“Great. Okay, I gotta run, Mom. I’ll call you in a few days. Love you.” 

“Love you too.” Lauren hung up, then stared at the phone. It still didn’t seem possible, that her daughter had been alive all these years — that she’d become such an accomplished, responsible, intelligent young woman — all while Lauren was busy trying to forget she’d ever given birth to a daughter — a daughter she thought long dead. 

And now … as if there was no harm done, Emily accepted her, welcoming her into every aspect of her life, inviting her to soccer tournaments and talking about her hopes and dreams. Even talking to her about this — her feelings for the young soldier. 

It was more than Lauren dared hope for. 

The sound of the fighter jets faded, and Lauren stood and moved back into the apartment, to her place at the computer. The email was still on the screen, and this time she read it through. 

Lauren, we understand your need for a stateside time of respite. But it’s time to take your rightful place in the Middle East. No one can report the war like you can, Lauren. Your successors haven’t been hard-hitting enough, questioning enough. It’s like they’re buying into the notion that somehow good is going to come from the money and resources and people we’re losing over in Iraq and Afghanistan. Anyway, we’ve arranged for you to step right back into your same position and carry on the way you were before. We have a ten percent pay hike waiting for you, and for Scanlon, of course. He’s still shooting pictures for us, still waiting for his partner to join him. Won’t you think about it, Lauren? The offer’s open-ended. We’ll be waiting for you. Just say the word. Bob Maine. 

“Bob, Bob, Bob …” Lauren sighed and read the letter over one more time. It was the same message he’d given her twice that month already. “What am I going to do with you?” 

She tried to picture it, saying good-bye to Shane again, packing her things, and returning to the Middle East. She’d be put up in the media headquarters in Afghanistan at first, the same place Jeff Scanlon still lived. The two of them would reconnect, falling into the easy camaraderie they’d always shared. He was a good friend, and she missed him. Missed the work they did together. 

Only Scanlon understood how the war had changed her, how reporting the casualties and destruction every day made an impression on one’s mind that never went away — no matter how many stories a person might write on the dangers of MP3 players. 

Everything about the offer sounded fantastic. She’d be out of Fallon, rid of the well-meaning military men and women who couldn’t see past the flag, and she’d be doing something worthwhile with her life. All of it sounded wonderful, except one part. The part where she’d have to say good-bye to Shane. 

He was the love of her life, wasn’t he? How long had she looked for him, dreamed about him, pined for him after she left Illinois and headed to Los Angeles? She’d wept every mile of the way, broken over the loss of their daughter and angry at their parents for separating them. 

Why hadn’t someone — anyone — shown the sense to let them stay together? There was no telling what might’ve happened. The two of them would have stayed on the same page, certainly. They would’ve struggled financially, but they would’ve raised Emily in the faith they’d been brought up in. No taking opposite trails on the journey of life, because they would’ve walked every step together. 

Lauren closed down her email program, stood, and wandered to her bedroom. If she were honest, she had to admit her apartment didn’t look like it belonged to someone trying to put down roots in Nevada. Even her clothes were still in stacks on the floor against the wall. The only thing that gave the room any distinction was a framed photograph on the windowsill. A picture of her and Shane, not from this past year, but from her other life. Back when she was just seventeen and believed with all her heart that she and Shane would be together forever. 

She went to the photograph, picked it up, and studied the people in the picture. Sometimes, when she was frustrated with the sound of fighter jets and idle military chat, she would look at the photo and convince herself that she’d been too young back then, too naïve to understand love. 

Or she’d tell herself that Shane wasn’t the same person, that the kindness in the young man’s eyes was no longer there. He was a steely navy Veteran, an instructor with a bark that caused young pilots to stand a little straighter, fly a little sharper. 

But as she stood there, she knew the truth. Shane hadn’t changed. He’d always stood for what was right. No, he wasn’t perfect, but he wanted so badly to be on the good side. And what he lacked, he made up for with a faith that knew no bounds. 

No, Shane hadn’t changed. 

She dusted her finger over the glass, bringing their faces into clearer focus. They hadn’t been too young to understand love. Their eyes told a story even she couldn’t rewrite. The love they shared back then was pure and raw, uncomplicated by politics or differing viewpoints. It was enough to make her drive away from home and never look back. Enough to keep her searching for him years after it no longer made sense. 

So … what now? 

She looked out the window and tried to picture Shane, dressed in his decorated white uniform, sitting at a desk that overlooked the entire Top Gun airfield. She would tell him about Emily’s offer, about taking a trip to Tacoma and seeing where their daughter lived and played and worked. But she was kidding herself if she thought that was going to solve anything. 

She’d been asking God what chance they had, and how she could ever become the sort of military wife Shane needed. She’d tried swallowing her opinions, muffling them, and banishing them altogether. But always they came back, and always she and Shane argued because of them. 

She set the photograph back on the windowsill. She’d been looking for an answer to her prayers, searching her heart and Shane’s eyes, and examining their relationship every time they’d been together lately. God’s answer had to be somewhere — His will as clear as the love that once shone from their faces. 

When she was around Shane, she still felt weak in the knees, her heart still responded the way it had when she was a girl. She loved him as she would never love another man. But their differences loomed larger every time they were together. 

She looked out the window at the streets of Fallon, and slowly, gradually, it hit her. Maybe God had been trying to answer her prayers all along. Maybe he’d tried once, twice, three times. Nine times. But this time — finally — she was able to hear what He was telling her. The message hurt her heart even to consider it. It wasn’t spoken with the voice of God, of course. But with one that was even more familiar. 

The voice of her editor, Bob Maine. 
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The breakthrough happened that same afternoon, the day Emily shared her feelings with her mother. She’d been determined not to make the first move with Justin. There were countless reasons why. She was busy, she had to be dedicated to her team, she was still getting used to the Tacoma area, she didn’t know him well enough. 

The list was long. 

But that didn’t change the way she felt every time he walked into the room. He was broad shouldered with a rugged face and a quick sense of humor. Just like her dad. Already she knew that Justin’s faith, his beliefs, mattered as much to him as hers did. Even so, she wouldn’t make her feelings obvious. Especially after the Mr. Smooth comments from Vonda. If Justin Baker was a smooth talker, let some other girl fall for him. She was certainly too busy to be taken on a meaningless ride. 

That afternoon, she was editing releases when he pulled a chair up beside her and waited for her to look at him. When she did, she couldn’t stop her breath from catching in her throat. She kept her tone light. “More training?” 

“If you need it.” He gave her a look that made her laugh. 

“Not really.” She raised one eyebrow. “See, I had this teacher, and, well … he was so talented, I don’t have a single question.” 

“That’s good.” He ran his tongue along his lower lip and shifted in his seat. It was the first time he’d looked nervous. “Hey, Emily, I want to clear something up.” 

“Okay.” She turned to face him. 

“I hear you over there, Justin Baker, all flirty and everything.” Vonda was a relentless teaser. She stood at her desk and winked in their direction. “Just go on ahead and get over yourself, Mr. Smooth. Ask the poor girl out, already. She’s dying for you to do it.” She made a loud exasperated sound and sat down hard on her seat. “Love is wasted on the youth, I tell you. Wasted!” 

Justin looked at Emily for a beat, and then leaned his head back and groaned. “Thanks, Vonda.” 

“Anytime.” Vonda picked up the phone, her attention mercifully off the two of them. 

Emily gave him a sympathetic smile. “You were saying?” 

“Right.” He looked at her, and she noticed his cheeks were darker than before. He couldn’t be any more irresistible. “About the Mr. Smooth part.” He shook his head. “It isn’t true.” 

“It isn’t? How’s that?” 

“Well …” He craned his neck and cast a quick look in Vonda’s direction. His voice dropped a notch. “The thing is, if I were Mr. Smooth, I would’ve already done it.” 

“Done what?” Emily enjoyed the exchange, wherever it was leading. 

His eyes found hers, and he looked beyond the surface to someplace deep inside her. “Asked you out.” 

And just like that, his feelings were on the table. She felt herself lifting off the floor, floating around the room. But when she looked down, she could see herself still in the computer chair, her feet still on the ground. She remembered first to smile, and second to breathe. “Really?” 

“Yeah.” He exhaled as if he’d been holding his breath. “Emily, you don’t know how hard that was.” 

“Your turn, Miss Emily.” Vonda was off the phone again. She smacked her hand down in a mock show of disgust. “Do I have to come over there and teach the two of you how to do this?” 

Emily laughed. “That’s okay.” She looked at Justin and her insides felt all jumbled together. “I think we can figure it out.” 

Justin shielded his eyes with his hand and shook his head. “Thanks again, Vonda.” 

“Like I said, anytime.” 

“So?” Justin lowered his hand and winced. “Can I take you out to dinner? After work tonight?” 

“Sure.” Emily kept her tone light. She looked over her shoulder once more. “But I’m not sure how we’ll get by without Vonda.” 

“Me either.” He shrugged, and the gesture made him look adorable. “I guess we’ll never know if we don’t try.” 

They both laughed, and Justin snuck back to his work station — thankfully under Vonda’s radar so they avoided any comments about how it went or whether Emily had made the boy’s day by saying yes. The rest of the shift passed in a blur, and every few minutes Emily had to remind herself to focus. 

What could it mean, Justin asking her out? Had he been feeling about her the way she’d been feeling about him? Like even the most beautiful summer day couldn’t compare to the way it felt simply to sit in the same room together, working on press releases and breathing the same air? 

When their shift finally ended, they decided he would follow her back to her residence hall, and they’d both ride in his car — a Jeep Cherokee his dad had given him. He opened the sunroof as they set out, and she settled into the spot beside him. The leather seats felt soft and inviting. “I like it.” 

“I had no idea Dad was giving it to me.” Justin kept his eyes on the road. Now that Vonda wasn’t around, he seemed relaxed, at ease. As if the two of them had known each other forever. “I came home from my first tour in Iraq and my parents met me at the airport. They drove me to the base, and there it was in the parking lot. Covered with yellow ribbons.” He smiled. “My first car.” 

Emily studied him for a moment. So, he’d been to Iraq. The detail was proof that the two of them didn’t know each other nearly as well as it might seem. She pressed her shoulder into the seat and faced him. “How long were you there?” 

“A year, about the same as most guys.” Something changed in his eyes. 

“I thought …” She remembered the first time she met him, “I thought you wanted to run the base.” 

“Vonda exaggerates.” He grinned at her. The evening was still sunny and would be for another three hours, but the temperature had cooled. He looked up at the sunroof and back at her. “You cold?” 

“No.” She brushed her fingers over her long sleeves. “It feels good.” 

“It does.” He pulled onto the freeway and merged into a heavy flow of traffic. “I wanna be career military. Like my dad.” He shot her a quick smile. “Like yours.” He shrugged. “If they let me run the base, I’ll take it.” 

“So …” She didn’t want to ask, didn’t even want to picture him in danger — this golden young man who had so easily taken up residence in her heart. “So what did you do in Iraq?” 

“I’m trained for medic work, but that’s not where I spent my time. I did the frontline stuff, kicking in doors, looking for insurgents.” He made a face that suggested it was no big deal. “Traveling in convoys, that sort of thing.” 

Each bit of description hit her like a blow. He’d been in the most dangerous positions, she knew that much from her conversations with her father. Army guys who went looking for insurgents were the ones in the greatest danger. Certainly with his family’s pull, he could’ve been worked off the front line, still serving without putting his life in imminent danger. 

When she didn’t say anything, he gave her another quick look. “Hey, it wasn’t so bad. The  people love us over there.” 

Emily was fascinated and frightened all at once. “Tell me about it.” 

“The truth isn’t something you’ll read in a newspaper article — ” he winced — “or in a magazine piece your mother might write.” 

So he knew about her mother. Emily’s expression must’ve changed, because he hurried to cover himself. 

“My dad says your parents’ story is complicated. I mean — ” he changed lanes — “people are entitled to their opinions, Emily. Don’t get me wrong.” 

“I’m not.” They were already in Seattle, and ahead she could see the Sound and a hundred sailboats dotting the water. “I think … I think a lot of people helped shape my mother’s viewpoints.” 

He nodded toward the water. “Pike Place Market okay? They have some great seafood restaurants.” 

“Seriously?” She’d heard about the place from some of the girls on the soccer team, but she’d never been anywhere other than school and Fort Lewis. “I’d love it.” 

He took the next exit. Ten minutes later, he had a parking space near the water, and they climbed out and began walking toward the closest pier. Seattle had an eclectic feel about it, a mix of fast-paced business people in their suits and nice dresses, and urban earthy types with baggy clothes, long hair, backpacks, and sandals. Over all of it towered the Seattle Space Needle. 

The sun was still high in the sky, and the smell of exhaust fumes and seawater mixed in the cool breezy air. When they’d settled into a comfortable pace, Justin took a slow breath. “Like I was saying, it’s so different over there. I went expecting a battle, and I found one. The war is a long ways from over.” 

“That’s what I hear.” She kept her pace even with his, and every now and then, the smell of his cologne mixed with the evening wind. 

“But the best part was the people.” He smiled and his eyes took on an added depth. “They’re so glad to be free, Emily. Men, women, and children — all of them so grateful. To most of them, we’re the heroes.” He gave a single laugh. “My mom made a scrapbook with all the pictures I took. Pictures of me and the people of Iraq. Especially the kids.” 

“So … so you weren’t in a lot of danger?” They were walking down a hill now, along a cobblestone road, and just ahead, the sun cast a blanket of diamonds over the water of Elliott Bay and the distant Puget Sound. 

“There was danger.” His smile faded. He was quiet for a moment, and then he looked at her. “I lost two buddies, guys who were hit by a roadside bomb on a day when I stayed back to do weapons inventory.” 

She felt her heart sink. “I’m sorry.” And she was. But at the same time, she breathed a prayer of thanks to God for sparing Justin, for allowing the soldier beside her the chance to live the life ahead of him. 

“The majority of people here and over there support us, and that’s a good thing.” His words were slower now, thoughtful. “It’s not like it was for the Vietnam guys. Not hardly. But still — ” he looked up at the sky and squinted at the setting sun — “I wish more people knew the truth. We’re getting a lot done over there, Emily. It’s a good thing, even with our losses.” 

The conversation shifted to her and her role on the soccer team. “I’ve played midfield since I was a little girl, and it’s more fun now than ever.” 

“Because you can see the light at the end of the tunnel?” His comment wasn’t rude or flip, just an honest observation. 

And an accurate one. “Yes.” She felt her arm brush against his, and the sensation sent a shiver all the way to her feet. “I’m good, but I won’t be on an Olympic team or trying out for the pros.” She gave him a sad smile. “This is it, so I’m giving it everything I have.” 

“I’d love to see you play.” They came to an intersection and crossed, stepping up onto a sidewalk that ran along the water’s edge. “I played, back in high school.” 

“Really?” Again Emily had the sense that she’d always known him. If they’d been at the same high school, they would’ve been the best of friends. Or maybe they would’ve found the sort of teenage love her parents had shared. She blinked away her thoughts. “What position?” 

“Midfielder. Same as you.” They stopped and he looked out at the water. “I miss it sometimes. But it wasn’t my passion.” He cocked his head and met her eyes again. “Not like being in the army.” 

Emily’s admiration grew. “When did you get back … from Iraq?” 

“In October. Right before the holidays.” He leaned his forearms on the metal railing that separated the sidewalk from the embankment down to the water. “Made my parents happy.” 

“So now … you’re done?” She kept her tone light. The question dangling in her heart wasn’t one she wanted to ask, but she had to know. She rested her arms on the same metal railing and turned her head so she could see him. “Now you work on other training and, you know, learning how to run the base, that sort of thing, right?” 

He chuckled and — intentionally or not — slid his right arm over so that it was touching hers. “I have one more tour, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

Fear tightened her airways, and she stared out at the farthest bit of ocean she could find. No, he wasn’t going back to Iraq, that couldn’t be what he’d said. “But … but you already did the dangerous stuff, right?” 

“They’re looking for guys to go twice.” He stood a little straighter. There was no worry or concern in his voice. “I can’t very well lead guys if I’m not willing to make sacrifices myself.” 

His answer was exactly what she would’ve expected him to say. “So you’ll be back on the front lines?” 

“Probably.” He smiled at her and nudged her arm with his. “But that’s where the people are, Emily. It’s what makes me sure we’re supposed to be there. Besides, God’s got my back. I felt Him with me every minute last time I was there.” 

She had the sudden urge to run. What point was there in getting to know this wonderful guy beside her if he was going to leave for another year in Iraq, if nothing about his future was even a little bit sure? But before those feelings could take root, she stopped herself. 

God knew the plans He had for Justin, same as He knew the plans He had for her. Neither of them was guaranteed their next breath. So why borrow worry from tomorrow? She breathed out and felt herself relax. “When, Justin?” She didn’t move her arm, didn’t break the connection between them. “When do you go?” 

“End of September.” He smiled and eased his fingers between hers. “Come on. Let’s find some dinner.” 

They walked slower than before, and with her hand tucked in his, Emily had to keep telling herself she really was here, he really was beside her, walking with her hand in hand along the edge of Seattle’s Puget Sound. And no, she wasn’t floating ten feet off the ground, no matter how she felt. 

For the rest of the evening, they avoided talk of his return to Iraq. Instead they found a restaurant and were seated near a window that overlooked the water. He took the spot across from her and told her about his younger sister. 

“She’s eighteen now, four years younger than I am.” He unfolded his napkin across his lap, clearly at ease in the upscale dining room. “The whole family has a list of stories about her.” 

“Like what?” 

He grinned. “Like the time she bought a new cell phone. She was all excited because it had a speed dial feature for up to thirty phone numbers.” He planted his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his fist, his eyes on Emily. “So we’re at dinner that night and she’s going on about which numbers she’s programmed in, and how one of them is 9-1-1.” He changed his voice to sound like a ditzy girl. “ ‘That way, if I have an emergency, I can just dial star-two-seven instead. Or was it star-two-eight?’ ” Justin’s laugh was full of warmth and affection. “The rest of us rolled. Only my sister would think it could save time to dial star-two-seven instead of 9-1-1.” 

They ordered salmon and vegetables and a  couple of lattes. When the waiter left, Justin asked her about her parents. “I know they were apart for a long time, but I don’t know the whole story.” 

So she told him, told him how they’d been so in love, and how the things her mother had written about her father could still make any of the three of them teary eyed. She told him about the struggle of her mother’s pregnancy, and how none of her grandparents had supported the young  couple. 

“The amazing thing is that I found them.” She folded her hands in her lap and searched his face. “It was my dream, my daily prayer that God would bring them back to me and to each other.” She took a sip of her coffee. “He did both. I can’t ask for more than that.” 

The hour was relaxed and full of more stories. They finished eating and popped peppermint candies into their mouths as Justin paid the bill. When they were outside, he took her hand and led her once more to a spot along the railing. The sun was just dropping below the horizon. Nearly ten o’clock. Right on time for a Northwest summer night. 

Pink and orange streaks mixed with deep blues as the sunset began leaving its mark on the sky. Again Justin stood close to her, his arm touching hers a little more than before. A smile tugged at the corners of his lips, and in the glow of the setting sun she could hardly take her eyes off him. “Why the smile?” 

“Because — ” he looked down and chuckled, soft and low — “I was thinking about Vonda.” 

“Crazy Vonda?” Emily felt a shiver run along her spine again, and she wasn’t sure if it was from Justin’s nearness or the cooling air. 

“Yeah. I can almost hear what she’d say if she were standing behind us.” 

“What?” She angled herself to face him more than the water. 

“She’d say, ‘Enough already, Mr. Smooth. Do I have to come over there and tell you how to do it?’ ” He turned too, his shoulders squared to hers. Only a few inches separated them. His tone changed, and there was a pull between them that Emily couldn’t resist. He swallowed, still imitating the office manager. “ ‘Or will you just go ahead and … kiss the girl.’ ” 

Emily had been kissed once before. After a prom date with a guy she had a crush on for most of her junior year. But here, now, she knew what was coming and she wanted it more than she wanted her next breath. She moved closer, so close she could smell the peppermint on his breath. “You know what I think?” 

He brushed his cheek against hers and drew back enough to see her eyes. “What?” 

“I’d hate to frustrate Vonda.” Her words came out slow, breathy. The foot traffic on the sidewalk had tapered way off, but she wouldn’t have cared if they’d been standing in a crowd of people. 

“Yeah.” He moved in, slowly, tenderly, and touched his lips to hers. “Me too.” His hand moved to her waist and drew her close as he kissed her again, slower this time, longer. The tentative sweetness of his kiss told her more clearly than words that they stood together on the edge of a canyon of emotions and feelings. All they needed to do was find the courage to jump. 

Emily could’ve stood there all night being kissed by Justin Baker, kissing him back. But after a few minutes, he touched his knuckles to her cheek and gave her a final kiss. “I need to get you back.” 

“Okay.” At the seemingly abrupt end to their closeness, she suddenly felt unsure of herself. What was she doing, standing here letting a guy she didn’t really know kiss her? Maybe he really was the smooth talker Vonda declared him to be, and now that she’d kissed him, maybe he wouldn’t ask her out again. After all, this was new to her — so new she wasn’t sure what to do next, how to transition from head over heels back to a sane conversation. 

But before she could worry anymore, he took her hand and brought it to his lips. With the most tender care, he kissed it, his eyes on hers. “Can I say something without scaring you?” 

She could hear her heart pounding, feel it as far down as her knees. “Yes.” What could he want to tell her? That he was sorry? That he regretted kissing her when they hadn’t known each other that long? She held her breath. 

“I have the strangest feeling, Emily.” He studied her face, and this time he placed both his hands around her narrow waist. 

“What?” She was frozen, waiting. 

“Like all my life has been leading up to this one … single moment.” 

She wanted to tell him she felt the same thing. But all she could do was breathe and nod her head. For a moment, it seemed he might kiss her again, but instead he tucked her arm in his and walked her back up the hill toward his car. This time the conversation turned to relationships. 

“I figured you had a boyfriend.” Justin smiled at her, and in the fading light his eyes sparkled. “A girl as beautiful as you. With a heart like yours.” 

She laughed. “No wonder Vonda called you Mr. Smooth.” The air was colder now and she began to shiver. 

Justin slipped his arm around her shoulders, and as they walked, they fell into a rhythm that seemed as old as time. “I’m serious. I would’ve asked you out a week ago, except I figured you had someone.” 

“Okay.” She looked up at him, not sure she wanted to know. “What about you? There must be a line of girls waiting for you somewhere.” 

“Nah.” He laughed and shook his head. “I went to college on a running-start program. Focused on ROTC and graduated at twenty. Never really fit into any group. You know, not a jock, not a druggie, not a musical type, not a whiz-kid. I dated here and there, but I sort of stayed to myself.” 

When they reached the car again, he hesitated. “I so don’t want to take you home yet.” 

“I know.” Would he lean against his car and pull her into his arms? The way she sort of hoped he would? 

No. He was too much of a gentleman for that. Instead he led her around to the passenger door, opened it, and held it for her. When he slipped into the driver’s seat, he smiled at her. “You think Vonda’ll be able to tell? Tomorrow when we’re at work?” 

She giggled. “Probably.” 

The drive home went too fast, and when they reached her residence hall, he walked her up to the door. “Tonight was amazing.” 

“Yeah.” She wasn’t sure what to make of her feelings. A sudden shyness mixed with a longing she’d never known. She wanted so badly to kiss him again, but the timing seemed wrong. She took a step toward the door. “Thanks, Justin.” 

“See you tomorrow.” He hesitated, then turned and jogged down the steps. 

When he was gone, she hurried inside, and there in the entryway were three girls from the soccer team. Pam was one of them. 

“My goodness, Emily, who was the hunk?” 

She looked back at the driveway and the Jeep Cherokee just pulling away. “Justin.” She let her eyes find Pam again. “Justin Baker. He’s a soldier from Fort Lewis.” 

“He’s hot.” Pam whistled. 

“He’s beyond hot.” One of the other girls shaded her eyes and looked out toward the fading taillights. “He’s the hottest guy I’ve seen on campus all summer.” She took hold of Emily’s shoulder. “Tell me he has a brother, please, Emily.” 

“He doesn’t.” She laughed and waved them off. She didn’t want to stand there in the entryway making small talk with her teammates. She wanted to get to her room, wash her face, and crawl into bed, where she could relive every moment of the last six hours. While she could still feel his breath on her skin, his kiss on her lips. 

While the memory was still so alive she could be absolutely certain she’d spend the rest of the night dreaming about it. 

Her last thought before going to sleep made her smile. Vonda was wrong. Love wasn’t wasted on the youth. It had found her when she least expected it, and wherever her new relationship with Justin went from here, she had a feeling the journey would be magical. 

And that however long the ride, the two of them would enjoy every minute. 

 

SIX

 

 

 

 

Shane felt the tension between him and Lauren long before they took their seats on the plane. She was quieter than usual, and once in a while he’d catch her dabbing at her eyes, maybe trying not to cry. 

He looked out the window as the plane took off. How had they grown so distant? He still loved her, still wanted to share his life with her. The feelings he had for her, he’d never have for anyone else. After a lifetime of missing her, he knew that. Knew it as certainly as he knew his name and rank. 

She hadn’t said anything about running, but he had the feeling she was thinking about it. Twice in the past few weeks she’d mentioned emails from her editor, invitations — no, not invitations, but downright pleas — for her to return to the Middle East. 

“Is that what you want?” He asked her yesterday, the last time she’d mentioned the emails. 

“No.” She came to him, looped her arms around his neck, and leaned her head on his chest. “I want you, Shane. I’ve always only wanted you.” 

So why did their differences feel more pronounced every time they were together? He wanted to talk about wedding locations and honeymoons, but the conversation always took a different direction. 

“Don’t you feel bad,” she’d said the last time he mentioned a honeymoon, “taking a trip to some luxurious beach when the people in Afghanistan are struggling just to survive?” 

“Okay.” He took hold of her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Does it help the people in Afghanistan if we stay home?” 

She shook her head and turned away, more upset than was fitting for the moment. “You don’t understand me, Shane. I’m not saying we can’t go, just that it makes me sad, thinking about the people over there.” She hung her head, her voice a million miles away. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m being a real drag.” 

Through the last part of June and all of July, Lauren spent most of her time on the road gathering information for one story or another. When they talked — in person or on the phone — they discussed the coming trip to see Emily’s new school, her new residence, and her new guy, Justin Baker. 

Shane had hoped this trip would give them a chance to remember why they were together in the first place. But now here they were, and though Lauren was beside him, she might as well have been back in Afghanistan for how close she felt. 

He stared at the city below, watched it get smaller and smaller as the aircraft found its cruising altitude. 

He drew a deep breath. Lord, I can feel You up here. So close it’s like I could reach out and touch You. But what about Lauren? His eyes stung and his throat felt thick. Father, I’ve looked for her all my life and now she’s here. But her heart seems half a world away. What can I do, Lord? How can I stir inside her the feelings she once had? The feelings she had last winter when she followed me to Fallon? 

Remember, my son, love never fails. Not ever. 

The answer resonated in his heart and seemed to come from someplace right behind him. He knew better than to turn around and look. But when God’s answers were this clear, they always left him with a sense of awe. The Lord, the Creator of the universe, cared enough to answer his simple prayers. And this time, the answer was especially strong, because it came straight from Scripture. First Corinthians, chapter thirteen. 

Love never fails. 

He breathed out and relaxed his jaw. Then he turned his head and leaned in close to her. “Hi.” 

She was reading a magazine. Without hesitating, she slid it back into the seat pocket in front of her and shifted so she was facing him. “Hi.” 

He framed her face with his hand and worked his fingers into her hair. His eyes met hers, and the confusion he saw there only made his heart hurt more. “Lauren, don’t leave me. Please.” 

“Shane …” She covered his hand with her own. “Why do you say that?” 

“Because.” He swallowed, searching her eyes, desperate to see the love and certainty he longed to find there. “I can feel you pulling away.” His voice was a whisper, one that was barely louder than the roar of the jet engines. “A little more every day.” 

Tears filled her eyes, and her chin quivered. For a while she didn’t speak, then she managed to force tight words free. “I don’t want to leave.” 

“Okay, then.” He could feel the tears in his own eyes. “Stay. Please, Lauren. Stay.” 

The impossibilities lay dark and flat in her eyes, her expression. “We need a bridge. Only …” She gulped, and two tears slid down her cheeks. “Only I’m not sure there’s a bridge that big.” 

“Love is the bridge, Lauren.” He ran his fingertips along the side of her face. “I’ll never love anyone like I love you.” 

She nodded. “Okay.” Her answer told him only this much: they couldn’t talk about forever, couldn’t figure things out here, surrounded by the other passengers. She closed the gap between them and touched her lips softly to his. “I love you that much too.” 

They didn’t speak again the rest of the short flight. Their discussion had pulled back the shades and revealed a terror too dark and horrible to imagine, too great even to consider. Later, after they’d had a chance to see Emily, they’d talk about it again. Because whatever was making things worse, whatever was placing this barrier between them, wasn’t going to go away on its own. 

In the half hour before the plane landed, Lauren rested her head on his shoulder and fell asleep. Shane savored the feel of her body against his, reveled in the sensation of her nearness without her angry opinions, his frustrated comebacks. He stroked her hair, and when it came time to get off the plane, she woke and smiled at him. 

“I can’t wait to see Emily.” 

“Me either.” 

Just like that, they made a silent pact to put all talk about themselves on hold. At least for now. They rented a car and headed straight for the university. The sky was blue with temperatures in the mideighties. Emily had been telling them that the weather was wonderful in Tacoma. 

“That or the company you’re keeping?” Shane teased her the last time they talked. 

“Well — ” Emily sounded wonderful, full of life and love and purpose — “let’s just say it could be raining every day and neither of us would notice.” 

On the drive from the airport to PLU, Shane thought about how strange life was. Gary Baker had been one of his closest friends in the Gulf War. They were in different branches of the military, but they were together for planning meetings and strategic multibranch cooperative assignments. 

When their stint in the Gulf ended, they remained friends. Over the years, their visits and conversations happened less frequently, but that never mattered. They had the sort of friendship that withstood time. 

When Emily chose to take the PLU scholarship, and then when she asked Shane about getting a job at Fort Lewis, he remembered. That was the base where Gary had been stationed before he retired. Now he lived ninety minutes south in a small town called Kelso, the place where he’d grown up and where he and his wife Carol raised their two kids. But still he might know who to talk to at the army base. Shane was on the phone to his old friend that afternoon. 

“The timing couldn’t be better,” Gary had told him. “They’re looking for someone part-time. My boy’s working at that office a few days a week. I know exactly who you should talk to.” 

By the end of the week, Emily had a job. But never, not once, had Shane given a second thought to the idea that Gary’s son would work with Emily. Not until she called toward the end of June, giddier than he’d ever heard her. 

“How do you know, Dad? When it’s really love?” 

“Well …” His feelings were mixed at her question. All those years he’d ached because he’d missed out on her life, hadn’t known where she was or even if she was. Now that she’d found him, it felt strange to hear her so excited about a boy. Strange to have to share any part of his little girl. He cleared his throat and tried to sound paternal. “For one thing, it usually takes longer than three weeks.” 

“I don’t know.” Her voice had a dreamy quality to it. “We’ve gone out almost every night. I think it took us about three hours to figure it out.” 

By the end of the phone call, just for something to say, Shane asked the boy’s name. That’s when Emily giggled. “You know him, Dad. I wasn’t going to tell you until you met him in person, but you might as well hear it now. His name’s Justin Baker.” 

“What?” Shane about slid out of his seat. Several times Gary and Carol had sent pictures of Justin. He was a handsome kid, but he was a kid, right? Way too young to be talking love with Shane’s little girl. “Isn’t he still in high school?” 

Again Emily laughed. “No. Justin’s dad said the same thing. He thought I was like seventeen or something.” 

“Yeah, because nineteen is so old, right?” 

“Almost twenty.” She paused. “You and mom were ready to get married a whole lot younger than this.” 

Married? Shane’s heart skipped a beat. The statement must’ve been for effect. Certainly Emily hadn’t met a boy and fallen so hard the two of them were talking marriage. “Marriage, Emily? Are you trying to tell me something?” 

This time Emily laughed. “Dad, of course not. I’m just saying … Justin’s twenty-two. He finished college at twenty.” 

“Well, I wouldn’t expect anything less from the son of a man like Gary Baker.” 

“Good.” She made a clapping sound that carried over the phone lines. “His parents are coming up for my tournament, so you and Mom will get a chance to connect with them.” 

The weeks had flown by since then, and now here they were. He and Lauren, on their way to the first game of the tournament. 

They had just enough time to check into their hotel on the way to the field. When they got there, Shane could see a set of bleachers already full of people. 

“What if they don’t like me?” Lauren was holding his hand, but she lagged a step behind. “And why does it seem like we spend our entire lives around a military base?” 

Shane smiled at her. “Practice, Lauren.” He tickled the corners of her mouth. “People will like you a lot more if you’re smiling.” 

“I’m sorry.” She did, but he could feel her resistance. They drew closer, and Lauren stopped twenty yards short of the bleachers. “I want to look for Emily.” She shaded her eyes. “Wait … there she is! Number seven!” 

Suddenly Shane realized what he was watching. Their daughter had spent a lifetime kicking around a soccer ball. Game after game, practice after practice, the people cheering in the stands for her were her grandparents. Never her parents. Until today. Now, for the first time, he and Lauren were together doing what they should’ve done all of Emily’s life. 

Watching her play soccer. 

Shane linked his arm through Lauren’s. “Look at that.” They watched their daughter dart around two defenders, dribbling the ball like it was attached to her ankle by a string. Then, at just the right moment, she sent it across the field to a teammate streaking toward the goal. 

The defender running just ahead of Emily’s teammate didn’t have time to adjust her footing, and before even the goalie could react, Emily’s teammate shot the ball back to her, and she fired it into the goal. The entire team raised their hands, jumping and running out to meet Emily. 

A shiver passed over Shane’s arms. “She’s amazing.” 

“She is.” Lauren was just about to say something else, when people approaching caught her attention. She looked off to the side and smiled. “Hello.” 

Shane followed her gaze and there was his friend, Gary Baker. And next to him was a strapping boy four inches taller than Gary. Justin, no doubt. “Hey! I can’t believe this!” Shane took a few long strides and wrapped Gary in a big bear hug. “It’s been too long, friend. Way too long.” 

They pulled apart and Gary pointed out at the soccer field. “Your girl’s good.” 

“Thanks.” Shane grinned toward Emily, still getting congratulatory hugs from her teammates. Then he turned his attention to the tall soldier standing beside Gary. “And who’s this young man? Don’t tell me it’s your little Justin all grown up?” Shane felt Lauren come up alongside him. He put his arm around her shoulders and stuck his hand out toward the young man. “I’m Officer Shane Galanter. Your dad’s buddy.” 

“Sir.” He saluted. “Lieutenant Justin Baker, sir.” 

“At ease, lieutenant. The question is, when did you get to be taller than your daddy?” 

Justin laughed. “He asks me that all the time.” 

The play on the field resumed, and Lauren stuck out her hand first to Justin, then to Gary. “I’m Lauren, Emily’s mother.” 

“Nice to meet you, ma’am.” Justin wore his casual dress: camouflaged pants and a buttoned-down shirt. His manners were impeccable. 

Gary smiled at Lauren. “Come meet Carol. I think you’ll like her.” 

They moved to the bleachers, and after ten minutes, Carol and Lauren were talking about the plight of third-world countries and the work humanitarian and Christian groups were doing to alleviate the AIDS epidemic. 

Shane leaned in close to his friend. “Did you tell her to talk about that stuff?” 

“Who, Carol?” Gary looked at the two women. “No, she’s always been interested. Tells me we’re going to take a year off and do mission work in Africa someday.” 

Shane felt the tension in his soul ease. Lauren had found a friend, something neither of them expected. He was about to ask Gary how things had been in Kelso, when the action on the field came to a sudden stop. A girl from the opposing team was on the ground, and instantly a group of coaches surrounded her. 

“Paramedic!” one of the coaches shouted. “Someone call a paramedic!” 

Shane whipped out his cell phone and dialed 9-1-1. He wasn’t sure of the emergency, but in a calm voice he told the operator that a soccer player was down and seriously injured at PLU’s soccer field. “I’m not sure of the address.” 

“That’s okay, sir. Your cell phone has a GPS locator.” 

Shane was relieved. Before he could get off the phone, Justin bolted down the bleachers and out onto the field. “He has medic training,” Gary was on his feet, squinting, trying to make out the scene. 

Shane finished his call and watched as the young soldier took control. He must’ve identified himself, because the coaches cleared away. Even from their view in the bleachers, it was clear the player had been cut across her calf. She must’ve been kicked, the cleats from another player’s shoe slicing into her. 

Justin didn’t hesitate. He took off his shirt and pressed it over the wound. Then he raised the girl’s leg and propped her foot up on his shoulder. He was talking to her, still applying pressure on the wounded leg as the paramedics arrived. 

Once they’d wrapped her leg with sterile bandages, Justin took his bloodied shirt and returned to his place in the bleachers. Everyone in the stands applauded, and as Shane looked, he saw Lauren. Her mouth was slightly open, her eyes full of awe for the young man. 

“That looked serious …” 

“It was. The slice was pretty deep, nicked an artery for sure.” 

“I wondered.” Lauren touched his shoulder. “You might’ve saved her life.” 

He shrugged and wadded his shirt in a ball near his feet. “I guess the team trainer was in the locker room helping another player, someone injured earlier.” An easy grin played on his lips. “I knew what to do. Anyone would’ve done the same thing.” 

Shane gave Gary a look, one that said he too was impressed by Gary’s son. When the game was over, when PLU had won, 4 – 2, one of the coaches from the opposing team came over and thanked Justin. “Thanks for what you did. She was losing a lot of blood.” He looked sickened by the thought. “I don’t think the rest of us realized how serious it was, that an artery was involved.” 

Again Justin brushed off the comments. He shook hands with the coach, but his eyes were already searching the field. Shane followed the boy’s gaze and spotted Emily jogging across the field toward them. Justin met her partway, and the two hugged for a long time. 

Shane wasn’t sure where to focus his attention. On the way Justin Baker looked at his daughter, on the beauty of what the two of them obviously shared, or at Lauren. Gary and Carol were making their way down the bleachers, heading for Emily and Justin, but Lauren still sat there, watching from her place on the top row of the stands. 

“He’s so … compassionate.” She didn’t blink, didn’t look away from the place where the two young people were talking and laughing. “Did you see that, Shane?” She finally shifted her gaze to him. “Did you see how he responded?” 

Whatever was going on in Lauren’s head, he wanted to understand it. “Of course he reacted that way.” Shane looked from her to Justin, and back again. “He’s a trained medic, Lauren.” 

“But I …” She bit her lip, and emotion welled in her eyes. “You’re kind that way, Shane. But that’s because I know you. Soldiers — the soldiers I’ve written about — are more concerned with taking a life than saving it.” 

Shane couldn’t believe she’d said such a thing. Was that really what she thought? That Shane and his peers were nothing more than well-trained killing machines? “Lauren, that’s a terrible thing to say.” 

Almost as soon as he uttered her name, her expression changed. She put her fingers to her mouth and shook her head. “Listen to me. How could I have thought such a thing? It’s like … it’s like I can hear myself for the first time.” She looked at Justin again. “Like that young man is the first soldier I’ve actually seen for myself. Without looking at him through the lens of my training, my experiences.” 

Shane didn’t know what to say. He was still stunned that somewhere in her heart, Lauren had harbored such a warped view of soldiers. But saying so would be overkill, especially when she looked so shocked, almost angry at herself. 

Whatever was happening inside her, Shane was sure God had used the actions of a very special young man to open Lauren’s eyes a bit. He took his fiancée’s hand. “Come on. Let’s go congratulate our daughter.” 

“Yes.” They reached the bottom of the bleachers when Lauren turned and looked at him. She hadn’t ever looked more serious. “I’m sorry, Shane. For ever thinking that.” 

“It’s okay.” He gave her a tender kiss. “Come on. Emily needs us.” 

They met up with the others in time to see Emily pluck at Justin’s white T-shirt. “Good thing you had this on.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Otherwise the team would’ve been too distracted to play the rest of the game.” 

Shane smiled, savoring the feel of Lauren’s hand in his. They made small talk, congratulating Emily on her game and her goal, and listening while Emily updated them on  the condition of the injured player. “The other coaches heard word near the end of the game. She lost a lot of blood, but she’s been stitched up. She’ll be fine in a few weeks.” Emily held out her hands, her brow raised. “Whoever heard of slicing open an artery in a soccer game? I’m so glad she’s okay.” 

Carol Baker put her arm around her son. “Thanks to Justin’s quick thinking.” 

“Yeah — ” Emily grinned at him — “my hero.” 

“And don’t you forget it.” Justin laughed and looked around the group. “Emily’s next game isn’t for a few hours. Let’s get lunch.” 

Shane reveled in the feel of the group, the way his friend and he had so easily reconnected, how Carol and Lauren had found common interests. And now that he saw them together, he couldn’t help but be thrilled for Emily. Justin was the sort of young man he could only hope to see his daughter marry one day. The fact that the soldier was his friend’s son only made things better. 

But none of that compared to what he’d seen in Lauren’s eyes as she sat on the top rung of the bleachers. Lauren presented such a strong front, an impenetrable fortress that refused any viewpoint but her own. She was absolutely convinced she knew the truth about issues involving politics or the war, and apparently about soldiers. Today, though, there was a break in that wall. 

Shane could only pray that it was a beginning, and that one day very soon, the tender, passionate Lauren he had known and loved would find her way out from behind the wall. At the very least, he had something that day that he hadn’t had in months. He had hope. 

And for now, that would have to be enough. 

 

SEVEN

 

 

 

 

Something was changing in Lauren’s heart, and though she didn’t want to dwell on it, she was horrified at the realization she’d stumbled onto that morning. That she’d harbored ill thoughts toward all soldiers. Her attitude had been inexcusable. 

But what did the experience mean? Would this change of heart go deeper, into the far reaches of her opinions? She wasn’t sure. 

Not until talk at the pizza place turned to the war. 

Back at the soccer field, Carol seemed like such a wonderful, rational person. But now … she was passionate about the United States’ commitment to finish the task in Iraq. “The thing people don’t understand is the good our troops are doing.” She looked from her husband to Shane, and then to Lauren. “Iraq is a different place today, a better place because of the sacrifice our military is making.” 

Almost against her will, Lauren felt her defenses rising again. She opened her mouth and then closed it, casting her eyes down at the laminated menu. What’s wrong with you, Lauren? It’s one conversation, let it go. She gritted her teeth and tried to find a diversion. The license plates that hung on the wall. That could distract her, right? She studied them, forcing herself to steer clear of the talk around the table. Fifteen seconds, twenty, and the license plates weren’t doing it. Instead she made lists in her mind of the interviews she needed to conduct for her next Time piece. But it was no use. The conversation drew her like gravity until she couldn’t hold back a minute longer. Carol was still waxing on about the benefits brought to the  people of Iraq because of the war. 

Lauren sat up straighter and found a tight smile. “But the insurgents will only take over again as soon as the U.S. pulls out. So what’s the point?” She bit her tongue, but it was too late. Her words had escaped before she could run them by the filter in her mind, the one that was supposed to help her act with more social graces. 

Shane shot her a look across the table. She softened her tone and managed a smile. “I mean, how much longer will it take?” 

“There’s two ways to tell that we’re winning this war.” Justin took a sip of his root beer and set his cup down. “First, U.S. citizens have been safe on our own soil. And second, we’re building an infrastructure of freedom through trade and government that has never been known in the Middle East.” 

Lauren nodded and turned her attention to her ice water. Why couldn’t she be more like them? And how could the young man across from her be so compassionate one minute, and so committed to what basically amounted to killing the next? It was one of those times when she felt like a fish flopping around on dry ground, crazy in need of a place where she might fit in. 

She said little throughout the rest of lunch, but in the car on the way back to the soccer field, she looked at Shane and frowned. “I’m sorry. Again.” 

“Whatever.” He smiled at her, but his eyes held frustration. “I thought maybe today, after your reaction to Justin’s rescue …” His voice trailed off. “I don’t know. I guess I thought you might see everything else differently too.” 

“I sort of wondered about that.” If she could take back her comments at lunch, she would. Or she’d say it more carefully. But that didn’t change how she felt. “I’ll try harder the rest of the trip, okay?” 

Shane sighed. He worked the muscles in his jaw. “That’s just it. I don’t want you to have to try, Lauren.” He looked at her. “Don’t you see?” 

She did, and there was nothing more she could say. Instead she reached out and took his hand. Because as long as he was there beside her, as long as his fingers were woven between hers, she had proof that they were still together. 

Even if good-bye was feeling closer every day. 
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Something was wrong with her parents. 

Emily said good-night to Justin earlier than usual and stood at the window of her room, tears in her eyes. God … they’re not getting along. I can feel it. Show me what to do. 

She pressed her forehead against the cool glass and remembered the conversation at the pizza parlor. Her parents’ politics were still coming between them. Which was crazy because they were supposed to have all that stuff worked out. A small circle of fog built up on the window, and she rubbed it with her fist. 

Her mother needed to be more careful with what she said, that’s for sure. But her dad too. The  couple of glances he gave Mom must’ve hurt her feelings. Emily turned away from the window and plopped down on her bed. Pam was out, probably studying with a few of their teammates down the hall. The solitude felt good; she needed to think. 

If her parents didn’t start trying to understand each other a little more, then something tragic could happen. She let herself fall back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. All this time … all this time she’d been thinking everything was okay, that they’d agreed to disagree on the war, and that they’d found a peaceful way to handle their differences. 

But if what she’d seen today was any indication, things between them were far from worked out. In fact, as they all left the pizza parlor, she could feel the tension between her parents. Emily let out a slow, painful breath. God, they can’t fall apart now, not when they’re supposed to be planning a wedding. Please, God … whatever it takes, please help them work through their differences. 

The war was a complicated issue. Emily might work at an army base and understand her father’s opinions, but she understood her mother’s too. Her mother had seen the harsh reality of war firsthand. Of course she hated war. Anyone who’d been through what she had would hate it. 

Emily sat up and hunched over her knees. Her body ached from the soccer games that day, and there were more to come tomorrow. She needed to get to sleep so she’d be ready to play. But after she washed her face and climbed into bed, it was still another half hour before she fell asleep. When she did, it was with images of her parents filling her heart and mind. 

And the certain belief that somehow God would close the gap between them. 
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For the next three days, Lauren alternated between cheering for Emily — whose team made it to the final game — and studying Shane and his friends. Gary and Carol were some of the nicest people she’d met. Much nicer than anyone she’d connected with in Fallon. 

Even so, their views and hers were worlds apart. 

The night before the tournament championship, Emily pulled Lauren aside at the soccer field and searched her eyes.“Are you okay? You and Dad?” 

A few seconds passed while Lauren caught her breath. “The two of us?” She made a silly face. “Of course, honey.” 

Doubt remained in Emily’s eyes. “I’ve been watching you. It’s not like it was at Grandma and Papa’s house. Something … I don’t know, something’s different.” 

Lauren thought for a moment and then decided. She needed to be at least partially honest with her daughter. Otherwise, if things didn’t work out, the girl would be blindsided. Lauren took hold of her hands and looked to the worried places in Emily’s soul.“We have a lot of differences, your father and I. Things we’re still trying to work out.” 

Fear threw itself into the mix of emotions playing out in Emily’s expression. “But you love him, right?” 

“Of course.” She soothed her thumbs over the tops of her daughter’s hands. Her tone changed. “But you need more than love, Em. Sometimes you need common ground.” She hesitated, and the familiar sting of tears poked at the corners of her eyes. “Your dad and I are still working on that.” 

“So … how can I pray for you?” 

Of course this was Emily’s answer. She’d spent a lifetime praying that she’d find them, and that if she did, they’d find love again together. 

“Seeing Justin, getting to know him, that’s helped a little.” She gave her daughter a sad smile. “Just pray that God’ll give us a bridge, a way to understand each other better.” 

Emily studied her. “You understand, right, Mom? That none of us want this war.” 

“That’s what I keep hearing.” She refused to get into a debate with her daughter minutes after a soccer game. 

“Well, it’s true. We don’t want war.” She pressed her hand against her heart. “We want a safe country, and we want the people of Iraq to be free. If it takes a war to make that happen, then we’ll fight to win.” She paused, seeming so sure of herself. “Can’t you see how that makes sense?” 

Lauren wanted to dig a hole and hide from all of them. Shane and the Bakers, even Emily. How could she be so  different from the rest of them? How could they not see that fighting was never the answer? A safer America? That could be accomplished through peace talks and treaties. Wasn’t that what parents always taught their kids — talk things out, don’t resort to violence? So why couldn’t the people she cared most about in the whole world see the situation in that light? Or why couldn’t she see it in theirs? 

Emily was waiting, so Lauren pulled her close and hugged her, stroking her back. “You know what makes sense?” 

“What?” There was such angst in Emily’s voice. She inched away, clearly still wanting answers. 

“Why PLU gave you a soccer scholarship.” Lauren grasped at the upbeat tone, the one that felt more familiar, easier when it came to Emily. “Honey, you’re wonderful! It makes me so sad to think how many games I missed.” 

Gradually, Emily’s expression changed until it was clear she’d made a conscious decision to let go of the previous topic. A smile replaced her concerned look and her eyes began to dance. “It doesn’t matter how many you missed. It matters that you’re here now.” 

“And tomorrow’s the championship!” 

“Exactly.” Emily leaned in and held her mother for a long while. “It’ll all work out, right, Mom?” 

Her daughter’s simple words were like swords pricking the surface of her heart, allowing a pain that knew no bounds to slip free. “I hope so, sweetheart. I truly hope so.” 

The topic didn’t come up again that night or the next day as they wished Emily luck before the championship. Again Lauren sat with Shane and the Bakers at the top of the bleachers. This time they didn’t talk about war or politics or the Middle East. They simply cheered Emily on. 

Just after halftime, Lauren’s cell phone rang. She checked the caller ID and felt her breath catch in her throat. Bob Maine, her editor. She stepped down from the bleachers and took the call several feet away. “Hello?” 

“Lauren, tell me you’re at the airport.” The man’s gruff voice belied a heart as big as the magazine’s towering offices in New York City. “You haven’t answered my emails.” 

“Because I’ve been busy working, Bob. Remember that? This is the first week I haven’t turned in a story.” 

“But they’re stories anyone could write.” 

“Thanks.” She kept her tone from getting too serious. This wasn’t the time to make a decision about returning to the Middle East. 

“Lauren …” He gave a frustrated groan. “Okay, not anyone. You’re doing a great job reporting stateside. But we don’t have anyone like you over there, baby. We need you. Even just for six months.” 

Six months. The thought bounced around her mind like an errant pinball. She could do that, couldn’t she? Make a six-month commitment, go overseas, report on the war, and maybe while she was there, try to look at things the way Shane and his peers saw them. 

She turned and saw her group in the bleachers. Shane caught her eye, his smile as genuine as the summer sky. “Bob.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head. “I can’t make that decision now. I need … I need time.” 

“How much time?” 

“A month, at least.” 

He sighed. “I’d like you there first of September. I’m serious, Lauren. Do what you have to do, but make it happen. That’s where you belong, and you know it.” 

The conversation ended, and Lauren returned to her place next to Shane. 

“Who was that?” 

She kept her answer matter-of-fact. “Bob Maine.” 

Shane rested his elbows on his knees.“Still bugging you about getting back to the Middle East?” 

“He won’t let up.” She looked away and turned her attention to the soccer field. For the rest of the game, while Emily’s team won the championship and then on into the evening during the celebration at a nearby restaurant, she didn’t dare look too long into Shane’s eyes. Or Emily’s. 

She’d told Bob the truth, she would think about it. Soon. But right now she couldn’t do anything of the sort. Shane knew her too well. And if she let herself think about leaving, and then looked too long into his eyes, she’d break down there in front of everyone. Because Bob Maine’s offer gave her more than just the chance to see things the way Shane did. 

It gave her an escape. Back to the familiar danger of reporting war firsthand. And that thought stirred a longing deep inside Lauren. If she gave in, then sometime in the next few weeks she’d have to do the impossible. Look into the eyes of the only man she’d ever loved and tell him good-bye. Yes, just for six months. But if she fell into her routine the way she expected she would, the good-bye might last a whole lot longer. 

Maybe even forever. 
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Emily couldn’t shake the terrible feeling. 

Yes, the tournament had gone perfectly. She’d played some of her best soccer ever, even scoring the winning goal for the tournament championship. She’d been giddy after the game. Then, when she saw her family and Justin’s together, it gave her a kind of premonition. As though, just maybe, the two families would be together again this way — not for soccer games, but for life. 

The terrible feeling had nothing to do with her game or her guy. She was in love, and everything about Justin Baker was more wonderful than she’d ever imagined. Rather her fear came every time she looked at her mother. The feelings she’d had that night in her room and the conversation with her mother the next day only served to worsen her fears. Something was off between her parents — and she was worried. Maybe their troubles were why they’d avoided a summer wedding. 

Ever since they found their way back to Fallon together, Emily believed without a doubt that her parents had worked out their differences, that the wedding plans were in full force, and that the toughest conversations between them were probably about where they’d honeymoon. Something like that. 

But now, all her certainty about her parents had changed. 

Her mother was quieter than usual and less affectionate around her father. She seemed distant, and no matter what Emily’s dad did to include her in the conversation, her mom acted out of sorts. As if she couldn’t quite connect with anyone. 

Not even Emily. 

As her parents left after the last game was over, she hugged them both, and when she was in her mother’s arms, she whispered near her ear. “Be happy, okay?” 

Her mom looked into her eyes, longer than usual. “I will, Emily.” She paused. “The important thing is for you to be happy, okay?” 

Now that her parents were gone, now that Emily and Justin were heading back to her residence hall in his car, she was struck by a thought. Her mother must’ve meant something by her comment. Like maybe the important thing was for Emily to be happy because she, herself, wasn’t. Was that it? And what about the other part? 

I will, Emily … 

Did that mean she was about to find her happiness somewhere other than with Dad? Some other way than being Dad’s wife? By the time they reached the PLU parking lot and the place where Justin always dropped her off, Emily was so tense she was sick to her stomach. 

“Hey — ” he took her hand — “what’s on your mind?” 

“My mom.” She looked out the window at the shadowy branches in the trees that lined the lot. “I get the feeling she and my dad aren’t happy.” 

“Hmmm.” He released her hand and gently moved his to the base of her neck. He massaged her tight muscles, slow and easy. “I sort of saw that.” 

“But Justin — ” she looked at him — “you don’t understand. My parents love each other so much.” 

“That’s what you’ve said. You were going to share some of your mom’s journal pages about how much she loved him, remember?” His voice had a calming effect on her heart. He kept working at the knots in her neck. “I still want to see them.” 

“Okay.” The thought of her mother’s journal entries restored some sense of calm to her world. Her mother might be confused, even conflicted about how her viewpoints didn’t line up with the rest of her family’s. But Emily’s parents loved each other. There was never any question about that. 

Justin leaned in and kissed her.“One day, when we’re a whole lot older, we’ll be dancing at their ten-year anniversary dinner and we’ll remember this night. Because I’m going to pray every day that God works a miracle for your parents.” He kissed her again. “The way He’s worked a miracle for us.” 

Emily’s fears dissolved like the tension in her muscles. “When we’re a whole lot older, huh?” 

“Yep.” He pulled back and searched her eyes. “The timing’s a little unclear right now, but just for the record — ” he grinned and the sparkle in his eyes shone even in the dark — “I’m never letting you go, Miss Emily. Not ever.” He held up his pinky finger. “Pinky swear.” 

She giggled. He could always make her laugh. That was one of the things she loved most about him. Before Justin, she’d been a little too serious. Now she laughed so much more easily. Even times like now, when she was worried about her parents. She clasped his little finger with hers. “Pinky swear.” 

“I mean it.” He laughed as he let his head fall back against the seat. “It’s not exactly a diamond ring.” His eyes held hers. “But that’ll come in time.” 

Sure, she’d just met him and they’d only been together a matter of weeks. And yes, when they talked like this, it was more silliness and flirting than anything. But somehow deep inside, Emily had no doubts. Even knowing he would return to Iraq in a month or so, she was certain Justin was right. That one day she’d wear his ring and they would dance together at her parents’ tenth wedding anniversary. God had brought her parents back together for a reason, and one day soon they’d have the answers to the questions that never quite went away. 

“You know what I love about you, Emily?” Justin smoothed his hand over her dark hair and brushed his thumb along her bangs. 

“What?” She wished it weren’t so late. They could hang out in the commons room, watch television, and snuggle together the way she loved. But the coach had called a meeting for the morning, and she needed to be at her best. Even if coach cancelled practice, which most of the players assumed he would do after such a sound tournament win. 

Justin slipped his hand around to the back of her head and kissed her once more. “I love that it’s enough for you that we live happily right now. And the whole ever-after stuff can come later.” 

Emily grinned. This time she shifted so she was closer to him, and the kiss came from her.“There’s plenty of time for ever after.” She was breathless. She needed to get inside. Otherwise the feelings he stirred in her would keep her awake all night. “And right now, nothing makes me happier than you.” 

He drew her close, and she let him. But finally she pulled away. “Good-night, Justin.” 

“Good-night.” 

She was halfway up the outside steps when he rolled down the car window and yelled as loud as he could, “I’m crazy about you, Emily Anderson.” 

At first those words had been hard for her. Love, the way she thought of love, was something her parents defined, not something she’d ever really considered for herself. But now there was no stopping her feelings, no lying to herself. Justin Baker was the most amazing guy she’d ever met. She cupped her hands around her mouth. “I’m crazy about you too!” 

He stretched over to the passenger seat so she could see him better. Then he held his little finger out the window. “Pinky swear?” 

She laughed but held hers out toward him in return. “Pinky swear!” 

By the time she got inside and climbed into bed, her thoughts had nothing to do with her parents or her fears about their relationship. All she could think about was Justin and the way he made her laugh and love. And how, with him in her life, every day felt better than the last. 

Happily, indeed. 

She didn’t need a ring or a promise or a date to convince her that Justin was right for her. Neither one of them was going to walk away, not after what they’d found. They could survive however long it took. 

Even if they had to wait years for the ever after. 

 

EIGHT

 

 

 

 

Word came on a cloudy Saturday morning, the third week of August, as Justin was heading out to meet Emily. PLU’s soccer practice had been early that day, and Justin had planned a surprise for the two of them — a hike in the foothills of the Cascade Mountains east of the city. 

His commanding officer saw him heading out and pulled him aside. “Lieutenant Baker, I need to speak with you.” He ushered Justin into his office and handed him a slip of paper. “You leave for Iraq Monday, September 24. You’ve been assigned to a six-month tour, shorter than before.” The man’s tone was matter-of-fact. After all, this sort of news went out every day around the base. “I just received notice.” He paused. “I wanted you to have as much time as possible to prepare.” 

“Sir, thank you, sir.” He felt the familiar thrill, the rush that in just a month or so, he’d be back on the front lines doing what he loved — wearing the army uniform and taking a stand for justice. Helping  people who had no help and safeguarding American soil. He stood a little straighter. “I’ll be ready, sir.” 

The man nodded. “Dismissed, soldier.” 

Justin saluted as he left the office, but not until he reached his Jeep did the news actually sink in. Facts swirled in his head and made him dizzy. The most obvious was this: He and Emily would say good-bye in just one month. Four weeks to continue the crazy, wonderful, magical whirlwind that had been their lives ever since their first date. He wanted to take her to the Space Needle and Blake Island and Issaquah. He planned to walk with her along the trails of the Washington Park Arboretum and kiss her halfway down Azalea Way, the path that wound through the grounds. 

All of that in just a month. 

But there were other bits of information filling his mind as well. He had to be ready physically and mentally, emotionally and spiritually. There was no other way to take on a task like this. Iraq was a tough place, and he wouldn’t do the United States Army justice if he wasn’t prepared. 

Then there was the fact that this tour was going to be shorter than the first. Six months instead of a year. Before meeting Emily, he would’ve wondered about that, even complained. If he wanted to be a leader one day, then he needed to spend his share of time on the front lines. That was only right. 

But six months would count just fine. That, plus the year he’d already done. He’d have plenty of experience by the time he finished this next tour. Besides, he’d signed up for a year, and if that’s what they wanted, they would’ve assigned him to a full twelve months. The shorter tour could only mean one thing. God was smiling down on him, knowing that every day without Emily would feel like a month, and that half a year was probably all either one of them could take. 

Justin did the math. 

Six months in Iraq meant staying through the holidays and into the spring, but by the end of March he should be on his way home. With no more tours ahead of him, he could do the thing he’d wanted to do since the first time he’d taken Emily on a date. 

He could ask her to marry him. It didn’t matter how fast things had moved. He was more than crazy for her; he loved her. He had no doubts. He would ask her to marry him and then maybe a year later, the summer before her senior year, they could plan on a wedding. That would give him time to get additional training and take a paid position. They could get a nice apartment and start their future together, living and loving, waking up in each other’s arms. 

But the proposal would have to wait. Because though he knew how to survive with the danger, nothing was really certain until he came home. Even six months was a long time — long enough that Emily’s feelings for him could change, or he could get assigned to permanent duty overseas. 

Still, the odds of either one of those things happening were slim. The possibilities came to life like so many summer wildflowers, dotting and coloring the hillside of his future in ways that took his breath. The news — knowing his departure date — would be sad for her at first. But they could stand anything for six months. He climbed into his Jeep and drove to PLU. Never mind the clouds. The future was so bright, he had to squint to look at it. 

He only hoped that after hearing his news, Emily would feel the same way. 
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Hiking the nearby hills was the best idea Justin had come up with that week. He was never at a loss for ideas. They’d been dating steadily for more than two months, and he’d treated her to the sort of memory-making summer that seemed like something from a dream. Every day was more magical than the one before. 

Justin was amazing. 

Emily had known it from the beginning, when his cheeks turned red beneath Vonda’s relentless teasing. She’d known it when he took her to the small church just off the base, when she watched him hanging on every word of a message on sacrifice, and when he’d lifted his chin and closed his eyes during the praise music. And she knew it when he made a point of asking her to go every Sunday morning after that. 

He’d opened up his heart and shown her the picture of a man who was as gentle as he was strong. She knew more about his background now. He and his sister were very close — though, according to Justin, they were known to have drawn-out arguments. And his entire family saw him as a hero. Not just because of his time in Iraq either. 

That wasn’t all she found out. A few days after the soccer tournament, the two of them were editing news briefs in the public information office when Vonda set down her telephone receiver. 

“Justin Baker, how many things are you involved with, anyway?” Her voice boomed across the office. 

Emily looked up from her computer. 

He made a silly face and shrugged. “Take a message, Vonda. I’ll call them back at my break.” 

“The senior center, the teen center, the city-subsidized daycare center, the local grade school …” She shook her head and returned to the phone call. After she’d taken a message, she hung up the phone and did an exaggerated sigh. “Boy, you make Mother Teresa look lazy. How’ll you find time for that pretty girl of yours if you stay so busy?” 

“It’s nothing.” He winked at her and then looked at Emily. His expression told her that there were things about his life she didn’t yet know. Things he wanted to share with her. 

“It’s something, all right. And anyway, you don’t need involvement to keep yourself on your toes. That’s what you’ve got me for!” 

Justin laughed and Emily did the same thing. But a strange and wonderful feeling spread from her heart outward. Justin volunteered his time? And how come he hadn’t talked about that before? She’d known guys in her past who bragged about the least little bit of charity or community work. Anything to look good. 

Justin had done the opposite. 

“Why?” she asked him later. They had taken their lunch outside to a picnic table. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Come on, Emily.” His easy laugh filled the air between them. “How would that sound? We’re just getting to know each other, and I bore you with a list of things I’m involved in?” He grinned. “Besides, the Bible says don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.” His shrug seemed to dismiss whatever praise was due him. “It’s not like I’m saving the world. Just spending time with people.” 

She was awed, intrigued. Over the course of lunch she found out that he spent a few hours every week or so at the Veteran’s center. If he didn’t admit to fighting with his sister every now and then, Emily would’ve been tempted to search his back for wings. 

“I love Veterans.” She studied him, still trying to figure him out. 

“People forget about those old folks.” His tone was nonchalant, as if every guy his age took time to visit with Veterans. He swallowed a bite of his sandwich and looked at her. “They served our country with everything they had. The World War II Vets and the Vietnam guys.” His eyes grew deeper, more serious. “The stories they tell would make you cry, Emily. How they watched friends fall and die in battle, and how they wept over having to kill the enemy.” 

He was quiet for a moment, and the silence felt comfortable. Then he looked at the blue sky beyond the trees and his voice grew more intense. “The sacrifice they paid, they paid for all of us. So we can go to church and choose our careers and,” he smiled, “even so we can sit here and eat lunch together.” He looked at her. “Freedom is as basic to us as breathing.” He shrugged. “It’s easy to take for granted. I don’t know.” The sunlight caught his eyes. “I guess the least I can do is spend a little time getting to know them, letting them know that their sacrifice wasn’t in vain. That people haven’t forgotten.” 

Emily could barely eat. She hadn’t thought guys like this existed. When her surprise let up a little, she pushed harder, asked more questions, and learned that he spent an hour every Saturday after lunch at the city’s teen center. Justin had played soccer and basketball in high school. Even though he hadn’t run with the popular jock crowd, he still knew sports and was athletic enough to jump in and play with the kids who came to the center. 

“Most of them don’t have dads.” He narrowed his eyes and looked up for a minute, toward the branches of one of the big evergreens that lined the picnic area. “I can’t imagine growing up without a dad.” His eyes grew watery. “When I was in grade school, a buddy of mine had a father in prison. A real bad guy, into drugs and gang stuff.” Justin’s voice grew softer, and his expression changed as he drifted back. 

“One day when my friend was twelve, he climbed on his bicycle and headed out to the prison. He wanted to talk to his dad, whatever it took. His mother wouldn’t take him, didn’t want the guy having an influence over her son. So my buddy rode off to find him on his own. Only he never made it. Got his bicycle tires stuck in a rut along some rural road and flipped his bike right in front of an oncoming bus.” 

Emily gasped and put her fingers to her mouth. “That’s terrible.” When she looked up, she saw tears in Justin’s eyes. 

“He never knew what hit him.” He sniffed and his voice grew more determined. “I couldn’t get over that. The boy just wanted his daddy. Wanted him so badly he would’ve done anything to get to him.” He exhaled.“A lot of the kids who enlist in the armed services were raised in single-family homes, did you know that? Either their dad was gone all the time or in prison, or divorce took him away and off to another family.” 

“I didn’t know.” 

“It’s true. Lots of the kids who come here have a brilliant future ahead of them. But a good number are looking for a way out, any way but the way they were raised.” He set his sandwich down on his plate and pulled a few sesame seeds from the bun. “Those kids are so hungry for an older guy in their life, it’s unbelievable. I think about my dad, what a great guy he’s been for me.” He angled his head. “So what if I show up and play hoops with them once in a while. No big deal. But maybe when they hit the pillow that night, they miss their dad just a little bit less because someone took time to hang out with them.” 

“Do they ever give you a hard time about the war?” 

Justin considered her question. “You know, for now these kids think the world of soldiers.” He smiled, slightly embarrassed. “I guess by going out and meeting with the kids, I’m helping that generation have the right understanding of the military. The world will tell them soon enough that we’re the bad guys, that we’re warmongers. I want them to know the truth — that we’re willing to give our lives so that they’ll have a safe place to go to school, a safe neighborhood where they can live and play and grow up.” 

When Emily returned to her room that evening, she was dumbfounded. Justin truly cared for the people he helped. The Veterans and the lost teens and the innocent youth. It all came back to his understanding of what constituted a leader: “Being a leader means making sacrifices, Emily, and what’ve I really sacrificed? The things I do are fun. I’m a people person. What can I say?” 

She wanted to pick up the phone and call her father, brag to him about how wonderful her new boyfriend really was. But that day as she reached for the phone, she changed her mind before she punched in the first number. Justin hadn’t shared the information with her to impress her, but to help her understand him. And he’d only done so after she found out about it through Vonda. That made it all the more special. She made a decision that day that she would keep the details about Justin quiet and close to her heart. 

The recent memories faded, and she looked at her watch. Justin would be there any minute. She grabbed her backpack and headed for the foyer of her residence hall, where she always waited for him. Yes, if she and God were the only two who knew how special he was, then so be it. 

She reached her spot and anchored herself against the wall. Again, images of the past few weeks came rushing back. She’d gone with him to the teen center a few times, once to visit with the schoolkids, and twice to play basketball. She had Saturday afternoons off, and basketball was a great cardio workout. But more than that, her times to go to the center with Justin gave her a chance to see him in action. 

He was a natural leader, no doubt. 

Both times she’d joined in the pick-up games, and he would make sure she was on his team. 

“Come on, Baker,” one of the teens said the first time she went. He thumped his chest. “She’s too pretty for you, man. Put her on the sidelines where she can cheer nice and proper.” 

“Not all pretty girls are cheerleaders.” Justin chuckled. He was completely at ease around the tougher kids. “Here’s how it is. She’s on my team, and even though she’s pretty, we’ll still beat you.” 

The guys laughed and shoved each other, talking smack. But once the game got underway, Emily worked beautifully with Justin. His passes were right to her, giving her one easy layup after another. The final score had them on top by four points. Justin took his camera with him everywhere, and as they finished, he took it from his backpack and handed it to one of the teens. “Get our picture, okay?” 

The guy shook his head. “Girls.” 

“I know, I know.” He took her hand but kept his distance as he raised a brow at her. “Don’t stand too close. I need a shower.” 

She laughed and took her place beside him. 

“Ready?” 

They smiled and the boy took the picture. Another memory made. But it wasn’t so much the game that Emily remembered from that afternoon. It was the way Justin hung around with the guys afterward. He brought a twelve-pack of Coke and gave everyone a can, and for more than an hour, he sat on a set of steps listening while the guys talked about school and sports and girls. Whatever was on their minds. 

Her thoughts shifted, and Emily looked at her watch. He was ten minutes late. She checked her cell phone, but no text messages, no missed calls. Strange. Justin was late once in a while, but usually he’d call. She leaned forward and scanned the parking lot. Then she let herself fall back against the wall again. He would have a good reason, whatever it was. 

She smiled and remembered the ride home from the teen center that first time they’d gone together. She had studied him. “Don’t you have any faults, Justin Baker?” 

“Me?” He pointed to himself and gave her a mock look of surprise. “How can you even ask?” 

She giggled.“Come on, I’m serious. I’ve never known anyone like you.” 

“Truth? The list is too long to go into.” 

“Like what? You don’t wash your car once a week?” 

“That too.” He loosened his grip on the wheel and looked at the road ahead of him. “Let’s see. Okay, I have this dog, Buster. He was my best friend until I enlisted, and now I almost never make it home to take him on walks. That’s a big one.” He held up two fingers. “Second has to be my room. It’s been a mess since I was old enough to walk. No matter what my mom tried, I couldn’t keep it clean.” He gave her a wry look. “I guess that’s sort of a warning. If you wanna break up with me, I’ll understand.” 

“Confession.” She winced. “My room’s probably worse than yours.” 

“Yikes. We’ll have to hire a housekeeper for sure.” His laughter faded. “But that’s only the beginning of the list.” 

She felt her heart opening to him. “What’s at the top?” 

He stared at the road for a handful of seconds. “Fear.” He gave her a side glance, and for the first time she could see cracks in her soldier’s armor. 

“Fear of what?” 

“I don’t know.” Clouds had gathered and it gave the moment a quiet depth. “Of being in battle and doing the wrong thing, of letting my squad down.” He looked at her again.“Of dying before I ever have the chance to live.” 

She sat back and absorbed this revelation. After a while she put her hand on his knee. “I didn’t know.” 

He grinned, trying to lighten the mood again. “I don’t think about it much, because, well … you know. I’m never gonna die, right?” 

“Oh, you mean that big S on your chest, Superman?” She giggled. 

“How’d you know?” He chuckled. “No, seriously. Most of the time I can convince myself I’m not afraid of that stuff. The risk is my choice, you know?” 

“Yes.” 

“But if I’m honest — ” he drew a long breath — “if I’m really honest, I sometimes struggle with it. Way down where no one can see.” 

“Except me.” She moved her hand to his. 

“Except you. Because you and I share that X-ray vision.” 

They laughed, and that night after dinner they drove south to his parents’ house. Buster was an English springer spaniel, black and white with gray around his whiskers. “Buster — ” Justin hooked the leash onto the dog’s collar — “I’d like you to meet a special girl.” He went through with formal introductions, but Buster couldn’t have cared less. 

He only had eyes for Justin. 

Clearly the dog hadn’t forgotten the days of his youth, when Justin was young and had all sorts of time on his hands. The dog stayed close by his master’s side throughout the walk, glancing up every few minutes with a look of admiration that said it didn’t matter if Justin came to walk him only once a year. The dog’s love for his boy was undying. 

When they were finished, Justin crouched down and nuzzled his face against the dog’s. “Atta boy, Buster. It’s a good thing Dad takes you for walks when I’m not around, huh?” 

The dog licked Justin’s cheek and then whined as they walked away and headed into the house. 

“See?” he told her later. “That dog deserves better. Definitely a big-time fault.” 

There were others, but not many that Emily could see. Once in a while he’d be late picking her up because he’d tried to squeeze too many events into a single day. But overall, it had been perfect. The weeks had flown by like a wonderful movie heading all too fast toward the ending. 

And today would be one more amazing experience. Hiking the foothills east of the city. She exhaled and moved to the door. Where was he? He’d never been this late before. At eleven forty, when he was a full fifteen minutes late and she was about to call his cell phone, his Cherokee pulled into the lot and zipped around to the driveway just outside. She smiled and skipped down the stairs. As she climbed in, she grinned at him. “I was beginning to think the clouds had scared you off. But I checked the forecast. No rain for days.” She squinted out the windshield. “I guess this is more of a marine layer, and according to the paper, it should burn off in an hour or so, as long as …” 

Suddenly she felt it. 

He wasn’t smiling, wasn’t saying anything in response. She’d been rambling about the weather without even stopping to ask how he was or whether there was a reason he was late. She stopped midsentence and looked at him. “Justin?” 

“My commander pulled me aside on my way out.” He didn’t look afraid or upset. Just very serious. He put his hand on her shoulder. “I ship out September 24.” 

The news knocked the wind from her. She pressed her fists to her stomach and hunched over a little. Come on, Emily, breathe. You knew this was coming. And she had known. But for the past six weeks she’d lied to herself, convinced herself that maybe Justin was wrong, maybe the army wouldn’t need him back in Iraq for another tour. Maybe the summer they were sharing really would go on forever, endless and perfect. 

But now … now there was a date, a time when she would have to say good-bye and trust God that somehow Justin would return to her, that He hadn’t brought a boy like Justin Baker into her life only to take him away forever. She swallowed hard and lifted her eyes to him. “For sure?” 

“For sure.” He massaged her shoulder.“But there’s good news, Em. It won’t be for a year like I thought. Only six months.” 

“On the front lines?” 

He smiled. “That’s where they need medics most.” 

She was still barely catching her breath. Six months on the front lines in a war where there were casualties every day. She had no idea how she’d survive a single week, let alone six months. “Have you … have you told your dad?” 

“Not yet.” He bit his lip. “I wanted you to know first.” He brushed her hair back from her face. “Now listen, no sad eyes, okay? Six months is nothing, Emily. I’ll come back and we can do what I’ve wanted to do since the first time we went out.” 

She felt the dark cloud lift just a little. “What’s that?” 

“Well — ” he came closer and kissed her, longer than usual and with a passion that left them both breathless — “I guess you’ll have to wait and see.” 

She kissed him again and gave him a pretend pout. “What if I don’t want to wait.” 

He rubbed his nose against hers. “Ever after’s worth waiting for. Don’t you think?” 

Ever after. Emily put her arms around his neck and held him close. He was right. He’d come back in six months and they could talk about forever, about how God had made them for each other, and how once he was back they would have an entire future to plan. 

They continued on with their hike that day, lost in a world all their own, laughing about how Justin’s dad had found an old sweatshirt of Justin’s and given it to Buster, and how the dog wouldn’t sleep without it now. “Talk about a guilt trip.” Justin stayed right behind her as they hiked, and halfway up the trail, when she slid on some loose rocks, he caught her in his arms. 

“Well, that settles it.” She steadied herself and grinned at him. “You definitely have a talent for saving lives.” 

Justin glanced at the hillside. The drop-off was maybe ten feet. “You would’ve skinned your knee, but I don’t think that fall would’ve killed you. Just to be honest.” 

They laughed and she started out again. “Just stay behind me, okay? You never know when I might fall.” 

“You got it.” 

The day was full, and Justin took pictures left and right, even finding a passerby to snap one of the two of them near the top of the trail. 

When they finished their hike, they drove to the teen center for basketball. Later, after the games, Justin told them about his leave date. 

“Man!” One of the teens, Bo, the one who seemed to be the group’s leader, had a sweaty T-shirt in his hands. He wadded it up and tossed it on the ground. “That stinks.” 

“Yeah, how come Uncle Sam gets you two times around?” Another teen crossed his arms, doing his best to look tough. But there was no hiding the tears that had sprung to his eyes. His chin quivered. “Stupid war, anyway.” 

Justin took a slow breath and looked at each of the kids. “It’s not a stupid war, guys. Really.” He picked up a pebble, turned it around in his hands, and tossed it out onto the basketball court. “The stuff I’ve seen over there would amaze you. The war’s helping more than you’ll ever hear about.” 

“Still — ” Bo cocked his head back — “you already been there once.” 

“I wanted to go back.” Justin rested his elbows on his knees and looked from Bo to the others. “When you believe in something, you put your whole heart into it.” He looked at Emily. “Whether that’s a girl, or fighting for your country.” 

Emily studied the guys. A lump formed in her throat. She tried to swallow, but she couldn’t. The teens looked like the most lost group ever, devastated and not sure how to react to the fact that Justin would be leaving them. 

One of the teens, a smaller kid who hadn’t said much, looked up and nodded. “I’m proud of you, man. When I’m eighteen, I’m enlisting too. My mama says it’ll set my whole life straight, being in the service.” 

“Yeah.” Another boy, one who’d hung his head at Justin’s announcement, looked up at his friends. “Me too. I’m enlisting soon as I graduate high school.” 

“But man!” Bo shook his head. “What about all that danger?” 

“Okay, well, that’s why I’m telling you.” Justin’s voice was kind, but stern. “Not so you can hang your head and be mad at the military.” His expression softened. “So you can pray. Pray for me every day, and pray for the other guys out there. We’re doing a good thing. Pray that we’ll make progress and that God’ll use us while we’re there.” 

“Pray you’ll come back in one piece, you mean.” Bo smiled, but as he did, a single tear rolled down his cheek. He cussed under his breath. “I mean it, man. Come back safe.” 

“Hey, now.” Justin gave him a friendly punch in the arm. “I’m not leaving for a month. You have lots of time to take me in hoops between now and then.” 

“Yeah.” Bo returned the punch. “Just come back.” 

Emily wiped at her own tears, and on the way to her residence hall later, she and Justin were quieter than usual. Finally she reached for his hand. “Did you ever think that maybe you don’t need a second tour? Maybe … maybe you’re doing enough over here to get all the leadership skills you could ever use.” 

“The way I see it, the good leaders all go twice, Emily.” His voice held something she hadn’t heard before. Not the fear he’d confessed, exactly. But a sense of duty, obligation. Every other time he’d talked about his second tour, it was with a tone that suggested he almost looked forward to it. But this time was different. 

“So you’ve thought about it at least?” Her voice was soft. 

“A second tour is expected of any committed soldier. Most of us don’t have a choice, and just because I’m a lieutenant, because I have more training, more education, doesn’t mean it’s not expected of me.” His eyes held a longing. “It’s the right thing, Emily. But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t rather be here with you.” 

Those words made her feel more loved than anything he’d told her so far. Yes, he was going back to Iraq and yes, it was the right decision for him. But he’d given her a glimpse through a chink in his heroic armor. 

In a perfect world, he would never leave her side. But that was just it. 

The world wasn’t perfect. 

When they arrived at the parking lot, he turned off the engine and reached into the backseat. “I brought my Bible.” He opened it. “I want to show you something.” He turned to Genesis. “Listen to this. It’s from chapter 29.” He began to read. 

The story was about Jacob and Rachel, how Jacob had loved Rachel from the beginning, and how working seven years for her seemed like only a few days because of his love for her. When Justin reached that part, he stopped. He looked at her, his eyes full of questions. “Do you know what I’m trying to tell you, Em?” 

She felt hesitant and unsure. Her eyes fell to the open Bible, but she shook her head. “Not really.” 

He pressed his hand to the page.“That’s how I feel about you.” He took her hand and looked long at her. “At the end of summer I’ll have to go away, but time can’t separate us, Emily. Not six months or six years. Because that’s how much I love you.” 

Her heart melted. “Justin — ” 

“I mean it.” He leaned close and kissed her. “Go on in. But remember that, okay.” 

“You’re amazing.” 

He smiled. “Go.” 

As she headed up the steps that evening, she remembered how she’d slipped during their hike, and how he’d been right there to catch her. It was how the teens felt, how the Veterans probably felt too. Justin was their fallback guy. The one they could count on when no one else was around. 

She could only do what he’d asked the teens to do. Pray for him, for his effectiveness in the Middle East and for his safe return. So that whenever life gave her a reason to trip up, he would always be there, ready to catch her. 

Justin Baker, her fallback guy. Her hero. 
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The weeks of summer disappeared, and finally Lauren had to face the facts.

There had been no improvement between her and Shane, nothing to convince her she should stay. He’d been busy at work, training a new group of pilots and preparing for a series of raids that would take place from naval aircraft carriers located in the waters off the Middle East.

They were covert operations, plans to bomb headquarters where new terrorist cells were gathering and making plans for attack. All Shane could tell her was that the U.S. government had discovered more terrorist activity, that they knew the whereabouts of the terrorists and which compounds they were using, and that they intended to eliminate them without civilian casualty before they could formulate a strike against the United States. 

He was taken up with the plans while she’d given herself over to stories that seemed empty and meaningless. A feature on the college dropout rate, the difficulty college grads had getting jobs that paid enough, the success of a reading program in inner-city D.C., and the humanitarian work being done in New Orleans more than a year after Hurricane Katrina. 

Okay, so those stories were important to a segment of people. But the war affected every citizen in the U.S. and the Middle East. When she wrote from Afghanistan, she could help sway public opinion, help  people know how wrong and ineffective the war was, and what hardships it created for the Afghani and Iraqi citizens. She could tell the truth about civilian casualties and show that the U.S. had been overzealous in declaring war in the first place. 

Maybe her stories would be strong enough to help voters know that it was time to bring in a president who would put an end to the horrors being committed in Afghanistan and Iraq. Those countries would figure out their own way to freedom. If they wanted it badly enough, they’d find a way. But American boys needed to be back home. No matter what Shane thought. 

The longer she pictured Justin Baker bent down using his own shirt to stave off the soccer player’s bleeding, a girl he’d never met, the more she’d changed her thinking. It wasn’t the soldiers’ fault they were in Iraq. They’d been taught that what they were doing was right. 

If Justin was what U.S. soldiers really were like, then all the more reason to pull out of the war. America couldn’t stand to lose a generation of young people like that. Kids who might grow up to be police officers or firefighters or judges, doctors, or lawyers. The very ones who would bring about change in a society that desperately needed it. No, the cost was too great if it meant losing a single kid like the one Emily was in love with. 

She’d tried to talk about it with Shane one night, but the conversation hadn’t gone well. They shared dinner at his house, and afterward they took a walk to the nearby park. 

“Remember when we were freshmen?” Shane held her hand. He stopped and looked at the swings. “We’d walk home together every day past the grade school.” 

“And if classes were out, we’d stop and swing together.” She smiled. The memory was as clear as if it had happened last week. “We’d see who could get the highest.” 

“You won almost every time.” He grinned at her, released her hand, and took a few running steps toward the swings. “Bet I can beat you now.” 

They both laughed, and the feeling was wonderful — so much better than the tension that seemed to always settle between them. She jumped on the nearest swing. “Race you to the moon.” 

“And back again.” 

The same words they’d said every time they’d done this as kids. And as they stretched their legs to the sky, Lauren could almost believe it was possible, that they could look past their differences if only they could spend more time doing this, playing and laughing together. 

Shane won easily that evening. When they slowed their swings, out of breath from laughing and the exertion, Shane held up his finger. “Winner. Definitely the winner.” 

“Okay.” She set her swing into gentle motion and waited until her breathing was normal again. “Hey … guess what?” 

“What?” 

She narrowed her eyes, still holding onto the swing chain. “I’ve changed my mind about soldiers.” 

He looked nervous, as if he was having too much fun to talk about war. “After you got to know Justin, right?” 

“More than that.” She looked into the deep blue sky. “I used to think they were the bad guys, sort of. The people who were in favor of war — ” she gave him a quick look — “which could never be a good thing.” 

Shane moved his swing ever so slightly. He let out a heavy sigh and stared at the ground. “Lauren …” 

“No, really. I have a point here.” She kept her tone light, so she wouldn’t shut him off from listening. “I know differently now. The soldiers, the kids like Justin, they’re the good guys, aren’t they?” 

“Yes.” Shane looked at her, but his expression was wary, as if he knew better than to agree to anything she might say about the war or the military. “They’re definitely the good guys.” 

She twisted her swing from side to side, her eyes never leaving his. “So that’s all the more reason why war’s wrong. Because we can’t afford to lose the Justin Bakers of this country.” She tried to smile, but it didn’t come easily. “Does that make sense?” 

He stood slowly and held his hand out to her. “We better get back. I have an early day tomorrow.” 

Lauren had noticed a trend. 

When they shared an evening together, if she didn’t talk about the war or his job or the Middle East, then they’d find their way to the cozy sofa in his living room. They’d whisper about the past and share kisses — sometimes far later than they meant to. Shane had made it clear that he wouldn’t sleep with her, and she agreed that it was best not to. She’d gotten pregnant once. It could happen again. Besides, no matter how liberal her views, she believed sex outside marriage was wrong. The Bible said so, and she truly wanted to do things God’s way. 

But if the taboo topics came up, their kissing would be quick and marked with strain and distrust, as if both of them knew it was only a matter of time before she’d leave again, and that would be that. 

Now it was the first of September and she’d made up her mind. 

She couldn’t leave Shane, not on her own. Couldn’t tell him she didn’t love him and care for him when she still did, when her feelings for him had never been deeper. But she couldn’t stay either. Shane deserved a wife who would praise him every day for his commitment to national security, who would celebrate covert air strikes as one more sign that America was in safe hands. 

Men needed compliments. Her mother had taught her that when she was a teenager. But how could she build Shane up when she disagreed with what he was doing? And since she didn’t have the strength to break things off, she’d made a different sort of decision. 

To tell Bob Maine yes. Yes, she would go back to Afghanistan, and yes, she would work alongside Scanlon. She would report on the war the way she’d always done, and she would look harder this time — in case she was wrong. She would commit to a full year, and when it was over — if Shane was still interested — they could talk, see if they’d come any closer to finding the common ground she’d prayed about. See if they’d figured out a bridge long enough to span the distance between them. 

They were meeting at the park again that night. Lauren didn’t want dinner — she wasn’t hungry, and after she told him her news, he wouldn’t be either. She arrived ten minutes before Shane and took a spot at their usual picnic table. She had just long enough to study the endless expanse of mesquite bushes that covered the dusty, dry hills surrounding Fallon, just enough time to watch a pair of fighter jets zooming out of sight in the distance. Why had she ever thought it could work? 

Lord … I don’t understand how we got into this mess. Why did You let us find each other? And how come I ever thought I could survive here in Fallon? 

She listened, and after a minute she began to see a Scripture verse forming in her mind. My ways are not your ways. 

The verse was one she and Shane had talked about before. God’s ways were different than man’s, right? Wasn’t that what it meant? But why would the Lord place that verse in her mind now? She sat still, observing the world around her. Not too far away, an older  couple held hands as they walked along the paved perimeter of the park. Closer still, a family with two young boys was having fun on the play structure. 

My ways are not your ways … 

Did God want her to see that maybe her way of thinking wasn’t right? Was that it? If so, she was willing. Lord, if I’m wrong, show me. I only want what’s best for this country, for the soldiers and the people of the Middle East. If my ways aren’t Your ways, then please, Lord … show me Your ways. 

She realized then that her prayer was one of the most common ones uttered throughout the Bible. Not a prayer for her will to be done, or for her way of thinking to be right. But a cry for wisdom. 

What did the Bible say? Wisdom was more precious than gold or silver, better than honey, and worth any amount of searching, right? Wisdom was seeing things as closely as possible to the way God saw them, understanding them the way He understood them. 

And it was admitting that maybe she was wrong — or maybe she and Shane both were — and being open to whatever God wanted to teach her. That was wisdom. Fine, Lord … I’m here, I’m open. I never wanted to hurt Shane this way, never wanted to hurt myself. So please, God … give me wisdom. 

As she finished the prayer, she spotted Shane pulling into the parking lot. He got out of his car and walked over, his steps slower than usual. He knows, she told herself. He has to see what’s coming. 

He took the seat opposite her and folded his hands on the table. “You know something?” His expression was open and vulnerable, and it reminded her of the cold winter night when he drove to her house, the day before his family moved him to California. He had come as a last-ditch effort, desperate for a way to avoid saying good-bye. 

“What?” She felt like a schoolgirl again, lost in his eyes. This was her Shane, the man she’d looked for all her young adult life. 

“My heart still beats faster every time I see you.” He reached across the table and she did the same. Their fingertips touched, and the sensation was warm and intimate. “I’m here because you want to talk.” A sad smile played on his lips. “And knowing you, that can’t be good. But even so,” he looked deep into her eyes, “I see you and I want to shout to the heavens. You’re here. You really are here after all those years apart.” 

“Shane …” She couldn’t be doing this, could she? Meeting with Shane to tell him good-bye? She swallowed hard and searched his eyes. She was right; he knew what was coming. But even so, he wasn’t angry or distant. Instead he held his whole heart out for her. “I’ll never regret coming here, following you here to Fallon.” 

“Hmmm.” His eyes never lost contact with hers. “Why don’t I like that opening?” 

“Because — ” She hung her head and made a sound that was more cry than laugh. When she lifted her chin, she could already feel tears in her eyes. “I admire you, Shane. I don’t tell you enough.” She brushed her fingertips against his again. “You’ve committed your life to doing what you think is right, to living the way you believe is best.” She let her voice drop a notch. “Most people could go their entire lives and not be able to say that.” 

“You admire me, Lauren?” His words were a caress. The longer they sat there, the harder this was going to be. “Is that what you came to tell me?” 

“No.” Her answer was quick and bathed in compassion. “But it’s true. And I don’t think I’ve told you enough. I might not — ” she waved her hand around, frustrated at herself — “I might not agree with you, but I admire you for taking a stand. Really, I do.” 

“Okay.” He looked like he didn’t want to ask the next question. But he had no choice. “So why are we here?” 

She brought her hand back to his. “Because — ” she held her breath — “I’m leaving in the morning.” There was no way around the obvious, not anymore. She had to tell him, because if she didn’t say the truth soon, she’d run around the table and fall into his arms and make promises to him that she could never keep. 

“Leaving? For an assignment?” 

“Yes … no.” She breathed out and let the explanation come. “My editor wants me back in Afghanistan, Shane.” Her emotions caught her off guard. This was the only sane choice, the only answer. The only way even to find out if God’s wisdom went against her own, or if compromise was something she was supposed to work on. She pressed her finger to her upper lip and fought for control. “I’ve told you before. He’s been asking me all summer.” 

Whether he had expected this or not, Shane’s face grew a shade paler.“You’re going back to the Middle East?” He tightened the hold he had on her hands. “Tomorrow morning?” 

“Yes.” She felt terrible, and she wondered at her sanity. If she hadn’t run off to California looking for him, if she hadn’t turned her back on her family twenty years ago, then everything would be different. Back then she would’ve driven to the moon to find Shane, to reconnect with him. Now, here they were, together again, and she was choosing to walk away. 

“So that’s it, huh?” He sat a little straighter, and for the first time since he arrived, there was anger in his eyes, in his tone. “That’s all the warning you’re giving me?” 

“Shane, if I’d told you any sooner, I wouldn’t go. I’d change my mind, because that’s what being with you does to me. It makes me think impossible thoughts, like we could work things out, when nothing that’s happened between us since I moved here makes that look even close to plausible.” 

He released her hand, stood, and turned his back to her. When they were teens, Shane had been willing to live with friends or with a teacher so he could stay in Illinois and marry her the way he wanted to. He would’ve worked three jobs so that after graduation they could live on their own and raise their child. 

But the choice hadn’t been his. That summer, when Lauren was weeks away from delivering, Shane’s parents moved their family across the country. Oh, they promised he and Lauren would stay in touch, but that was a lie, same as the lie her parents had told her — that they’d connect with the Galanters as soon as they settled in California. 

Now it was like the same thing was happening all over again. Shane had been willing to make things work, willing to listen to Lauren’s arguments, willing to go to counseling or take longer trips away from Fallon. 

But like before, the choice wasn’t his. 

He crossed his arms, his shoulders stiff and unmoving. If his heart was breaking, he wasn’t showing it. She sat there, helpless. “This is all my fault, Shane.” A  couple of young moms walked by. Lauren waited until they had passed before finishing her thought. “I don’t expect you to understand.” 

“Understand?” He spun around and put one foot on the bench where he’d been sitting a few moments ago. He leaned closer. “Lauren, you give me no time even to breathe, let alone understand.” 

“That’s because I just made up my mind last night.” She wanted to go to him, fall into his arms, and stay there. But it wasn’t the time. “I’ve thought about it all summer, Shane. Wondered if I was crazy to want to leave, or crazier still to think I could stay.” 

“I love you, Lauren.” He clenched his jaw and shook off the emotions that seemed to battle in his eyes. “What do our views on the war — ” he spat the word like it was poison — “what do they matter? Certainly there must be more we can talk about than that.” He waved his hand over his head. “Like the years we lost … and our role in Emily’s life and the stories you’re writing and what plans we have for the future. We can talk about our faith, and how important it is to find a church where we’ll both fit in.” He did a single laugh, one that held no humor whatsoever. “See, Lauren? Have you thought about those things?” 

While he was talking, another pair of fighter jets soared into the sky overhead. The sound shook the park, and the little boys with their parents looked up, staring and smiling. Lauren waited until the sound died off. Her shoulders slumped and she shook her head. “I live in Fighter Town, U.S.A., Shane. Sometimes I can’t think at all for the constant sound of the jets overhead.” 

“So that’s it?” He tossed his hands and put his foot back down on the ground. “We meet here and say good-bye, we go our separate ways like we never found each other again?” 

“No.” She was on her feet now. She moved around the table and stood before him. “I’m not leaving you, Shane. I’m taking a job in the Middle East. One year, that’s what I’ve promised. And something else.” She waited until he met her eyes. “I’ve asked God to show me if my beliefs are wrong or too strong. If I should compromise somehow. I’ve asked Him for wisdom.” Tears clouded her eyes. “I don’t know what else to do.” 

For a long while, the anger lingered in his expression. But then the fight seemed to leave him. He held out his hands and took her into his arms. “A whole year? What if He shows you before that?” 

“Then I’ll come home.” She met his eyes and touched her fingers to the side of his face. Then she brought her lips to his. Their kiss was borne of desperation and longing and sorrow. When it was over, there were tears on both their cheeks. “I’ll come home, and I’ll pray with every fiber of my heart that you’ll still be here waiting.” 

“And in the meantime?” 

“In the meantime … you’ll have a lot less stress at dinner parties.” 

He smiled, but it faded before it reached his eyes. “Promise me something?” 

She wanted to tell him yes, anything he asked. But they both knew that wasn’t true. Instead she angled her head and prayed he’d see her heart. “I can try.” 

“Promise me you’ll go back with open eyes.” His tone was tender, filled with meaning. 

“Okay.” It was an easy promise to make. She’d already prayed for wisdom, and though she expected to feel even more strongly against the war a year from now, she could promise him to keep her eyes open. At least that. “If I’m wrong, I’ll say so.” 

His eyes grew wet and he blinked twice. “Me too.” 

She traced his brow and his cheekbone. “I only know that nothing will change if I stay here.” 

He nodded. “You’ll have email?” 

“I will.” She didn’t want to commit to writing. Life in Afghanistan or Iraq, depending on where they stationed her, would plunge her into a different way of living. Besides, it would only hurt worse to keep Shane on the line as a pen pal. “I don’t know how often I’ll write.” 

Her words were one more blow, and she watched them hit their mark somewhere inside him. “Don’t take risks, Lauren. There’s nothing valiant about going places where the military warns you to stay out.” 

“I know. I’ll have my jacket and helmet, my gear. I’ll be careful.” It was what she had to say, what all reporters told their families and loved ones. But they both knew the truth was something else. If the story meant going to areas of conflict, then she’d go — same as her colleagues. They all lived and worked with the understanding that they were observers, the ones who captured the news, never the ones who made it. 

But after being shot at that day at the Afghanistan orphanage, Lauren knew better. Constant danger was a very real part of the job. Many journalists had died covering the war. She could only promise to be as careful as possible, nothing more. 

“Hey — ” Shane put his hands on either side of her face — “did I ever tell you what I thought that first day, when I came down the airport escalator and walked into the baggage area, and there you were? Standing next to Emily?” 

She smiled, even as another layer of tears clouded her vision. “I don’t think so.” 

“I thought I was dreaming.” He drew her close. “Because all my life I looked for you, Lauren. The month before Emily called, I was supposed to get married.” 

“I know.” 

“But I never told you why I broke up with her.” 

Lauren waited, savoring the feel of his arms around her, knowing this would be the last time they held each other for a long time. Maybe forever. “She wanted you to be a politician, right?” 

“Yes, but that wasn’t why we broke up.” He looked past her, as if he were seeing those days again. “I kept a picture of you in my top drawer, the way you looked when you were seventeen. And at night, in my dreams, I would imagine how you must look now, nearly twenty years later.” He paused. “I’d be walking downtown or at the mall or at the gym, and I’d see a blonde woman with your profile, and I’d chase her down.” 

“What?” Lauren couldn’t keep from giggling.“Are you serious?” 

“Yes.” He smiled, but again his expression held more sorrow than laughter. “I’d get just close enough to call out your name, and the woman would turn around and I’d know. It wasn’t you.” He narrowed his eyes. “The last time I did that was the night Ellen and I announced our engagement.” 

“Shane, that’s terrible.” She tried not to sound jealous. She hadn’t heard the details of the story before, but her heart hurt even imagining him that close to another woman. “What happened?” 

“I was heading up in the elevator and the door opened a few floors shy of where the party was about to start. Through the doors I saw a blonde woman who looked like you. At least, I thought she did.” He brushed his thumb against her cheek. “I slipped out and chased after her, ran down the hall and into the indoor pool area. I must’ve looked like some sort of crazy man, running in there dressed in a three-piece suit.” 

“What did she say?” She was flattered and sad all at the same time. He cared so much for her. How could she leave him? “Did she know you were following her?” 

“I stopped just inside the pool deck area. She had two teenage boys with her, and an older guy with gray hair came up and kissed her. That was the first time I saw a clear view of her face, and I knew two things. First, that it wasn’t you.” 

“And second?” 

“I couldn’t get married. Not when my heart had never let go of the dream, the hope of finding you.” 

The story filled her heart. She pressed her head against his chest, and for a long while she listened to his heartbeat. “I didn’t know.” 

“So when I saw you that day in the airport, at first you were just one more blonde woman who looked like my Lauren. I was about to rush up to you and ask if you were her, when I spotted Emily. Emily who looks so much like you and so much like me. And that’s when I knew. Every prayer I’d ever uttered on your behalf had been answered.” 

She closed her eyes. Every prayer but one. Because his prayers had been like hers, like Emily’s. That if they ever found each other again, they would find the same love they’d shared before. That they would never say good-bye again. 

Only here they were. 

She was about to tell him they should get going, she had to pack before she caught her flight in the morning. But he beat her to it. “I guess we better get it over with.” 

Already something in his voice had changed, something that told her he was steeling himself to the pain that lay ahead for both of them. The beginning of letting her go. She stared into his eyes and tried to memorize the look there, tried because there would be dark days ahead when the only way she might hear God’s voice, understand His wisdom, was by remembering this moment. 

They kissed, and when they came up for air, they were both quietly crying. “I love you, Lauren. Take that with you, okay?” 

“I love you too, even if — ” she sobbed twice — “even if I’m the most stupid woman on the planet for letting you go.” 

His lips touched hers one last time, and when he pulled back, he wore the look of a broken man. He mouthed the word, “Goodbye,” and for a long time held her gaze. Then he turned and made his way back to his car. 

She watched him go, and with every bit of distance that came between them, she felt herself grow weaker, until finally she dropped to her knees and sat back on her heels. Don’t go, Shane … tell me I’m wrong! Make me stay! She wanted to shout at him that it wasn’t too late. He could still talk some sense into her. But the words wouldn’t come. Almost as if her mind knew better than her heart what needed to happen next. 

He looked at her one final time before he drove away, and even from her place on the ground, she could see he was crying. Not just teary-eyed or choked up, but weeping. And she knew then that this was the hardest thing either of them had ever done. 

It was one thing to say good-bye back when they were teenagers, when the decisions were being made for them. But they were adults now who had found their way back together. And this good-bye was of their own choosing. Or of her own choosing. And in that moment, as a torrent of tears filled her heart and overflowed onto her face, she wondered if maybe Shane was right after all. Maybe everything about the last season of her life had been nothing more than a wonderful, terrible dream, from which it was inevitable that one day they would both awake. And they’d be right back where they started. 

Alone in the world and wondering what would’ve happened if they’d never had to say good-bye in the first place. 

 

TEN

 

 

 

 

Justin had their final day together all planned out.

Neither of them had any commitments, nothing to do but spend the time together. He was going to miss celebrating Christmas with Emily, so he took some money he’d been saving and stopped by a jeweler at Tiffany’s in downtown Seattle’s Pacific Place, a store they’d visited a few times on their dates there. What he found was perfect for Emily, and maybe — just maybe — wearing it would help the time go by faster. 

Fall was in the air, but the days were still long and sunny. Emily had asked where they were going, but he kept it a surprise. “Trust me, it’ll be perfect.” 

“I know.” Emily had told him that the night before. “I just wish it wasn’t happening so soon.” 

He made some joke to lighten the mood, and they both laughed. Because laughing felt so much better than crying. But now the day was here, and he was minutes away from leaving to pick her up. Everything was all set and loaded in his Jeep. The last thing he grabbed before he left his barracks was his camera. All summer he’d been good about taking pictures. It was part of what was going to make this day special. 

He had just enough time to do one more thing. He sat down at his desk and pulled out a piece of lined paper. His words would come easily. With her, they always did. 

Dear Emily … 

He stopped there and remembered how this rollercoaster had all started. At the office of public information. 

Nothing had changed about Vonda. Back at the beginning of August, she looked at them one day, clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, and shook her head. “Now listen here.” She aimed her eyes at Emily. “Don’t go acting like you’re not in love. The whole office knows about it.” 

“But this is work.” Emily grinned at her. “There can’t be fraternizing at work, right?” 

She brushed her hand like she was swatting at a pesky fly. “Fraternizing? You two wouldn’t know how to fraternize if it meant a pay raise.” She pounded her fist on the counter. “I say life’s too short. If two people are in love, then don’t hide it. In fact — ” she stormed over and jerked her thumb in Justin’s direction — “get up, young man.” 

Justin did as she said, chuckling under his breath. She made a big show of sliding his chair to an open computer next to Emily’s. “This is your new work space.” She took Justin’s hand and led him to his chair. “Go on, take it.” She rolled her eyes at Emily. “I have to tell you two everything.” She waited until Justin was sitting down. “Good. This way you two lovebirds don’t have to keep puttin’ on a show, and you can hold hands when you want to.” 

She gave a firm nod of her head. 

From that point on, Justin sat next to Emily. It was better that way, because Vonda was right. Being with her at work and pretending she wasn’t sitting on the other side of the room was by then almost impossible. Love had caught him off guard and now it consumed him, especially at work when they’d tried so hard to keep their feelings hidden, to separate their jobs from life outside the office. 

Justin looked out the window, the memories still playing in his mind. He’d had his last day at the office on Friday, and Emily and Vonda threw him a surprise farewell party. Afterward, when it was time for him to go, Vonda gave him a kiss on the cheek. Then she waved her hand at him. “Go on, get out of here.” She drew back and froze, her eyes never leaving his. Suddenly her expression changed. Her chin began to quiver and her eyes welled up. Then she brought her hand to her mouth, and two trails of tears overflowed onto her cheeks. “Now look at me! All blubbery and everything.” She wiped at her eyes, took hold of his shoulders, and looked straight at him. “Justin Baker … you come back now, you hear? That’s an order.” 

His throat thick, he saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.” 

She gave Emily a hug. “I’m the one who told you about him, so you make sure you do your praying, got it? We all gotta do our praying.” 

Before he left, she pressed a tissue first to one eye, then the other.“You’re a good boy, Justin. I’ve seen my fair share of kids go off to war and never come back. But that ain’t you, understand? This old world needs the likes of you, and I mean it. So don’t do anything to get yourself killed.” 

He wasn’t sure how to react. Vonda was always the strong one, the most blunt woman he knew. But now she was showing a side he hadn’t seen. He hugged her, and when he and Emily were out in the hall, he realized Vonda wasn’t the only one crying. Emily was too. 

“Hey.” He pulled her into a hug. “What’s all this?” 

“I don’t know.” She pressed her head against his chest. “I just want it to be March.” 

“It will be, sweetie. Soon enough.” 

But no matter how strong he acted around Vonda or Emily or the teens at the center or even his parents, deep inside he was waging a different kind of war. The one against fear. Before when he’d gone to Iraq, he had nothing to lose. He only wanted to do his part, fight for the United States, and make the war effort that much stronger. But when he left back then, he left with his whole heart and soul and mind. 

Not so this time. 

He looked at the paper before him and tried again. 

Dear Emily, 

I can’t believe the worlds you’ve opened up to me this past summer. Things I never would’ve dreamed have come true and … 

The words flowed as if she were standing before him and he was getting one last chance to tell her everything he felt. When he finished writing, he folded the page and tucked it in an envelope. There. Now he was ready to go. He hadn’t overlooked a single thing. 

So he was a little afraid. That was something he’d have to live with. Because Emily was worth longing for, and that’s exactly what he would do. Every day while he was in the desert, no matter how important the work, he would long for her. 

And one day very soon, he would come back home, and if he had his way, never — as long as he lived — leave her side again. 

 

ELEVEN

 

 

 

 

Emily had steeled herself for this day, prepared for it by praying and journaling and taking long walks across campus just so she could think. With her mother back in the Middle East, her entire world felt like it was spinning out of control. And now this — her last day with Justin. When she woke that morning, she had tears on her cheeks even before she stepped out of bed. 

Her parents had failed. Sure, they told her they might have another shot at a relationship someday. Sometime. But the dream of seeing them married was over. Even still, today was harder. Justin was leaving. There could be nothing sadder than that. 

He picked her up a little after noon, and from the moment she joined him inside his Jeep, she felt something different between them, a sorrow that neither of them had allowed until this day. 

“I have a few surprises for you.” He grinned at her as he drove off the campus and entered the freeway. He wore his dress uniform, and he’d never looked more handsome. 

“Me too. For you.” She turned her eyes to the road because it hurt too much to look at him, to imagine him with grime on his face and mud on his boots, working the front line and kicking in doors. Her heart felt heavy inside her, and it remained that way until they pulled into a parking spot near Seattle’s waterfront. She laughed, because if she didn’t, the tears were bound to come. “The same place?” She slipped her bag onto her arm. “You’re taking me to the same place we went for our first date?” 

“Sort of.” He swung a backpack over his shoulder and held her hand. 

Even the air felt the same as it had the first time they were there. They walked past tourists and burly fishermen lugging buckets and poles over their shoulders. A chorus of seagulls filled the air, and every once in a while, Justin’s eyes met hers as they strolled along. She savored the sights and smells, breathing them in. She would remember this day forever. When they reached the water, instead of going to the restaurant where they’d shared their first meal, he took her out onto Pier 55, to the place where a three-level white cruise ship was loading. 

“Justin, are you serious?” She stopped and stared at the ship. “You’re taking me on a cruise?” 

“Yeah, well.” He rubbed his knuckles on his shoulder.“The Bahamas seemed a little far for an afternoon ride, so, you know — ” he grinned — “I settled for this.” 

She’d heard from a few of the kids on campus that the lunch and dinner cruises that made their way around Elliott Bay and Puget Sound were worth every penny. The perfect place for a romantic date. But she and Justin had been forced to catch their moments between their other commitments. Though some of the cruises lasted only an hour, most were longer, and besides that, they were expensive. 

Before they boarded, Justin snagged an older  couple strolling past on the pier. “Please … could you take our picture?” 

Both of them lit up. The man held out his hand. “Absolutely, young man.” He gave Justin a handshake before taking the camera from him. “And thank you for the fine job you and your guys are doing for our country.” 

Emily’s heart swelled with pride. He was doing a fine job, even going to Iraq showed what sort of man Justin was, what sort of man he was going to become in later years. 

“Thank you, sir.” Justin took Emily’s hand and moved her back a few steps so they were standing with the cruise ship behind them. “Okay, whenever you’re ready.” 

Before the man snapped the picture, his gray-haired wife leaned in and smiled. “Oh, dear, aren’t they the most adorable couple? Just like you and me at that age.” 

“The way we looked an hour ago.” The man grinned and then looked at them. “Okay, one … two … three.” He snapped the picture and handed the camera back to Justin. “Someday, when you’re old and gray like us, you’ll look back on that picture and understand about the passing of time. Don’t blink, young people!” He jabbed his finger in the salty air and smiled. “Enjoy every minute.” 

“Thank you. We will, sir.” Justin waved to them and then turned to her. “Good advice.” 

Emily could only nod. Could the man possibly have known how accurate he was or how timely his message? They boarded the ship and spent the first hour eating a lunch of grilled chicken. After that, they went up on deck and found a secluded bench on one side, a spot where the view was breathtaking. The ocean air felt wonderful, and with the design of the ship, the wind wasn’t too strong. 

“I can’t wait another minute.” He set his backpack down and went to unzip it. 

“Wait.” She put her hand on his. “Let me go first. Please.” 

He grinned at her, and the sun on the water made his eyes look greener than ever before. He sat up straight again. “Okay. You go.” 

Her heart beat hard. Gifts weren’t always her thing, but she’d thought long and hard about this one. She pulled the wrapped item from her bag and handed it to him. “Here.” 

He looked puzzled.“Hey … I didn’t know you were doing this.” He slid his fingers beneath the paper, and in a matter of seconds he could see what it was. “A scrapbook? Are you serious, Em?” 

She’d been working on it every night, long after she would normally be in bed. Even her coach had noticed that she wasn’t as peppy as usual on the practice field. A few weeks before, she’d asked him for a copy of all their photos, the ones he’d been so careful to take ever since the summer began. 

He burned the entire file onto a CD, and she’d made two sets of prints. One for herself, and one for him. Now every hour of effort felt more than worth the time. “Your mother told me you like scrapbooks.” 

“You talked to my mother?” He ran his fingers over the red linen cover and the photo at the center, one someone had taken of the two of them after her championship soccer game. 

“Yeah. That day we went there to walk Buster.” She giggled. “I’m good at secrets.” 

“I guess.” He looked at her. “Actually, I’ve never made a scrapbook. I just take the pictures. I sent my mom a ton from my last tour in Iraq, and she put them into a book. Gave it to me that Christmas.” His smile faded. “It was the best gift she’s ever given me.” 

“That’s what she said.” 

“I can’t believe this …” He opened the book and looked through it, taking time to read the captions she’d written beneath each picture, to admire the time she’d put into decorating each page and creating a theme around each layout. There were pictures of their strolls along Puget Sound, and the one Bo had taken after their basketball game that first time at the teen center. Photos from walking Buster, and of them working side by side at the public information office. 

Beneath those, she’d written: Smooth Talker, indeed. 

Another photo showed where Vonda had slipped in behind them, and Emily had written, Vonda knew before either one of us. And Vonda’s never wrong. 

There were pictures of them with their parents taken the weekend of her soccer tournament, and one of him with the teens at the center, and another of him playing cards at a table full of Veterans. 

Justin, she’d written. You’ll always be my hero. But you’ll always be theirs too. 

Slowly, page by page, he worked his way through the book. On the last page, was a picture of the two of them at the end of their hike that day in the foothills of the Cascade Mountains, east of Tacoma. One thing I ask of you, Justin Baker, she’d written beneath it. That whenever I fall, you’ll always be there to catch me. 

When he finished, he looked at her, his eyes glistening. “I’ll keep it with me wherever I go.” 

“Okay.” She’d created it on lightweight paper, careful to keep the size small enough that it would fit in his backpack. “Every time you look at it, just know that I’m thinking of you, praying for you.” She pointed to the last page and an envelope she’d taped there. “Inside is a letter. You can’t read it until you’re in Iraq.” 

“How …” He swallowed hard, and a tear slipped onto his cheek. “How am I ever going to walk away from you at the end of the day?” 

“I don’t know.” She pressed her palms to her eyes and tried to stop her own tears from forming. “If you figure it out, tell me, okay?” 

They both laughed, and the sound lightened the moment. It was a beautiful day, and but for a six-month stint in Iraq, they had no reason to be sad. Justin wrapped the paper around his scrapbook and tucked it into his backpack. Then his eyes met hers. “My turn.” 

She hadn’t given any thought to what he might be doing for her. She’d spent all her energy creating the scrapbook, putting it together and believing that somehow — another world away — it would bring him the strength and determination he needed to keep going, to keep being careful, and to come home again, safe and whole. 

Now she wondered what he’d planned for her. She took hold of the bench on either side of her and watched while he lifted a small wrapped rectangular box from his backpack. “Start with this.” 

“Justin …” She couldn’t still her racing heart and wondered if maybe she would faint from the mix of joy and impending sorrow. She opened the paper carefully and then lifted the velvet lid of the box beneath it. There, nestled on a piece of satin, was a white gold bracelet with a single heart charm at the center. Her breath caught and she had to work to make herself heard. “It’s … it’s beautiful.” 

“Read it.” He pointed to the heart. 

She took the bracelet from the box and held it close. On one side of the heart, in delicate engraving, it read, Justin and Emily. On the other side, it said only, Genesis 29. 

The memory came back in a rush. The Bible verse he’d read to her the day he got news of his deployment date. He’d written it at the end of several notes since then, Genesis 29. She looked at the engraved words now and tried to see them through her tears. 

“I meant what I said the first time I read that to you.” He leaned his head against hers, his voice so soft she could barely hear it over the sound of the cruise ship. “I might be going away for six months, Em, but I’ll work my tail off every hour, knowing that nightfall will bring me one day closer to coming home to you.” 

She couldn’t speak. She was trembling, overwhelmed by feelings she’d never known before. She handed him the bracelet and held out her wrist so he could place it on her. When it was secure, she looked at it, admiring how it glistened against her tanned skin. “I’ll never take it off.” 

“Good.” He sat up straighter and dug back into his backpack. This time the box was longer, but it was wrapped the same way. He handed it to her. “This one means even more.” 

She removed the paper and opened it, and inside lay the most delicate white gold necklace, one that matched the bracelet, and at the center, another tiny heart. 

He took it gently from her and fastened it around her neck. “It’s belonged to you for a long time now.” He hooked it and then adjusted it so the heart was in the middle. “But this way you know for sure.” His eyes found hers. “My heart belongs to you, Emily. It’ll belong to you forever.” 

Joy and sorrow and longing and disbelief all mixed together and swirled inside her. Justin Baker’s heart belonged to her and her alone. She touched the tiny piece of jewelry and then brought her fingers to his face. “It’s perfect.” 

“Like you.” He kissed her, and when he pulled away, his eyes danced. “Just one more thing.” 

“Justin, you’re spoiling me.” His thoughtfulness was more than she’d ever imagined. 

“I figure this is our Christmas.” He reached into the backpack once more and pulled out a bulky, round package. “Here. This one’s a little more practical.” 

She laughed and felt the heart on her bracelet jingle as she opened this last gift. Inside was a Starbucks travel mug, one big enough for even a large drink. The outside was a collage of their pictures, the same ones she’d used for his scrapbook. He’d sized them onto a single piece of paper, some large, some small, and he’d printed it off and slipped it inside the plastic casing. 

“I know how you like your coffee.” He gave her a quick kiss. “This way you can know that wherever you are when you’re drinking one, I’ll be over there in Iraq drinking something a whole lot more like mud than coffee. And wishing I was here with you instead.” 

She studied the pictures, basking in the array of memories they represented. “I love it.” 

“And I love you.” He worked his hand around her waist and slid closer to her, kissing her the way she longed to be kissed. Only a few seconds had passed when he pulled back and snapped his fingers. “I almost forgot.” He reached into his backpack one more time and pulled out an envelope. “I wrote this for you. But you can’t read it until I’m gone.” 

She took the envelope and pressed it close to her heart. “This might mean more than all the other gifts put together.” She slipped it into her bag, next to the travel mug. 

And then, suddenly, they had nothing left ahead of them but good-bye. He took her hands and searched her face. “How’s your dad?” 

“Sad.” 

“I’ll bet.” He looked out at the water. “And your mom?” 

“Busy back at her job. They’re moving the whole Time magazine team to a building in Iraq.” She frowned. “Maybe you’ll see her there.” 

It was a topic they’d already spent hours talking about. Her mother had called from the airport the day she was leaving for the Middle East. “Honey, I had to tell you before I left. I’m going back to Afghanistan, back to my job writing about the war.” 

Emily couldn’t have been more shocked if her mother had said she was moving to the North Pole. “But … you and Dad … you’re getting married in December.” 

“No, Emily. We’re not. Not this year, anyway.” Her mother had sighed, and Emily wasn’t sure, but it sounded like she was crying. “I need to see the war again for myself, be there and experience it. Write about it.” She made a little coughing sound. “Maybe I’ll find out that I’ve been wrong about our involvement over there. Or maybe …” She hesitated, her voice tight. “Maybe I’ll find out I’ve been wrong about thinking I could ever make things work with your dad.” 

Emily had begged her to change her mind. “Mom, no. Go home and think it through. Remember your journal? All the things you felt for Dad, remember that? You can’t give up now. So what if you don’t agree with him?” 

But it was too late. Her mother had made up her mind. The phone call was only her way of being courteous enough to tell Emily herself, rather than waiting for her father to tell her the news. 

She’d called her dad the moment she hung up from her mother. By then she was crying, unable to grasp what had happened and at a loss to do anything about it. “Dad … tell me it isn’t true.” 

He waited until she had control of herself, and then he told her that yes, it was true. “Your mother has a lot of searching to do, Emily. Maybe we both do. Pray for us. This isn’t what either of us really wants.” 

Later she’d shared every detail with Justin, how frustrated she’d been and how helpless she’d felt. She peered out across the water. The subtle vibration of the cruise ship engine vibrated against her back. “Before, I always knew there was something I could do. Like it was up to me to find my parents and reunite them.” She looked at him. “But now … now this is their decision. Her decision. It doesn’t matter what I want, they have to work things out for themselves.” 

Justin took her in his arms and stroked her back. “It’s something they need to figure out. Especially your mom.” He released her but kept his hand around her shoulders. “God has a plan for them, just like He has a plan for us. If that means the two of them should be together, then they’ll figure it out.” He kissed her. “I’ll pray for that, okay?” 

A trio of seagulls swooped low along the side of the ship and then lifted out over the Sound. Emily watched them fly away, and she remembered something. She’d never shown Justin the pages from her mother’s journal, the way her parents had been so in love with each other. A week ago, she’d made copies of the writings and tucked them in her purse, intent on showing him. But she’d forgotten about them until now. 

“Hey — ” she picked her purse up and dug around in one of the side pockets — “I almost forgot.” 

“What?” His voice held a desperate knowing. They had only hours left, after all. 

“My mother’s journal. I was going to show you, remember?” She pulled out the folded pages. “I only have to look at this to know they belong together.” 

He leaned his shoulder into the side of the ship. “Read it.” 

She smiled. This was something else she liked about being with Justin. The easy way they had together. She scanned down the page and found her favorite spot. “This was what she wrote their junior year of high school. Spring of 1985.” She hesitated, then with a steady voice, she began. “ ‘Shane and I talked about love. Real love. We both think it’s weird that our parents don’t understand how we feel about each other.’ ” She smiled at Justin. 

“Parents never change.” 

“Nope.” She found her spot and kept reading. “ ‘They act like we’re a  couple of kids who have no clue what love is. But here’s what I’ve learned when I’m with Shane.’ ” She bit the inside of her lip, staving off the surge of emotions in her heart. “ ‘Real love waits in the snow on your front porch so you can walk to school together in the fifth grade. It brings you a chocolate bar when you fall and finish last in the seventh grade Olympics. 

“ ‘Real love whispers something in the middle of algebra about your pink fingernail polish so that you don’t forget how to smile when you’re doing math, and it saves a seat for you in the lunchroom every Friday through high school. Even when the other baseball players think you’re stupid.’ ” Emily laughed and caught Justin’s eyes. 

“Your mom was quite the writer, even back then.” 

“Yes.” She ignored the tear rolling down her right cheek. “ ‘Real love has time to listen to your hopes and dreams when your parents are too busy with the PTA or the auxiliary club or the business they run at the local bank. 

“ ‘Real love stays up late on a Saturday making chocolate chip cookies together, flicking flour at you and getting eggshells in the batter and making sure you’ll remember that night the rest of your life. And real love thinks you’re pretty even when your hair is pulled back in a ponytail and you don’t stand perfectly straight.’ ” Emily’s voice cracked and she had to stop for a moment. When she regained her composure, she finished. “ ‘Real love is what I have with Shane. I just wanted to say so.’ ” 

“Hmmm.” Justin put his arm around her again. “That’s beautiful.” 

“Exactly.” She dabbed at her tears, folded the note, and put it back in her purse. “Sometimes I wonder how long it’s been since my mom read her own words.” 

“You could send that to her.” He stroked her shoulder. “Make a copy and mail it to her.” 

“True.” She hadn’t thought of that. When she found her mother last winter, she gave her an entire box of her short stories and journals. But she doubted her mother had read through them, the way Emily had — line for line — when she wasn’t sure she’d ever even find her mother. She looked up at Justin. “I might do that. Maybe it would help.” 

“Right.” He stood and moved to the railing. Then he held out his hand to her. 

She took it and found her place beside him. “The water’s so dark.” 

“It’s like that off Kelso too.” He lifted his chin, and the ocean breeze washed over his face. “Growing up, my dad used to take me fishing along the waterfront and he’d always tell me the same thing. ‘Don’t go out past your ankles, son. The water’s deep along the Northwest coast.’ ” 

“I love how you and your parents are, how close you are.” They rested their elbows on the railing, and she noticed her new bracelet. She’d told him the truth. She wouldn’t take it off, not as long as he was away and she was praying for his return. 

“I’ll miss them. And my sister.” He turned his head and looked at her. “But not like I’ll miss you.” 

She didn’t want to talk about that yet. “Tell me about Kelso. What was it like growing up there?” 

“Very different than Wheaton.” He grinned and turned his attention back to the water. “At least that’s my guess.” 

“Wheaton was nice, but it’ll always be a suburb of Chicago. The big city feeling’s never very far away.” 

“I used to long for a place like that.” He chuckled. “But by the time I was in high school, I began to appreciate what I had in my own little town. The fact that my teachers had students who were the kids of students they’d had twenty years before.” He was quiet for a moment. “There were parades and community picnics, and after spending a lifetime there, you couldn’t go to the grocery store without running into ten  people you knew.” 

“Really?” Emily liked the idea. “They probably gave you a big send-off when you enlisted.” 

“They did. My family held my going-away party at the American Legion hall, and half the town showed up.” He looked like he was picturing the event. “Kelso’s a blue-collar town, really. Lots of folks in shipping and construction. And they fly the flag higher than any  people I know.” 

“I love that. How America’s working class is so patriotic. They’re the heartbeat of this country, for sure. The soul and strength.” The wind was making her cold. She moved closer to him, so their sides were touching. “You could see it at the last election, the way the heartland, the country’s backbone, was so supportive of family values and military strength.” 

“Yep. My hometown’ll be supporting me this time, same as last. Tying yellow ribbons around trees and flying flags. That sort of thing.” 

The captain came over the loudspeaker then and announced that they’d be returning to the pier in five minutes. Emily looked at Justin as the message ended. It was one more reminder that their time together was borrowed. 

“Someday, I want to take you on a real cruise.” He turned so he was facing her. They were still alone on the deck, trying hard to be lost in the moment as if they had forever and not just five minutes. “We’ll go somewhere warm where the water is shallow and clear and pale blue green.” 

“Sounds wonderful.” She faced him and slid her feet between his. “But this was wonderful too.” She gave him a shy smile. “Thank you. For everything.” 

He slid his arms around her waist and held her tighter than before. “I wish I had another week. Even another day.” 

Her hands came up along the back of his neck. “Not me. I want the six months to be over. The sooner the better.” 

Fifty yards away, a small speedboat whizzed by, and a group of guys on board howled in their direction. “Hey!” one of them shouted. “Go for it, man!” 

Justin grinned and nuzzled his nose against hers. “Yep.” He let out a soft moan. “I wish that too sometimes.” 

She felt her face grow hot. She understood what he meant, what the guys on the speedboat meant. The feelings she had for him took her places she knew better than to hang around. “Someday.” 

“I know.” He kissed her, moved his lips over hers in a way she would remember long after he left in the morning. When he drew back, there was no denying the passion in his eyes. “Someday.” 

They felt a gentle thud as the ship reached the dock, and again the captain came on, thanking the passengers for joining them on the cruise and asking everyone to drive safely as they left. Justin laughed and took a step back. “I think that’s our cue.” 

Her body ached to be near him, to stay near him. But God had provided a way to protect them from making bad choices before, and today was no different. They joined hands and left the ship. It was still only four o’clock, and for the next two hours they walked through Pike Place Market, checking out the shops and smiling at the strange people they saw along the way, the man juggling raw fish, and the girl in flowing gauze playing her harp blindfolded. 

“You wouldn’t see that in Wheaton!” She laughed and linked her arm through his. The hours flew, and before they left, he took her to the same restaurant where they ate on their first night out together. He even requested the same window table. 

After dinner, he took her back to PLU and parked. Both of them knew the hour that lay ahead would be neither quick nor easy. They walked to their favorite spot, the bench just down the path from her residence hall. It was sheltered by a hedge of bushes on one side and a grassy field and evergreens on the other. Every time they sat there, they felt completely alone. 

They looked at his scrapbook again, and she admired once more the travel mug he’d given her. The sun set before nine o’clock, and for the next half hour they sat there sharing kisses and sweet memories of every happy time they’d spent together that summer. 

Finally, it was time for him to go. His flight was set for six in the morning, which meant he needed to leave the barracks by four. His commanding officers wanted the group that was deploying in bed by ten-thirty. His family would pick him up and take him to the airport, saving their good-byes for his final hours in Tacoma. But tonight belonged to her. 

He walked her to the steps, and then — in a spot where no one in the building could see them — he eased her into his arms. “What a summer, huh?” 

Her heart raced. She felt like they were on the Titanic, sliding off the deck with no way to stop, no way to keep from falling into the icy waters below. “Justin.” She held onto him, needing the feel of his arms around her. And suddenly she could see him, crouched down behind a broken wall, gunfire zipping through the air overhead. “Please!” Her voice was a desperate cry. “Don’t go. Don’t leave me.” 

“Baby …” He ran his hands down her back, along her arms, then he eased back and searched her face. “I’ll come back. I promise. Everything’s going to be okay.” 

“Don’t.” She shook her head, terrified of the feelings that stood like crumbling mountains all around her.“You can’t promise that.” 

“But I believe it.” He touched her face, and the feel of his hands was like velvet. “I’ve done this before, remember?” 

She clung to him, and every heartbeat felt like the clock ticking, counting down the time they had left together. Tears filled her eyes and spilled onto her cheeks. “Take … take me with you. Wherever you go … I wanna be there too.” 

“I wish I could.” He kissed her tears, kissed them as they fell from her eyes.“You have my heart.” He held her necklace, the tiny heart that hung there. “Don’t forget that.” 

Sobs came over her then. She hadn’t wanted to do this, hadn’t wanted to break down until she was safe in her room. But if she never let go, if she held him this way and never said good-bye, then he would miss his plane and maybe he’d change his mind. Maybe Iraq didn’t need him, after all. Not when the Veterans and the schoolkids and the teens at the center all needed him. Not when Buster needed him. 

Not when she needed him. 

“Hey.” He kissed another tear. “Every now and then, when you have a day off, maybe you could drive down to Kelso and take old Buster for a walk. Tell him I’m thinking of him.” 

She hung her head against his chest and grabbed three quick breaths. “O-o-okay.” 

“And stop by the teen center. Give ’em updates for me, alright?” 

She couldn’t bring herself to respond. She held onto him; he felt so whole and good and right. Justin Baker, the greatest guy she’d ever known. Bring him home, God … please. Don’t let anything happen to him. 

“Emily?” He eased back a bit and lifted her chin.“Will you do that, will you go there for me?” 

She nodded. There was a question she wanted to ask, and now seemed like the time. “Are you afraid?” 

He waited, searching her eyes. “Yes.” 

She sniffed. “You hide it well.” 

“Thanks.” He breathed in slowly. “Soldiers aren’t supposed to be afraid.” 

“Justin …” Never mind that she looked like a mess, that her tears were coming in buckets. She wanted to stand in the middle of Fort Lewis and make an announcement. You can have any soldier you want, but not this one. Because this is the one I love! He’s too good to work the front lines, too good to lose. But the time for announcements, for changing his mind, had passed. 

He was going, and she was only making it harder by losing control. 

She steeled herself against the pain and stood straighter than before. “Have you figured it out yet?” 

“What?” He had tears in his eyes too, but he was keeping his composure. 

“How we’re supposed to say good-bye?” She allowed a handful of quick sobs, and then she held her breath. Enough. Get a grip, Emily. Come on. She pursed her lips and blew out. “Okay, wow.” She tried to smile, because otherwise she would fall to the ground and weep for a month. “Sorry.” 

His expression sobered. “No.” He kissed her, the sort of kiss like he’d given her before, the kind that left them both dizzy. When it ended, he moved his thumb tenderly over her lips, his voice a whisper. “No, I haven’t figured it out.” 

“Me either.” She looked at him as long as she could, and then she flung her arms around his neck. “Be careful, Justin. Please. And when it’s all over, come back to me.” 

He kissed her once more, and this time he held onto her the way she’d held onto him a moment earlier. Like he was terrified to walk away. But finally, he did. He took her hand and held it until his feet moved him far enough away that they had no choice but to let go. “I’ll write.” 

She nodded, angry with herself for her tears. Not because they gave away how she was feeling, but because they blurred her eyes. And she wanted to remember every second of this goodbye, every detail of his face and his eyes, his strong shoulders and the crispness of his dress uniform. 

“Good-bye, Emily.” He was ten feet from her. He blew her a kiss, his eyes never leaving hers. “I love you.” 

“I love you.” She mouthed the words, and it took every ounce of her resolve not to run after him, not to insist that he find a way to take her with him. So she could be sure he wouldn’t place himself in danger, because she would never let him. Not for a minute. She held onto the stairway railing to keep herself in place. “Write.” 

“I will.” With one long, last look, he turned away and jogged to his Jeep. He slid into the driver’s seat and drove away. She watched him go, and already she could feel the distance between them. Hold me up, God … don’t let me fall apart. When his taillights disappeared, she clutched the stairway railing and bent over it. God … no. How can he be leaving? 

Daughter, I am with you. Even now, I am with you. 

The words spoke peace to her soul, life-giving, life-saving peace. And they reminded her that with Christ, she wouldn’t fall, because He would give her the strength to stand. She would stand as the days passed, stand every time she heard news of an American casualty, and she would stand even as her heart broke for missing him. 

She would visit his parents and Buster and the teens at the center, because that’s what Justin wanted her to do. Besides, for the next six months she didn’t dare fall. Not when Justin Baker would be too far away to catch her. She would stand, and she would do it all in God’s strength. 

All for the love of a boy who had stolen her heart in one unbelievable summer. A guy whose heart she would wear on a chain close to her own. A soldier who was everything good and pure and strong and right about the U.S. military, and who had already given her a summer of happily. 

Now all she had to do was wait six months for him to come home, so that one day that spring he could promise her the rest. A lifetime of ever after. 

 

TWELVE

 

 

 

 

The compound in Iraq was more primitive than the one in Afghanistan, but it suited Lauren’s mood. She and Scanlon had connected again; they’d gone out and shared dinner and talked about everything that had gone on since their last time together. 

“So — ” Scanlon looked at her over the rim of his glass of red wine — “did you come to any conclusions?” 

“About Shane?” This was the discussion they’d had before she left for the States, before she made her decision to move to Fallon. Scanlon understood the situation, and he’d let her go easily, the way a friend would let another friend move on to a better place. But still he was curious, and she didn’t blame him. She was drinking green tea. She picked up her small cup and took a sip. “Yes.” 

“And?” 

“I love him.” This was the tough thing about Scanlon. They’d kissed once, a lifetime ago, and she knew his feelings for her. If he had things his way, they’d fall in love and get married, a sensible relationship built on all the things they shared in common — their work, their views, their passion for seeing the war come to an end. But her heart could never quite agree. She shrugged one shoulder. “I love him more than ever.” 

“Then why are you here?” 

“I love him …” She looked down at what was left of her tea. “But I’m not sure I can live with him.” She shook her head and found Scanlon’s eyes again. “We’re so different.” 

He didn’t look glad, and his tone held nothing in the way of celebration. He only reached out and squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry, Lauren.” 

“Me too.” She pictured Shane, the way he’d looked the last time she saw him.“So sorry, sometimes I think I might get on the next plane and toss every view I’ve ever held.” 

“Only you can’t do that.” Scanlon’s voice was simply matter-of-fact. “Because the views you hold run to the very core of your being, Lauren. You know that.” 

Yes, she did. She considered Scanlon’s words throughout those first weeks while she grew reacquainted with the  people of Afghanistan. But then word came from the main office in New York City. Bob Maine wanted them in Iraq. The action was there now, and no story about war in the Middle East would ring completely true unless it was being written there, from the middle of the battle. 

She and Scanlon celebrated the decision. The closer the better, that’s the way Lauren saw it. She’d given up Shane for this, after all. And she’d prayed for wisdom. There could be no place like Iraq for God to show her the answers she was looking for. 

The move took place at the end of September, just after Justin Baker and his division arrived in one of the war’s hot spots outside Baghdad. Lauren had spoken with Emily about their goodbye, but her daughter had been brief, almost short. “I keep trying to find something in my life that’s going right.” 

“Emily!” The comment stung Lauren and gave her a chance to see just how hurt her daughter was by her return to the Middle East. “Your whole life is right. You’re intelligent and beautiful. You have your whole future ahead of you.” 

“I know.” She sighed. “It’s just … a few months ago the whole world seemed perfect, and now …” 

Again Emily’s words hurt. She remembered herself kneeling on the ground, too heartbroken to stand. “Leaving your father was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.” Her words were clear, certain. “It’s complicated, but I had to come back here, Emily. So that I’d know if there’s any way your dad and I can ever have a future together.” 

Emily’s tone eased some. “I’m sorry. It’s just … sometimes I feel like the timing is pretty lousy. First you leave. Then I barely have time to breathe and Justin’s gone. I keep thinking you could’ve worked it out if you wanted to.” 

Of everything Emily had said in that conversation, that last part was the most painful. She’d wondered if sometimes her viewpoints gave those she loved the impression that she was the enemy. They hadn’t talked again since then, though they’d exchanged a few emails. Phone service was spotty in the new compound, and once they got situated, two weeks ago, the story assignments came at them in bunches. Everything from the coverage of roadside bombings, to the progress of rebuilding the infrastructure in Baghdad. 

In Iraq, she was visible enough that she no longer wore the khaki shorts and tops she could get away with in the journalists’ compound in Afghanistan. Now she wore long skirts and blouses over her protective gear, and a handkerchief around her blonde hair — her way of showing respect for the cultural mandates that still existed in Iraq. So far her stories all had the feel of those she’d done from Afghanistan. Futile fighting, frequent failures, and the stories of fallen men who died for reasons that seemed as dusty as the desert. 

Still, she would drop into her bed each night with the same prayer: Show me, Lord. If there’s something I’m missing, show me. Give me Your wisdom. 

Now it was mid-October, early Wednesday morning, and she and Scanlon were heading out to the heart of the city, to the place where protests were taking place over the upcoming election. Lauren was tempted to have her story all but written. The protestors were obviously citizens who didn’t want a puppet government, the leaders assigned by U.S. influence. They wanted their own people. 

She could already imagine the quotes she’d get. 

“Could be dangerous today.” Scanlon was working with one of his cameras. They’d been given an SUV to use while in Iraq, and this time she was driving. 

“Definitely.” The  people loved reporters, at least that was her experience. Other than the time at the Afghanistan orphanage when she and Scanlon became targets, for the most part locals relished the chance to have their voices heard. Still, Scanlon was right. Anytime there were protests, there were bound to be crazy people, insurgents or radicals intent on making a statement, suicide bombers who would proudly drive into a crowd of protestors. 

She steered the SUV around a pothole and wondered if Justin was working nearby. Were he and his company stationed in the area? If so, he might be working the same protest. According to the military party line, soldiers made their presence felt whenever an agitated crowd gathered, especially when the protest centered around an election. 

The reporters she associated with felt differently. With the U.S. military flexing its muscle around Iraq’s election time, the only voice that would be heard was one the United States approved of. Lauren made a right turn onto the main highway through Baghdad. The U.S. involvement, that’s probably what the protest was dealing with. Either way, she was about to find out. 

A few miles down the road, she spotted a crowd. Stay away from crowds, Bob Maine told them. Park at a distance and walk in. You’ll have a better sense of danger that way. 

Good counsel. She pulled the SUV over and parked it along the roadway. Then she turned to Scanlon. “Ready?” 

He stuck his camera into his bag, latched it, and took a deep breath. “Ready.” 

The temperatures had started to drop around Iraq, and that day was cooler than any that week. Even still, the surroundings never changed. Everything — sky, ground, buildings — all the color of desert dirt. She swished her skirt out from the car door and swung her bag over her shoulder. “Let’s go.” 

As they came closer to the crowd, Lauren stopped. She’d been a journalist long enough to know better than to rush into a situation, even when she was stateside. Sometimes more could be learned by observing than by any interview she might get. 

Scanlon took his camera from his bag and began shooting. The scene was one of chaos — vendors selling wares from dilapidated card tables, protestors waving signs and shouting, and U.S. soldiers dotting both sides of the road, armed and ready. Like their leaders said, in case violence broke out. 

She took a notepad from her bag and grabbed two pencils. She slid one beneath the scarf that hid her hair, and with the other she wrote down her observations. Protestors angry … soldiers stiff, stonelike. 

“Let’s get closer.” Scanlon led the way, and they moved to within thirty yards of the action. 

That’s when she spotted something. 

In a vacant lot, amidst the rubble of what must at one time have been a building, a group of U.S. soldiers was holding what looked like a picnic. Children played all around them, and two of the uniformed Americans stood near the back of a U.S. Army vehicle, handing out bags. A strange feeling stirred in Lauren’s heart. 

All during her time in Afghanistan, she’d heard about the good U.S. soldiers were doing in the Middle East, but she’d never seen proof. Until now. 

Scanlon lowered his camera. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” He took slow steps into the street and looked both ways. “Come on.” 

She followed him, and that’s when she saw something else. One of the young soldiers — one of those playing with the Iraqi children — had a familiar build, a familiar way about him. Could it be Justin Baker? She and Scanlon found a spot on the sidewalk, right on the edge of the action taking place in the vacant lot. 

“Okay, catch!” The soldier and three others were tossing a football with fifteen or twenty street kids. The children were laughing and jumping and waving their hands, each of them wanting the ball. When one of the kids snagged it from the air, the soldier grinned. “Good job!” And then he said something else, something that sounded similar, only it was in Arabic. 

Lauren could hardly believe her eyes. The lot was filled with at least thirty soldiers, and all of them were helping the kids in one way or another. The bags being handed to the children contained a sandwich, a water bottle, and some sort of toy. Lauren could see that now, because as the kids walked away, they tore into their bags, chattering in happy exclamations about what was inside. 

Scanlon held up his camera and then lowered it again. He looked the other direction, toward the angry mob of protestors. “Looks like we have a choice.” 

“Looks like two stories.” As soon as she heard herself say the words, she was struck by the notion. Two stories. Two sides of the same assignment. There were the gruff soldiers, the ones making their presence known to the protestors. But there were these men too. Americans, giving to the Iraqi children out of their own time and resources. No, not out of their own resources. Out of the resources of the U.S. military. 

She shaded her eyes and squinted. Maybe it was Justin. Could she possibly have run into him this quickly, this easily? She could’ve gone an entire year and not seen him. The soldier took out a camera and snapped a picture of three little boys, each of them holding onto a part of the same football. That’s when he turned and spotted her, and she knew. 

It was Justin, Emily’s guy. Hadn’t he told them over pizza that day that the U.S. was doing good in Iraq? Hadn’t he said that no one stateside would believe the changes taking place or the goodwill being spread to the  people? 

Of course, she hadn’t believed him. Not a word of it. Because she’d based all her information on what she’d seen herself, on what she read in her own magazine, and on what she heard from the other news sources. CNN and the New York Times and News-week. They all said the same thing: no one wanted the war, people were tired of the losses, nothing good was coming of it. 

So where were the stories on this sort of event, this chance for the soldiers to interact with the Iraqi kids? She caught Justin’s attention and nodded her hello. He looked surprised, but then he smiled and waved. Lauren nudged Scanlon. “Start shooting. I want this feature in the next issue.” 

“But …” He looked at the protestors. “That’s not what we came for.” 

She studied him. Of course he was hesitant. They’d been told what to cover, and this certainly wasn’t it. But this was part of the story. She was starting to understand that. “Scanlon.” She kept her tone level. “We were sent here to cover the war.” She looked at Justin once more. He was catching the ball and flinging it back to the group of young boys. “This piece hasn’t gotten a whole lot of coverage.” 

They spent an hour, Scanlon taking pictures and Lauren talking to the kids and taking notes. The soldiers she spoke to seemed wary, and small wonder. What had she told herself on the way here? That the story was really already written, right? A chill passed down her arms and legs. What if she hadn’t been sent to get the news, but only to verify it? The story had been chosen long before she and Scanlon arrived on the scene. Cover the protest, Bob told them. Find out why they’re angry at the U.S. She was still in the middle of the soldiers and kids, but she peered down the street to the protestors. She would find out. She turned her attention back to her notepad. But first she would get this story. 

Finally she worked her way to Justin. She wasn’t sure what to make of the feelings inside her … betrayal and anger and remorse and uncertainty. This was just one story. No matter how unexpected, it wasn’t enough to change her views. But it certainly had her attention. For the first time, she even felt a little awkward, uncertain about her role as a reporter. She lifted her eyes to those of the young soldier’s. 

“Ma’am.” He nodded at her. “I wondered if I’d see you out here.” 

“Me too.” It was easy to see why Emily was so crazy about this boy. “I’ve never …” She glanced around at the merriment taking place. “I haven’t been to Iraq. I … I didn’t think things like this really happened.” 

He grinned. “I tried to tell you.” 

“I know.” She held his gaze. “I’m sorry, Justin. I’ve asked God to show me where I’m wrong, to help me find balance.” She looked at the dusty ground, and then back at him. “I guess this is one of those times.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” He winged the ball back to the kids. “You talk to Emily much?” 

“No. We’re writing.” 

“Us too.” He wiped the grime from his forehead. “I miss her like crazy.” 

“She feels the same way.” 

He nodded and grabbed the ball from the air again. Once more he grinned and shouted words of praise at the children in their language. 

“How did you learn that?” 

“Our job is twofold, ma’am.” Justin looked slightly confused, as if she should already know the information he was sharing. “We need to hunt down the insurgents, the terrorists, and we need to help Iraq become a free country. We couldn’t really do that without knowing some of their language.” 

English was fairly common in the Middle East, but Justin was right. If they were going to reach out to the children and help introduce democracy to a nation that hadn’t known it before, they’d need to know the language. At least enough to play a little football with the kids. 

Lauren didn’t want to take up more of his time. “I’ll tell Emily we saw each other.” 

“Okay.” He jogged back a few steps and threw the ball again. “Tell her I love her.” His eyes shone. “Tell her I’m counting the days.” 

“I will.” Lauren’s throat hurt. If she could whisk this young man to safety, to a plane that would take him home to Emily, she would. 

She and Scanlon had all the information and photos they needed. It was time to move down the street toward the protestors. As they drew closer, Lauren stopped to survey the crowd. Some of them were hopping and waving fists, grouped in a tight circle and chanting something she didn’t understand. Something anti-American, no doubt. 

As she watched, a man ambled up and studied her. “You from U.S.?” 

She felt suddenly vulnerable. Yes, she had her protective Kevlar, but that didn’t matter. Cameramen and reporters could be blown to pieces same as soldiers — even with their safety gear. Lauren took a step closer to Scanlon. Scenes like this protest were rare in Afghanistan, though flare-ups continued. She held up her press badge, the one she wore around her neck. “Reporter.” 

The man nodded and pointed at the protestors. “You hear what they say?” 

“No …” 

Scanlon moved in close beside her. He had his camera, but he also had a can of mace. Just in case. 

Lauren squinted at the mob. “What are they saying?” 

“They say no more violence against voters, against leaders.” The man’s weathered eyes grew watery. His English was difficult to understand. “Every time good man try take office, insurgents kill him, kill supporters. Kill voters.” 

“What?” Lauren hesitated, but slowly, like the first few pebbles in an avalanche, the meaning of his words hit her. As they did, she felt her world turn upside down. She lowered her brow and looked at the man. “You mean … they want the U.S. out of Iraq?” 

The man’s mouth went slack and his eyes widened. He held up his hand and bowed his head, shaking it as hard as he could. “No … never! Not yet, no.” He said the same thing until finally Lauren interrupted him. 

“Sir, please. I need to understand.” 

“My people — ” the man lifted his eyes to hers — “so grateful to Americans. So grateful. We have hope now, a chance to work and grow and live with our families.” Anger twisted his expression. “But some want old ways, old terror ways.” He shifted his attention to the protestors. “Now we say, enough. Time to stop the violence.” He pointed at a few of the soldiers. “Americans try to stop violence.” He bowed twice. “We glad for Americans.” 

“Okay.” Lauren looked at Scanlon, then back at the man. “Can we take your picture?” 

“Yes.” He pointed at her notepad. “You write down what Yusef say. We glad for Americans!” 

Lauren wasn’t sure which way was up. She began scribbling, capturing the things Yusef wanted to tell her. Then she looked at the protestors again, but this time through new eyes. These weren’t the insurgents, the terrorists opposed to the United States. If they were, then where were the flag burners? The men who would gleefully burn an image of the U.S. president ? 

They weren’t around, because these people wanted the same thing the U.S. wanted for Iraq. Democracy and peace, a safe place to live and work and raise their families. Suddenly a connection became clear. Lauren looked at the empty lot, where the children and the soldiers played together. She aimed her question at Yusef. “Whose children?” 

“Those men.” He pointed at the protestors. “Most people want free election and personal rights.” Tears filled his eyes again. He nodded at the children. “They are our future. They want live in world without terror.” 

“Yes.” Lauren could almost feel her beliefs being ripped to shreds, the foundation she’d stood on crumbling as fast as the words falling from the old man’s mouth. 

He jabbed her notepad, more intense than ever. “You tell them Yusef says so.” 

She looked at him a moment longer. Did he know? Was he aware of the news that came across the televisions and daily papers in America? Did his compatriots know that the reality playing out here in the streets was not the story being told to the citizens of the United States? 

Suddenly, the weight of her responsibility hit hard. All along she’d seen herself as a Pied Piper, a solitary voice with the ability to make people fall in line with her way of thinking. Never once until now had she felt guilty about how she’d used that power, about how maybe she hadn’t told the full story. 

She felt sick to her stomach. What if she’d been wrong? What if, even half the time, she’d missed the story in her zeal to uphold her beliefs? She accused the U.S. military of using unnecessary strength, but what had she done? What about her colleagues? To come into a situation like the war in Iraq with a predetermined mind-set was to do the entire world a disservice, wasn’t it? 

Yusef ambled off to join the other protestors, and Lauren realized she was shaking. “Did I just hear what I thought I heard?” 

Scanlon filled his cheeks with air and let it out slowly. He removed his baseball cap and raked his fingers through his short hair. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think the whole thing was staged, something set up by the army.” 

Her question and his answer sent another wave of alarm through her conscience. Were they that conditioned, that even witnessing the truth, they doubted what they were seeing? All because it didn’t line up with their viewpoint? “I feel sick.” She rummaged through her bag and pulled out a bottle of water. Without stopping for a breath, she downed it. 

At that instant, before she could put the empty bottle back into her dusty canvas bag, an explosion of gunfire rang out from what looked like a deserted brick building across the street from the protestors. 

Screams filled the air, and Scanlon grabbed her, slammed her to the ground. “Lauren, don’t move!” He whispered a string of obscenities. “We gotta out get of here!” 

From her place on the ground, she saw three protestors fall, squirming, twisting in pain, their blood spilling into the street. Lauren sat up, too horrified to look away. One of the men was Yusef. Kind, passionate Yusef. Who wanted so badly for the children in the empty lot to get a chance to grow up in a free society. Now everything he believed in was draining away on the streets of Baghdad, where the truth screamed as loud as the wailing protestors. The life Yusef spoke of would never be. Not for him. 

Yusef was dead. 
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Lauren tore her gaze from Yusef’s fallen body. Scanlon hovered over her, both of them low to the ground. Her breathing came fast and hard, and she stared at the dirty road inches from her face. Focus, Lauren. Come on, focus. She wanted to run to Yusef, see if there was something she could do to help. But that would be too dangerous. Besides, he was gone. She had seen enough death to know. Sweat broke out on her forehead, and her heart pounded so loud it was deafening. Watch, Lauren. Observe. And tell the story. The true story … 

She eased herself free from Scanlon’s protection and lifted her eyes to the horrible scene. “I want to do something,” she hissed. 

“We can’t.” His voice was breathless, thick with fear.“Stay low until it’s safe. Then we run for it.” 

He was right. Here, low to the ground, they weren’t a target. The streets were full of people cowering low. She looked at Yusef again, what she could see of his body. Other protestors surrounded the victims, wailing and waving their fists at the place where the shots had rung out. At the same time, a dozen U.S. soldiers — the ones who had been standing stiff-faced along the edge of the protest — sprinted toward the building, weapons drawn. They broke down the door and raced inside. 

Lauren looked at the empty lot in time to see Justin and his fellow soldiers round up the children, hiding them behind the army vehicles. Several of the little boys, who moments earlier had been tossing a football, were weeping and screaming, clinging to the Americans. 

More gunfire exploded from inside the building, and Lauren had just one thought: Please, God … let those be American guns. Because that would mean the assailants were dead, the way Yusef and his friends were dead. 

The protestors only wanted what most people wanted — freedom and hope and a chance for a future. Yusef had believed with every syllable that the election could be held in peace, and that the Americans would help make it happen. But now … she watched, aching for them as the protestors fell to their knees beside the fallen, rocking back and forth, wailing over their loss. 

Next to her, Scanlon aimed his camera at the empty building, at the grieving protestors — and finally at the American soldiers protecting the children — shooting a few dozen quick pictures. 

Then, in the time it took for Scanlon to grab her arm and pull her to her feet, a whole new array of thoughts hit her. If there had been more support for the war, more aggression on the part of the U.S. troops, maybe the men who fired those shots would’ve been hunted down long ago. Maybe they’d be in jails or eliminated. But so many Americans had helped spread a mind-set that made any support of the war taboo. 

Americans like her. 

She took one last look at the place where Yusef’s body lay. As Scanlon led her from the scene, she couldn’t keep herself from looking. “I’m sorry, Yusef.” She whispered the words at first. Then she shouted them, so loud that across the street she was sure Justin Baker could hear her. “Yusef … I’m sorry!” 

“Come on!” Scanlon sounded terrified. “We have to get out of here.” 

She turned and ran along behind him, leaving the battle to play out as it would. And now what? She was supposed to go back to her compound and open her laptop and pound out a story undermining the U.S. military and its role in the war in Iraq? After she’d seen U.S. soldiers handing out food and water to kids? After she’d watched with her own eyes as they played football, and even as they rounded up the kids and protected them with their lives? As they ran into a building full of insurgents in an attempt to protect the Iraqi protestors? 

She was supposed to look the other way about the things Yusef had told her? Write a story that made the protestors into something they weren’t? Anti-Americans anxious for the U.S. to leave them alone? 

Scanlon took the driver’s seat as they headed back. Lauren was glad. It allowed her time to cover her face and let the tears come. Was this how Justin Baker and his company spent their time? Lending as much safety and hope as they could to the people who wanted what Yusef wanted? 

How could she ever look in the mirror again, ever write another story the way her editor expected her to write it? Her stomach rumbled and her heart lay in a heap, just like the gunned-down protestors. 

Oh God … God … have I been wrong all this time? 

Daughter … I am with you. 

The answer sounded so loud, she wondered if the Lord was in the backseat, guarding her, helping her, answering her constant cry for wisdom. She let her tears come. 

“Lauren … it was one day, one scene.” Scanlon seemed to know what she was thinking. “You can’t throw out everything you believe because of that.” 

“Maybe I can.” She dragged her hand across her cheek and glared at him. It wasn’t his fault, the turmoil twisting within her, but it felt good to take it out on someone. “Maybe we’ve all been wrong.” 

“War’s more complicated than that. Than one side completely right, one side completely wrong.” He kept his eyes on the road, his voice calm. “You’re a journalist, you should know that.” 

“Yes, I should.” She made a sound that didn’t come close to releasing her frustration. “So how come I’ve been so one-sided? How come so many of us have been?” She covered her face again. War was complicated. Valid debate might exist over the way a war was carried out or whether one target was more dangerous than another in the battle. But the core of why it was happening and its purpose? 

She’d never allowed the possibility that the stories she’d heard from soldiers and commanders might be true, that the U.S. really was doing a good thing for the people of Iraq, or that by dismantling terror cells, they really were protecting the interests of the United States. 

It had sounded like so much military rhetoric, and sometimes at the end of the day, she would join Scanlon and other U.S. reporters and practically mock the news being handed them by the military’s public information officers. 

“Do you realize what happened out there?” Lauren lifted her head and looked at her friend.“We discovered a lie, Scanlon. One that too many of us have believed for way too long. That nothing good could come from war, that nothing could ever justify it.” She pointed over her shoulder at the scene they were leaving behind. “But that … what we just saw. That at least makes this war understandable, doesn’t it?” 

What was wrong with the insurgents, that they’d fill a building, hiding like cowards, and shoot into a crowd of people whose sole intention was to help build a better Iraq? The factions that tore apart the country were so different it was frightening. Were these the people she had wanted the president to reason with? 

She leaned back against the passenger seat and tried to get a grip on her emotions. It was one day, one incident. Her beliefs hadn’t been formed in a day, and neither could she release them that quickly. Scanlon was right. Maybe she was overreacting. Witnessing a killing could do that to a person. 

The road was bumpy beneath them, and Lauren still couldn’t catch her breath. God … what did I just see? That was just one flash of a moment in this terrible war, right? What am I supposed to feel? 

Daughter, I have given you wisdom. You would do well to listen. 

Lauren shut her eyes. The response was so clear, Scanlon might as well have said it. But it wasn’t Scanlon speaking. The voice — the still, small voice — was God’s. And what was He telling her? He’d given her wisdom? When? In the events that day? 

No … 

Her eyes widened. Not the events, but the heart of the matter — the passion behind the events of war. Maybe that’s what He had shown her today. Suddenly she remembered something. Months ago Shane had tried to tell her everything Yusef had said. Shane had reminded Lauren of September 11, of the terrorists who in cold-blooded exactness would take control of jetliners and fly them into buildings. 

“Reason with someone like that, Lauren?” He gave her a sad look. “No one wants war, but how are we supposed to protect the U.S. from that sort of killer without going after them?” 

Today’s images flashed in Lauren’s mind like a horror film. She closed her eyes but they wouldn’t go away. Justin and his buddies playing with the Iraqi children, the protestors shouting and ranting, Yusef jabbing her notebook. You write down what Yusef say. We glad for Americans! 

She gritted her teeth and opened her eyes. God’s answer was clear. There was wisdom to be learned from today, and the best thing she could do was look for it, listen to it. 

If she’d been wrong in her views, her staunch beliefs, then she needed to say so. Even if it meant losing her job. She leaned back against the headrest and stared at the desolate roadway ahead. She had begged God for wisdom, and in a single morning He had nearly drowned her in it. 

Yes, war was complicated. 

But what she’d seen that day was as simple as breathing. And every word of her story would reflect the truth about it. 

She willed herself to relax. If she was going to write the stories in her heart, she needed to be calm, at her absolute best as a journalist. Otherwise her editors would think she’d gone soft, that her time in Fallon hanging around military types had tainted her thinking. 

Shane’s face came to mind. 

Nothing could’ve been further from reality. She had left Shane 

— knowing she could be leaving for good — all so she could defend her way of thinking, her absolute belief in the inherent evil of the war and its perpetrators. 

God, I want to see Your wisdom from today. Give me the words as I write. Please. Is this just one day, one instance? Are there really people swarming the streets of Baghdad, wishing Americans would stay and help? She pictured Justin, the look on his face as he played catch with the kids. 

Last year she’d written a story about how violent soldiers were teaching a generation of Iraqi kids to be fighters. She had based her story on the same sort of rhetoric she accused the army’s public information office of spilling. Her research was covert, interviews with people in a clandestine setting. The contact usually showed her something small-scale. In the case of the story about soldiers teaching violence, the contact had introduced her to three young boys, all of whom had rifles. 

“We fight Americans,” the chosen young spokesman for the group said. “We fight them until they leave.” 

Lauren wanted to kick herself. Looking back on it, she had to admit it was just as likely the kids had been young terrorists. Because only the terrorists would want U.S. soldiers removed from a scene like the one she’d just witnessed. Still, she’d written an entire piece on the notion, leaving millions of Americans who read the story with a sense that the army was somehow bringing harm to the  people of Iraq. 

God … I feel faint, sick inside. Please … if I’ve been wrong, if I’ve written stories that furthered the cause of people like those in that building, then please … use me to change that thinking, to balance it. Please, God. 

She wasn’t ready to call Shane and tell him she was wrong about much of what she’d believed … but she was close. When she returned to the journalists’ compound, she said very little to Scanlon. There was no time to waste. She hurried to her room, opened her laptop, and started a new document. Then, as though her next breath depended on it, she began to write a story. 

A story different from any she’d written in all her life. 
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Justin saw it.

As clearly as he saw the protestors fall in the hail of bullets, he saw the change in Emily’s mother. It was in her eyes. The widely read, famous journalist Lauren Gibbs hadn’t been to Iraq before. In Afghanistan, according to Emily, the few times she’d witnessed anything like the soldiers and the kids, the events had seemed staged to her. But today was different. It had been spontaneous — there was no way she couldn’t see that truth. And in the time it took for their eyes to meet, he knew what was happening. 

Justin sucked in air, trying to catch his breath, very aware of the danger around him. He hovered over a group of kids, most of them crying or whimpering. “It’s okay.” He soothed his hand along the shoulders of two of them. “It’s okay.” He looked over his shoulder, but Lauren Gibbs was gone. Even in the midst of the chaos, he couldn’t help but smile. God was answering their prayers. His and Emily’s and Emily’s father’s. Probably even the prayers of Lauren Gibbs, herself. Emily said her mother had asked God for wisdom. At the same time, she didn’t believe her mother was open to God’s answers. Not really, anyway. 

But Emily, at least she’s praying, Justin wrote in a recent email to her. Wherever people are praying, there’s always hope. Don’t forget that. 

Another round of gunfire rang out across the street, and the children pressed in more closely to him and the other soldiers. Justin was torn by what to do next. The kids needed protecting, certainly. As long as he and the guys from his company stayed, they could keep the kids from running into the streets and getting killed. 

But from the gunfire echoing all around them, there was a battle raging in the building. What if the guys needed help? One more soldier could make the difference in taking the insurgents out. He looked at the terrified faces of the kids, felt the way they clung to him, tugging on his shirt, begging him with their eyes not to leave. Not to ever leave. 

He had no choice, of course. He would stay with the kids. But still his eyes found the building and he uttered a constant prayer for the safety of the soldiers. 

“Help.” One of the boys looked up at him, pleading with him in Arabic. The child couldn’t have been more than five years old. He held out his arms to Justin. “Please.” 

The sound of bullets, the screams, the wailing coming from the men that were the kids’ fathers — all of it was more than this little boy could take. 

Justin picked the child up and swung him on his hip. He pressed the boy’s head to his shoulder and motioned to the other soldiers. They needed to get the kids behind the convoy of military vehicles. “Make a wall!” 

His buddy Joe Greenwald nodded at the others down the line. “You heard him, make a wall!” 

Good ol’ Joe. The two had served side by side during their first tour and now they were rarely apart. Joe shared his faith and his passion. They bunked next to each other, and now that they were back in the theater of action again, they were as close as brothers. Already he’d shown Joe his scrapbook from Emily, and Joe had whistled long and low. 

“Lucky guy, Baker.” 

“I know.” He ran his finger over the picture of the two of them on the front cover. “Lucky and blessed, all at once.” 

Joe was stationed at Fort Lewis too. He looked a little harder at her face. “Isn’t she the girl we saw in the hall that day?” 

That first day, when Emily started working at the base, Joe had been the one walking with him in the hall. She smiled at both of them, and when she was gone, Justin had elbowed his buddy. “Bet she’s the new girl in my office.” 

“Bet you’re not that lucky.” 

A few weeks later, Joe shipped out for Iraq, anxious to get back to the action. They hadn’t met up again until Justin arrived at the end of September. That day when Justin showed him Emily’s scrapbook, he pointed at the picture. “It’s her, isn’t it?” He gave Justin a playful shove. “You dog. You were right. She wound up working with you, didn’t she?” 

Justin let his eyes linger on her photo. “Yeah, she certainly did.” 

Joe didn’t have a girl. He was a big guy with an even bigger heart, but he was too shy for most girls. “Know why I like hanging out with you?” he’d ask Justin every now and then. 

“Why?” 

“Cause — ” Joe smiled — “you have a reason to get back home. That makes you the safest soldier out here.” 

Now Justin watched Joe come alongside him, helping him get the guys in line. Joe positioned himself at the other side of the group of kids and directed the soldiers near him until the entire company had done what Justin ordered. In a few seconds, they placed themselves between the building and the horde of frightened children. 

The little boy in his arms snuggled close against his shoulder. Was his father one of those who lay dead? Justin hoped not. He held the child for almost an hour, until the U.S. soldiers spilled out of the building carrying four covered bodies on four makeshift stretchers. A small American flag lay across the first one. 

Justin looked away. Another one down. He prayed it wasn’t one of the men from his company. He clung to the child in his arms and waited while a few of the soldiers crossed the street and reported on the situation. The snipers had been insurgents, of course. Members of a new terrorist cell. Like cancer, the cells took root wherever they could, and these few had been operating in the abandoned building, probably no more than a few days. 

The good news: all three terrorists were taken down. But not before an American lost his life. The soldiers gave them the name of the casualty, and Justin felt the slightest sense of relief. He was from the East Coast, a soldier from another company. But even so, he was a life lost, someone’s son and someone’s friend. Some-one’s high school love. He was here for the same reason they were all here, because it was the most right thing he could think to do with his life. 

Joe circled the guys around the kids and nodded at Justin. “Pray for us, will you?” 

Justin bowed his head, and around him, several of the Iraqi children did the same thing. His throat was tight, but he found his voice anyway. “Father, we are sad and broken by what’s happened here today, by the loss of life for freedom’s sake.” Justin opened his eyes enough to see a little boy watching him. His eyes were wide and he was still shaking. Justin gave him a look that said it was okay, he was in good hands. “Lord, give us strength. Help us look to You, who went to the cross for freedom’s sake. You know all about sacrifice, God. Thank You for our fallen comrade …” He hesitated, steeling himself against his emotions. “Thank You for his sacrifice.” 

He coughed and his voice grew stronger. “Be with his family, and let them know that their soldier … didn’t die in vain.” 

“In Christ’s name,” Joe said, his voice strong. “Amen.” 

The kids lifted their heads and looked around, not sure what to do next. 

A gust of wind and sand blew across the empty lot. Justin shielded his face and held the boy in his arms a little tighter. The child and his friends would never fall to the bullets of the terrorists who had taken up residence across the street. Not if he had anything to do with it. He set the little boy back on the ground and pictured Lauren, the change in her eyes. If he’d seen right, she would never be the same after what she witnessed today on the streets of Baghdad. 

None of them would be. 
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That night they turned in to their barracks earlier than usual. They weren’t in tents anymore, but old buildings. This was one the U.S. military had taken over just outside the city. Justin pulled out the scrapbook. He stretched out on his cot and positioned his light overhead so he could see better. 

“Her again?” Joe was already lying on his bed, his hands beneath his head. He grinned at Justin. “I mean, not that I blame you.” 

“Yeah.” Justin opened the cover and stared at the first page. “You spend enough time out there, and life back home starts to feel like a dream, like it never even happened.” 

“It happened, alright.” Joe gestured toward the scrapbook. “Pictures don’t lie, Baker.” 

Justin sighed. “I know.” He kept the book open and reached for the printout of Emily’s latest letter. He kept a stack of them inside the makeshift nightstand that stood between his bed and Joe’s. “Neither do emails.” 

“At least you got someone writing to you.” Joe smiled. He didn’t feel sorry for himself, Justin could tell. Being around the guys, around the other soldiers in the company, had changed Joe actually. Made him funnier, more social. 

“There’s a girl waiting for you too.” Justin felt his mood lifting. He tossed his friend an easy grin. 

“I know, I know. I just haven’t met her yet.” 

“Exactly.” 

They were quiet for a while, and Justin fiddled with the paper in his hand. He wanted to read it again, but not until he looked at their pictures, not until he let himself hang around the sunny halls of yesterday. He turned the page and studied himself, the way he looked sitting on the steps of the teen center, talking smack with the guys. 

Had Emily found time to visit them? If she had, she hadn’t said so. But from the sound of it, Buster was in good shape. She spoiled him every time she had an afternoon off. Justin felt the note in his hand, and again he resisted the urge to read it. Notes from Emily had to be savored, like everything else about her. 

“Oh, Baker, come on.” Joe turned onto his side and propped his head in his hand. “Go ahead and read it. You’re killing me with the suspense.” 

“What?” Justin gave him a teasing look. “I thought my emails from Emily bored you.” 

Joe rolled his eyes. “Not much else going on for entertainment.” He motioned with his hand. “Get on with it, already.” 

Justin laughed and moved the scrapbook aside. He liked nights like this, when he and Joe bantered back and forth. It helped wipe out memories from the day — especially days like that one, when the violence had come so close it was unnerving. He and Emily wrote to each other about once a week, since it took almost that long for the letters to come through. Like the other soldiers, he had only limited access to the computer, and so they’d earmarked Mondays as the day to check for letters from each other. 

As he’d done with several of her previous emails, Justin opened this one and began reading it out loud. “ ‘Hey, Justin, it’s me …’ ” 

“As if it could be anyone else.” Joe rolled over onto his back again and grinned at the ceiling. “Go on.” 

“I was trying.” Justin kicked his buddy’s cot. He could feel his smile growing, and it felt great. A reminder that he was still alive, no matter how much death happened around him. 

“Okay, okay.” 

Justin looked back at the paper.“ ‘I visited Buster again today. Your family is sort of feeling like the one I always wanted to have. Hope you don’t mind, but you know — you being so generous and all — I didn’t think you would.’ ” Justin chuckled and shook his head. He loved when her letters had this humorous tone. It was better than the times when he could practically hear her crying between the lines of her emails. 

“Don’t skip parts.” 

“I’m not.” He found his place. “ ‘Anyway, Buster’s missing you bad. I thought you should know. He’s still sleeping with your sweatshirt, but now — I guess he sort of associates me with you. Because, I’m serious, he looks at me for half a second and then he looks right past me. As if he expects you to walk around the corner. Only it doesn’t stop there. I hook him up to his leash and we start walking, and about every few steps he stops and cranes his neck around my ankles and stares — just stares at the empty place behind me.’ ” 

Justin laughed out loud. “I wish I could see that.” 

“Me too.” Joe smiled. He kept his eyes on the ceiling as if he was picturing everything Emily had described. 

Outside the wind had picked up. It howled through the cracks in the doorjamb. Justin held up the paper and started in again. “ ‘Anyway, I admit it. I think your dog’s a little loony. But he’s growing on me. Lately I’ve been bringing him chicken scraps from the cafeteria. I’m pretty sure by the time you get back, he’ll be looking around your ankles trying to find me! Ha! Just kidding. The dog would sit at the window waiting all day for you if he didn’t get hungry once in a while.’ ” 

She painted a funny picture, but it touched him at the same time. Buster mattered to him, and she knew it. She was spending time with the dog for him, because the time he’d missed with the dog grated on him. And she was taking it upon herself to right that wrong the only way she knew how. By being Buster’s friend. 

“Is that it?” Joe looked disappointed. 

“There’s a little more.” He took a quick breath.“ ‘Anyway, you said you wanted scores, so here goes. We won both games last week, 5 – 1 and 3 – 2. I know, someone on defense must be slipping if we allowed two goals. But you’ll smile at this. I scored two of the three goals and had another assist. The coach says giving me a scholarship was the best decision he ever made. I figure you’d have to agree. Imagine if I’d gone to San Diego State, like I thought about doing? Well, Justin …’ ” He skimmed the next few lines. “ ‘Missing you like crazy. Love you, Emily.’ ” 

“Hey!” Joe sat up. “You skipped a part.” 

“That’s the deal.” Justin chuckled and leaned back against one elbow. “I have the right to censor.” 

“Shoot. I miss all the good parts.” He made an exasperated sound. “You still walking around with her picture in your boot?” 

“Yep. Every day.” 

“Man, I can’t relate.” He shook his head. “I’m hittin’ the hay. You can read over the lovey-dovey parts in peace.” 

Justin smiled. “’Night, Joe.” 

“’Night.” His buddy flipped off his light switch and rolled onto his other side. 

“Don’t forget your prayers.” 

“Ah, man!” He craned a look over his shoulder. “You interrupted me. I was already past the Dear God part.” 

A bit of laughter shook Justin. How great it was having Joe’s friendship. These Baghdad nights would be too lonely without his buddy. Some nights they didn’t talk about Emily at all, but pulled out their Bibles and went over the book of James or Colossians or Hebrews. Anything that might give them peace and hope to fight another day. 

He opened the letter again and found the part he’d skipped. 

Justin, I can’t believe you’ve been gone nearly three weeks. It feels like three years. Whoever said absence makes the heart grow fonder was right. Only I’m not sure how much fonder my heart can get without bursting through my chest. If you come back and find a hole where my heart used to be, you’ll know why. 

It made him smile, Emily that crazy over him. Let her know, God, let her understand that I feel the same way. 

He sighed, careful to keep quiet so Joe could get some sleep. He found his place and kept reading. 

I’m drinking coffee out of the mug you gave me. That means I’m thinking of the mud you’re getting over in the desert and yes, I know. You wish you were here with me, drinking a latte instead … just for the record, I wish the same thing. Thinking of you, Justin. Missing you like crazy. I love you, Emily. 

Justin folded the letter and placed it in the drawer with the others. Then he reached for the scrapbook. Slowly, he worked his way through the photographs. By the time he finished, Joe was out to the world, snoring louder than usual. He put the book away. It was late. Tomorrow he’d need to be as sharp as he’d been today. Careful to keep his head low when the bullets started to fly. 

He turned off the light and lay in bed, his eyes open. A lot had happened today, a lot that filled his head with images he’d have for a lifetime. But the one that stayed with him as he fell asleep wasn’t the protestors lying in a pool of blood or even the Iraqi children — before and after the attacks. It wasn’t the little boy who’d clung to him for so long. It was a different image. 

The one of Lauren Gibbs, her eyes truly opened for what Justin guessed might’ve been the first time in her entire life. And as he fell asleep, he wondered what she must’ve been thinking as she drove away. And he wondered something else. 

What she would write for Time magazine as a result. 

 

FIFTEEN

 

 

 

 

Bob Maine reached the end of the story on his computer screen and leaned back in his chair. He cussed under his breath. “Gibbs … what’d you go and do?”

He’d known it was coming. Half a year in the shadows of Top Gun could change a person. Still … Lauren’s first stories hadn’t seemed different. Same cutting-edge reporting, same skepticism. He stared at the screen. But this? He shook his head. Children clamoring after U.S. soldiers, protestors trying to thank the United States? It sounded like something the military public information office would cough up on its own behalf. 

Whatever was going on, he had to get to the bottom of it. He’d placed an urgent call to the compound and left a message for her. He knew her schedule; he was expecting her call any minute. If this was what she was going to produce from Iraq, she’d be better off stateside. 

“Hurry up and call, Gibbs.” He tapped his finger on the desk and scrolled to the top of the story. He’d already read it twice. He was partway through the first paragraph for the third time when the phone rang. He grabbed it. “Bob Maine.” 

“Bob?” The connection wasn’t great, but the static couldn’t hide her defensive tone. “This is Lauren. You read my report?” 

“Gibbs!” Across the room, a line of reporters looked his way. He lowered his voice. “Are you kidding me? This PR babble you sent me is your coverage of the protest?” 

“I was there, Bob. I saw every bit of it.” Her tone was passionate. “No, it isn’t what I usually find when I go out to cover a story. But I’m a reporter, and a very good one. You said so yourself.” She took a breath. “You sent me over to Iraq to get the news, right? Isn’t that right?” 

Bob wasn’t sure what to say. He hadn’t expected this. A sheepish promise to edit her story, yes. But a fierce defense of it? “What are you trying to say, Gibbs? That the report you gave me is fair and accurate?” 

“Yes.” She didn’t hesitate. “More fair than anything I’ve ever written.” 

“Meaning what?” 

“That’s exactly what I’m going to tell you.” And for the next thirty minutes, his star war correspondent not only explained the events she’d covered in the report, she explained her personal biases and how they’d affected her reporting. She sounded sharp and intelligent — and troubled. 

When she finished, Bob was still frustrated. But she’d made her point. “You should’ve been a lawyer. They get paid more.” 

“But this — ” her tone held vindication — “this means more.” 

“Fair and accurate?” He was still skeptical, but now his doubts seemed unfounded. 

“Fair and accurate.” 

At the end of the day, when Bob sent the story on to copy-editing, he could only hope one thing. That the readers of Time magazine would agree. 

[image: flower]

Shane had heard very little from Lauren. 

Not that he expected to hear much. She’d left with her mind pretty well made up, her viewpoints firmly in place. Which was why he couldn’t wait to get his hands on a copy of Time magazine, the issue that was circulating through the offices at Top Gun. Something’s happened to Lauren Gibbs, he kept hearing. 

Pilots had stopped him in the halls twice that morning. “Sir, your fiancée … what happened to her?” 

At first Shane had been terrified. Had she been kidnapped or killed? But the pilot must’ve seen from his expression what he was thinking. “She’s not hurt or anything. She’s just … I don’t know, changed. Read the articles in the latest Time. You’ll see what I mean.” 

Shane’s heart pounded and he turned around, headed back to the lobby where the latest issues of a dozen magazines would be sitting on a table. He was halfway there when another pilot stopped him. “Did you read Lauren’s recent stuff?” The guy grinned. “What’d you do, brainwash her?” 

Something about the guy’s tone bugged him. “Haven’t read it.” He kept walking. He wasn’t trying to brainwash Lauren. She was entitled to her views. He only wanted her to find balance, to see where he was coming from. He found a copy on the table. The cover showed a scientist holding a test tube, but one of the smaller headlines read, “Democracy Suffers a Blow in Iraq.” 

Okay, so how was that headline different from anything Lauren had written in the past? The headlines were nearly all negative, intent on showing the ineptitude of the war effort. He took the magazine, stepped outside, and found a bench a few feet away. If something had changed in Lauren, he would know it. As surely as he knew her voice, he would know by her words if God had helped her see the war in a new light. 

He flipped to a layout near the middle of the magazine. The pictures were graphic, as they often were in Time. One small photo showed three bodies, broken and bleeding, with what looked like protestors gathered around, obviously grieving the loss of the men. 

But it was the center photo that caught Shane’s attention. Lauren never would’ve chosen to have her photographer get that shot. Not the old Lauren, anyway. Then he realized not only what was happening in the photo, but who it was. The photo showed a grinning U.S. soldier tossing a football to a cluster of Iraqi children. But not just any U.S. soldier. This was Justin Baker. His friend’s son. 

Shane stared at the photo, studying it. 

Beneath the picture, the caption read: 

Lieutenant Justin Baker and a company of soldiers from Fort Lewis spend an afternoon playing with Iraqi children and handing out food and water. The children’s fathers were protesting insurgent violence a hundred yards down the street when gunfire broke out, killing three of the protestors. 

What? The emotions assaulting Shane were too deep, too many to identify all at once. First there was pride. Good for Justin — stationed in the middle of Baghdad near some of the worst violence, and still finding a way to bring joy to the kids. Shane closed his eyes for a moment, and he could hear the boy talking about the war at the pizza parlor that night. 

We’re doing good over there, really. The kids need to know that we’re their friends. We want democracy and freedom for them, so that they’ll know a different life than the one their parents were forced to live. 

Shane blinked his eyes open and stared at Justin’s face. That night, Lauren had looked away, played with the straw in her drink and acted like she hadn’t heard him. 

But here he was, he and his buddies, and no amount of political discussion could change the simple fact. Good was being done. Period. The picture proved it. Shane let his eyes wander over the rest of the photo. In the background a convoy of military vehicles seemed to hold bags, and a group of soldiers could be seen passing them out to the children. A small box near the picture provided statistics about how many humanitarian bags had been given to children in the past year, and a list of some of the things the children had been given. Water, food, candy, paper, pens, and toys. 

Shane looked to the top of the layout and there it was: Story by Lauren Gibbs. And the photos — he scanned the bottom of the first page. Yes, Photos by Jeff Scanlon, Lauren’s closest friend from Time. 

Confusion came at him then. Photographers took hundreds of photos in a given afternoon, so why use this one when it told a story the media typically chose to ignore? Wouldn’t Lauren have had a say in which photos were used? Especially on a spread like this one? 

The answer was obvious. Of course she’d had a say. She and Scanlon and their editor. 

Hope and disbelief fought for position in his heart. He’d looked at the photos. Now he needed to read what she’d written. There were two stories. The first bore a headline that said, “U.S. Soldiers Come to the Aid of Protestors, One Soldier Dead.” 

A slow breath leaked from between his lips. Another death, another loss. He read from the top of the story. 

A U.S. soldier was killed Wednesday in Baghdad while defending a group of peaceful protestors. Violence erupted when insurgent terrorists rained down bullets from a vacant building at the Iraqi protestors, killing three Iraqi citizens. U.S. soldiers stormed the building where the terrorists were hiding, fatally wounding all three insurgents. The single U.S. casualty was a nineteen-year-old soldier, the first to enter the building in pursuit of the terrorists. 

Minutes before the attack, one of the protestors, a man named Yusef, explained that his  people were protesting violence by terrorists. 

“We protest violence against voters, against leaders,” Yusef explained. “Every time good man try take office, insurgents kill him, kill supporters. Kill voters.” Yusef said he was passionate about the need for a protest, especially in the days before the upcoming elections. “My  people so grateful to Americans. So grateful. We have hope now, a chance to work and grow and live with our families. We glad for Americans.” 

Glad for Americans? Had Lauren really heard those words? And then chosen to use them? He kept reading. 

Tragically, Yusef was one of the protestors killed in the violence. 

“The Iraqi people, for the most part, are in favor of the war, because eventually it will buy them the freedom they want,” said one military commander at the scene. “When this war is over, we will have severely restricted terrorists’ ability to work and operate from this part of the world, and we will have secured a democracy for the Iraqi citizens.” 

Debate rages over whether the cost for such a victory is too high, in taxpayer dollars and in human life. “We believe in freedom and a safe place to live — both in the United States and in the Middle East. It’s not something we take lightly,” the commander said. “Yes, the cost is high. But it’s a cost we must be willing to pay if we’re going to see change.” 

The article went on, but Shane couldn’t see the words, couldn’t absorb another sentence without stopping to think through what he’d just read. Countless times, he and Lauren had debated the power of the press. “You go to cover a story and you see what you want to see,” he’d told her.“A million things happen at a newsworthy event. You take the hundred pieces you want to use and place them in the order you want. And you tell me that’s fair reporting. There’s no such thing, Lauren.” 

“The facts rise to the top, Shane. I get assigned to a story, and I talk to the  people in charge, and I report the facts.” 

“All the facts?” 

“Of course.” She resented his insinuation that somehow the news ran through a filter in her mind. 

But here, in the article in his hands, Lauren had presented the facts in a way that could’ve been totally different. If she’d written the story a year ago, she would’ve pointed out that U.S. soldiers carelessly engaged in a gun battle with Iraqis while children played nearby — something that would’ve given the picture that American soldiers were heartless killing machines. 

This … this story was nothing of the sort. 

As he kept reading, the picture was very clear. Not only because of the way Lauren had written it, but because it was one he’d heard described to him tens of times before. He kept apprised of military briefings and updates on the war, and the scene that had played out in Baghdad the day before was a sadly common one. 

The citizens of Iraq, with their first taste of freedom, were anxious to have a new way of life, passionate about capitalizing on the democracy that had been shown to them so that their families and their children’s families would never know the terror of an evil dictator. Having taken reams of bad print, the U.S. soldiers rarely went on the offensive during a peaceful protest, rarely searched buildings or alleyways looking for terrorists. 

Instead they stood guard, giving the citizens their chance to protest, to make a plea to their fellow Iraqis to take a stand for freedom. Then, when something went awry as it often did, the soldiers stepped in and came to the defense of the Iraqi  people. Too often, such a rescue involved the loss of American life. 

Always, when he spoke about the war with other military leaders, the consensus was the same. The president needed more support, morally, politically, and financially. The U.S. had the ability to hunt down terror cells, dismantling them and putting insurgents in prison, or destroying them along with their plans for destruction. 

But the military had been forced to work with one hand tied behind its back — largely because the media had convinced the masses that funding and manpower for the war in Iraq was no longer necessary. Worse, that it was a waste of American life and money to fight the war even one more day. 

Shane looked back at the page. A sidebar story ran with it, explaining the work Justin and other soldiers in his company were doing, how they felt the need to befriend the children of Iraq. 

Lauren … are you trying to tell me something? Has God worked on you this quickly? A shiver passed down his back and along his legs. What’s happening in your heart that you’d show this side of the war? He could hardly wait to talk to her, but he wouldn’t make the first call. If she’d turned in a story like this, then she was in a great amount of inner turmoil. The facts — a balanced view of the facts — had come smack against her longtime beliefs. 

Yes, he’d definitely be better off waiting until she’d had time to think things through. One day soon, Lauren would call him. In the meantime, he would keep praying for her. He read a little further into the sidebar. 

“If these kids’ parents wanted us out of their country, they’d never be allowed to spend a morning playing with us, receiving handouts from us,” Baker, 22, said. “Spending time with the kids here helps them see life is going to change. Democracy will win in the end.” 

Shane smiled. Good for you, Justin. Good for you. 

He pulled out his cell phone and looked at the time. Emily would be on her way to her first class, but he couldn’t wait. He dialed her number. As it began to ring, he scanned the article once more. 

“Hello?” 

“Honey, it’s Dad.” The joy inside him came out as a quiet laugh. “Have you seen the new Time magazine?” 

“No.” She sounded breathless. “My roommate and I jogged this morning, and now I have five minutes to get to class.” Her voice held concern. “Does Mom have something in it?” 

“She does.” He wasn’t sure where to begin. “But nothing like we’ve seen before. First of all, the main picture is of Justin. Right there in the middle of Time magazine.” 

“Really?” He could tell by her voice that she’d stopped cold, no longer concerned about her class schedule. “Are you serious?” 

“Yes. Your mother must’ve seen him in Baghdad the other day.” His tone changed. “A soldier died, Emily. It was a hard day at war, but your mom … I don’t know what’s happening to her, but the story is so much more balanced than anything I’ve seen her write.” 

“I’ll get a copy in the library.” She hesitated. “Dad, are you sure? You really see something different this time?” 

“You’ve been praying, right?” 

“Right.” 

“Mom tells me even she’s been talking to God.” Shane smiled. “Read her stories. The pictures alone are something most Americans have rarely seen.” He remembered that she was in a hurry. “I’ll call you later. I want to hear what you think about it.” 

“Okay.” 

“Hey, and also … I want to fly out to see you one of these weekends so I can catch a game.” 

“We’re still undefeated.” 

“That’s my girl.” He ran his fingers over the still open magazine. “Talk to you later, sweetie. I love you.” 

“Love you too.” 

They said a quick good-bye and Shane slipped his cell phone back in his pocket. Once more he read the article, and this time he could almost hear Lauren talking to him through the lines of the story. Yes, war was tragic, yes, it was complicated. No one wanted war, least of all the members and families of the military. 

But some things were worth defending. Freedom and democracy and a way of life that Americans had become accustomed to, a way of life the  people of Iraq were only now getting to taste. He could hear her saying all that, and something else. 

Not yet, maybe, not so soon, but if these were the types of stories she might find in the middle of Iraq, then one day not so far off, the two of them might figure out that they weren’t that different after all. 

The article might be the bridge they’d spent most of the past year looking for. Because only a change of heart would’ve allowed Lauren to present the story the way she’d done here. And in the quiet of that morning, he had to wonder. Maybe events like these, stories like this, would become a regular part of her war reporting. If they did, then her time in the Middle East just might give them the thing they’d never been able to find. 

Common ground. 

 

SIXTEEN

 

 

 

 

Emily couldn’t get to the library fast enough.

She believed her dad, that something in her mother’s article was proof that God was opening her eyes, changing her heart. But even more, she wanted to see the photo of Justin. She carried her books in her backpack and jogged down the paved path to the old brick library, the place where she’d spent countless hours studying. 

She’d chosen a minor in sociology, something she’d fallen into because of Justin. The impact he had on the Veterans and schoolkids — and especially on the teens — was impressive. She’d always pictured herself as a writer, even a reporter. Only she would present the facts without bias, at least as much as possible. 

But now she wasn’t sure she could be a responsible journalist without also being involved in the community around her — volunteering the way Justin did. Her writing courses had always been easy, and she wasn’t far enough in her studies to work for the campus newspaper yet. So her fall schedule had three sociology classes. But social studies required hours of homework and reading. After the soccer field and the little campus chapel, the library was where she spent much of her time. 

She came to the stairs and took them two at a time. The image she had of Justin, the one she carried in her heart, was the one of him in his dress uniform, standing beside her along the railing of the cruise boat. He was tanned and at ease, his eyes shining with love. Twice so far, he’d sent her digital photos of himself in Iraq. He and a buddy named Joe, standing in front of their barracks, or him and a group of Iraqi children, where it was impossible to tell who was enjoying the moment more — Justin or the kids. She hurried through the double doors and over to the counter where the library kept its periodicals. She found it almost immediately, several copies of the newest edition of Time. Okay, God … show me what my dad saw. Let me know if she’s starting to see things differently. Please … 

She grabbed the top copy and plopped down in the closest chair. It took her seconds to find the layout. And suddenly there he was. She brought the magazine closer and studied him. Somehow seeing him in Time magazine made his situation terrifyingly real. 

It was one thing to look at a digital photo attached to an email. But here … there was no denying the obvious. Justin was a world away, smack in the middle of one of the most dangerous parts of Iraq. She inhaled sharply, refusing to give in to the tears building in her throat. Her feelings were a mix of sorrow and longing and the very deepest pride. 

Because there was Justin, doing what he did best. Helping people, leading by example. War was raging a hundred yards down the street, but Justin was watching over the children of the protestors. If he and his company hadn’t been there, then what? Then the little boys and girls in the picture would’ve been gathered around their protesting fathers. 

And when bullets rang out, the children would’ve likely been among those killed. She studied the faces of the children. No doubt some of them had lost dads that day, but they hadn’t lost hope. Because the American soldiers in their midst gave them and their parents and their city a reason to believe that no matter how great the losses along the way, freedom would win. Democracy would rule. 

But even as her heart swelled with pride, a sick feeling spread through her. Justin … what are you doing so close to snipers, on the same streets as terrorists? As she looked at his smiling face, at the strength in his arm as he cocked the ball back, ready to release it, the magazine in her hands began to tremble. 

Not even one month had passed, and every day, every hour, placed him in danger. She tried to exhale, but only a tiny bit of air eased through her lips. Panic surged inside her. What if he didn’t have the right safety gear, the right weapons? What if on that same street, that very day, terrorists in another building took aim — in his direction? 

Her lungs wouldn’t work, and she felt a layer of perspiration building on her forehead. Her legs shook — and suddenly she realized what was happening. She was having a panic attack, something she hadn’t felt since the days before she found her parents. Sometimes she got so caught up in worry — that she’d never find her parents, that they might already be dead, or that they wouldn’t want to meet her even if she found them — that her body simply tried to shut down. 

That’s what was happening now. 

The what-ifs loomed larger than life, towering over her, suffocating her. Her eyes darted around the room, searching for someone who might help her, but the only one she could see was the librarian — far in the other corner of the library. 

God! I can’t breathe! She set the magazine on the table and bent over, resting her arms and her forehead on the hard surface. What if Justin never came home? How would she ever survive the loss? How would — 

Daughter, I am with you … my peace I give You. 

Like a punctured tire, the air slowly released from her too-tight lungs. Lord … is that you? 

Be still and know that I am God. 

Every cell in her body felt the command, heard the words. Her muscles responded, relaxing, and finally her lungs filled with air. The Lord was with her. He was here watching over her as she looked at the magazine, here listening to her thoughts as panic began to take hold of her. 

He wasn’t going to let her fall apart, and He wasn’t going to abandon Justin or her mother. She exhaled again. Thank You, God. She straightened slowly and leaned back against the hard, cold chair. She could do nothing to change the facts. Justin was in Iraq because he believed in being there. He was doing what he felt born to do — defending the cause of freedom, no matter the cost. 

She mustn’t do this again, let her thoughts and fears run away with her. Okay, Justin’s picture was in Time magazine. That didn’t make his being there more real. He was there. For another five months he’d be there, and she would have to find a way to deal with her feelings, her fears. 

The way was obvious. God … I forgot You were with me, but You are. You’re right here. She closed her eyes and felt herself beginning to cool down, felt the panic leaving her body. You spoke to me even before I called out. She took another breath, a cleansing, slow drink of oxygen. 

Then she turned her eyes to the story, her mother’s story. Fifteen minutes later, when she’d read every word, she knew two things for sure. Her father was right — something was changing in her mother; otherwise she never would’ve presented the day’s events in this light. 

And second, God wasn’t only with her, helping her through the panic. He was with her mother and with Justin and with every child smiling in the picture. For a long moment, she considered the loss of the U.S. soldier, the nineteen-year-old who had been first into the building, shot down by insurgents. Somewhere on the East Coast, the boy’s family was getting the news, being dealt the worst blow of their lives. 

The cost was high, and too often the cost had a face, a name, a history. But the young soldier had gone into battle knowing the risks, aware of the costs. Same as Justin. She could only hope that in the days to come, as the boy’s family and friends gathered to pay him tribute, they would thank God this generation included young men and women willing to sacrifice everything — the way military people had been willing to do since the country’s inception. 

All so that Americans could go on living a life they’d come to expect, one they so easily took for granted. 

She no longer felt sick, and the panic that had threatened to dominate her minutes ago subsided entirely. The Bible had much to say about peace. But almost always the picture Scripture presented wasn’t one of God calming the storm. Rather He calmed the person caught in the storm. John 16:33 told the truth about life on earth: “ ‘In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.’ ” 

It was that last part that made all the difference. And after she checked out the magazine, as she headed off for class, Emily could feel God’s peace the way it was described in Philippians, chapter four. A peace that passed all understanding. 

Her classes lasted until after lunch that day, and soccer practice kept her on the field in the pouring rain until three. When it was over, she did something she’d been doing at least once a week. She went to the teen center. This time she took her copy of Time magazine, tucked safely in her backpack. It was too rainy to play basketball, but inside the center was a ping-pong table, and the guys were just as competitive about that as they were about hoops. 

The teens seemed to look forward to her visits, and though at first they intimidated her with their tough exterior and baggy pants, now she saw them the way Justin saw them — as boys without dads, kids lost in a world that often moved too fast to notice them. 

“Hey, pretty mama! You came back!” It was Bo, the teen who’d been most affected by Justin’s absence. 

Emily grinned at the group.“Today’s the day, Bo. You and me at the ping-pong table. You’re going down.” 

He made a sound that told everyone in the room she was as wrong as she could possibly be. “I’m ready, girl. Say the word.” 

“Okay.” She came closer. “But first I have to show you something.” She set her backpack down and pulled the magazine from inside. 

“You brought us something to read.” Dexter, another of the guys who’d been close to Justin, made a teasing sort of frown. “Come on! I thought this was a teen center, not a library.” 

The others laughed, but Emily held up her hand. “Justin made the magazine.” 

It took a few seconds for the information to sink in. Bo was the first to her side. “My main man, Baker?” He peered over her shoulder. “Show me.” 

The guys gathered around, and she turned the pages to the spread in the middle. “See?” 

Bo took the magazine from her and scrutinized the photo. As he did, as his buddies pressed in behind him getting a closer look, something in Bo’s face changed. His eyes softened, and the tough-guy exterior fell away. He smiled and a quiet chuckle came from his throat. “That’s my homeboy … out there saving the world.” 

Dexter took hold of the left page, and for a moment Emily thought about warning them. She still needed to buy her own copy. This one had to be returned to the library intact. But Dexter didn’t damage the pages. Like the others, he was transfixed by what he saw. 

“See, man?” One of them shook his head. He tapped the article with his finger. “That’s what I’m talking about. That’s why I’m enlisting.” Marcus — the shortest in the group — jabbed his finger in the air for emphasis. “That’s what Justin’s always telling us, how the war’s getting things done over there.” 

“Over here too.” Another teen bobbed his head, pride written in the lines on his forehead. “When’s the last time you saw a plane crash into a building, huh? That’s what I want to know.” 

Bo was silent, his attention still fixed to the picture of Justin. Emily had stepped back. They needed their space, needed to have their moment, proud of their friend, awed by the sight of his face in Time. Absently, she touched the small heart that hung around her neck. Justin’s heart. She turned her attention to Bo again, and that’s when she saw it. Two teardrops fell from his face and splashed onto the page. He wiped at them, clearly embarrassed. Then he sniffed hard and lifted his eyes to Emily. “Can you give him a message?” 

“Of course.” Her throat was thick, her heart heavy for Bo. 

“Tell him …” Bo’s eyes fell to the picture again. He touched Justin’s face with his fingertips. “Tell him that he’s doing a good thing, okay?” He looked at her again. “But tell him to hurry himself on back here, because we — ” His voice was strained with tears. He made an angry face that hid his sorrow. He pinched the shoulder of his T-shirt between his thumb and forefinger and plucked it, the way kids sometimes did. He sniffed again. “Because we need him more than they do.” 

“Yeah.” Dexter nodded and slung his arm around Bo’s shoulders. “Tell him that for me too.” 

Later, when the magazine was put away and a dozen ping-pong games had been played, Emily was headed back to her car when Bo stopped her. “Could you do me a favor?” He looked over his shoulder, as if he didn’t want the rest of his group to hear him. “Could you bring me a copy of that magazine? Maybe we can, you know, put it up on the wall here. So we don’t forget to keep watching the door for him.” 

Emily reached out and squeezed the teen’s hand. “Of course.” 

Back at her residence hall, Emily hurried to the bank of computers on the second floor. This was what she’d been waiting for all day, the chance to hear Justin’s voice through the lines of his email. She signed on, feeling the jangle of her bracelet against her wrist. While the computer worked, she glanced at the engraved heart. Emily and Justin. Genesis 29. Suddenly her mailbox appeared. Sure enough, there was his email address and a subject line that said only, “Missing you.” 

Her heart skipped around, the way it always did when she was about to read his letters. God’s peace kept her going, but Justin’s letters gave her something to look forward to, one way of counting down the days until he returned. 

Her eyes raced to the first line, ready to drink in his words like a person dying of thirst. She pictured him, the way he’d felt that last day, hugging her, whispering good-byes. With his voice alive inside her once again, she started to read. 

Dear Emily, 

The violence is heating up. We can feel it. It’s always this way before elections, and it underlines the reasons we’re here. These people want democracy, and we won’t win this war until they have it, until they’re capable of hunting down and capturing terrorists on their own, so that nothing could threaten their freedom ever again. 

Okay, enough of that. 

I have to tell you, you’re spoiling Buster. Scraps from the cafeteria? By the time I get back home, he won’t remember me. 

She smiled. They both knew that was hardly true. Buster’s loyalty ran straight through him. She kept reading. 

The days are getting cooler here, which is a good thing. But nothing seems to make the time pass fast enough. I guess you probably know I saw your mom. Maybe when you get this, you’ll already have the next magazine. I’m anxious to see what she writes. That day was pretty intense. I think it touched her, Emily. Really. I guess time will tell. 

Oh, Joe says to tell you he’s jealous. I get all the email and he gets none. But don’t feel too bad for him. I read him your letters and that makes him feel a little better. Entertained, he says. And don’t worry. I reserve the right to censor as I’m reading. Some things need to be just between the two of us. 

Hey, help me out on something, okay? Don’t let Buster kiss you. He can’t if I can’t, that’s the way I see it. And how about the guys at the teen center? Have you been back to play ping-pong with them? Oh, and ask Bo about his grades. He’s a junior this year, and he promised me nothing less than a C. Especially in science and math. Tell him I’m talking to God about him — every day. The other guys too. 

You won’t believe this. Joe says I’m a slob. Even when I only have a duffle bag full of stuff to take care of, I still can’t keep things clean. Oh well. There’s not much around here that’s really all that clean, anyway. And something else. I haven’t made much time for my morning workouts. We get up and eat and hit the road almost immediately. You’ll blow me away in a race when I get back, that’s for sure. 

But give me time. I’ll be ready by summer, for sure. 

Emily’s eyes clouded, but she smiled anyway. As if Justin could ever really be out of shape. He cared too much about giving his best to let that happen. She scrolled down. 

So, yeah. This is the part I hate, the end part. I sit here and all I can see is you, the way your eyes looked on the boat that day and at your dorm afterwards. I don’t hear the wind howling outside, or the sound of gunfire and explosions, but your voice, asking me to take you with me, begging me not to go. I feel your face beneath my fingers, your lips against mine. 

I miss you, Emily. A little more with every breath. Keep praying. All my love, all the time … Justin. 

She read the letter through again, and when she reached the end, there was nothing she could do to stop the tears from burning two hot little trails down her cheeks. She printed the letter and then hit the reply button. 

Dear Justin … 

You’re famous! I’m attaching a link to the story in Time magazine, and I’m saving you a copy. But I have to warn you. You’ll be signing autographs by the time you get back here. Your picture’s bigger than life. And obviously I know about you running into my mom. Wait till you read her story. 

Emily kept typing. She told him about the magazine piece and her conversation with her father. She told him about her time at the teen center and the reaction of the kids when they saw the article. 

At first, Bo couldn’t stop smiling. He said something about you being his homeboy, out there saving the world. But the longer he looked, the more his expression changed. Bo didn’t want me to see, but he got tears in his eyes, you know? He told me to tell you that he’s proud of you, that you’re doing the right thing. But he and the guys need you more. 

There, I told you. 

She went on, giving the details of her soccer games and the weather and her plans to go to Kelso on Sunday to visit Buster. 

Don’t worry, Justin. I won’t let him kiss me. My lips are off-limits until you come back. And then … well, let’s just say we better keep away from private places, okay? 

She told him about her panic attack at the library, how she almost let fear swallow her whole. 

I get like that sometimes, when I think of you out there on the streets of Baghdad. But God grabbed hold of me before I stopped breathing altogether. He sort of tapped me on the shoulder and was like, “Uh, Emily … I think you’re forgetting about My peace.” And I was like, “Right. How could I forget?” 

Anyway, I can’t wait for you to read the article. It’s a pretty good picture of you. I can’t wait to hear what the rest of the team says when they see it. They keep asking if you’ve got a friend or a brother — someone they could meet. I’ll have to tell them about Joe. Maybe he could get some email, after all. 

I know what you mean about remembering that last day. Sometimes I’m walking across campus, looking at the changing leaves, and I feel your breath on my skin, as close as if you were walking beside me. I’m hanging on, Justin. But only barely. So be safe. I’ll be praying, and when I’m not praying, I’ll be missing you. I love you, Emily. 

She hit the send button and sat back, watching her letter disappear from the screen. As they often did, her fingers found the heart around her neck and she rubbed her thumb across it. All she could think as she signed out, collected the printed email, and headed back to her room, was that Bo was right. They were all proud of Justin and the work he was doing. After today, all of America couldn’t help but be proud. But no matter what he accomplished in Iraq, he was needed more back home. By his family and Buster and the Veterans and the schoolkids. By Bo and the guys at the teen center. 

And most of all, by her. 

 

SEVENTEEN

 

 

 

 

Angela Anderson closed the cover of Time magazine and moved to the front window of her new town house. She wouldn’t call it a premonition, but her heart felt unsettled, the way it had so long ago when she and Bill and the Galanters made the decision to separate Lauren and Shane. 

Now here she was, widowed and living near the Galanters. Everything had worked out for everyone — except the two kids who had loved each other more than life. At first, after their reunion, she had been certain that Lauren’s decision to live in Fallon meant everything would end happily for her daughter and Shane. Lauren had been touched by her father’s death, softened by the restoration of friendship between them and the Galanters. 

But every time Angela talked to Lauren, she felt it coming, felt her daughter pulling away. Lauren wouldn’t be boxed in, not now anymore than when she was a girl. Back then all four of the adults in her life had figured it was best for her and Shane to be apart. 

Lauren had shown them. 

She had done such a great job of disappearing that none of their attempts to locate her had amounted to more than disappointment. Until Emily stepped in. 

Angela held the magazine to her chest and studied the street below. Children played in a grassy field across the way, a game that looked like kickball. Two of the kids — a boy and girl, maybe twelve or thirteen — seemed particularly close, the way Lauren and Shane had been back when they were kids. 

Maybe that’s all this feeling was, the sense of guilt and shame over what she and her husband and the Galanters had done. They’d manipulated Lauren and Shane, and in the process denied them of a life together. At least last winter, when Emily found her parents and brought them together for a final week with Bill, it had looked like their future could still be salvaged. 

But there was no way to get back the years they’d lost, no way to relive the decades that should’ve belonged to them alone, decades that might’ve been golden if the parents in their lives had trusted that Shane and Lauren could actually know real love when they held it in their hands. 

Angela sighed. 

She missed Bill more on days like this, days when it would’ve been good to talk through her feelings. He would have told her they couldn’t waste today regretting yesterday. Their energy would be better spent making tomorrow so good, the glow of it cast bright light even on the dark shadows of the past. 

Something poetic like that. 

She could call Sheila Galanter, and she would. Later. But for now she needed to talk to God more than anyone else. Because she didn’t fully understand why she was feeling this way. The article should’ve brought smiles for the rest of the day. Lauren’s viewpoints seemed to be softening, and Justin Baker was perfect for Emily, a shining example of young patriotism, the sort of boy who gave the older generation hope for the future. 

So what was the problem? 

The longer she dwelt on her unease, the more it seemed like a sense of impending doom. Maybe it was because Lauren had placed herself in such a dangerous place. Journalists were not immune to the violence in a war-torn place like Baghdad. The news told the stories every month or so of how a journalist was captured and tortured or held for a few weeks and then beheaded. 

Angela shuddered. If that happened to Lauren, then how could she live another day out from under the cloud of guilt? That very minute, Lauren should’ve been living with Shane, happily married for twenty years, parents to a houseful of kids, with Emily the oldest. 

None of that had happened. But now — if the article was any indication — Lauren’s heart was changing. Her viewpoints were broadening. Which meant everything was going to be okay — hopefully sooner than later. Lauren could ask her editor if she could work from Fallon once again. 

War was no place for her daughter, not when she’d spent two decades unable to find true happiness. Angela turned and set the magazine down on a lace doily that covered a small round end table. She was tired, more than usual. Fear was probably eating away her energy. 

She sat down in the upholstered chair near the window, leaned back, and closed her eyes. God … what is it I’m feeling? Is it guilt? Is it Bill, another day of missing him? She waited, but there was no response, nothing but the sound of the children playing outside. 

Lord, I beg You. Bring Lauren home to Shane, where she belongs. Please … use the stories and events in Iraq to turn her heart around, and once that’s happened, make her feet turn around too. Bring her home safely. And please, God — keep using Justin Baker. 

When she finished praying, she sat for a while, savoring the sound of the children across the street. Where had the years gone, the ones where Shane and Lauren would play out back for hours and hours? Hadn’t it seemed like life would go on that way forever? And maybe it would have, if only she and the others had been more forgiving. 

The way the Lord had so graciously forgiven her. 

By the time she went to the kitchen and put a chicken in the oven for dinner, she had a much better outlook. There was no need to worry. Lauren was going to come home, she and Shane were finally going to marry and find happiness, and Justin Baker was going to keep winning the war in Iraq. They’d had enough sorrow in their lives. Surely God wouldn’t allow more. The unsettled feeling was just left over from all that had come before. But here, today, life was going to be just fine. Even more than the nagging sense of dread, Angela could feel it with everything in her being. 

 

EIGHTEEN

 

 

 

 

They were halfway through November, and Justin was more homesick than ever. The stretch between Thanksgiving and Christmas loomed like a terrible period of exile. It was late at night, and the task that lay ahead the next morning was a considerable one. 

Justin rolled onto his side. He needed his sleep. But he needed to hear Emily’s voice more. 

For a crazy minute, he thought about finding his commander and asking to make an emergency call. Only there wasn’t an emergency, not really. Just the fact that his heart hurt from missing her. He flopped onto his back and stared at the dark ceiling. 

Next to him, Joe was snoring. Rumbling like a slow freight train. Justin closed his eyes and tried to find that calm place in his mind. The one he needed to find every night before he could fall asleep. He and Joe had read the Bible that night, the book of John, chapter sixteen. In it was the verse Justin thought about often when they were out in Baghdad: “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Indeed. God’s peace and grace and strength were all that got him through. 

Two more U.S. soldiers had died that week. Two guys Justin knew from holding operations around the city’s polling centers. They’d been traveling in a caravan from one location to another, when a car loaded with explosives and traveling the opposite direction crossed the middle line and drove straight into them. 

Justin and his company had seen the fireball from a mile away. Suicide bombers. More terrorists. More insurgents. 

A long sigh pressed through his lips. They should have twice as many troops in Baghdad and around every hot spot in Iraq.  Additional surveillance equipment should be brought in, and the army and marines should be given the green light to do whatever it took to get the insurgents. He hated that they seemed so often to be sitting ducks, always on the defensive and never making the first move. 

But how could they increase their efforts unless the people of the United States got behind them fully, completely? 

He flicked on the light overhead. Sleep was useless. Maybe he’d find some peace if he spent time with the scrapbook, the place where Emily lived. Her letters had been like air to him lately. Everything she had to say gave him hope and brought him another reason to count down the days, to long for home. 

Not that he minded serving in Iraq. If he had it to do again, he’d still choose a second tour. But he hadn’t thought the holiday season would hit him with such a longing for home. 

He studied the photo of Emily and him, the one on the front cover of the scrapbook. She was so beautiful. On the outside, yes. But that wasn’t what he saw when he looked into her eyes. He saw the person she was on the inside, her soul. She was taking sociology courses, she’d told him, so she could “be like him when she grew up.” 

He smiled at the thought. Emily … He ran his thumb over the image of her face. You don’t need to be like anyone but yourself. The schedule she’d been keeping was enough to make him tired. Soccer and schoolwork and weekly visits to his parents in Kelso. He teased her about Buster, but secretly Justin was thrilled. How great that she was taking time with his dog. That, and the fact that his parents and his sister looked forward to her visits. They all mentioned her when they wrote. 

But the thing that made him most grateful was that she’d been dropping by the teen center. Guys like Bo and Dexter were easy prey for the corner drug dealer, boys without fathers, kids whose culture centered around narcotics and violence. Teens like that needed a reason to come to the center, a regular face they looked forward to. 

Emily had become that face. 

One time, Bo wrote him an email. Look out, homeboy. When you come home, your pretty mama might belong to me. Justin chuckled softly. Bo’s letter was cocky and brash, but no question the kid expressed a sense of security in hanging out with Emily each week. Almost as if by seeing her, they were assured that one day, when his six months were up, Justin would walk through the door of the center with her. 

He yawned and turned the pages slowly, taking in the light that came from Emily’s eyes, her smile. She thought he was a hero, a guy who had no faults. But that wasn’t true. Every day it was an effort to head out to the streets of Baghdad knowing that something could happen to him, something that would keep him from ever seeing her again. 

That was his secret, the little fear that never quite went away. The secret only she knew about. He smiled at the final photo, the one he’d added into the book their last night together, after he’d gotten back to the fort. It was the picture the old man had taken on the pier, the one with the ship in the background. What had the guy said? Someday, when you’re old and gray like us, you’ll look back on that picture and understand about the passing of time. Don’t blink, young  people. Enjoy every minute. 

The first time Joe looked at the scrapbook, he stopped at that picture and shook his head. “You’d never know you were hours from saying good-bye. The two of you look about as happy as any couple I’ve ever known.” 

It was true. That’s what being with Emily did to him. Her presence, her happy heart that day, made him forget the hard times just ahead. And that’s what looking at her pictures did for him now. 

He yawned again. The elusive calm filled his mind. Okay, that’s all I needed, God. Thanks for reminding me how lucky I am. He put the scrapbook away, turned off his light, and in what felt like five minutes, he heard Joe’s voice in his ear. 

“Come on, you bum. Get up!” Joe was in his boxers, one leg in his fatigues, one foot trying to find the other leg hole. “We’re late.” 

“Late?” Justin shot up in bed. “What about the alarm?” 

“Didn’t go off. A few guys from down the hall pounded on the door.” He jumped a few times in place and pulled his fatigues all the way up.“All I know is we have ten minutes before the caravan takes off.” 

Ten minutes? Justin groaned. He was up and dressed in seconds, and he rummaged through the bottom drawer of his dresser for one of the protein bars he’d brought from home. Instant energy for moments like this. 

“You sharing?” Joe had his shirt buttoned, and he was perched at the edge of his bed, tugging his boot onto his right foot. 

Justin grabbed another one and tossed it. “You owe me.” 

“Always.” 

With a minute to spare, they hurried outside and jumped into their spots in their military vehicle. Ace, the driver, turned around and raised a brow. “Cuttin’ it kind of close today, hey guys?” 

“Yeah, well — ” Joe was still tucking his pant legs into his boots — “lover boy here kept the lights on all night.” 

“Not all night.” Justin fastened his chest gear. 

“Girl trouble, huh?” Ace waited until the car in front of him pulled out, and then he gave a burst of gas and their vehicle fell into line. “Forget about her, Baker. Distractions are never good.” 

“She’s not a distraction.” He mouthed a sarcastic thank-you in Joe’s direction. “Things are great between us.” 

“Right. He can’t fall asleep until he’s hung out in the pages of his scrapbook for half an hour.” Joe elbowed him, his eyes dancing. 

“How sweet.” Ace steered the vehicle with one hand. “Did you get briefed on the mission today?” 

“Last night, same as everyone else.” Justin settled back against the seat, ignoring the way the bumpy road jarred his back. 

“We’re checking out another abandoned building, right?” Joe leaned his head against the doorframe and closed his eyes. “If we can stay awake.” 

“You better stay awake. These are the big dogs, pal.” Ace kept his eyes on the road. Ahead of them the caravan of cars was hard to see through the cloud of dust coming up off the road. 

The big dogs. Justin let the words roll around in his mind, his soul. How many times had they done this? Gotten a tip that gunfire or bombs had come from a specific location, and then gone in, kicking down doors and breaking up another bunch of bad guys? Too many times to count. Medics willing to work the front lines were always needed. 

God … give us Your eyes, Your ears. 

He heard no response, but he could feel the Lord with him. The way he always felt it. He stifled another yawn and slid his fingers down the back of his boot. He pulled up her photograph. 

Even on a hurried day like today, he’d remembered. Her picture was part of his uniform now. When he printed the photos from their lunch cruise that last day, he made a copy of one particularly good shot of Emily. Then he found someone with keys to the public information office, and he laminated it. That way he could keep it with him, and no amount of dirt or sweat would hurt it. 

Most of the time out in the field, he didn’t have time to look at it, to pull it up from the back of his boot and feel the strength it gave him. But today they were traveling from one end of Baghdad to the other, and a half hour in the car meant plenty of time to think about Emily. Sometimes, he liked to picture his homecoming, and how the spring and summer would play out. 

He knew where he would ask her the question, the one he could hardly wait to ask. He closed his eyes and imagined it all taking place. He would get the ring, the solitaire she’d admired once when they went to Pacific Place. 

I like simple rings, he could hear her saying. A simple band and a simple diamond. 

“You’re too easy.” He had poked her in the ribs, laughing with her. 

“Not really.” She raised her brow, her eyes dancing. “Only when it comes to rings.” 

Anyway, he’d get the ring. Then he’d take her down to the waterfront and he’d find the same cruise ship, the lunch cruise. And they’d go to their private spot on the top deck, and there — out on the water — he’d ask her to marry him. 

He could see her eyes, feel the wind against his face. He cupped the laminated photo tight in his palm. She would hug his neck and tell him yes, over and over and over again. And they’d talk about churches and flowers and colors and bridesmaids. And the months would pass and they’d hold the wedding somewhere with walls of windows and light coming in from every possible angle. 

She would look like an angel in her wedding dress, and he would stand there trying to breathe as she made her way down the aisle and — 

The explosion happened so fast he didn’t have time to react. One second he was standing in a church somewhere in Tacoma, dressed to the nines, watching his bride walk down the aisle toward him, and the next … 

Nothing had been louder in all his life. It shook him and mixed with the sound of breaking glass and disintegrating metal. The pain hit then, ripping through him with a heat and intensity that left him dazed. He couldn’t draw a breath, couldn’t feel his legs, couldn’t see anything but deep wet red and muddy brown, and fire and smoke. 

“Emily!” 

He screamed her name because maybe this was part of the dream. Maybe he’d fallen asleep and the sliver of fear, the one that never quite went away, had magnified a thousand times over and created a hellish nightmare. Yes, that had to be it. “Emily?” 

He was shouting her name, but he couldn’t hear himself, couldn’t make the words loud enough to actually be heard. And then, in a rush, the explosion faded, the noise stopped, and he felt himself land hard against the road. 

That’s when he realized what was happening. He wasn’t dreaming. Ace must’ve hit a roadside bomb. Somehow the cars in front of them missed it, and theirs … 

Theirs had taken the hit. 

The hot feeling grew worse with every attempt he made at breathing. And what about his legs? Why couldn’t he feel them? He opened his eyes, struggled to see even a sliver of light. God … no, not now. Please … don’t let me die here. I need to talk to Emily. 

Emily! Again the sound of his own voice wouldn’t quite clear his throat. Emily, baby, I’m sorry … I never meant for this to happen … 

There were feet shuffling near his head, feet and the shouts of voices. “Justin!” It was Joe; he’d know his voice anywhere. 

“Joe?” He blinked hard, once, twice, and finally … finally opened his eyes. His buddy was kneeling over him, his uniform and his face were splattered with blood and dirt. And something else. Tears. “Joe … what …” He coughed. Couldn’t catch his breath. “What happened?” 

Joe clenched his fists and leaned his head back. “Help! Someone get us help over here! Now!” 

“Joe …” His strength was leaving him. The burning feeling was worse, but now it felt like his lungs were filling up, like he was drowning, only there wasn’t any water and his mouth was parched. He held out his hand. “Talk to me, Joe.” 

“Justin, hang on, buddy.” Joe dropped to his knees and took his hand. “They’re coming, okay?” 

“What … about my legs?” 

“Don’t look, man. Keep your eyes on me, okay?” He looked over his shoulder, and the intensity in his scream was frightening. “Hurry! We need help, now!” 

Justin turned his head just a little and there was Ace, his body ripped to shreds. A roadside bomb. That must’ve been it. Ace was gone. No one was hovering over him, no one looking to help him. 

So that meant he still had a chance, right? He was alive … Joe was calling for help. But what about his legs? He and Ace had been sitting on the same side of the car. And Joe … what about Joe? 

“Joe, man … you okay?” Justin’s eyes were closed again, and he fought to open them. Was that blood trickling down the right side of Joe’s face? “You’re cut, buddy … put … put pressure on that thing.” 

“No!” Joe sounded panicked. He shook his head hard and lay his entire body across Justin’s, across the upper part of his legs just above his knees. “We gotta stop the bleeding.” He shouted again. “We gotta stop the bleeding. Someone … someone, help!” 

Justin wanted to say something, but he felt drugged, like he was in the middle of an intense sleep and nothing — nothing at all — could wake him. He was getting married, wasn’t he? Watching Emily walk down the aisle toward him? 

“Hang in there, Justin!” Joe was crying now. Joe, the big oaf who never took anything very seriously, was crying. “Don’t leave me! Please, Justin, don’t leave me!” 

“Okay …” He ran his tongue over his lower lip. “Joe … buddy … pray.” 

Joe nodded, his motions quick and jerky, frantic. “God!” He stared up at the sky. “God … help us! Please!” 

Justin gave the slightest nod. He wanted to say something, but his mouth wouldn’t work. Maybe he just needed to rest a bit, work up the strength to get the words out. But wait. There was something in his hand. Not the hand Joe was holding, the other hand. He ran his fingertips over it and then he remembered. Emily’s picture. He still had Emily’s picture in his hand. With all his might he tried to lift it, and finally, barely, he did. 

He couldn’t draw a full breath. The heaviness, the heat pulsing through him was too great. God … let me see her. Please … He tried once more, and this time he squinted against the bright blue sky. Ah … there. Thank You, God … 

He could see. He turned his head — and there she was. 

His Emily. Smiling at him, willing him to be strong, to fight hard even now. Emily, baby … I’m sorry. 

“Justin!” Joe was crying harder. “Here, give it to me.” He took the photograph and held it up close. “She’s waiting for you, man. Don’t quit on me.” 

Running feet came up from a  couple directions and he could hear other voices. 

“Too much blood loss …” 

“There’s nothing to save …” 

“Get him on a stretcher …” 

“He’s still breathing … we have to try.” 

The words and sentences blended together, but they told Justin what he already suspected. His legs were gone. Joe was lying across him, and that’s all that had kept him from bleeding to death. Just like Ace. 

They were trying to move him now, but he didn’t want to go. Not until he could talk to Joe. He squinted, and black circles rolled around in his vision. “Joe …” 

“I’m here, buddy.” His friend was kneeling beside him, Emily’s picture still upright in his hand, still stretched out close so Justin could see it. So he could savor it. 

“Joe … tell her … I love her.” 

“You tell her, Baker.” Joe dragged his free hand across his cheeks. His nose was runny, and his tears mixed with the blood on his face. “She’s your girl.” 

Justin was out of air, out of strength. His life was draining away, so the only reason he could talk now was because God was giving him this time, this moment. He looked at the picture of Emily and then at Joe. “Be her friend … for me.” He winced, because the pain was worse, exploding through his body the way the bomb had exploded through their vehicle. 

“Don’t!” Anger flashed in Joe’s eyes. “Don’t talk that way.” 

At that moment, one of the medics came up and put his hand on Joe’s shoulder. He shook his head and gave Joe a couple hard pats. Joe seemed to understand what the guy meant, same as Justin did. There was no point. Justin had a minute left, maybe less. Too much damage, too much blood loss. 

He felt dizzy, desperate to close his eyes and get back to the dream, the one where Emily was walking toward him, his beautiful bride. But he needed something from Joe. He forced himself to think, to concentrate. What was it? 

Then it hit him. He needed Joe’s word. “Promise me … promise you’ll be her friend.” Because when this day was done, she’d need a friend in the worst way. He was sure of it. 

Joe hung his head and sobbed. He still held out the picture of Emily, kept it positioned so Justin could see it. “No, God! Please!” Joe tightened the hold he had on Justin’s hand, and he lifted his chin. Lifted it just enough so their eyes could meet. Then he said the words that looked almost impossible for him to say. “I promise. Whatever you want.” 

Relief flooded through Justin and his eyelids closed. The pain was unbearable, the heaviness and burning and heat that filled his body. But now there was a peace … a peace from God, one that passed all understanding. Joe would tell her. He’d be her friend, because he’d given his word. 

Justin could feel himself falling, falling fast and far, away from the streets of Baghdad, away from the carnage of bodies and broken car pieces that lay strewn around him. Once more, God … let me see her one more time. Please … 

And then, with no strength left at all, he opened his eyes. He looked at Joe and felt the corners of his mouth lift ever so slightly. “Thanks, man. Keep … keep praying.” What else? There was something else he wanted to say. He concentrated with all that remained in him. “Tell them I … I wanted to be here. Tell them to win … this thing.” 

“I will.” Tears streamed down Joe’s face, but he wasn’t shouting, wasn’t screaming for help. “I love you, man. Save me a spot up there, okay?” 

Justin felt himself smile. “I will. You … and my family … and my guys at the center. And Emily.” His eyes found her picture. “I’ll save … a spot for her — ” 

Deep inside him, he felt his heart struggle. Beat … beat. Long pause. Another beat. His pulse was slowing down, fading. Emily … don’t be mad at me, baby. 

Her face, her deep blue eyes, were the last thing he saw. 

His thoughts blurred and his eyes closed, and in the flash of an instant, the darkness was filled with a million shining moments. He and Emily meeting for the first time at the public information office, and Vonda saying, He wants to run the place one day, and he was grinning at Emily and telling her, Not yet. Not just yet. And Vonda was shaking her head and clucking her tongue. Looks like we got us a pair of smitten youngsters. Don’t fight it, Emily … don’t fight it. 

And Emily was raising an eyebrow at him and asking, Mr. Smooth, huh? And they were walking along Puget Sound and their arms were touching and he was thinking he’d never felt like this in all his life. And suddenly he was on a soccer field, jerking his shirt from his body and bandaging up the girl’s leg, and Emily was looking in his eyes and saying, You’re my hero, Justin. You’ll always be my hero. 

The scene changed and they were hiking in the hills east of Tacoma, and she was a few feet ahead of him and she tripped and fell into his arms, and she was begging him, Just stay behind me, okay? You never know when I might need you to catch me. And they were walking but the path became a pier and there was a cruise ship in the distance and a little old  couple and the woman was saying, Oh, dear, aren’t they the most adorable  couple? Just like you and me at that age. 

And he was standing at the foot of the steps of her residence hall and Emily was crying. She was crying and he couldn’t make her stop, no matter what he said. And she was whispering, Please … don’t go. Don’t leave me. And he was running his hands down her back, her arms. Baby … I’ll come back. I promise. Everything’s going to be okay. 

And suddenly her arms were around his neck and he could feel her body against his, taste her tears in his lips, and through her tears she was saying, Take me with you. Wherever you go … I wanna be there too. 

And he was reminding her that he would take her if he could, but in the meantime … in the meantime she would have his heart. She would always have his heart. And the picture changed again. He was sitting in his bunk at the barracks, looking at the scrapbook and being jolted awake and rushing to the car, to the caravan. And he was resting his head and picturing her, the way she would look when she walked down the aisle, his cherished bride … 

Finally, the images faded, and all that remained was warmth. Warmth and light and a sense of hope and peace and perfection. And one lingering thought. He hadn’t kept his promise. Because he wasn’t going back at all, and so what was she going to think? Don’t be mad, Emily … I love you … I’ll always love you. 

The sadness faded along with her image as the reality set in. I’ll save a place for you … save a place for you … The light was golden now and beyond it a great city, shining and perfect. And he knew — he absolutely knew — that there would be no more tears, no more dying, no more destruction or devastation. 

The pain was gone. 

He could feel his legs again, strong and healthy, moving beneath him. He wasn’t going back, he was going somewhere better. The place he was created for, the place where he belonged. Where his family and Joe and the teens, where the Veterans and the schoolkids, and where Emily one day would join him. 

He was going home. 

 

NINETEEN

 

 

 

 

Carol Baker knew before she opened the door.

She heard the car outside and came to the entryway. And through the window in the door she watched the pair of uniformed soldiers get out and stop, their eyes fixed on her house. She saw them start up the walkway. Her mind raced. When was the last time they’d talked, the last time they’d heard from Justin? And what was the news yesterday? 

Three soldiers killed in a roadside bomb. 

Same as always, the story stopped her in her tracks. The soldiers remained unnamed pending notification of family — 

There was a knock at the door, and she shook her head. No … not her family. The notification belonged somewhere else. 

“Gary!” She shouted her husband’s name. He was in the back den, watching football highlights from the weekend games. How stupid they were! They should have been trying to call Justin. Because that was where he was stationed. Right there, where the roadside bomb struck. “Gary, please!” 

She heard footsteps in the hall. “Honey, what — ” His voice dropped off. Through the window in the door he must’ve seen what she’d seen. The army green, the shadowy figures of soldiers. His eyes met hers, but he didn’t say a word. She could see the blood draining from his face, but he was silent as he came to her, one slow step after another. 

Her heart pounded so hard she expected it to give out on the spot. Because if her Justin was gone, then she would be gone. Even if her heart continued to beat for another forty years. “Not Justin …” She whispered the words and moved aside. 

A second knock sounded, so loud it seemed to shake the house, shake her foundation, her core. God … not Justin. 

Gary swallowed — swallowed so hard she could hear him. Then he did what people do in a situation like this. He opened the door. And all she could think was that this was how it happened, how people were notified. This scene played out all the time, as long as war had been going on. 

But she’d never pictured it happening to her. Imagining such a thing would’ve been to live in constant fear, hounded by it, hunted by it, suffocated by it. She never could’ve let Justin go if she’d thought for a minute that this was how it would end. 

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Gary opened the door, and the soldiers on the front step hung their heads. Hung them for what seemed like forever. 

She wanted to scream … What? Why are you here? And why so down? My Justin is the toughest soldier in Iraq. He isn’t dead. There’s no way he’s dead. 

“Can … can we help you?” Gary sounded frozen, like he hadn’t had time to catch his breath. He held the door handle so tight his knuckles turned white. 

The soldiers looked up, and one of them had tears in his eyes. She could hear Justin, five or six years old, running inside with a skinned knee … and she was getting a cloth, something to wash away the blood, and he was saying, It’s okay, Mommy … soldiers don’t cry … soldiers don’t cry … 

But they do. They did. Because he had cried at the airport when he said good-bye. Not hard or long, but the tears were there for both of them. All of them. That’s when she remembered Jill, their daughter. She was at an all-day dance camp. She wouldn’t be home until late that night. How were they going to tell her that her brother was gone? 

Finally, one of the soldiers handed Gary a letter. “I’m sorry, sir. Your son … he was killed yesterday in Iraq. Victim of a roadside bomb.” He nodded to the letter. “The details are all there.” 

With every hateful word, she felt her knees giving way. As they apologized one more time and turned around, she spun to Gary and collapsed in his arms. “No!” Her voice wasn’t the slightest bit familiar. It was a guttural scream, high-pitched and desperate. The sobs hit her, and she wailed like a crazy woman. “No, Gary! Not Justin! Never Justin!” 

Gary held her, clung to her, almost as if he needed her support as much as she needed his. “God … we can’t do this. We beg You to hold us.” He sounded on the verge of collapse. “We have no ability to get through what lies ahead for us.” Desperate, cavernous sorrow overflowed his words. “Please, God … hold us.” 

Carol wanted to shout that it was too late. God had already taken their son. But she couldn’t because she didn’t believe it. She exhaled and slowly, sadly, her world began to right itself. Screaming and yelling wouldn’t do anything now. Justin was gone, dead. Struck down doing what he felt so strongly about. 

“We need … to read the letter.” Gary cradled the back of her head in his hand and kissed her forehead. Then he led her to the couch. He opened the envelope and read the first line out loud, the line every military family member dreaded reading. “We regret to inform you that your son, Lieutenant Justin Baker, was killed in action …” 

He read the whole thing, the part about Justin’s courage and great attitude, the fact that he would be remembered as a role model for other soldiers, for all U.S. citizens, and then the details of that day. The caravan had been heading to the far side of Baghdad, intent on finding insurgents, when the car Justin was riding in hit a roadside bomb. One soldier in the car in front of them was killed. In Justin’s car, he and the driver had died. 

His body would be shipped home within the week. 

There were no real facts, nothing that gave them a glimpse of Justin’s final moments. When Gary finished reading, he folded the letter and set it on the sofa beside him. Then he pulled Carol into his arms and together, locked in the saddest embrace, they wept. The anger and shock were still there, but they had grown dim, overshadowed by a vast consuming sorrow that would never go away. 

Not as long as either of them lived. 

Minutes became an hour, and still they sat there, weeping for the son they would never hold again, never laugh with or share a meal with. Finally, as the numbness and panic faded, memories mixed with Carol’s tears. Because Justin had been born to be a soldier. When other kindergarten boys played baseball or ran cement trucks through the dirt, Justin wanted nothing more than a child-sized army uniform. 

Carol leaned back against the sofa. Her sobs were quieter now, but they were constant. So many tears, more than she knew she could cry. And a million memories. “Remember … that Christmas when he was six?” she looked straight ahead, seeing the room as it had been at Christmastime sixteen years earlier. “He opened that uniform and he couldn’t wait to put it on.” 

“ ‘I’m gonna be a Ranger one day, Daddy!’ That’s what he told me.” Gary’s voice held a smile leftover from that day.“ ‘I’m gonna fight the bad guys.’ ” 

When his playmates came over, Justin would give them one of his green plastic guns and they’d play war games. His fascination never waned, not through junior high or high school. Not as he kept his commitment to ROTC through college, and not after he enlisted. 

She turned and looked at her husband. “There was never any life for him other than the military.” 

“No.” Gary squeezed his eyes shut. 

Carol put her hand on his shoulder. Her husband, the man who had been Justin’s closest friend. What was he thinking? That Justin had just written to them the other day, or that he’d sounded so upbeat, so alive? How could they even consider planning a funeral for their sunshine boy, the son who had been everything to them? 

Gary looked at her, and the tears came harder. “He would’ve been … the best commander.” He tightened his hands into fists and pressed them hard against his knees.“God knows he would’ve been the best.” 

Her husband was right. How could God need Justin more in heaven than the world needed him right here? Than they needed him. And suddenly she gasped. Because only then did it hit her. “Emily.” 

Gary hung his head, and his tears became sobs, sobs that came from a bottomless ocean of grief that would never, ever go away. When he finally regained control, he looked up. “We have to tell her. In person, Carol. Today.” 

She tried to speak, but she couldn’t. Suddenly twenty-two years fell away and Justin was minutes old, cradled in Gary’s arms. And her husband was looking at her with those same teary eyes. Where had the years gone? Each one dropping off like so many summer days. Through it all, nothing could’ve prepared them for this. 

He was right. Emily needed to know. She closed her eyes, but the tears came anyway. Streams of them. Poor Emily. Carol let the sobs come, let them wash over her reminding her that the nightmare was real. Way too real. She brought her hand to her face. How would she find the strength even to move? Once a long time ago, she’d heard a talk by Elisabeth Elliot, the famous wife of Jim Elliot, the murdered  missionary. One thing she’d said had stuck all these years. Sometimes, life is so hard you can only do the next thing. Whatever that is, just do the next thing. God will meet you there. 

No matter how hard it would be, telling Emily was the next thing. Carol stood, and it took every bit of her energy to walk across the room and into the kitchen. She needed her purse. Gary followed, but before she found the bag, she spotted Buster at the back door. At his feet, crumpled in a ball, was Justin’s sweatshirt. She stared at the dog, just stared at him. Because the longer she looked, the more she didn’t see the sweatshirt, but Justin. Age fifteen, and sixteen, and seventeen — sitting outside on the patio petting Buster or brushing him or hooking up his leash for a walk. 

As if the dog somehow knew, he began to whine, whimpering and pawing at the door. Gary exchanged a look with her. A look that said every step, everything they had to do that day and the next and the day after that, would be all but impossible. 

He went to the door, opened it, and crouched down. “It’s okay, Buster. It’s okay.” 

But it wasn’t, because Buster would never see his master walk through the door again. Carol ached for the sadness inside her. The tears would never stop, because it would take forever to cry the river of sorrow raging inside her. Gary led Buster back to his doghouse and tucked Justin’s sweatshirt in close beside him. “There, Buster. Go to sleep.” 

Carol watched, unable to move, unable to do anything but breathe and cry and wish with every breath that she had one more chance, one more time to hug her child and look at him and marvel over the boy she’d raised. The soldier, the friend, the son. The hero. 

Gary grabbed his car keys and his wallet. “Let’s go.” 

She nodded. It was time to do the next thing. Now she could only pray that Elisabeth Elliot was right, that somehow they’d survive the coming hours. 

Because God Himself would meet them there. 

 

TWENTY

 

 

 

 

Emily had finished her last class of the day and was heading back to her room when her cell phone rang. It was email day, time to get her weekly letter from Justin. That alone had made it a good morning — that and the fact that the recent rains had let up just enough to allow a few glimpses of blue on the PLU campus. The air was colder than it had been all fall, and snow was forecast for Thanksgiving. 

She grabbed her phone from the side pocket of her backpack and checked the Caller ID. Strange. She didn’t recognize the number. 

“Hello?” She kicked at a loose pile of fallen leaves and smiled at a passing student, a girl whose room was down the hall from her own. 

On the other end, the caller wasn’t saying anything. 

“Hello? Is anyone there?” 

“Emily?” The man’s voice was familiar, but he sounded upset, his words thick and muffled so she couldn’t quite pinpoint it. 

Her heart hesitated. Who could be calling her so upset he could barely talk? “Yes? Who’s this?” 

“Gary Baker.” 

Emily stopped cold in the middle of the walkway. “Mr. Baker? What’s wrong?” 

“Honey, we’re here at your campus. Carol and I. In the parking lot. Can we meet you somewhere?” 

What was this? Justin’s parents were in the parking lot? And his father sounded like he’d been crying? Her entire world rocked hard to one side. She looked for a place to sit down, but there was none. The bench. They could meet at the bench, the same one where she and Justin had spent so many late hours talking before he said good-night and headed back to his base. “By the stairs,” she managed to say. “Meet me at the bench.” 

She snapped her phone shut without saying good-bye, without asking any of the questions that shook her mind, her senses. What had happened? What terrible thing would cause Justin’s parents to drive an hour north without calling first? She ordered her feet to start moving, and they obeyed. But her head was spinning, even as she walked. 

One of the kids in her sociology class had the paper out that morning, but what had it said? Three soldiers dead … another roadside bomb. At the time, Emily had chided herself. Usually she checked the news — either at night or before heading off for class. But she’d had a game the day before and spent a few hours at the teen center. Between her busy schedule and her homework and daydreaming about Justin, she hadn’t had time to think about anything else. 

Not even the war. 

Justin had been gone nearly two months. Four more and he’d be home. She’d stopped getting sick over every report of a casualty. There were thousands and thousands of soldiers in Iraq; Justin would be fine. He’d promised. Her feet moved faster. She was imagining things. All she needed to do was meet the Bakers at the bench and look in their eyes, and then she’d know that his promise was still good. 

He was fine. 

So why are they here, sounding so upset? 

Okay, maybe he was hurt. Maybe he was coming home early. But so what? She’d be there to meet him, and whatever help he needed getting better, getting back on his feet, she’d be there for him. Whatever he needed. 

Once she saw the Bakers, she’d know. 

Or maybe something had happened to Buster. He was an old dog, after all. If Buster died while Justin was away fighting, he’d never forgive himself. Yes, that made sense. If something had happened to Buster, the Bakers wouldn’t want to tell her over the phone. They’d need to talk about it in person, so that they could come up with the right words, the right way to tell Justin. 

She walked faster, and there, up ahead, she could see them. Mr. and Mrs. Baker, standing near the bench, the one that belonged to her and Justin. From far away, it seemed strange seeing Justin’s father there. The two looked so alike, and if she didn’t know better, she’d think it was Justin himself. The way he might look in a few decades, when they were looking back at the picture they’d taken that day on the pier, knowing that what the old couple had said about the passing of time was all too true. 

But it wasn’t Justin. 

It was his father and his mother, and they were watching for her, staring at her. She took shallow breaths, all that her lungs would allow. Her heart banged against her chest. She wanted to stop, turn around, and run the other direction. But she couldn’t. Whatever this was about, she had to know. Now, before another minute passed. She began to jog — and then to run. 

She reached them breathless, and that’s when she saw the tear stains on their faces. The red in their swollen eyes. “What …” She leaned over her knees and waited until she could breathe again. Then she straightened. “What’s going on?” 

Justin’s mother held out her arms. “Emily … I’m so sorry, honey.” 

Emily shook her head. She didn’t want to be hugged. She was a competitor, not a meek person who would fall apart when the game momentum turned on her. She took the woman’s hand, but she held her ground. “Tell me.” 

His father took a step forward. “He’s gone, Emily. He was killed in battle yesterday.” 

The moment his words were out, a wall threw itself up between the person standing in her shoes and the person who so loved Justin Baker. A wall made of thick cement and razor wire. The sort of wall no emotions were ever going to get around. 

She shook her head and took a step backward. “No.” She held up her hand. “No, it’s not true.” 

“Emily …” His mother began to cry. “We just found out. We had to tell you in person.” 

Justin’s father crossed his arms, and tears forged two trails down his cheeks. “He was on his way across Baghdad, and his car … the car hit a roadside bomb.” 

A roadside bomb? The one mentioned on the front page? Were they trying to tell her that Justin had been one of the three soldiers killed? She began to tremble. Her coat was too thin for winter weather. She pulled it tightly around her waist and shook her hair free from the collar. Why were they standing here like this, crying? Justin wasn’t dead. 

She needed to tell them. “I heard from him … just the other day. I probably have an email — ” she pointed toward the residence hall and her hand shook hard — “right up there. His letter is right up there waiting f-f-for me.” 

“Honey.” Justin’s mother put her hand on Emily’s shoulder. “Please … I know this is hard for you. Our daughter’s at a dance camp, but we got her a message to leave early. She’ll be home later tonight. We tried to call your father, but he was out.” Her voice cracked. “It’s hard for all of us.” 

They tried to call her father? Emily stood a little straighter. Whatever bad information Justin’s parents had gotten, they didn’t need to all stand outside in the cold. She wasn’t being the least bit hospitable. She tried to smile, but her lips wouldn’t lift. “Mrs. Baker, Mr. Baker … you’ve come a long way.” Her voice was calm, because they were wrong. Of course they were wrong. “Why don’t you come in and wait in my room. That’ll give me time to check my email.” 

Gary Baker nodded and put his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “We’ll follow you.” 

“Good.” She led the way up the stairs. “How’s Buster?” 

Justin’s mother exchanged a look with her husband. Then Mr. Baker said, “We can talk about him later. Let’s get inside.” 

She moved through the entryway and down the hall to her room. Pam was gone for the afternoon, so she used her key and opened it. “You can sit there.” Emily motioned to a single sofa that sat against the wall between the two beds. Again she’d forgotten her manners. “Can I get you water, anything to eat?” She moved past them and opened a small cupboard. “We have fruit leather.” 

Justin’s parents wore looks of astonishment, and his mother seemed on the verge of a breakdown. They took their places on the sofa and Mr. Baker shook his head. “No. We’ll … we’ll wait here, Emily.” 

Good. She didn’t want to hear anything else about Justin, not when they were completely wrong. He was fine. His letters told her that he knew what he was doing, defending the various ethnic groups in Iraq, the ones in favor of freedom and democracy. He’d done this before, that’s what he told her. He knew his way out of the battlefield. Just four months. Sixteen weeks and he’d be home again. 

She ran up the stairs to the computer station and signed on. God … help the Bakers. They’re so upset. She felt arms behind her, arms that were holding her up. But even that was strange, because she wasn’t about to fall. She only needed to check her email and find the letter from Justin. 

The screen came to life and there it was. A brand-new letter. Hah! Just like she’d known it would be there. The subject said the same thing it always said, “Missing you.” She opened it, but she refused to read it. Not here. Not with his parents sitting in her room certain that Justin was dead. 

Dead, of all things! The idea was ludicrous! While his letter was printing, she stared at the Internet Explorer button and warned herself not to look. It wasn’t possible. The wall was firmly in place. No matter what the Bakers believed, they were wrong. She could run a check on the Internet and then she’d know. 

Don’t do it! A voice deep in her heart warned her. Don’t look. You’re right; his email is enough. 

But she had to look, because if she could find the story, if she could find the names, then she could make a printout of that too and take it to his parents. Then they could hug each other and smile and thank God that they were wrong. 

And they could talk about Buster and how sixteen weeks wasn’t really all that long, and they could go home where they belonged. Yes, that was a good idea. The letter was still printing, so she’d run the search real quick. The Internet was always helping her find things. 

That was how she’d found her parents, how she’d first made contact with them and brought them back together. Yes, the Internet would know, and then she could tell Justin’s parents. Everything was fine. Justin was fine. Her heart thudded harder, her breaths quick and raspy. 

She called up Explorer, and then opened Google. With her fingers shaking so hard she could barely type, she went to the search box and typed in the words, “roadside bomb, three soldiers.” Despite the part of her heart that was desperate for her to stop the search, she hit enter. Then she waited. 

The first story was one dated that day. The source was CNN. Fine, CNN would have the facts. Especially if the story was  dated that day. She called it up, and as she did, she told herself she wouldn’t actually read it. She would print it out, and she and the Bakers could read it together. She hit print, but as she did, her eyes betrayed her. 

They scanned the story, and that’s when she saw it. 

A blur of names, and there in the middle of them … 

“Justin Baker, 22, from Fort Lewis.” 

“No.” She slid back her chair and jerked to her feet, staring at the screen. “You’re wrong. You’re all wrong!” The wall was crumbling, but Emily wouldn’t let it. Not all the way. She was in a match for her life, down 3 – 0 with the championship on the line. Be tough, Emily, she could hear her coach shouting at her. Be tough! 

And she would be. 

She grabbed the pieces of paper from the printer, ran back to her room, and snatched up her purse and car keys. 

“Emily …” Mr. Baker was on his feet. “Where are you — ?” 

She held up her hand, stopping him. “I can’t … I’ll be back.” Then she ran as fast as her feet would take her, out into the hall, down the stairs, and into the parking lot. Her car was parked in the back row, and that was good. The running felt right, something she could do to get her head back in the game. 

God … guide my hands. I can’t think, can’t breathe, so guide my hands. She climbed into her car and took off, out of the parking lot and onto the freeway. Not until she took the exit did she really understand where she was going, where her car was taking her. 

The Sound, of course. Puget Sound, the place where she’d come so many times with Justin. She folded the printouts. Then she stuffed them into her jacket pocket and put her keys in the other. Overhead, the clouds were gathering again, threatening to break open just like her heart. But not yet, not until she reached the water’s edge. 

She kept running, ignoring the way her ribs ached, the way her lungs burned from the effort. And finally, finally she reached the metal railing. She tilted her head back, gasping for her next breath. The boardwalk was empty, deserted on this cloudy mid-November afternoon. Her sides heaved, and she leaned on the railing, leaned on it the same way she and Justin always did whenever they came here. 

But this time she didn’t look out at the water; she bent almost all the way over. Fill up, lungs, come on. And after a minute, they did what she asked of them. She straightened and tried to remember what she was doing. The Bakers had come up from Kelso and they’d been crying. 

Be tough, Emily … be tough. 

She needed to read the papers in her pocket, but which one first? She knew before she took another breath. The letter of course. The letter that would fill her heart and mind and soul with Justin’s voice, his laughter and wisdom, his compassion and love. She was still shaking, even harder than before. She took the papers from her jacket and figured out which was which. 

In a rush, she thrust the CNN article back in her pocket. Then she opened the other page, slowly, reverently. And suddenly her hands weren’t shaking anymore, and the breeze felt like his breath, his touch. Talk to me, Justin … talk to me … 

She scanned the top of the email. It was dated three days ago. She swallowed hard and tried to ignore that single detail. The date didn’t matter; this was Justin, alive and talking to her. Her eyes found the place where the letter began. 

Dear Emily, 

I can’t believe it! I read the article finally, and, well … I mean, I believed you, of course. But wow! Your mom! Are you sure she wrote that story? Just kidding, but still … you and your dad are right. Something’s happening in her heart, no doubt. 

Emily closed her eyes. She clutched the letter with both hands, picturing him. This was something new — he’d read the article. She opened her eyes and kept reading. 

I’ll never forget that day. Talk lately is that the Iraqi people are afraid to come out of their houses. I don’t know. I guess that might be true in some regions, but around here they come out. Even the kids. Obviously. And you know why? 

Because we’re here. Maybe your mom is seeing that too. 

Emily smiled. Yes, Justin, you’re right. 

She was halfway through the letter, so she slowed down. As long as the letter was in her hands, as long as Justin’s words were echoing through her mind and her heart, then he wasn’t gone. No matter what the next piece of paper told her. She found her place. 

Anyway, enough about that. 

Did I tell you I carry your picture with me? Because I do. I know, it’s a little sappy, but how else can I survive another four months without you? Joe thinks I’m going soft, but I told him the same thing I told him before. He’s just jealous. 

So yeah, I took one of the pictures from the cruise and I laminated it. I keep it in my boot so that if there’s ever enough time, I can take it out and look at it. I figure there you are back in Tacoma drinking lattes out of my mug and looking at our pictures. I need something to look at too. Even if I’m thousands of miles away from my next cup of Starbucks. 

Something else has been helping me lately.

Emily closed her eyes. Slow down … you have to slow down. What would she do if by some crazy chance the Bakers were right, or if her eyes really had seen Justin’s name in the CNN article? Then this would be her last time to hear him, the last time she would feel his arm next to hers leaning against the railing overlooking Puget Sound. Okay. She drew a steady breath. Slower. 

Something else has been helping me lately. Whenever I get tired of all the dust and grime and desert, when the violence seems like it’s never going to end, I let myself do a little dreaming. Even in the middle of the day. I can picture myself coming home and finding you that ring. The simple one. 

You’re smiling, I know it. 

Okay, so then I take it a step further, and I can see the wedding, Emily. The tux and the dress and the people filling the pews, and I can hear the doors of the church open, and there you are. Stunning. My precious bride. I can feel you in my arms, dancing that first dance and knowing that if I have my way, I’ll never leave you again. Not ever. And there it is. One more way I can stay sane until I see you again. 

You know how I thought last summer was amazing? Well … it’ll be nothing compared to this one. I can’t wait, Emily. To see you, to touch you, to hold you. You’re with me always. You have my heart. I love you, Justin. 

Emily refused to take her eyes from the page. She could read that last part a thousand times and it would never be enough. You’re with me always … you have my heart … I love you. 

And then, somewhere deep inside her heart, the wall began to fall. It didn’t happen slowly, but all at once. Like the Twin Towers. 

She lifted her head and looked out at the Sound, as far out as she could see. And suddenly, as surely as she knew her name, she knew it was true. She didn’t need to read the CNN article. It was there all along. 

Justin was gone. 

Rain started to fall, and it mixed with her tears, as if God Himself were there beside her, weeping over Justin the way He’d wept over Lazarus. She didn’t want Justin’s letter getting wet, so she slid it back into her pocket. 

Sobs didn’t come, not right away, and she wasn’t surprised. They would come later, but for now she couldn’t picture him lying on a street in Baghdad, couldn’t picture him torn apart. Because that wasn’t the Justin she knew, the one she would keep forever alive in her heart. 

The ocean breeze sent the rain sideways and it washed against her face, against her silent stream of tears. What was it? Had he been too good to be true, was that it? She wasn’t sure, but she couldn’t consider the depth and breadth of his loss. Not fully. He was gone, and that was enough for now. As if she was only being given a small peek into the pain and sorrow that lay ahead. 

If only she hadn’t finished reading the letter. She would’ve pulled it out and read it again, but she didn’t want it to get wet. Instead she had everything else about him alive and within her. His voice and his smile, the smell of his cologne. It hit her then, why she wasn’t falling apart. Because in every possible way, Justin was still alive, real and good and whole and strong. 

There was too much good about Justin Baker to feel only sadness, even with the knowledge that he was gone. Before she could mourn his loss, or even imagine it, she had to celebrate him. Her eyes lifted, beyond the water to the sky. The rain was still falling, but there in the distance, was a break in the clouds and a section of the purest blue. 

He was there. Somewhere beyond the clouds. 

God … You’re so lucky. She smiled and the slightest laugh sounded on her lips. She could imagine a heavenly version of Vonda, introducing Justin to the rest of the gang and shaking her head. You know Justin. Wants to run the whole place someday. 

Her smile faded. God … You must have big plans for him. Because if he can do more up there for You than he could down here, well … that would be something. And I know he will. Because … Her eyes filled with another layer of tears. Because You wouldn’t have taken him otherwise. 

Countless questions lined up around the perimeter of her heart, peering in at her, making themselves known. What would happen to Buster, and who would talk to the Veterans, and how would a generation of schoolkids learn about the good things soldiers were doing in Iraq? 

And what about the teens? 

But she couldn’t face any of the questions. Not yet. 

She could see her coach’s face again. Be tough, Emily. Be tough. But this wasn’t the time to be tough. By loving a soldier, this was the risk she’d taken. That one day, this moment might come and his name would join the thousands of others on a military tombstone. No matter what she told herself, she’d always known this could happen. 

She wiped her nose, wiped the rain from her cheeks and her chin. Never mind the end, she would’ve fallen for him all over again if she had the chance, spent the summer dreaming with him and playing with him and figuring out for herself everything her mother had ever said about love. 

But still … 

She hugged herself and watched the patch of blue, watched it until the clouds swallowed it up and the sky became all cloudy gray once more. She needed to go, needed to get back to her room and fall into Justin’s mother’s arms. But she couldn’t pull herself away. As long as she was here, as long as she had his last letter in her pocket, then she didn’t have to think about the questions storming the edges of her heart. Here she could look at Pier 55 and at the cruise ship. The very same cruise ship where he’d promised her his heart. And she could feel the rain on her skin the way she’d felt his touch that day. 

She looked out at the water again. Talk to me, Justin … talk to me. 

And his words were there, as close as her next heartbeat. I can’t wait, Emily. To see you, to touch you, to hold you. You’re with me always. You have my heart. I love you. 

There was much she had to do, and she would do it proudly, with strength. The way Justin would’ve wanted her to do it. She’d take care of everything he would’ve taken care of, and when the tears became sobs and she couldn’t breathe for the pain, she would know it was okay to fall apart. 

Because God would do what Justin had done for her that summer. 

He would walk beside her, and when she fell, He would be there to catch her. 

With that knowledge, she pulled away from the metal railing and walked back to her car, her feet moving slowly along the cobblestone roads, remembering every time she’d walked them with Justin. Somehow she made it to her car and shut the door. She held the steering wheel with both hands, but it was an effort even to start the engine. As she pulled away, she could barely see the road for her tears, but it wasn’t until she walked into her room, until her eyes met Mrs. Baker’s, and then Mr. Baker’s, that she felt the full force of Justin’s loss. 

“Justin …” That was all she could say. She stumbled across the room and collapsed into his father’s arms. 

“It’s okay, honey.” The man stroked her back, rocked her as if she were his daughter. “We’re going to get through this.” 

“I can’t …” she sobbed against his chest, her body reeling from the loss. Justin was dead? How could it be? His email was still in her pocket. “I don’t … I don’t think I can …” 

She felt his mother come up alongside her, and the three of them stayed that way for a long time, hugging, holding onto each other, and doing what they could to convince each other that Justin’s dad was right. 

Somehow they were going to survive without him. 

And deep inside, Emily knew they would. They would survive, but without Justin, how were they ever going to live? And that was the question that shouted at her the loudest, more than any of the others. 

The question only God could answer. 

 

TWENTY-ONE

 

 

 

 

Lauren hadn’t left her cramped quarters at the journalists’ compound for two days. Fighting had picked up, and her editors had asked her and Scanlon to stay put. Better to do the wrap-up story, the what-happened story, than to wind up in the middle of the action. 

That sort of coverage was for dailies and television news, not Time magazine. And so she’d used her time to work on an opinion piece and catch up on her email. That, and sit by her window looking out at the desert and wondering about the stories she’d seen play out since she’d come to Iraq. 

Apparently Scanlon could sense the change in her. He was in her room now, sitting in the chair across from her bed. There was no escaping the suspicion in his eyes. He drummed his fingers on his knees. “Okay, look.” His hands went still. “I know what you’re thinking.” 

“What?” She had her laptop open, but she set it down beside her. “I’m not turning soft, if that’s what this is about.” 

“No, not soft. Just …” Scanlon took hold of the arms of the chair and surveyed her. “Different.” 

“Okay, so sue me. I’m different.” Lauren hated her tone. Clear proof she hadn’t taken the time she needed to actually process the things she’d seen. Sure, she’d had fleeting thoughts of regret or remorse. Doubts about her opinions of the past, whether she’d led Americans to the wrong conclusion about the war. But she and Scanlon had been too busy to really think things through. 

Scanlon looked hurt by her response. He leaned over his knees. “I’m your friend, remember? I’m out there with you. I see the same things you see, hear the same stories. I have my doubts too, okay?” He sighed. “I just wanted to hear it from you, what you’re thinking. What you’re feeling.” 

What was she feeling? Antsy. Ready to get on the next flight home, that’s how she felt. Crazy for how badly she missed Shane. That everything she’d thought was written on her heart in ink was now only sketched in fading pencil. But how could she say that? “I don’t know, Scanlon.” She reached into her dresser drawer. “Emily sent me this.” She held out a folded piece of paper. 

Scanlon stood, crossed the room, and took it. “What’s it say?” 

“Read it.” Lauren swung her feet over the edge of the bed and walked to the window. She could hear Scanlon opening the paper. She remembered the way she felt when she first read the email a few weeks ago. Emily had copied a section of Lauren’s long-ago journal right into her letter. 

Here, Mom, the email said, read it and see if you remember loving Dad like this. And then it began. A whole section Lauren wrote on love, back when Shane was everything to her. Some of the lines were profound, much deeper than she remembered feeling. But since reading those long-ago words, she couldn’t shake them. Couldn’t get them out of her head, even if she wanted to. 

The letter was all she needed for a whole parade of memories to return. Even the memory of making chocolate chip cookies. Shane was her best friend back then, and she lost him. The loss had changed her, darkened her entire existence. She vowed to find him, to love him, no matter how long she had to search. 

Behind her, she heard Scanlon lower the paper. “Profound.” 

“Yes.” She turned around and folded her arms. “I miss him.” 

“You knew you would. That was never the question.” Scanlon lowered himself to the chair again. “The question was whether you could agree with him.” 

Scanlon was right. Missing him was never the question. And yes, they’d been busy, but she knew the answer, didn’t she? It wasn’t an easy one, wasn’t one she even knew how to live with yet, but slowly, assuredly, she nodded. “Yes.” Her voice held a fear she hadn’t known before. The fear that possibly she’d been wrong. “Yes, Scanlon. I think I can agree with him now. About some very big things.” 

Frustration flashed in Scanlon’s face, but only for an instant. He stood and brought the letter back to her. “I wish you would’ve said so.” 

Now it was her turn to feel frustrated. She tossed the letter on her bed. “I wasn’t sure. I’m still not sure.” She looked out the window again. “I watch people falling in the streets and write about soldiers being ripped apart by roadside bombs, and I hate this war more than anyone ever could hate it.” 

Scanlon was quiet for a moment. “You hate it … but you understand it.” His voice dropped a notch. “Is that it?” 

“I think so.” She faced him again and leaned on the windowsill. “What if we’d never declared war on Afghanistan or Iraq?” She made a sound that was part laugh, part dawning realization. “Can you imagine? I mean, I never thought about it that way. War is wrong. Period. That was my mantra.” 

A mantra Shane had responded to that first night when they were together at her parents’ house in Wheaton. She remembered his words and repeated them now. Not because Shane had said them, but because she was starting to understand them. And believe them. “What happened on September 11, Scanlon, that was only the beginning. Everyone knows that now. The terrorists’ plans were beyond anything we can begin to fathom, even now.” 

Scanlon exhaled hard. 

“Don’t dismiss me.” She stood, angry. “You said you’re my friend. Then listen to me. I’m not talking rhetoric here, I’m talking firsthand observation.” 

He frowned. “Meaning what?” 

“How can we think anything but the obvious? It’s been five years, and the terrorists haven’t harmed a single American on 

U.S. soil. So the war must be working, right? Is there any other conclusion?” 

“Maybe it worked at first, when we made the air attacks, but what about now?” He waved his hand toward the window. “All that violence out there can’t be doing any good.” 

“So what’s the answer?” The debate had raged inside her ever since she spotted Justin Baker playing with the Iraqi children. It felt wonderful to finally put words to her feelings. She waved her hands in the air. “Just walk away and hope things work out for the people here? ’Cause you and I both know what would happen if we did that. The terrorists would recruit another generation of kids, and new cells would start up, and a dictator would rise to power. And before you know, we’d be staring into the rubble of another catastrophe, wondering what went wrong.” 

He stuck his hands in his pockets and his shoulders fell an inch or so. “I don’t want to fight with you, Lauren.” His eyes told her he was astonished, amazed at the things she was saying. “Is this really how you feel?” 

His question hit straight at her soul. “I’m not sure. But it’s starting to make sense, starting to make me wonder if maybe Shane and Justin Baker are right.” 

Scanlon looked skeptical. “About what?” 

“That what this war needs is more support, more financing. So we can finish the job right and then get home.” 

He was about to respond when the phone on her desk rang. Lauren looked at it, startled. The line was for incoming and local calls only, something her editors at Time had established for her. Cell phone reception was spotty, so the landline was the best way to keep open communication. She hesitated. Maybe it was Bob Maine giving them the all clear to hit the streets and find the stories in the recent wave of violence. 

She crossed the room and lifted the receiver. “Hello?” Her eyes were on Scanlon. She didn’t want to offend him or scare him off, but what was she supposed to do with her feelings? 

“Lauren … it’s Bob.” 

“Hey, let me guess. It’s okay to step outdoors again.” 

“No.” He was a serious man, but his tone was heavier than usual, sad almost. “That’s not why I’m calling.” 

She dropped to the edge of the bed. “Talk to me, Bob. What’s going on?” Had something big happened in the U.S., some event she’d missed by being there in Iraq? 

“I’m calling with a special request from Shane Galanter.” 

Shane … ? Her heart skipped a beat and slammed into double time. “What … what request?” Scanlon was still watching her, but now she looked away, found a spot on the floor so she could concentrate. 

“Lauren, the three soldiers who were killed?” 

“Yes.” Her mind raced. How did the violence in the streets of Baghdad affect Shane? Was he that worried about her, that he’d called her editor? “I’m aware of that.” 

Bob sighed, and the sound rattled over the phone lines.“One of the soldiers was Justin Baker.” He paused. “I’m sorry.” 

The news hit her like a physical blow. She closed her eyes and turned her head from the receiver. No, not Justin. No, God … 

“Lauren … are you there?” Gruff old Bob sounded worried about her, brokenhearted for her. 

She gripped the phone and forced herself to speak. “Yes.” She looked up and motioned for Scanlon to leave. Her eyes begged him to understand that she needed to be alone. Needed to process whether the conversation with Bob was even taking place. 

Scanlon mouthed the words, “Everything okay?” 

She shook her head and closed her eyes again. She waited until she heard him leave, heard the door close behind him. Then she found her voice once more. “Are you sure, Bob? Justin Baker?” 

“Yes.” Her editor hesitated. “Officer Galanter would like you to contact the army headquarters there and accompany the soldier’s body back to the United States.” He exhaled hard.“Oh, man … I hate this, Lauren. I really hate this.” He sounded like he was fighting tears. “Shane and your daughter will be waiting for you.” 

Lauren felt a flood of tears gathering in her heart. She was a reporter, a veteran of war correspondence. Tears didn’t come often or easily. But all she could picture were those Iraqi kids, grinning and laughing and playing catch with a soldier who would lay down his life for them. No, God … not Justin. 

“Lauren, what should I tell Officer Galanter?” 

She steeled herself. This was part of her job, wasn’t it? Reporting the casualties, surrounding herself with the reality of war? She would get through this, and she would do it for Emily and Shane, for the Bakers. She would fly home with their son’s body, and she wouldn’t leave his side for a moment. “Yes. Tell Shane yes. I’ll contact headquarters as soon as I get off the phone.” 

“Okay.” Bob’s tone was quieter, defeated. “I’m sorry, Lauren.” 

“Me too.” She thanked him for calling and then, before her emotions overtook her, she made the next call. For the purpose of her stories, she was often in touch with officials at the army headquarters. She had the number written on a card beside her phone. 

In a matter of minutes the plans came together. They’d be shipping Justin’s body stateside in the morning. By special request, they’d agreed to allow her to accompany the body home. Justin’s friend, a soldier named Joe Greenwald, who was injured by the same bomb, would make the trip with her. 

Blindly, like a person in a trance, she hung up the phone and walked down the hall to tell Scanlon. He listened, then came to hug her. “I’m sorry.” 

As she stepped back, she knew what he was thinking. She gritted her teeth, anger rising within her, taking place of the shock. “Everything I said a minute ago?” She searched his eyes. “I was wrong.” Justin’s face came into view again, and she shook her head.“There can never, ever be a reason for losing a kid like Justin Baker. Not ever.” 

The tears didn’t come until she was back in her room. 

How in the world was Emily taking the news? The guy had been everything to her, her first taste of real love — the way Shane had been Lauren’s first taste. Lauren had watched them together and known as Shane had known. What Emily and Justin shared was strong and real. Neither Lauren nor Shane had any doubts that one day, when Justin returned from Iraq, he would pledge his life to their daughter. 

Emily had already started talking about the wedding. 

Lauren put her head in her hands. Her mind was racing. What about what she’d just told Scanlon? Was that really how she felt? Now that one of the victims was someone she knew, she couldn’t possibly find it in herself to support the war effort? Was that right? 

She curled up on her bed, closed her eyes, and buried her face in her pillow. She had come here asking God for wisdom, that she might see things the way He saw them, think about them the way He thought about them. So what was she supposed to make of this? That there were no easy answers, no right sides and wrong sides, was that it? 

She didn’t know, and her heart hurt too badly to try to figure it out. God … Lord … if there’s wisdom to be gained in the next week, let me find it. Because I don’t understand. It’s my job to have educated opinions, to know the facts. But I don’t understand this. 

The prayer swirled in her head over and over as she laid there. She wept for the family whose son was gone forever, and for the Iraqi children who looked up to him, and for her precious daughter who would never again kiss him or hold him. Never marry him.

No, she didn’t understand any of it.

And the most terrifying thought was the one she fell asleep with.

Maybe she never would. 

 

TWENTY-TWO

 

 

 

 

As it turned out, Justin’s parents didn’t know even half of what he was involved in. Emily traveled back to Kelso with them that night, the night she learned of his death, and when his sister Jill came home, Emily sat in the other room so her parents could break the news to her in private. 

Later, when the wailing had died down, they all sat in the living room, and Emily told them she would take care of letting everyone know, all the groups he was involved with. 

“Groups?” His mother’s cheeks had been wet all evening. She clung to her husband’s arm, barely strong enough to be curious. 

“Yes.” She looked at Justin’s father and then at Jill. Their faces were blank also. “He volunteers a lot of his time.” She realized she was still using present tense, but that was okay. It was too soon to talk about Justin in anything but present tense. 

His mother raised her chin and sniffed. “He … he used to do volunteer work here. When he was in high school. But I didn’t know …” 

“He didn’t like talking about the things he did for other people.” Justin’s dad sat up a little straighter. “What all did he do?” 

That was one of the few highlights of the day. When Emily had the chance to tell them about Justin’s work. She told them about the Veterans, and how Justin believed it was no big deal. “He used to tell me someone needs to hear their stories, to keep their legacy alive.” She held a damp tissue in her hand and caught her tears as they fell. But her voice remained clear as she continued. She told them how he visited local classrooms, telling school children about the good the U.S. soldiers were doing over in Iraq. 

And she told them about the teen center. 

“My goodness …” His mother looked at her husband and then back at Emily. There was a catch in her voice. “Someone has to tell those boys.” 

Emily nodded. “I will. Justin would’ve wanted me to do it.” 

She stayed at the Bakers’ house that night, and she heard from her dad. Her mom was going to fly home with Justin’s body. And after the connecting flight through the air base in Germany, they were scheduled to arrive in two days. Plans for Justin’s memorial service came together sometime around midnight, and by one in the morning they were all drained. Sleep was restless that night, and several times she woke up, sobbing, her pillow soaked. But as morning dawned — as she gradually faced the day, and as the reality of Justin’s death hit her again — Emily knew it was time. She would drive back to Tacoma and break the news to the teens and the Veterans. Everyone he spent time with. 

When she reached her residence hall again, when she was controlled enough to speak, she sat at a table and picked up the phone. The person at the school district would be the easiest of all. She took a deep breath, begged God for strength, and dialed the number. When she was connected to the right person, she explained she was a friend of Lieutenant Justin Baker. 

“Yes, we know Justin.” The woman sounded all sunshine and smiles. “Several of our classes are writing cards and letters for him. They’ve taken up a collection of Jelly Bellies.” She laughed. “Every time Justin ever came to talk to a class, he brought Jelly Bellies.” 

Emily exhaled. God … what am I supposed to say? She pinched the bridge of her nose and searched for the words. “Yes, well, I’m afraid I don’t have good news, ma’am.” 

“No?” Gradual alarm filled the woman’s tone. “Did something … is he okay?” 

“No … he isn’t. He was killed this week in Iraq.” 

The woman on the other end gasped. It was a long time before she said anything. “I’m so sorry.” 

“We all are.” She had promised herself, promised God, that she wouldn’t break down today. The people who knew Justin needed her to be strong. But there was no getting around the sorrow. It seeped from every pore, grew with every breath. 

“When … when is the service?” 

Emily gave her the details and asked her to pass on the news to the teachers and kids who knew him. She hung up the phone, then hesitated. 

Her next task wouldn’t be as easy. 

The rain hadn’t let up since the day before, so she wore her jacket. The one Justin liked best because it made her blue eyes stand out. 

The Veterans met every day after lunch at the American Legion hall. They played bingo and poker or just sat around the table telling stories of the old days. War stories, mostly. Emily had only been with Justin once when he visited them. She thought it would be good for her writing someday to watch Justin interact with the old guys. 

But their time that day had given her an even greater appreciation of the man she loved. He sat there in their midst, every bit a part of the group, and there was no getting around the pride that filled the room. 

Justin wasn’t like other kids his age. He was a throwback. Hope existed for the entire generation if there could be one young soldier like Justin Baker, that’s what the Veterans thought of him. And they loved him for taking the time to remember them. 

When Emily and Justin left that day, one of the men, an old guy in a baseball cap covered with military patches and hunched over in a wheelchair, his jacket not quite straight on his shoulders, pointed a finger in Justin’s direction. “I know you’re shipping out, but you be careful now, young man.” He patted the place on the table beside him. “We’ll keep your spot open.” 

Emily tried not to think about the image as she drove to the hall that day. The old guy couldn’t have been serious about saving Justin a spot. Not with all the Veterans looking to get in on a conversation or a game of cards. Table space seemed to be at a premium. She drove without ever really seeing the roads or the stoplights, her body moving in a sort of automatic motion so that her heart and mind were free to think about Justin. 

She pulled into the parking lot, walked up the flower-lined sidewalk, and peered into the window. The place was packed, but there at the table … 

The old guy with the jacket was there, and beside him was an empty space. The place set aside for the young soldier, the one who had brought them hours of joy. Okay, God … hold me up. 

When the lump in her throat subsided, she pushed her way to the door and went inside. The action around the table and in chairs and sofas along the walls all stopped. 

“Hey!” A big jovial guy waved at her, beckoning her to come closer. “You’re Justin Baker’s girl!” 

What was she supposed to do? How could she say it, when every time … every time she heard the words cross her lips, they felt more shocking than the last? Justin Baker … dead? Even now she had his email in her pocket. 

The men were smiling at her, waiting for her to join them. The guy in the jacket patted the empty spot beside him. “I’m Vern. You tell that young soldier of yours we’re keeping his spot open. Just like we said we would.” 

“I’m …” Her tears cut her off midsentence. She hung her head for a moment, willing herself to find even a sliver of control. When she looked up, the expressions on all their faces had changed. 

The jovial guy stood and came to her. He put his hand on her shoulder. “What is it, darling? Tell us.” 

She dabbed at her tears and looked at him. Maybe if she said the words in a hurry, all at once … She took a breath. “Justin was killed in Iraq this week. A … a roadside bomb.” 

The reaction hit them in slow motion. Beside her, the old guy took his hand from her shoulder — then removed his hat and held it over his heart. Around the room, the others did the same thing, taking off embroidered military baseball caps and holding them over their chests. 

One of the men asked about the service, and Emily pulled out a few cards with the information. A muffled round of condolences came from the group, and she realized that their reaction was different than most. They’d been there, witnessed the destruction of war firsthand. 

For the most part, the men’s eyes were dry. But before she left, Vern straightened his jacket and looked at her. His eyes brimmed with tears. “As long as I’m here, I’ll save him a spot. Just so you know.” 

Emily nodded. She looked around the room, hoping they could see that she couldn’t speak or she’d break down, collapse right there on the floor. She left, and for a long time she sat in her car, her head on her steering wheel. Why, God … why? She’d asked the question over and over, but she never sensed an answer. She didn’t need one. It was enough to know that God held the number of their days, and that if He’d taken Justin, then it was Justin’s time. 

But still she asked. 

And she tried to convince herself that it was really true, that when he came home in the morning it wouldn’t be with a running embrace and whispers of love. It would be in a pine box, with an American flag draped across the top. 

Now she had one more stop. The hardest of all. 

The teen center wasn’t far from Puget Sound, located in the tougher part of downtown Tacoma. This was their afternoon, the one day a week when she showed up and mixed with Bo and Dexter and the guys, playing ping-pong and telling them the latest news from Justin. 

They’d be expecting her. 

As she made her way there, her eyes grew dry. Fear masked the sorrow, because how in the world was she going to walk into that teen center and tell them Justin was gone? And how would they react once she told them? What was she supposed to do with eight teenage boys being dealt one more blow, one more harsh bit of reality? 

When she found a parking spot, she pursed her lips and forced the air from her lungs. Justin had been reading Philippians, chapter four. That’s what he told her. That meant he’d been focusing on the very thing she desperately needed if she was going to have the strength to leave her car, the strength to walk through the doors of the center. 

Peace. 

Please, God … breathe Your peace into me now. I can’t do this otherwise … 

With her very next heartbeat, she felt God’s presence surround her. She could almost hear Him saying, My daughter, ask and you shall receive. His peace permeated her fear and sorrow, filling her with the promise of new life. One day the dark clouds of this time would lift, because morning always came. No matter how long and dark the night. 

That was God’s promise. 

She braced herself and forced her feet from the car and on in through the front doors. Bo and Dexter were playing a hot game of ping-pong when she walked in. They must’ve sensed something different about her, something in her eyes or on her face, because the smile that flashed on Bo’s face faded almost as soon as she took a step forward. He caught the little white ball in his hand and leaned his fists on the table. “Why you looking like that, pretty mama?” 

Fear rang through every word, undermining the machismo he tried to put off. The others picked up on it, because they stepped away from the foosball table and the pop machine in the corner and drew close. Slowly, they gathered around Bo, their eyes on her. 

She could feel God moving her forward, taking her closer to them. But all she could see was Bo taking his sweaty T-shirt off, wadding it up and throwing it on the ground that far-off summer day when Justin told them he was leaving. That, and the tears in the boy’s eyes when he looked at Justin’s picture in Time magazine. Tell him we need him more … tell him we need him more. 

Bo tucked the ball in his pocket and took quick steps around the table, his eyes never leaving hers. “Emily …” 

Her name sounded strange on his lips. He’d never called her that. Justin’s girl, pretty girl, hot mama, yes. But not Emily. He came to her and put his hands on her shoulders. He searched her eyes, his lips slightly open. “Talk to me … why you lookin’ like that?” 

Dexter came up, and then the guys who were planning to enlist, followed by the others. She covered Bo’s hand with her own and shook her head. “He’s dead, Bo. He’s dead.” 

“What?” Bo swore under his breath and jerked away from her. “Don’t say that stuff, girl. Don’t say that about my homeboy.” 

This was what she was afraid of. That the emotions these kids had bottled up would explode in a burst of anger once they knew about Justin’s death. She needed to be strong for them, but now — from nowhere — a wave of sorrow knocked her to her knees. She covered her face with her hands and began to weep. 

Because Bo was right. 

These guys needed Justin more than anyone in Iraq needed him. And now he was never coming back, never going to play another game of hoops with them again, never sit on the steps of the center and shoot the breeze about girls and school and the reason he believed in God. 

She didn’t dare look. Didn’t open her eyes to see how the guys were reacting. She heard someone slam their fist on the table, and another boy kick a trash can. At least that’s what it sounded like. And that’s when she knew she had to look, because she was doing this for Justin. He wouldn’t have run from the raw pain that filled the room. 

He would’ve embraced it. 

She opened her eyes and looked around. They’d all scattered. Bo stood, face to the wall, his hands behind his head. Softly, he hit his forehead against the brick again and again and again. She could hear him saying, “No way … not my homeboy.” 

In the other corner, two guys had dropped to a pair of chairs, their heads all the way back, eyes focused on the ceiling. No tears, no anger, no emotion. Nothing. She shifted her attention. Dexter was gripping the trash can. He picked it up with both hands and slammed it against the cement floor. Other guys were responding like Bo, their faces to the brick wall, shutting out the world. 

She knew where to start. She went to Bo, and when she was close enough, she put her hand on his shoulder. She had no idea how he would respond, whether he would spin around and shout at her or knock her hand off him and run from the building. God … the peace You’ve given me, give it to Bo. Let me show it to him. Please, God … 

She dropped her voice so only he could hear her. “Bo?” 

Slowly, she felt the tension leave his shoulder, and then the rest of his body. He turned around, and she saw that he’d skinned his forehead on the bricks. But that wasn’t all. He was crying, weeping like a little boy who’d lost his best friend. Or the only dad figure he’d ever known. Anger twisted his features again, and he thumped his chest, ignoring the tears streaming down his face. “I told him not to go.” 

“I’m so sorry.” She didn’t give him a chance to push her away. He was a tall kid, almost a foot taller than her, but she didn’t hesitate. She put her arms around his waist and embraced him. 

At first she thought he might pull back, but then what was left of his hard exterior fell away. He hung his head on her shoulder and wept. “Why? Why him?” 

Emily couldn’t turn around and see how the others were handling this, the sight of their leader breaking down. But she didn’t have to. She heard footsteps behind her, and first Dexter, then the two future enlistees, came up and put their arms around her and Bo. A minute passed and the others joined them, so that she was surrounded by a group of crying tough guys whose whole world had come undone in as much time as it took her to tell them Justin was dead. 

When the crying subsided, when she was sure they were at least stable, she took a step back and pulled a handful of cards from her coat pocket. “The service is Saturday.” 

Bo took a card and fresh tears spilled from his eyes, angry tears. He shoved the piece of paper back at her, his words so many rocks. “I ain’t got no car, pretty girl.” 

“Yeah. How we supposed to get there?” Dexter let his card hang limp in his hand. 

Emily hadn’t thought about that. She looked over her shoulder at the office. Through a window, she could see a man working there, but apparently he was only filling in — someone displaced from a desk job at the city. Not someone passionate about the kids. Never had she heard about him interacting with the teens. Justin had told her the guy was there more for security than anything else, at least until they could find a full-time counselor. Still, he was in charge. Maybe he would have an answer. 

“Can you all be here that day, meet here three hours before the service? Say at about ten o’clock?” She hoped so. The idea that they wanted to come meant more than they could know. Further proof of Justin’s impact on their lives. 

The guys looked at each other and a few of them shrugged. “Yeah … of course.” 

“Okay, just a minute.” She hurried to the office door, knocked, and then entered before being asked. She explained the situation and asked if the man could provide a city van or a bus, some way for the kids to get to Justin’s service. 

The man behind the desk looked at her, his face blank. “For a funeral?” He set his pencil down and gave a sad laugh. He pointed out his office window at the kids huddled together near the ping-pong table. “Those kids see more death than you want to know about. Drug wars and gang fights. One more day, one more funeral.” He shook his head. “I wish I could help, but my hands are tied. They cut the budget again this year. Cut the pay for counselors — which is why we can’t get someone in here to work with the kids.” He frowned. “No way I can get a van or a bus.” He looked back at whatever he’d been working on. “Sorry ’bout that.” 

She ground her teeth together and stared at the man. That was it? No offer to make a phone call or see if there was money somewhere to help the guys? How did people get so calloused? And no wonder the teens looked forward to Justin’s visits. At first she’d figured he was probably one of lots of volunteers, another great role model for the teens. But she was beginning to understand. He was probably the only role model they had. And now he was dead. 

Without saying another word, she whipped around and shut the door behind her. The guys were watching, waiting for an answer. The sketchy hope in their eyes broke her heart. She locked eyes with Bo. “A van will be here at ten o’clock.” She looked at each tear-stained face, one at a time. “For sure.” 

Before she left, she took one more risk. “Justin’s death has left a lot of hurt behind. I wonder — ” she held her hands out to either side — “I wonder if all of us could just take a minute and pray.” 

Dexter smiled, even though his eyes were swimming in tears. “Justin was always trying to get us to pray, man.” 

“Yeah.” Another stepped forward and took Emily’s hand. “Too bad it took this to make it happen.” 

With only the hint of reluctance, the others stepped forward. Bo took one hand, and the rest fell in and formed a circle. He squeezed her fingers. “Can I say it … can I try, I mean?” 

Emily could almost picture Justin, somewhere in heaven, getting a front-row seat for this. She couldn’t talk, so she did what she could. She squeezed Bo’s fingers and nodded. 

He closed his eyes and hung his head, and around the circle the others did the same thing. Emily kept her eyes open. She wanted to savor this, the way Justin would’ve done if he were here. 

Bo cleared his throat.“Okay, God, so like … we’re all here and we’re really ticked off. Ticked don’t even cut it.” He sounded like he was talking through a clenched jaw. “I just have to ask if You’d please let people know what a good guy Justin was. He was our homeboy, and, I don’t know.” He sniffed. “Like a brother, I guess. I know he never shoulda gone, but he did. And now he’s with You.” His voice broke, and for a moment there was only the sound of his muffled sobs. “Take good care of him. Give him a hoops game like we used to play. With some good comp. And be with his girl. Because she’s being strong for us guys, but inside I know her heart’s breaking in half.” Another sob stopped him, and he struggled to find control. “Heck, all our hearts is breaking in half.” 

He released Emily’s hand and wiped his cheeks. Then he took hold of her fingers once more. “Thanks for helping him find his way here in the first place. None of us’ll ever be the same. You know, gangstas and stuff. Justin wanted better for us than that.” He paused, as if he wasn’t sure how to end the prayer. “That’s all. Amen.” 

Emily had attended church all her life. She’d grown up active in Sunday services and Sunday school and midweek Bible studies. In her twenty years she’d heard hundreds of beautiful, eloquent prayers. 

But none had ever made her feel as close to God as this one. 

The prayer of a grieving teenager whose first words to God came from a heart that was broken in half. 

 

TWENTY-THREE

 

 

 

 

Lauren had never covered the sending-off of a dead soldier back to the States before. She’d seen the pictures, of course. Her magazine once ran a special about how bodies were lined up unceremoniously in the bellies of planes and brought back to the States in what amounted to covert operations. As if the commanding officers were trying to keep the picture of human loss from the public eye. 

As she stood on the tarmac, with Justin’s company lined up on either side of the walkway, she had no choice but to admit the obvious. If this was a typical send-off, they’d gotten that story wrong. The reason the military hadn’t paraded reporters in for a closer look at flag-covered coffins wasn’t because there was something to hide. 

It was out of respect. 

Every fallen soldier, every body that left the Middle East in the cargo compartment of a plane, in a box with a flag over the top, mattered deeply to the military. She could see that much simply by watching the proceedings taking place. 

A color guard made the presentation of the flag, and every eye in the company was on the red, white, and blue. Then, when the flag had been properly presented, a group of Justin’s closest friends carried the coffin to the far end of the aisle. On either side, soldiers moved in unison, their fingers lifting to their brows and staying that way. In a frozen salute. 

Lauren studied them, the look in their eyes as they bid their comrade farewell. How could the United States be anything but supportive of these young men? If they needed more supplies or more manpower, then someone better get on the ball and get it to them. She caught herself. If she meant that, then what about the comment she’d made to Scanlon? 

An ache spread through her chest. 

Why did everything about the war have to be so complicated? All along she’d thought it was either her way or Shane’s. A person could either be for the war or against it. But now neither answer seemed right. The only thing she’d really decided was that every U.S. citizen should support the young men fighting for freedom in the Middle East. 

Every single citizen. 

And if even a single American felt disdain for soldiers because of a story she’d written, then shame on her. 

The procession started to move, and Lauren could barely watch. 

Joe Greenwald, Justin’s bunk mate, held the front end of the coffin. Lauren had met him earlier, when she first arrived. Joe was a big teddy bear of a guy, but there was no denying the wetness on his cheeks. When the coffin had passed by, when the men had carried it up the stairs and into the plane, they went for the next one, and finally the third. Each body was going back to a different base, but the first leg of the journey started here. 

Finally, Joe was given his release orders, papers stating that because of his injury, a gash in his head that had taken nearly thirty stitches, he wasn’t required to return to Iraq. Lauren found out that this was Joe’s second tour. Same as Justin. Now he would go back to the base and decide whether he wanted to enlist for another four years — make the military a career choice, the way Justin had decided to do. 

Not until they were on the plane and the doors were shut, did Lauren take her seat next to Joe and say the words that had been building in her heart ever since she arrived at the base. She turned and studied the young man’s face, the pain in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Joe. About Justin.” 

“Yeah.” The soldier’s lower lip quivered. “Me too.” 

“You and he were good friends?” 

Joe nodded. He looked across to the window on the other side of the plane, and for a single instant, he glanced over his shoulder at the flag-draped casket a few feet away. “Best friend I ever had.” 

“I wish I’d known him better.” She turned to face him. “You were with him that day, with all the Iraqi kids, weren’t you?” 

Joe managed the hint of a smile. “Which day?” He chuckled and soothed his finger and thumb along his brow. “Oh, that Justin. There were never enough hours.” 

“My daughter says he was like that at home too.” 

“The volunteer work.” Joe shook his head. “If I wasn’t his roomie, I would’ve thought he was an angel or something.” 

“Messy?” Lauren winced. 

“The worst. Dirty shirts hanging from his bed, stuffed in the drawers.” He shifted positions and looked straight ahead, seeing into the past. “I’d tell him, come on, man. Isn’t it easier just to wash the clothes rather than work so hard to hide ’em?” 

They were quiet for a while as the plane gathered altitude and settled in. Lauren wouldn’t talk to him the whole time. He needed rest, no doubt. Time to think and grieve. But she wanted him to know her thoughts — in case he had any preconceived ideas. “My daughter, Emily … she loved him very much.” 

“I know.” He leaned back, his eyes distant. “He’d read me her emails. I’m not sure I can face her.” 

“She’s hurting, but she’s strong. She’s had a lot of loss in her life already. Things that happened when she was just a baby, when her father and I were separated.” 

“Right.” He looked straight ahead again. “Emily talked about some of that in her letters.” 

“Really?” 

“All about you and her dad and stuff.” Joe looked at her. “Justin was happy for you, Ms. Gibbs. He thought maybe God was changing you, softening you. Something like that.” 

“He has been.” Lauren still didn’t have all the answers, but her response was an honest one. “It started that day when I saw the two of you handing out bags and tossing a ball with those kids. I kept thinking,‘Why isn’t that the picture I have in my head when I think about soldiers?’ 

He gave a sad nod. “Lots of people have the wrong picture.” 

“My stories lately … I hope they’re helping some readers see things more clearly.” She fell quiet. Then she remembered something Joe had said a few minutes ago. “What you said earlier, about facing Emily … I’m not sure she knows you’re coming. We never talked about it.” 

“Good.” He made a tight line with his lips, and his eyes grew watery. “That’ll give me more time to figure out what to say.” 

Lauren tilted her head. “What to say?” 

Joe opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. He shaded his face with his hand and looked down at his lap. When he finally lifted his eyes, the pain there was so strong, she could feel it. 

“Joe?” She didn’t know if he needed a hug or a touch, but neither one seemed right. 

“Justin … he was lying there … dying.” He twisted his face up, fighting the tears, angry. “He made me promise to talk to her, to … to be her friend.” He swallowed hard. “Only … how am I supposed to do that when every time I look at her, I’m going to see the other part of the picture?” 

Again Lauren wasn’t sure what he meant. 

In light of her confused look, Joe reached down and pulled a red book from his bag. “This.” He handed it to her. “Emily made him a scrapbook.” His emotions took the upper hand for a few seconds. “Every night … Justin would look at it. I mean every night. He musta showed it to me a dozen times, until finally I opted out.” 

Lauren looked at the book in her lap and stared at the picture on the front page. It had dirt smudges and worn areas. Joe wasn’t exaggerating. Justin must’ve spent hours in the book for it to look this way. 

“See?” He pointed to the photo on the front. “Every time I look at her, I’ll just see the other half of the picture. Justin. Because he’s supposed to be the one coming home to her.” 

Lauren tried to absorb it all. Her heart was heavy for the young man beside her. He’d been through so much in the last few days. Riding along beside his best friend, a routine trip across the city, and suddenly being cast into the street, his vehicle ripped apart, bodies lying all around. He’d knelt there and watched Justin’s life drain away and then he’d made a promise. A promise he had no idea how to keep. 

“Something else.” Joe reached into his bag again and pulled out a smaller object, a photograph. He held it out so she could see it. “He had this thing laminated, crazy guy.” He laughed, but it came out more like a sob. “Carried it with him in his boot. And wouldn’t you know … he was holding it when we hit the bomb.” Joe pulled the photo closer and looked at it. “Had it in his hand the whole time he was dying, only …” He hung his head, too distraught to speak. 

This time Lauren didn’t hold back. She took gentle hold of his arm, fighting the sadness in her own heart. The scene the young soldier was describing was gut wrenching, but more than that, it gave her a window to how much Justin Baker had loved Emily. 

Joe’s shoulders shook for a time, and then he exhaled hard and looked up. “Sorry. I think I’m getting past it and then … I don’t know.” He looked dazed, his eyes numb. “So Justin was losing strength fast and … I took the picture from him, held it up so he could see it.” Joe looked at the photo once more. “It was the last thing he saw before he died.” He brushed his knuckles rough and hard beneath his eyes. “Right after I promised to talk to her, to be her friend.” 

Lauren took the picture from Joe and studied it. The lamination had kept it intact, but even so, it was slightly bent and smudged. The single thing Justin had kept with him to give him hope about the future, about a time when he would be back in Tacoma, taking Emily on dates to Puget Sound and living the life of any other twenty-two-year-old kid. 

But that was just it. She ran her thumb over the photo. Justin wasn’t any other kid — or any other soldier. And nothing she could say would ease the pain of his loss. She returned the picture to Joe and settled back in her seat to look through the scrapbook. 

In the brief year that she’d known her daughter, Emily had always seemed mature for her age. Almost more like the adult than either she or Shane or their parents. It was Emily who doggedly hunted down information about Lauren and Shane, determined never to give up until she found them. It was Emily standing strong beside the two of them in the hospital room when her grandpa — Lauren’s father — was dying of cancer last December. Emily was a planner, an organizer, a peacemaker. 

But she was a girl too. A girl so in love with Justin that she’d taken time to add paper flowers and cutout hearts to the pages of the scrapbook. And silly things, bits of jokes and memories that only the two of them could understand. Just call me klutz, near the picture of the two of them hiking, and I’m not that simple, and Tell me about ever after. 

It all spoke of laughter and frivolity, the kind that was perfectly fitting for a girl her age. And now … 

Lauren breathed in hard through her nose. Now Joe would have to find a way to give the scrapbook back, and Emily … all Emily would have to remind her of that beautiful summer with Justin Baker were a handful of photographs and paper memories. 

Lauren gave the book back to Joe and turned toward the window. 

The rest of the flight she said little. Every now and then she could feel Joe crying beside her, and she didn’t want to intrude. Didn’t want to turn and look at the casket either. For a while she actually slept, but as she did, she dreamed about Shane. The two of them running in the seventh-grade Olympics and she tripping over her shoelace and falling flat on her face. 

She missed him so much, and even that made her feel bad. Because Shane was meeting up with Emily and Justin’s family, and she’d see all of them at the end of the trip. In less than a day, she’d be safe in Shane Galanter’s arms one more time. 

But Emily would have no one. 

That’s when she remembered Joe. Poor, dear Joe sitting beside her. God … maybe You could help him keep the promise to Justin … Please, let them find a friendship in each other. 

The flight continued and they made a change of planes in Germany. They slept most of the next leg, and in what felt like only a few hours, they were landing, and suddenly Lauren’s stomach hurt. How could she face them? She’d been wrong to report the war as she had, that much was clear. Where the lines between right and wrong lay, she still wasn’t sure. Maybe there wasn’t a line. 

But one thing was certain. What she’d seen in the past few months had changed her heart. Wonderful things — and terrible things too. But nothing was going to hurt as much as stepping off this plane and seeing the devastation in her daughter’s eyes. Emily was so young. How could she even begin to survive the days ahead? 

Slowly, a realization struck. For all that Emily was mature for her age, for all the ways she seemed more together than Lauren, losing Justin had probably brought her to her knees. Emily needed love and support and someone to hold her, someone to stroke her hair and convince her that somehow everything was going to be alright. Someone to hold her even if she needed to cry all day long. Yes, it was time for Lauren to be more than an item on her daughter’s prayer list. 

It was time for her to be a mother. 

 

TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

 

 

Shane was dressed in uniform, his back straight as he stood between his daughter and his friend, Gary Baker. The rain had let up, but the air was damp and the sky over Tacoma was a lifeless gray. Shane had his arm around Emily, though neither of them spoke. Other than the rumble of planes landing and taking off, the only sound was the quiet muffle of tears. 

Constant tears. 

The return of a dead soldier was handled different ways. But in this case, they’d been given access to meet the plane on the tarmac. Justin’s body would be carried from the plane to a waiting hearse while a color guard stood by. The transfer would be brief, after which time the hearse would take his body to the funeral home in Kelso, where it would stay until the funeral two days from now. 

Shane watched the plane come into view, probably the one they were looking for. Right on time. He willed himself to stand strong, to stay strong. The  people on either side of him needed his strength. But inside — in the place a soldier always kept but rarely showed — Shane had no idea how he was going to survive what was coming. 

He kept his eyes on the plane, because that’s what military men did when a fallen soldier returned home. But his mind drifted back to the moment when he first found out. He’d been at his desk, minutes away from observing a pilot on a testing mission, when the phone rang. 

It was Gary, and for the first few seconds he said nothing. Finally, Carol took the phone. She sounded terrible, like she was fighting the flu. But somehow she managed to tell him the news. Justin was dead. One of the three soldiers killed in the most recent roadside bombing. 

Death was part of life for the military. Shane had known that ever since he shied away from his father’s push toward banking and business and instead enlisted in the navy. The Gulf War brought news like this, as had the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. But no matter how often it happened, the news never came easily. 

The phone call was short. Shane managed only to say he was sorry, and that he’d fly out in the morning, that he’d be there for them and take care of what they needed. When he hung up, he stood, shut his office door, and walked to the bank of windows behind his desk. 

Of all the enemies a soldier faced, only one could ever truly threaten him: Futility. Soldiers were men of faith and family and conviction. They took the risks willingly, believing with every breath in the cause they defended. But futility could cut a soldier’s legs out from under him, take away his purpose and his passion all at the same time. 

Shane looked to the distant sky, the clear blue over the mountains of Fallon. That was the problem in Vietnam. Young men who signed up to defend their country wound up in a war without support from the government or the nation. Futility. That terrible sense of waking up in a war-torn village, looking around at the broken men and thinking of the missing men — and having just one question. 

What’s the point? 

There had to be a purpose to military strength, and as long as Shane had been in the navy, he’d had one. Defending U.S. soil had never seemed more necessary than it had in the past decade. Especially for fighter pilots. The ones who swept in and eliminated an enemy in a twelve-hour campaign, the ones who left news anchors shrugging their shoulders and reporting to Americans that all the fear and worry about the men on the front lines was for naught. 

Sometimes, fighter pilots finished the job before the ground battle even got started. 

That’s the way it was with the Gulf War, and that’s the way the United States citizens expected it to go with the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Quick and easy, a bombardment by U.S. fighter pilots, a dusting off of the hands, and everyone could notch another victory. 

But the problem in the Middle East was more complicated than that. The enemy didn’t wave a flag or stay in one place. They were insidious and cowardly, hiding in clusters and striking in ways that were almost impossible to stop. It was like trying to eliminate fire ants in Texas or Oklahoma. They went underground, and when they surfaced — with a roadside bomb or a suicide attack — it was too late. 

Even so, the war in Iraq did have a purpose, and with purpose came passion. The passion he took to work with him every day. The passion Justin Baker lived by. 

But that day, standing there with trembling knees trying to absorb the news, looking out onto the airfield at the naval training academy, Shane pictured Justin — the photograph in Time magazine of the young soldier playing with the Iraqi children, pictured him playing hoops with the guys at the teen center and holding his daughter’s hand. Justin was everything good about the U.S. military, and now he was gone. And in that moment, Shane felt futility like he’d never felt before. 

What was the point? Maybe Lauren had been right all along. They were spending millions of dollars and losing lives every day, and for what? If so many Iraqi people were still bent on fighting against freedom, then fine. Let them live in their mess, and let’s get the American boys home. Safe where they belonged. So that not another Justin Baker would ever return to his family and loved ones in a coffin. 

And so he stood there, futility breathing its ugly, putrid breath down the back of his neck. During the Gulf War, Shane was in terrible firefights, times when he and his wingman barely made it out alive. He’d taken part in wicked combat, dodging tracer missiles and ground-to-air rockets. But no battle ever felt more fierce than the one he fought in that moment. 

The one taking place inside him. 

Lord … He hung his head, the claws of futility sharp around his neck. Give me my purpose back. Give me a reason to wear this uniform, please … Everything I’ve done, everything Justin fought for, it can’t all be for nothing, can it? 

Then — slowly at first, but then fast like a music video — images ran through his mind. God’s  people fighting for righ teousness time and time and time again. Joshua and the battle of Jericho, Moses leading his  people from captivity in Egypt, David and Goliath … Every time men took a stand for what was right, God had given them the strength to prevail. 

He stood straighter, held his head higher. 

It was wrong to hijack a plane and fly it into a building full of people. Wrong for any possible reason. It was wrong to strap on explosives and walk into a crowd of people, and wrong to plant roadside bombs along the streets of Baghdad in a cowardly attempt at killing U.S. soldiers. 

The war against Iraq wasn’t a battle of wills, wasn’t a matter of differing opinions. It was the United States stepping up to the plate and taking on a form of evil that threatened to destroy anything in its way. He felt God’s presence around him, inside him, and futility slouched its way to the corner of his office. 

There was a purpose in what they were doing. If the United States didn’t take action against countries of terror, the whole world would pay the price. And if along the way it cost the life of someone good and golden, someone like Justin Baker, then the fight would become all the more dear, all the more full of purpose. 

Because the cost was so high. 

Shane felt the victory that day, minutes after Gary’s phone call, felt all sense of futility leave him and his office and the job all of them were doing on behalf of the United States. He drew in a full breath and pushed his shoulders back. He would wear his uniform proudly, standing strong for the Bakers and his daughter, and for everyone who would attend the funeral. Everyone who would feel the loss of the young soldier. 

He would be strong, but he would carry Justin’s loss with him until the day he died. Because in Justin’s loss, there was purpose all by itself. To accomplish what the boy had set out to accomplish. Victory and freedom and a world without terror. 

Shane blinked, and the memory of that day faded. The jet plane came to a stop a safe distance away, and airport security officers motioned for the small group to come forward. He was right; it was the plane they were waiting for. 

“Dad …” Emily clutched his arm. “I can’t do this …” 

He braced her, held her up and pressed her to his side. “We’ll do it together.” 

Gary and Carol huddled around their daughter Jill, the three of them taking slow steps toward the place where the hearse had pulled up and the color guard now stood. Justin’s family reached their places, and Shane and Emily stood beside them. After a minute, the door to the plane opened. For what felt like an eternity, there was no movement. 

Then, a lone figure appeared near the door, and then a second. Both were soldiers, and they exited the plane holding the front end of a coffin. The soldiers saluted the color guard, the flag, and then moved the coffin through the door and onto the plank. 

Tears poured down Emily’s cheeks and her body shook, racked by sobs. She didn’t cry out or wail, but in her whimpers Shane could hear what she was saying. “Justin … No, God … not Justin.” 

The loudest one in their midst was Jill Baker. She was a senior that year and busy at school. Gary had told Shane that Jill had deep regrets for not taking time to drive up to Fort Lewis more often. For not making a habit that year of sharing lunch or a conversation with Justin. 

“My brother!” She wailed and held out her hand toward the coffin. “Just one more day, God … why can’t I have one more day?” 

Shane fought tears, stiffening his back until he saw the person trailing the coffin, holding up the far right corner. 

Lauren, his only love, her eyes downcast. 

Everything about her looked different. She was broken. He could see it in the way she held herself, the way she hung her head. And even from where he stood, Shane could see that she was weeping. 

His eyes clouded over and he tightened his hold on Emily. Somehow in that moment, he knew Lauren truly had changed. It wasn’t just the way she’d been reporting on the war lately. The change must have been in her heart — and he had the strongest sense that sometime that week he would know his prayers had been answered. 

Lauren lifted her head and looked around, and then their eyes met. She hesitated, but only for an instant. Her cheeks were red and tear stained, but she focused on the task ahead, staying with the coffin, walking behind it. When the procession was halfway to the hearse, the soldiers stopped. The color guard approached the casket, performed a salute, and then retreated to a spot near the hearse again. 

Shane could almost feel Emily straining against his arm, wanting to break free and go to him, to the young soldier she loved. But that wasn’t protocol, and Emily knew it. Instead she pressed her head against Shane’s shoulder, and between low sobs she whispered, “This … this wasn’t how it was supposed to be.” 

Shane turned his focus to the coffin, to the flag draped across the top. If futility was going to have something else to say, this would be the moment. The moment when reality stood before him, looming as large as the pine box. Instead Shane felt his heart swell with pride. The red, white, and blue had been what prompted a kid like Justin Baker to enlist in the first place. Shane had heard the stories from his buddy, knew about the patriotism that ran deep in Justin from the time he was a young boy. 

And Justin was right to believe in the meaning of the flag, same as Shane was right and every American who held pride for the red, white, and blue was right. Because with all its flaws and differing opinions, the United States really was the greatest country on earth — the birthplace of freedom. 

The flag would always evoke a sense of purpose and passion and pride in Shane, whether it was flown in front of a school or government building, waved at a high school football game, tattered in battle, or planted on a heap of rubble where once a towering office building stood. 

Or whether it was draped across a coffin. 

He watched as they reached the hearse, and Shane noticed that one of the soldiers, the one at the front right corner of the casket, was crying. A big guy with a bandaged forehead. Then Shane remembered. Gary had said something about a kid named Joe, a soldier who had been Justin’s best friend, a guy who had been riding with him and survived the bombing. 

The soldier at the front of the casket had to be Joe. 

When they slid the coffin into the hearse, the color guard retired the flag and the hearse pulled away. Beside him, Emily’s sobs shook her body, and finally, when she could no longer see the funeral car, she turned and buried her face against his chest. Shane stroked her back and watched as Lauren and Joe said something to the other three soldiers. The three nodded, shook hands with Joe, and headed for a waiting car. 

Lauren and the wounded soldier walked slowly, reverently toward Shane and the others. 

As he watched her, he felt a surge in his heart. The body in the coffin could just as easily have been hers, she’d been in that much danger. He wanted to run to her, take her in his arms, and breathe in the nearness of her, the reality of her. She was here, and she was home! 

But Emily needed him, so he waited. Lauren came closer and her eyes held his. When she reached them, she put her hand on Emily’s shoulder. “Honey …” 

Emily eased away from him and turned around. For a few seconds she looked at her mother, her eyes flooded with tears. A mix of emotions played on her face, and Shane understood. There was hurt and grief and even a little anger. Maybe because of the way Lauren had viewed the war last time they were all together. 

Whatever her hesitation, it fell away and she melted into Lauren’s arms. “Mom …” 

Shane folded his arms, his feet shoulder-width apart, the stance of a soldier. But he couldn’t tear his eyes off them, mother and daughter, grieving together. He had been there for Emily, no doubt. After she’d broken the news to the  people in Tacoma, they’d had almost a full day to talk about Justin and for her to cry in his arms. 

But she needed her mother. 

After a long time, Lauren released Emily and put her hand on the shoulder of the soldier, the boy standing awkwardly a few feet away. “Emily … this is Joe Greenwald.” 

Apparently no other introduction was needed. Emily’s face twisted in a fresh wave of grief, and she moved from Lauren’s embrace into the wounded soldier’s open arms. “He … he loved you, Joe.” 

Joe squeezed his eyes shut, and his body shook. Before he released her, he said, “He loved you too.” 

Gary and Carol and Jill came closer, moving as one unit. “Let’s go back to the house.” Gary looked shaken, but there was a strength in him that couldn’t be denied. The retired soldier, the police officer. He would draw his strength from God, even as his family drew their strength from him. 

Shane turned to Lauren and Emily, and only then did Lauren reach out to him. With one arm still securely around their daughter, she drew him close, and in her eyes Shane saw what he hadn’t seen since they reunited a year ago. 

Faith and love and forever, and something else. 

Common ground. 

 





TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

 

 

Emily borrowed the twelve-passenger van from her soccer coach. It wasn’t registered to the school, but rather to the team, so there was no legal reason why she couldn’t drive it. At nine-thirty that morning, under skies that had cleared overnight to a surreal blue, she drove the van onto the freeway and headed north, toward the teen center. 

Strange how the planning and preparations for this day felt something like a wedding. The wedding she and Justin would never have. There was the church and the white roses and the special music and the close friends and family who would share from the pulpit. People would wear nice dresses and dark suits, and afterward there would be a reception in the church hall. There was a guest book and even several hundred printed programs, small booklets that had kept Justin’s mother and her working late into the night, folding and stapling each one. 

Everything but Justin. 

The memory of the casket, of the soldiers carrying his body down the ramp, and of Joe — straight and stoic, tears coursing down his face — would never leave her. She couldn’t go five minutes without seeing it play again in her mind. From the moment Justin picked her up that day at her residence hall and told her the news — that he had a deployment date — she’d pictured his homecoming. 

Pictured, as clear as day, flags and confetti and people cheering. And Justin — back straight and proud, walking off a plane and into her arms. 

That was the homecoming he should have had. Not this. 

Never this. 

She checked her features in the rearview mirror. Her eyes had been dry all day so far, but fear ran in the small lines near the corners of her eyes. From the moment she climbed out of the guest-room bed in the Bakers’ house until now, every minute, every step, every heartbeat took her closer to one o’clock. The hour Justin’s funeral would begin. 

The drive north from Kelso had been filled with song. She’d made several CDs in the days since hearing about Justin. One was all praise music — songs like “I Still Believe” and “Walk by Faith,” by Jeremy Camp; and “Dare You to Move” by Switchfoot. On it she had written in permanent ink just one word: “Help.” Because singing to God, praising Him in the midst of this, her darkest hour, was sometimes the only way she could get through. 

Last night, after the funeral programs were made and stacked in a box, she lay in bed reading her Bible. She read 2 Chronicles, chapter 20 — the scene where God’s people had come under attack. In it the Lord promised that He would fight the battle. But not until the people joined hearts and voices in praise to Him did victory come. 

And so she sang. 

Another CD held songs that were special to her and Justin, and songs about losing someone. She played it when the only way to let the sadness out was to weep. Today, when she still had so much ahead of her, she didn’t dare play that one. 

Now she was minutes from the teen center. The guys didn’t know she was coming to get them, and from their reactions the day she told them the news, they probably thought she’d arranged some sort of public transportation. And at the time, Emily wasn’t sure how she was going to pull this off. Just that she was. 

Because God would make sure those kids had a way to Justin’s funeral. 

The minutes passed, and she reached the center exactly at ten. She took a parking spot on the street adjacent to the small building, and that’s when she saw them. Emily uttered a small gasp. The scene waiting for her brought with it the first tears of the day. Clustered just outside the front door of the center were the boys, the tough teenagers, who but for Justin, might’ve been running with a gang that day. Bo and Dexter and the rest, all dressed in what had to be their nicest clothes. Baggy belted jeans and dress shirts, their hair neatly combed. They looked sad and scared and out of sorts, their hands deep in their pockets. 

Before they had time to notice that she was driving the van, and that the van was for them, something caught her eye. One of the boys who had been missing from the group darted out of a secondhand store with a bag in his hand. As he reached the others, he pulled a buttoned-down from the bag, jerked off his T-shirt, and slipped into the new shirt. 

Emily bit her lip. So that was it. The boys — most of them anyway — must’ve scraped together a few dollars and gone to the secondhand store. So they would look appropriate at Justin’s service. She pressed her fingers to her eyes. “No. No crying. Not now.” 

Bo noticed her then. He led the others, sulking closer, his eyes confused, suspicious. She rolled down the window that separated them, and he pointed to the van. “What’d you do? Steal it?” 

“No.” She laughed, and the release felt wonderful.“Crazy kid, get in before I leave without you.” 

They piled in, admiring the van’s paint job and the upholstery on the inside. She could imagine that in normal circumstances, a two-hour drive with these boys might be a bit wild. They’d ask for loud rap music and wave at pretty girls along the way. But not this time. 

Each of them found a seat, and what little conversation there was died down before she hit the freeway. She played her “Help” CD and the guys were quiet the rest of the way. Along the drive, Emily wondered if any of them had even been out of the city. They were a mixed group, some black, some Hispanic, some white — but all of them had that tough inner-city look, and all of them were bound to feel out of place in a small town like Kelso. 

But they’d come anyway. They’d come in their secondhand dress shirts, trusting that somehow a ride would show up for them at ten o’clock. All for the love of Justin. Emily tried not to dwell on it. Otherwise, her eyes would be swollen shut before the funeral. 

The church the Bakers attended was on the south side of town, and Cowlitz View Memorial Gardens, on the north. She reached the church just after twelve noon, and already a crowd of people stood outside, waiting for the doors to open. Emily parked the van and stared wide-eyed at the  people gathered there. 

They were all ages, older  couples and young children, families and groups of high school kids. Many of them held flags, and some held signs. Justin, We’ll Miss You! and Stay Strong America and Justin Believed in the U.S.A. 

Emily blinked back tears. 

“Wow.” Bo’s voice held a level of awe that hadn’t been there before. “Looks like he was their homeboy too.” 

Uniforms dotted the crowd, some worn by white-haired men and others by young Boy Scouts. That’s when she saw them. A group of uniformed Veterans near the back of the crowd, one of them in a wheelchair with a jacket that wasn’t quite straight on his shoulders. 

They’d come. The Veterans Justin had befriended had traveled south for his service. Emily caught two tears and brushed them off her cheeks. Not yet, she couldn’t cry yet. She turned around and sized up her group of teens. “We’re early.” 

Dexter pointed at the crowd. “Or not.” 

“We are.” She nodded. “I want you to follow me. We’ll go in through the back, and you can find seats.” 

“The front row.” Bo lifted his chin. “I wanna be in the front row.” His chin shook a little. “As close as I can be.” 

“Well …” Emily wanted to hug him. She held her breath and tried to find her voice. “The … the first row is usually for family.” 

Bo plucked at his shirt and nodded at his friends. “We’re family.” His face twisted and it looked like he might cry. “Look — ” he sat up straighter, his eyes flashing anger. “I ain’t never met my dad, and my mama’s in prison. When I was eight I tried to knock off a liquor store jus’ so I could be with her.” He clenched his jaw. “My grandma died when I was ten, and my aunt … she’s gonna kick me out when I turn eighteen.” The anger left as quickly as it had come, and something in his eyes made him look like the child he still was. He pressed his lips together. “Justin’s all the family I got.” 

“Bo …” The heartbreak all around her was more than she could take. “You can sit where you want. Whatever you think’s best.” 

Dexter looked from Bo to her, and back again. “What she means is, the first row’s for his mom and dad and stuff.” He gave Emily a sad but understanding smile. “I get it.” 

“Fine.” Bo wasn’t backing down. “Second row, then.” 

They filed out of the van, an unlikely procession, and went around the crowd to the back of the church. Bo led the way, but he stopped when they walked inside. The casket was already there, positioned at the front of the church, the flag draped over it like before. 

Emily knew it would be there, but the teens … 

Bo shook his head and buried his face in the crook of his arm. He stifled a sob while the others stood behind him, not sure what to do next. Those with baseball caps removed them, and after a while, Bo lowered his arm. He looked at the casket. “Man … why’d you have to get yourself killed? I told you we needed you more.” 

He walked down the aisle, his eyes never leaving the coffin. When he reached the second row, he kept walking. Emily followed behind with the others, glad they were early. She was a little worried about what Bo might do next. But Justin would’ve wanted the guys to have this time, this chance to express their feelings. 

Bo reached the casket, stopped, and crossed himself. Then he took a tightly folded piece of lined notebook paper from his pocket, and put it on the casket. He kept his hand there, leaning on the coffin, and he hung his head. “I shoulda been there too, man. I shoulda had your back, the way you always … always had mine.” 

Dexter joined him, and then, one at a time, the others did the same. They surrounded the casket, placing their hands on the flag and uttering quiet, heartbreaking good-byes. After several minutes, Bo left the note, took a step back, and saluted. He didn’t use two fingers, he used all five, and it wasn’t the crisp military salute that would mark the rest of the day. But it was the one Emily would remember long after the service was over. 

Bo moved into the second row, first spot near the aisle, and the others filled up the seats beside him. They were set, so Emily excused herself — and that’s when she saw the lone soldier on the other side of the church, sitting in the back, his hat in his hands. 

Joe Greenwald. 

Emily steadied herself and headed in his direction. When she reached the pew where he was sitting, she took the seat next to him. “How you doing?” 

“Not so good.” His eyes were bloodshot, and he looked dazed, as if he hadn’t quite figured out how a few days ago he and Justin were teasing each other about dirty clothes stuck beneath the bed and now he was at a church in Kelso about to tell him good-bye. 

Emily covered his hand with her own. “At Justin’s parents’ house … the other night. You said you needed to talk to me?” 

“Yes.” He opened his mouth but no words came out, and he made an exasperated sound as he hung his head. 

She wouldn’t push him, not now. Joe had been with Justin when the bomb went off, he had knelt by him in his final moments. When the time was right, she wanted to hear the details, what Justin had said, his last thoughts. She patted Joe’s hand and eased back. “Maybe later, okay?” 

“Okay.” He didn’t look up, didn’t make eye contact. 

She stood quietly, giving him his space, and went to find her parents and the Bakers. After a round of hugs and quiet words, she opened the church doors so the crowd could file in. Then she worked her way through the  people until she reached the old Veterans. 

She bent down and gave the white-haired man in the wheelchair a hug. “Sir … Justin would’ve been honored that you came.” 

The man sat tall and straight in his chair. “We would’ve driven all day to be here.” He straightened his jacket. “We loved that boy.” 

“Yes.” Emily nodded. “Me too.” 

She stayed with the group of Vets, and by the time they were inside, the church was almost full. A military  contingency in dress uniform filled the front of the church, standing guard near the casket and on both sides of the pulpit area. Joe Greenwald was one of them. 

For a single moment, Emily stopped. Until she blinked, until she took a closer look, any one of the soldiers might’ve been Justin. And she realized he would have been standing there if the fallen soldier had been someone else. An ache greater than she’d ever known filled her heart. The soldiers up front were so real, so alive. If only she could’ve had one more chance to be with Justin, even just in the same room the way she was in the same room with these soldiers. To hug him and hold him and hear his voice close beside her. 

Just one more time. 

That’s when Emily saw what was happening. People were placing things near the casket. Everyone seemed to have something for Justin, a card or a letter, a flower or a teddy bear. Joining Bo’s simple folded note now were so many items, it was impossible to see the flag. 

Emily hurried to find Justin’s mother, and the two of them found a stack of wicker baskets in one of the church closets. They returned to the sanctuary and set them on the floor around the casket. Then, carefully, they placed every item into one of the baskets. 

“Thank you.” Carol took her hand as they finished the job. “I want to take these home.” 

Just then a group of parents entered the church with thirty-some schoolkids between them. The children all wore shirts that said Elmwood Elementary. The school where Justin volunteered his time talking to the students. Emily whispered an explanation to Justin’s mother, and then together they went to meet them. 

“I’m Emily. I spoke with your principal.” She shook the adults’ hands. 

One of the men stepped forward. In his arms was a box.“The kids made cards and letters for Justin a few weeks ago.” The man wasn’t crying, but his eyes were damp. “We were getting a package together to send him for Christmas. The kids … the kids collected twenty-three pounds of Jelly Bellies for him and his buddies.” He held it out. “Is there some place we can put it?” 

Justin’s mother covered her mouth, too shocked to speak. Emily slipped her arm around the woman, hugged her, and then motioned for the man to follow them. The box was placed next to the last of the baskets. Emily looked inside it. Dozens and dozens of letters and cards and Jelly Bellies. 

Further proof of the lives Justin had touched. 

That’s the way it went as the church filled and overflowed out into the courtyard, everyone coming with a different gift, a different reason why Justin had mattered in his or her life. There was a group of Kelso football players, guys who knew about Justin and planned to be career military men because of him, and a cluster of teachers who had taught Justin when he was in high school. 

Neighbors and church members and a hundred soldiers from Fort Lewis. One of the last people to file in was Vonda. She wore a dress and held an embroidered handkerchief. Emily went to her and the two embraced. 

Vonda didn’t hold back her tears any more than she had held back her opinions. She looked at Emily straight on. “That boy was crazy in love the moment he laid eyes on you.” 

Emily couldn’t fight off the tears another moment. They came like constant reminders of all she had lost, all she would never have again. “I know.” 

“Now don’t go tellin’ yourself that things didn’t work out.” Vonda’s tone was strained, her words hard to understand through her muffled weeping. “They worked out, you hear? Because one day with a boy like Justin Baker woulda been worth all this sadness.” She took two quick breaths. “Mr. Smooth Talker.” 

Emily couldn’t speak, so she nodded, never breaking eye contact with Vonda. 

Her voice fell to a painful whisper. “He was gonna run the place, remember?” 

“I know.” She held onto the woman again. “I know.” 

Vonda touched her handkerchief to her eyes and gave a single shake of her head. “I’m gonna miss that boy something fierce.” 

“Me too.” 

Vonda turned away and found her seat, and just like that it was time for the service to begin. Emily took her place in the front row between her parents; on the other side of the aisle, the Bakers huddled together. Only then did Emily realize that her grandparents were there also. All three of them. Emily gave each of them a sad smile and then turned her attention to the front of the church. 

The service passed in a blur. Most of the time Emily couldn’t take her eyes off the coffin and the large portrait of Justin his father had set there. The eyes, the smile, the charisma coming from the picture almost made it feel like Justin was there, looking over all of them, urging them to believe that he was fine, happy and whole and anxious to see them again one day. 

A pianist started the ceremony by playing and singing a song from MercyMe,“I Can Only Imagine.” The song moved the entire room, and by the time it was over, after the final refrain built to the place of wondering whether upon his death a person would fall to his knees or dance before Jesus, everyone was weeping. 

Now it was time for sharing. The first person to speak was Joe Greenwald. 

Emily had heard him and Justin’s dad talking about the funeral the other night at the Bakers’ house, but she wasn’t sure if Joe was actually going to get up. The way he’d looked before the service, she was pretty sure he’d declined. But now, walking stiffly in his uniform, Joe moved up the few stairs and took his place behind the podium. 

“I’m Lieutenant Joe Greenwald.” He leaned into the microphone, and a squawk sounded from the PA system. He eased back, his discomfort as plain as his army dress greens. He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket, unfolded it, and looked at it. Ten painful seconds passed, and then he exhaled hard and slid the paper back into his pocket. 

He looked at the crowd, and his eyes welled up. “I’m here for Justin.” He blinked twice and steadied himself. “He … he asked me to tell you something.” 

Emily’s heart went out to the guy, the one Justin had considered a comrade and brother, a believer and friend. He seemed quieter than Justin, but the compassion in his expression, the honesty in his eyes, was hauntingly familiar. No question the two shared a kindred spirit. Emily closed her eyes for a brief moment. God, give him the words. Hold him up the way You’ve been holding me. 

Joe swallowed hard. “He wanted to be in Iraq; he believed in what we’re doing over there — no matter how complicated.” 

Silently Emily cheered on Justin’s friend. He was standing straighter now, conviction taking over where fear and sadness had reigned only an instant ago. 

“He didn’t want to die.” Pride rang in his voice. He pressed his lips hard together, struggling. “He didn’t want anyone to die. But he believed that … that all men have the right to be free. To live without fear.” He gripped the podium and took a half step back, hanging his head, overcome for the moment. When he looked up, there were tears on his cheeks. “I love Justin. And I know you love him too. There is … no way to measure his loss.” 

Emily rested her head on her dad’s shoulder and took a tissue from her mother. She pressed it against one cheek and then the other, her eyes never leaving the gripping scene playing out at the front of the church. 

Joe inhaled and seemed to hold his breath. He looked slowly at every one of the Fort Lewis soldiers standing at attention around the front of the room. “He told me to tell you to win this thing!” He nodded at one group of soldiers and then the other. “Win this thing for Justin Baker.” 

One soldier in the middle, a clean-cut black guy, slowly brought his right hand to his brow, and with an intensity that matched the tears in his eyes, he saluted Joe. And all around him, down the line on either side, the other soldiers did the same. Ignoring his wet cheeks or the way his eyes filled with fresh sorrow, Joe returned the salute. 

Emily could feel something happening behind her. She turned and looked, and around the room, first one soldier, then two more, then dozens from each side of the church, stood and saluted Joe in silent compliance with Justin’s dying request. And before Emily could absorb the show of support, others began to stand — retired military and current military, no doubt. 

Then from a row near the back, Justin’s Veteran friends stood. It took them longer. Three used their canes for support, one had a walker. The white-haired man in the crooked jacket sat a little straighter in his wheelchair, and each of them also saluted. 

Joe held his salute, his mouth tight, stoic in the face of the dramatic show of support. Finally, he raised his hand toward the heavens and said, “They heard you, buddy. They heard you.” Then he leaned toward the microphone and gave a last look at the crowd. “Thank you.” 

Emily wasn’t sure who made the first move. It was quiet at first, and then it built in intensity. Applause from people in the room. Again Emily turned around. First on his feet was Bo, and with a look, the other teens joined him. Then, all over the church, people rose from their seats, hands clapping. Not the way they’d applaud if this gathering were to welcome home the troops, but loud and long in a show of support that couldn’t have been stronger. 

Across the aisle, Emily caught a look at the Bakers. Justin’s parents sat on either side of Jill. All three clung to each other, weeping, clearly touched by the outpouring. Justin’s dad stood, turned, and gave a single wave to each side of the congregation, silently thanking them for caring, for understanding the sacrifice their son had made on behalf of his country. 

On behalf of them. 

Joe joined the applause, and when after a minute it died down, he returned to his place in line with the other soldiers. 

After that, Pastor Kirby did most of the talking. Speaking with a smile and a sparkle in his eyes, he told about a freckle-faced kid who one time brought a water gun to Sunday school along with a wadded up pair of socks. Quiet laughter sounded around the church. 

“You see — ” the pastor motioned toward the mourners — “those of you who knew Justin best are nodding.” More laughter. “And some of you probably know the story. Mrs. Ellis, the Sunday school teacher, pulled him aside and asked him what he’d brought.” The pastor paused, his eyes smiling. “ ‘A gun and a hand grenade,’ Justin told her.” 

The pastor raised his brow, and a few more ripples of laughter came from the congregation. “ ‘Why in the world would you need a gun and a hand grenade at Sunday school?’ Mrs. Ellis asked. Well, you know that way Justin had of grinning and making you forget he’d done anything wrong? That’s what he did. Just grinned at Mrs. Ellis and said, ‘If the bad guys attack our class, I’ll keep it safe.’ ” 

Emily hadn’t heard the story before. There were more. Stories from Justin’s days as a Boy Scout, and how he’d earned his Eagle award a year ahead of schedule. “It wasn’t that long ago we gathered right here in this building as Justin accepted his Eagle badge — something only a few young men ever accomplish.” 

Surprise filled Emily’s heart, and she looked across the aisle at Justin’s parents. She had known he was a Scout, but an Eagle Scout? He hadn’t told her, same way he hadn’t told her at first about his volunteer work. 

Pastor Kirby was going on. “Justin stood right here — ” he pointed to the spot next to the pulpit — “and promised to uphold the Scouting tradition, to be a person of principle and integrity and virtue.” He gave a confident nod. “Justin was that young man everywhere he went, right until his very last moments.” 

As the pastor finished talking about Justin, he commented on the lives Justin had touched. “I’ll bet we could spend a week in this room, letting each of you come up and tell what Justin meant to you.” 

Emily glanced across the aisle to the second row. Bo and Dexter were nodding. 

“And so we must do the thing Justin would want us to do. We look to the flag and believe in its worth.” A few “amens” rose up from the crowd. “And we must look to the cross, to the ultimate sacrifice, the true source of our hope. Where Justin’s hope came from.” Pastor Kirby smiled, but he hesitated. His face twisted up just enough for all of them to know. He too was struggling that day. “He would not want us to walk away from this room weeping and mourning. There is a time for that, yes.” He sniffed.“But today Justin would want us to walk away celebrating his life, happy for all that he brought to us, and he would want us to be determined. Determined to live our lives the way he lived. With passion and purpose, with his eyes on the flag, and his arms outstretched to the cross.” 

Pride filled Emily’s heart, and she linked hands with her parents. Justin was everything people said about him. And none of them — none of them — would ever be the same now that he was gone. But the pastor was right. Justin’s was a life worth celebrating. And in that instant, Emily made a decision. She would cry when the tears came, and she would mourn. But she would not rest there, not stay there. Justin would not have wanted her to live in a dark place, grieving the days his death had taken from her. He would’ve wanted her to smile at his memory. Celebrating every single day they’d been given. 

She had lost much, so much. But with Justin, she could never look at his loss without also looking at the incredible gift she’d been given, the gift of knowing him, of loving him. 

No matter how short the time. 
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Lauren survived most of the service with only a few tears. Not that she wasn’t grieving Justin’s loss same as everyone else. But her heart and mind and soul couldn’t seem to land on the same page. Every moment of the memorial was a reminder that Justin was no longer with them, that the nation had lost someone golden, one of its very best. 

And for what? 

She had seen the good things American soldiers were doing, and for the most part she’d come to trust the military public information office press releases — whereas before she’d disregarded them out-of-hand. Despite warring ethnic groups and the threat of civil war throughout Iraq, she’d also seen the desperate desire on the part of most of the  people for freedom without violence, the need for democracy for themselves and their children. 

In addition, she’d been privy in recent months to details of terrorist plans that truly would’ve made the events of September 11 seem small in comparison. The war efforts in the Middle East and the covert operations taking place on U.S. soil had prevented those, no doubt. 

But was anything worth losing a young man like Justin? Could America really support a war where thousands of soldiers had lost their lives? She was just one reporter, after all. Without support from the media and the masses, the war in Iraq really might be pointless, right? 

And everything she read — even from reporters she knew well and trusted — said that support for the war was at an all-time low. So where did that leave guys like Justin? Lauren wasn’t sure, but she couldn’t clear her head of the thoughts, couldn’t feel quite right about any part of the funeral service. 

The only certainty was the sadness, because it filled every heart, every pair of eyes in the room. None of them, of course, sadder than her precious daughter’s. Emily had wept through the service, taking a fresh tissue every few minutes. Lauren felt a mix of heartbreak and protection, responsibility and sacrifice as she and Shane sheltered their daughter, feeling the way the sobs shook her slim frame. 

What if Emily hadn’t found Shane and her? How could she have gotten through this morning without them? She would’ve had her grandmother, of course. Lauren’s mother. But still, Lauren found herself thanking God throughout the memorial, grateful that though she’d missed Emily’s first steps and first smile, first words and first day at kindergarten, she was here for this: to hold her up as she walked through a season of grief that would no doubt change her forever. Emily would always have a special relationship with her grandma. But here, on a day when she was being forced to say good-bye to the only boy she’d ever loved, she needed her mom and dad. 

When the service was over, Gary Baker asked them to be second in line in the motorcade procession to the cemetery. When they filed out of the church, Emily looked at Shane and then at her. “Let’s get to the car, okay?” 

Lauren understood. With all the emotion of the afternoon so far, she didn’t want to talk to mourners, not yet. She wanted to take her place in the procession — the hearse, the Bakers, and then the three of them. As close to Justin’s body as possible. Behind their car, Joe Greenwald had agreed to drive the van with the teens from the center. 

“We’re family,” Bo had said. “We go after you.” 

There were no arguments. 

Shane took Lauren’s hand and led the way. She melted a little more each time he looked back at her and Emily. Shane Galanter, who knew her better than anyone and loved her anyway. The love in his eyes was something no other man had ever shown her, even after she’d left him again. He would’ve laid down his life for her, he loved her that much. A love she had spent a lifetime searching for. A love that would resonate in her heart as long as she lived. 

But would he want her now? After all the grief she’d caused him? 

Lauren held Emily’s hand as they followed Shane through the milling crowd. This wasn’t the time to think about Shane. That would come later. 

They were driving a rental SUV, and the three of them climbed in, Lauren in the passenger seat and Emily in the back. As soon as they were situated, Shane reached over and wove his fingers between hers. The feeling reminded Lauren that she was still alive. They both were. She breathed in and felt new life stir inside her soul. After this dark day — if God would give them a miracle — they might finally find the life together they’d always dreamed of sharing. 

Shane pulled up behind the Bakers’ car, and in the side mirror, Lauren watched Joe steer the van into place, and after that, a convoy of military vehicles fell in behind them. Lauren wasn’t sure what to say, and she decided on nothing. The moment seemed to demand quiet — a deep, honoring silence. She stared out the window and replayed yesterday evening, the hours they spent at the Bakers’ house. 

Carol had brought out Justin’s keepsake book from his first tour in Iraq. “I think I’ll set it up at the service. In the back.” She angled her head and studied the book in her hands, then held it out toward Lauren. “Here. Emily’s already seen it.” 

Panic tried to bury her, but Lauren resisted. Looking at the book would remind her of the cost of war, but it would also remind her that in some ways she’d contributed to that cost. 

She took the keepsake book from Carol Baker and drew a slow breath. Then she took the book to the Bakers’ sofa. Carol followed and sat on one side, Emily on the other. 

The cover was adorned with fancy stick-on letters spelling out Lieutenant Justin Baker — One Soldier’s Journey. 

Lauren studied Justin’s picture, his striking face and the grin that lit up his eyes. But all she could see was the young soldier playing catch with Iraqi children in an empty lot fifty yards down the street from a mob of protestors. A young soldier whose love and care for those kids had stopped her cold. 

“He always wanted to be a soldier.” Carol leaned in so she could see the pages better. “I remember,” her eyes grew distant, “he was seven years old, and once in a while he’d still wake up frightened in the middle of the night. He was such a sweet little guy.” The corners of her lips came up in a sad smile.“Anyway, one night we woke up with him in the middle, and as he opened his eyes, fresh from sleep, he looked at me and said, ‘I had a dream, Mommy.’ ” She looked at her son’s photo again. “I asked him what he dreamt about and he said, ‘I got to try out for the army.’ ” A tender laugh rippled from her throat. “He told me, ‘I did drills and pushups and running!’ ” 

Lauren and Emily listened, imagining the scene. 

“His older cousin had just been in a play, and the night before we’d talked about how they staged tryouts and picked the best actors to be on stage. And I told him that — ” she looked up — “you know, you don’t have to really try out for the army. They take every healthy, law-abiding guy who signs up.” 

Carol’s voice grew soft, and she looked off. “And I’ll never forget. He said, ‘But you should have to try out, Mommy, because only the very best boys should get to fight for America.’ ” Her voice broke. “Only the very best.” 

Emily reached across the book and took hold of Carol’s hand for a moment. Her daughter wasn’t shaking or sobbing like at other times in the days since Lauren had been back, but her face was wet, her eyes never leaving the photograph. Then she linked her arm through Lauren’s and laid her head on her shoulder. 

Pictures danced to life in Lauren’s mind, the little boy, blond back then, tanned and green-eyed, waking up with his bed-head and telling his mom about his dream. And that same boy running out to the soccer field, ready to help the fallen player. “Carol …” Lauren could barely eke out the words. “If there were tryouts, he would’ve been first picked.” 

“Thanks.” She nodded. “I know. He was born to wear the uniform.” 

They spent the next hour looking through the keepsake book. With every page, every layout, Lauren felt her views leaning hard in the other direction again. Justin had sent home photos of him and Joe and a few other soldiers from his company surrounded by Iraqi men. Men grinning and cheering and waving Iraqi flags and American flags all at the same time. 

Several photos, with different groups taken on different days. 

Beneath, his mother had included emails Justin sent home. One of them read, It’s an amazing feeling, Mom. Helping these people find a freedom they’ve only dreamed about. It makes every minute here worth it. 

There was a photo of Justin and a teary-eyed Iraqi man, their arms around each other’s necks. Below the picture, Justin’s letter said: 

This is Ali-Abdul. He’s a young father here in Baghdad, a guy with four kids. We were protecting the market where he gets his food, and he came up and gave me his change. I don’t know, a bunch of coins worth maybe a dollar or so. But I got the feeling it was all the guy had. He wouldn’t take it back either. Wouldn’t hear of it. I mean, Mom, I really tried to give the guy his money. But he started crying, then he shook his head and started to walk away. You know me with my camera. I had to get his picture. He told me he would die a thankful man for what Americans have done for his country. Wow. I mean, I know there’s lots of bad over here, because war is always bad. Always. The sacrifice is unspeakable. But this is what I see time and time and time again. People like Ali-Abdul. No matter what you read in the papers, this is what’s going on over here. 

Taped to the page next to that layout were six Iraqi coins. The change from Ali-Abdul. 

Lauren played Justin’s last line over in her heart. No matter what you read in the papers … Or in a magazine, right? The sorts of stories she had churned out every week without ever thinking about the repercussions. Because repercussions weren’t her problem. War was wrong for any reason, and she had a right to say so. That’s how she’d always felt. 

Until the last few months. 

She turned the page to photos of children waving and  people working in makeshift marketplaces, all signs of a new sort of freedom. Only a few letters talked about Justin’s fear, his realization that he wasn’t merely on some kind of humanitarian expedition. 

There is an insurgent group here in Baghdad that hates us, Mom. I studied this stuff in college; and I understand. At the root of this war is a spiritual battle that has been waged against mankind and against God’s people since the beginning of time. But still … it’s weird, you know? Being here and knowing that hiding just about everywhere are people who hate me enough to kill me. 

Just because I’m an American. 

A couple of the photos showed a more playful side to Justin, and it reminded Lauren that he really wasn’t much older than a kid. A picture of him and Joe sitting on the dirt outside a tent, a small basin of water between them. They each had a toy sailboat, and like a  couple of little boys, they were sailing them across the surface of the water. Under the photo, his email read in part, I won the sailboat race, in case you have to ask. I mean, look at my tricked out boat. And yes, the water was wonderful. 

Emily laughed, but it mixed with the sound of a stifled sob. “He loved being on the water. We sailed on the Puget Sound before he left.” Her smile faded. “We were … going to take a cruise to the Bahamas.” 

What impressed Lauren most about the keepsake wasn’t any one picture, but the preponderance of them. The message — from Justin’s emails and from Ali-Abdul’s coins and especially from the photographs — was loud and clear. The war in Iraq was more complicated than she’d ever wanted to see. 

When they finished looking at the book, they moved to the kitchen table and Carol showed them that day’s newspaper, the one with a front-page tribute to Justin. The headline read, “Kelso to Honor Local Fallen Hero.” The article started on the front and moved inside with an entire page dedicated to the story and photos of Justin and his days growing up in Kelso. 

One photo showed him at school — second grade, maybe third — dressed in a child’s mock army uniform, saluting a teacher. Another was a close-up of him and his sister Jill a few years later, freckle-faced and suntanned, each of them holding a string of fish. There were photos of Justin in his Kelso High basketball uniform, and a photo of him the day he graduated from college, proud and tall in his cap and gown. 

The pictures told the story. The sweet, sometimes mischievous, little guy he’d been, and the genuine young man he’d become. Lauren put her arm around Emily’s waist as they stood side by side and looked at the photos Carol had chosen for the article. They studied the newspaper tribute quietly, each lost in their own memories of the young man. Carol finally ran her fingers over the photo of him in uniform. The rest of the night Lauren caught Carol looking at the picture a number of times. 

There was a knock at Shane’s window, and the memories lifted. Lauren turned to find a soldier — one of those who had stood near the front of the church. 

“Sir, we’re asking everyone in the procession to keep their headlights on. We’ll have a police escort, so we should be able to stay together.” 

Again the thought had hit her. Was it unpatriotic to disagree with a war that had taken a kid like Justin? Could a person support the troops without supporting the government’s decision to stay in a war? Or had Shane been right when he’d said that while no one wanted war, sometimes it was unavoidable — for the defense of the nation or the support of a people struggling for freedom? In that case, it was a matter of fighting for what was right and making a commitment to sacrifice, whatever the cost, for the sake of victory. 

But could the people truly continue to support a war that had gone on so long? Even one that was netting positive results for the 

U.S. and Iraq? Lauren looked at Shane, at his strong jaw and the way he kept his eyes straight ahead, not on the Bakers’ car, but on the hearse in front of it. He had been shaken by Justin’s death. They’d talked about his battle with futility, and his realization that as long as the United States was free, there would always be a purpose in defending her. 

Shane was as good and golden as Justin. And she’d been willing to walk away from him. Suddenly, as she looked at him, her heart filled with love, and a dawning happened in her. When the sadness of this day had dimmed, before they made a decision about what came next, she would talk to Shane. She would tell him that life was too short to live without the sort of love they felt for each other. The love they’d always felt toward each other. 

The cars in front of them began to move, and Shane set their vehicle into motion. A wave of cold fear and sorrow hit Lauren, dissolving her thoughts. How could they be here, part of a procession to lay Justin Baker to rest? He was just standing there, a few feet in front of her, tossing a football with those kids, right? Just the other day. A part of her still refused to believe that he was in the flag-covered box in the hearse ahead of them. 

Eight miles of two-lane roadway separated Kelso Community Church from the cemetery on the far end of town. They headed out of the church parking lot and turned right. The sight of the hearse put a lump in her throat, and she looked down. How would the Bakers possibly get through this day? She leaned on Shane’s shoulder, drawing strength from him, relying on him. 

He kissed her forehead. “I’m praying for Gary and Carol.” His voice was soft, a caress against her battered conscience. 

“Yes.” She could do that too. Talk to God about the Bakers. 

She was just getting started when Emily let out a soft gasp from the backseat. “Look!” 

Lauren sat up. “What?” She turned her attention to the roadway and then saw for herself. 

As the procession slowly moved forward, they saw  people lined along the sidewalks on either side of the road — all of them holding American flags. These were not mourners, but Kelso citizens who had turned out to pay final respects to one of their own. Lauren watched, mesmerized as they passed a gray-haired  couple. The frail, bent-over woman held a small flag, and the man, his hat over his heart, saluted. Next they came upon a pickup truck with ten teenage guys standing in the bed, hands on their hearts. A full-size flag flew from a pole planted in the ground beside them. 

Shane said nothing, but his eyes looked wetter than before and the muscles in his jaw flexed as he drove. Lauren and Emily were silent, stunned. Lauren studied the  people, saw the pride in their eyes. The line of them didn’t seem to have an end. 

They passed a group of handicapped adults, flags flying from their wheelchairs and walkers. Auto mechanics still in their uniforms, office workers in ties and suits. An entire Girl Scout troop came next, and even from the car, Lauren could see that several had tears on their cheeks. 

Next was a group of medical workers in scrubs, together holding a single flag; and then what looked like most of the Kelso football team, all in uniform, their helmets tucked beneath their arms. There were entire families, some with babies in strollers, some with kids on bikes. And a Little League team standing wide-eyed along the curb. 

Lauren looked back as block after block, mile after mile, the show of support continued, unlike anything she’d ever seen. She’d witnessed her share of parade routes and  people gathered three deep along a stretch of road. But this was different. A parade route had people laughing and moving about. 

These people stood motionless. Even the children had their attention entirely turned to the procession. Lauren wouldn’t have believed if she hadn’t seen it, this deep respect for Justin — for all soldiers. 

Suddenly she realized she was crying, and it occurred to her what was happening. 

God was giving her one final bit of wisdom on the topic she’d wrestled with for nearly a year. 

He’d taught her to temper her views, shown her another side to the war — just as she’d asked. And now He was dealing with her final question. Could Americans still support a war effort that had gone on so long? That had cost so dearly? 

The answer lined the streets all the way from the church to the cemetery. It was hard to imagine Kelso even had so many citizens, and yet they’d found a way to come, to support Justin and his family and his country for eight solid miles. Lauren took a tissue from her purse and pressed it to her cheeks. They pulled into the cemetery, and she felt overwhelmed with the desire to let Shane and Emily know how she was feeling. 

She sniffed and turned so she could see them both at the same time. “Before we get out, I want to … to tell you something.” 

Shane had her hand. His eyes met hers, and she felt his compassion all the way to the center of her soul. She made her living as a writer, but now she had to search for the words. “When I left Fallon, I prayed for understanding, for wisdom. But … I didn’t really expect to learn anything, because, well, I knew I was right.” She sniffed. Her confession released a landslide of emotion she hadn’t known was there. Because this was the first time she’d shared any of her new feelings with the two people she loved most. 

“It’s okay.” Shane’s tone was kind beyond understanding. “We don’t have to talk about it now.” 

“I want to.” Lauren searched his eyes. “Please.” 

Shane looked hesitant. Clearly he had no idea where she was going with this. 

“Today … now … I can’t go another minute without telling you that God has changed me.” Her eyes blurred, but she stayed strong, as if by telling them, she could lend some sort of purpose to the sadness. “He’s shown me time and again that my one-sided views were wrong. Shane — ” she looked at him — “you were right. War is complicated and no one wants it. No one wants a young man like Justin to die.” She pressed her fingers to her upper lip, fighting for control. “Yes, it’s okay to question, and all of us wish there was a better way. But in the end — ” she looked out the windshield at the hearse — “it comes down to supporting the troops. Even if you don’t agree with everything about the war.” 

Emily looked down. 

“So I want to apologize.” She waited until she had Emily’s attention again. “I’m sorry, Emily. And I’m sorry, Shane.” The grief and regret caught up to her. It blanketed her and made it hard to breathe. She covered her eyes with one hand and fought her emotions. 

“Mom …” 

Lauren looked up. 

Emily touched her shoulder, rested her hand there. “I wrestle with all this too.” Her eyes were dry. “I think of what the world just lost.” Her voice grew tight. “What I lost.” She looked at the soldiers filing along either side of the line of cars, ready to take the casket to its final resting place. 

Emily shook her head. “I can’t think of a single cause that would’ve been worth losing Justin. But here’s the thing.” The look in her eyes grew intense and she searched Lauren’s face, then Shane’s. “Justin believed in it. He was over there, he understood what this war’s about more than any of us.” She looked at Lauren. “Even you, Mom.” Peace filled her features again. “He believed in it. That’s enough.” 

“I know.” Lauren held her daughter’s eyes for a long moment. They filed out of the car then, and Lauren was last out. 

She looked ahead to the white tent, the burial site where the procession would wind up. As they started walking, Shane took her hand. Nothing had ever felt so right in all her life. She watched Emily fall in among the teens Justin had visited with every week. Without talking, Joe walked along one side of Emily, and the boy who had declared himself family, on the other. 

As they moved toward the tent, Lauren studied her daughter. Controlled and composed, Emily was the picture of strength. It was amazing, really, the maturity she was showing. Where did she get her wisdom? First in finding her parents and playing the diplomat time and time again. And now this. The answer came as soon as she breathed the silent question. Emily’s wisdom came from God. Same as the wisdom she, herself, had prayed for. 

Lauren replayed her daughter’s explanation. Justin was the soldier, the one risking his life in Iraq every day, the one briefed on the missions and the purpose of the battle. He had believed in the war enough to sacrifice his life for it. In that assessment — more than any Lauren had ever done — there was wisdom. 

And that was enough. 

 

TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

 

 

Carol Baker couldn’t take her eyes off the casket.

These were her final minutes, the last moments she’d ever have with her son. She clutched something in her right hand, something she’d saved for this time. No telling how many people filed in around the small white tent, the place where the coffin would be lowered to the ground. Carol appreciated every one of them, but she didn’t look. Couldn’t look. 

There was only her and Gary and Jill and Justin. The way they’d always been for as long as she could remember. Only now, Justin would never smile at them or joke about Carol’s cooking or ask about Buster or offer to run Jill to Starbucks. Now all they had was this, their final moments together. 

And even then, Carol knew she was wrong. Justin wasn’t in the box. He was free, whole and well, enjoying life the way it was meant to be enjoyed. Without war or conflict or anything but constant love. Pure love. Carol liked to think that heaven had a window, a way for people to look in on the ones they loved still on earth. But now … now that seemed impossible. 

Because heaven had no tears. And there could be no way for Justin to look down at his family in this moment without crying. 

The graveside service was more formal, shorter than the memorial at the church. When it ended, seven soldiers from Fort Lewis lined up a short distance away and performed a twenty-one-gun salute. Emily and her family and the teens sat in the row behind them. In the front row, Gary sat between her and Jill. When the first shot rang through the sky, Carol clutched her husband’s arm and buried her face in his shoulder. 

No, they couldn’t be here. The salute couldn’t be for Justin. 

As the second shot echoed across the cemetery, suddenly she wasn’t sitting next to Justin’s casket. She was drinking iced tea on the back deck of their house on one of Kelso’s endless summer days, and Justin was a nine-year-old towhead running around the corner into the yard, waving a cap-style rifle in the air. 

“Take cover, Mom, the bad guys are right behind me.” 

And she was ducking behind the picnic table until Justin popped out from the bushes. “We won!” And he was coming to her, tossing his gun on the table and throwing his arms around her neck. “I’ll always protect you. Okay? Cause I’m gonna be the best soldier in the whole world.” 

The third shot split the air. 

Carol held tighter to the object in her hand. God, I’ll never survive it without You. Never. 

Gary was whispering in her ear, “It’s okay … we’ll get through this.” 

But there was more sadness still ahead. The haunting refrains of taps filled the air, and when the song finished, the American flag was removed from the top of the casket. Two soldiers folded it and handed it to Joe Greenwald. Joe looked at Justin’s parents, and never breaking eye contact, he carried the flag over and laid it in Carol Baker’s arms. 

She looked at it tenderly, longingly — remembering the long ago infant son she’d held in her arms. Then she cradled the flag against her chest, stood, and hugged Joe. Held him for a long time. When she finally let him go, Joe nodded to Justin’s sister, exchanged another salute with his friend’s father, and then moved a few feet away toward Emily. He stopped at her father, nodded, and then the two of them exchanged a salute. Next he shook hands with Emily’s mother, and finally he looked at her. 

He took both her hands in his, and she stood and hugged him. As she did, he spoke the words that broke Carol’s heart. “He loved you very much, Emily. He … he told me to tell you.” Emily couldn’t say anything. None of them could. 

Joe drew back, took her hands again, holding them so tight his knuckles turned white. He locked eyes with her. “I’m sorry.” Joe returned to his place in line with the other soldiers. 

After a few minutes, the ceremony was over. Soldiers and commanders came by to pay their respects, and Carol gave the appropriate handshakes and hugs. But all the while, she never strayed more than a few feet from the box, from his body. 

Finally, all that remained were a handful of people. Emily and her parents, the teens, and a few old Veterans — the ones Justin would talk to on Tacoma’s rainy afternoons. Emily broke away from the group and approached the casket, opposite where Carol and Gary and Jill now stood. 

She was a beautiful girl, Emily. Justin wanted to marry her, and he would have. He’d told her so in one of his letters home from Iraq. I’ve made my decision, he’d told them. She’s the one. Now if I can only survive between now and the day I can finally see her again … 

Emily would’ve made a wonderful wife for Justin. They would’ve had children and raised them to care about people, to do the right thing. Carol felt another wave of sorrow wash over her. Poor Emily. She loved her son as much as anyone. She had been his first love, and from the beginning, Carol and Gary and Jill had embraced her. 

Carol realized the precious girl standing across from her was young. Surely Emily would find love again one day and raise the babies she might’ve had with Justin. Which meant that the relationship she and Gary had built with her was — for the most part — over. 

Emily came another step closer to the grave. Throughout the service, Carol had watched her show deep concern for everyone else. The teens, the Vets, even Justin’s friend Joe. Every time Carol looked at Emily during the service, her eyes were on the speaker or the soldiers or the baskets of gifts that stood around the front of the church. 

Never on the casket that held the boy she loved. 

But now … the cemetery service was over, and she found her way to the edge of the grave. Finally, without interruption, she stared at the casket. Her hands and knees shook, and after a minute she leaned close and placed her hand on the cool top. Her tears came then, streams of them. She closed her eyes and ran her thumb along the smooth wood. 

After a while, she straightened. She kissed her pinky finger and pressed it to the box for a long moment. Then she turned and went to her parents, moving into an embrace from both of them. Off to the side, the rough-looking group of teens stood in a cluster, hands in their pockets, looking unsure about what to do next. The outspoken one came closer. Bo, Carol had heard Emily call him, the one who considered himself family. 

He clutched the tent pole as if it might kill him if he took a step closer. But somehow he found the strength, and as he reached the box, he leaned on it with both fists. A single sob ripped at him, grabbed him. “Justin, man … why?” The words were a whispered cry, desperate and haunting. 

Emily pulled herself from her parents’ arms when she saw him, this teenage man-child, crying his heart out for the loss of his friend. She went to him and waited three feet away. After a few seconds, the teen pressed his forearm to the casket twice, and then held it out in the air and did a one-sided handshake, maybe the one he and Justin used to do. Finally he pressed his fist to his heart and then pointed heavenward. 

Only then did he turn around, notice Emily, and fall into her arms, a big kid looking for someone to love away all the hurt and pain. Carol watched the two of them move toward the others, giving the Bakers their space. Jill and Gary walked the few steps together, and Jill laid a flower on the casket. 

Gary hesitated, even after Jill returned to their places near the first row of chairs. He was a strong man, a man much like Justin would’ve been if he’d had the chance to grow up. But this was a good-bye he’d never intended to make. He laid his hand on the casket, fingers slightly spread. The picture of it reminded Carol of the way her husband’s hand had looked a thousand times on their son’s shoulder, when the two of them would stand side by side at the end of a church service, or fishing on the edge of a lake. 

“Justin — ” His voice broke. He squinted and pressed his other fist to his eyes. “I’m so proud of you, son.” He waited a minute and then returned to his seat. 

And like that it was Carol’s turn. She’d been waiting for this moment all day, her chance to be alone with her son. Only now it took everything she had left to make the walk, because she didn’t want to say good-bye, couldn’t imagine saying good-bye. She reached the edge, and suddenly she could see him lying there, the way he looked stretched out on his bed at night, his green eyes closed, muscled arms flung up onto the pillow. 

Picturing him that way made her heart seize up into her throat. She couldn’t take a breath or exhale or do anything but stare at the box. They had to get him out of there. He needed air! They both did. The cemetery people couldn’t put him into the ground, couldn’t leave him here. Because just a minute ago, he was running up and hugging her, telling her all the crazy, dangerous, tender things that had happened in Iraq. He had never been more alive in all his life, and so how could he be here at all? 

She jerked her gaze away from the casket and looked up through the towering evergreens that lined the cemetery at a slice of blue. No. He wasn’t sleeping in the box. Slowly she exhaled. That was the only way she could do this, by telling herself the truth. He was climbing mountains outside the city of heaven. Strong and more alive and whole. 

A small bit of air filled her lungs, and she reached out and touched the casket. She still had the flag in her arms, and she looked at it. Anything to delay the moment. She ran her fingers over the silky blue and the sewn-on stars. Because blue stood for courage, and no one had ever tackled war more courageously than her son. “You got your wish, Justin.” She whispered, so no one — not even Gary and Jill — could hear her. “You were the best, honey. The very best.” 

Then she took the object, the one she’d been holding in her hand since the graveside service began, and placed it on the casket, a few inches from the flower. The small plastic figurine had been one of Justin’s favorites as a boy. He would fall asleep with a handful of them lined up along the side of his bed. They had all known back then which direction his future would go. The only thing Justin ever wanted to do was defend his country. 

As she walked away, as she felt the physical force of separation, of leaving her son’s body behind, she pulled her eyes away from the casket. The last thing she saw before she turned back to her family was that one small green toy that Justin had given her for Mother’s Day a lifetime ago. She still had one on her dresser, where it would stay until the day she died, because it would remind her not of his death, but of his childhood, his boyhood, his teenage years. His life. 

A much-loved, well-worn, army green, plastic toy soldier. 
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The reception would be back at the Bakers’ house, but first Emily needed to comfort Bo and Dexter and the other teens. They had held up well through both services, but now it seemed Bo might collapse to the ground. And so she held him until finally his sobs subsided. 

“Bo … we need to get going.” She looped her arm through his. Joe was standing with the other guys, though none of them were saying much. 

The boy sniffed and nodded. “Okay.” He looked over his shoulder at the coffin. “He’s not there, right? That’s what he always told us. Believe in Jesus, and at the end a guy goes to heaven, right?” 

Emily smiled. Her eyes were swollen, but she was tired of crying. Justin was gone. Now it was time to celebrate his life — this afternoon and every day she had left to live. “That’s right. He’s not there.” 

Bo straightened. “Alright, then.” The tough guy image was back, but not like he’d worn it before. Something in his eyes was different, softer and gentler. 

Emily prayed it always would be. They met up with Joe and the others, and she and Joe exchanged a look. They still needed to talk, maybe later at the Bakers’ house. For now, she appreciated his presence, the fact that having him nearby was — in some strange way — like having Justin there. 

In the distance, she saw the Veterans making their way to their cars. Several of them walked with canes, their jackets decorated with dozens of colorful badges and pins, proud to be a part of the brotherhood that Justin belonged to, the brotherhood of soldiers. The man in the wheelchair held up his hand in her direction before his buddies wheeled him toward a cluster of cars — most with handicapped placards. 

Emily waved back. This was not the last time she would see the old men. She would go to them, check in on them once in a while and keep them posted about life at Fort Lewis. Because that was one way she could keep Justin’s memory alive. 

They were almost to the van when Dexter shoved his hands deep in his jeans pockets. “What are we supposed to do now?” His tone was angry, defeated. “What’s the point?” 

Emily was about to answer him, about to tell him that Justin never would’ve wanted him to think that way, when Joe cleared his throat. “Hey, man, Justin talked about you guys all the time.” Joe kept walking, his steps slow, eyes downcast. “He believed in you.” He stopped and looked Dexter straight in the eyes. “And he believed in serving his country.” 

Two of the guys — the ones with plans to enlist — nodded, silent. 

“Listen,” Dexter did an exaggerated shrug, “you ain’t got no idea what it’s like livin’ in my shoes, trapped on the streets. No way out.” He stuck his chest out and crossed his arms. “Justin … he knew, man. He knew like nobody.” He threw his hands up. “So now what?” 

Joe wasn’t backing down. He’d never met the guys until today, but clearly he wasn’t going to let this moment pass. “Now?” He put his hand firm and hard on Dexter’s shoulder. “Now you get your education and you make something of yourself.” Joe’s lip quivered. “You make Justin proud, because that’s what he wanted for you. It’s what he believed for you.” 

Bo took a step forward. His eyes moved around the group to each of the guys, and finally, to Dexter. “The man’s right.” He looked more composed than he had all day. “Justin believed in us. Maybe … maybe it’s time we believed in us too.” 

For the first time, the idea seemed to sink in for Dexter. For the others also. Justin had believed in them. Dexter eased his stance. He bit the inside of his lip and gave the slightest nod. “Okay.” Then he motioned for the others, and they all started walking toward the van again. 

Emily wanted to raise her fist in the air. Here it was, the victory she’d been looking for all day. Justin wasn’t gone. He wasn’t in the casket, about to be lowered into a dark hole in the ground. He was here. He was in the warm smile of a teary-eyed World War II Veteran, and in the innocent eyes of a busload of grade school kids. He was in the firm grip of a soldier named Joe Greenwald, and he was standing beside her, gazing out at Puget Sound. Where he’d always be. But in this moment, maybe most of all, he lived on in the words of a troubled young teenager. 

A guy who would forever believe in himself, in his future, in his reason for being alive. And one day — no matter how long or sad the good-bye — they would see him again and know the impact he’d made, the legacy he’d left behind, the lives that had been changed. 

All because Justin Baker had lived. 

 

TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

 

 

Lauren was standing off by herself, watching Carol Baker grieve, when she saw her mother approaching. She looked older, more tired. Coming to the service was important to Lauren’s mom. She’d told them after hearing the news about Justin that she would’ve come even if she’d had to drive up. Instead she’d flown in yesterday afternoon and shared an early dinner with Emily and Lauren and Shane. 

She’d raised Emily, after all. Of course she had come. 

“This is the hardest thing my granddaughter’s been through,” she told Lauren after dinner. “I had to be here.” 

During the service, she’d given them space, understanding that Emily was struggling in more than one way. She had lost Justin, yes. But unless a miracle happened, she was about to lose any hope of her parents ever reuniting. Lauren took her eyes off her mother and looked at Shane, across the green spread of grass, several rows of tombstones away. He was talking to Gary Baker. 

There wasn’t much time; Lauren’s mother seemed to understand that too. Her return flight was set for tomorrow, and now, as she drew near, Lauren had a feeling she may have come to Tacoma for more than a chance to support Emily. 

She stopped a foot away, close enough that Lauren could hear her ragged breathing.“Something in the air here.” She gazed at the trees that surrounded the cemetery. “Never had so much trouble drawing a breath.” 

“You’re not sick?” Lauren wasn’t used to worrying about her. They’d been out of touch for nearly two decades, long enough that most of the time she forgot she even had a mother. But now that Emily had brought them all back together, Lauren expected to have her mom around for a long time. Especially after losing her father to cancer a week after finding him. Lauren lowered her brow, worried. “You’ve been getting checkups?” 

“I’m fine.” Her mother waved her hand, as if she were swatting a fly. “Probably just allergies.” 

“Could be.” She looked at her daughter, climbing into the van full of teens fifty yards away. “Emily says they’re bad up here.” 

Her mother was quiet. When Lauren turned to look at her, she had no doubt. Her mother hadn’t walked over to talk about allergies. Lauren turned her back to the rented SUV and tilted her head. “You’re coming to the Bakers’ house?” 

“I am. Haven’t had a chance to talk to Emily yet, not the way I want to.” Her mother narrowed her eyes, thoughtful. “She’s doing well. God’s carrying her. I can see it.” 

Lauren gave a few slow nods. “He is. No way to get through a day like today without faith.” 

“No.” Her mother drew a slow breath. She looked away, but only for a moment. “Lauren, there’s something I have to say.” 

The words reminded her of the semi-speech she’d given Emily and Shane as they arrived at the cemetery. As if death had a way of making people get around to the point, a way of highlighting everything anyone ever said about life being too short. She studied her mom, the woman she’d spent so many years hating. All she could see in the older woman’s eyes was love. Lauren gave her a sad smile. “I thought maybe you did.” 

“Yes.” She held Lauren’s eyes. “It’s about Shane.” 

Lauren found him again, still talking to his friend. “Shane?” 

Her mother looked over her shoulder at the two men, then back. “Don’t let him go, Lauren.” Her voice sounded suddenly scratchy. “It’s … it’s my fault you ever let him go in the first place.” She spread her fingers across her chest. “I take full blame. But now …” She looked at Shane again. “I see the way he looks at you, how he still watches you when you cross the room. The way he used to do all those years ago.” 

Lauren’s heart fluttered. “Really?” 

“Honey — ” her mother gave her a look that said she knew — “I’m not wrong about this. Shane loves you as much today as he ever did.” 

The surprise of her observation was wearing off, and her heart fell back to a normal rhythm. But the thought stirred something deep in Lauren’s soul. Shane watched her when she crossed a room? The years fell away and she stared at him, Shane, the only one who could make her feel seventeen again. 

“What I want to tell you, Lauren — ” her mother took hold of her hand and searched her face — “is that he loves you. He’s crazy about you. He’ll never love anyone the way he loves you.” 

“I’ve been thinking that.” 

Her mother made a relieved sound. “Good.” The familiar guilt and regret cast shadows on her mother’s face. “I couldn’t bear to see the two of you throw away what you had … what you still can have … all because of differing opinions.” 

“Well …” Lauren looked at the flag flying near the corner of the cemetery, the way it unfurled in the breeze. The red, white, and blue and all it stood for. “Our opinions are closer than they used to be.” 

Her mother’s brows lifted. She hesitated, absorbing that bit of information, then shifted her gaze to the van just pulling away. “I think of Emily, all she’s lost.” She had Lauren’s hand. “You and Shane still have a chance, honey. Don’t … please don’t let him go. Not again.” 

Lauren was struck by the intensity in her mother’s tone. But at the same time, another sort of realization hit hard. Her mother was right. If she didn’t do something to stop it, in a few days, she and Shane would both board flights headed for two entirely different locations. 

They’d already told Emily they’d stay another week, through Thanksgiving. Long enough to spend time with her, talk to her, and give her space to cry and laugh and remember the crazy, happy months since she’d met Justin. Emily wanted the three of them to visit the Space Needle and Issaquah, Blake Island and Pike Place Market, the spots Justin had taken her. 

“If I go back now,” she’d told them, “I’ll still feel him with me. Before I forget how.” 

There was no arguing with that, because there was no arguing with grief. A person simply did what her heart led her to do. If that’s where Emily wanted to go, how she wanted to spend her days after the funeral, Lauren and Shane would go with her. But at the end of the week, next Saturday, maybe they could spend an hour at the small church Emily had found. 

Fallon wasn’t so bad now that Lauren understood the military a little better. An entire town full of men and women with the same mind-set as Justin Baker? That wouldn’t be such a horrible existence, would it? She and the others could disagree on politics, but some things finally made sense. The idea that a country like Iraq deserved freedom, and the notion that terror — the sort that would fly a plane into a building, or fire a bullet into a sign-waving man named Yusef, or detonate a bomb beneath a vehicle containing a kid who wanted everything good and right — that sort of thinking had to be eradicated. No questions. 

Yes, she could live in Fallon now, because it was like an optical illusion. The people who lived and worked around the Top Gun facility used to seem like criminals to her, bullies looking for a fight, wanting to flex their collective muscle. But now she saw them more as police officers, people with the heart and courage to defend and protect. 

A strange thing had happened since she wrote that first story about Justin and his fellow soldiers, since she dared to report the war the way so many people in Fallon had talked about it. Other reporters had started doing the same thing. One network correspondent who was interviewed the week before declared her admiration for the men and women of the military, and how it was an honor to risk her life beside them if that’s what it took to tell their story. Their real story. 

Lauren smiled when she saw the interview. 

The press was starting to get it, starting to understand that complicated matters were never entirely one-sided — no matter what a reporter’s personal views might be. She could leave the war reporting to the many other capable journalists in the Middle East, and Time would find another reporter to pal around with Scanlon. 

She was finished, ready to move on with her life. 

Shane’s face came to mind — his voice and his touch. They’d have their differences, of course. But what  couple didn’t? And if Lauren returned to the sort of stories she’d been doing before — conducting interviews around the country — she would still have her independence, her time outside of Fallon. Most of all, she would have Shane and she would have peace — not the sort that she had spent her adult years writing about, searching for. But the type of peace that passed all understanding. A peace that could only come from God and His wisdom, and a knowing that she was finally where she belonged. 

With Shane, where she had always belonged. 

The thought that had hit her a moment ago returned. What about it? An hour in the small church where Emily and Justin had gone, a moment in time to promise forever to the man who had gently taken hold of her heart when he was only a kid. Would he have her? Would he believe that she could share a house with him in Fallon, entertain with him, and understand the  people who made up his world? 

Or was it too late? 

Lauren took her mother’s other hand. Patience shone from her mom’s eyes, a patience and a persistence that said she wasn’t going to leave this conversation without an answer. Lauren looked at her for a long time. “I won’t let him go, Mom.” Conviction rose within her, a conviction she hadn’t fully acknowledged until now. “I know what I want.” The words sounded foreign coming from her mouth. She hadn’t voiced them to anyone yet, even herself. “Shane and I, well, we had this date all planned, something big set for Christmas Eve in Fallon.” Her heart beat harder at the thought. “But I’d do it this week. On Saturday after Thanksgiving … if Shane’ll have me.” She felt a tentative smile on her lips. “He might say no, because, well … I’ve been — ” she wrinkled her nose — “a little difficult.” 

“Are you saying — ” her mother’s face lost a shade of color — “are you saying you’d marry him this week if he’d take you?” 

Only then did she realize the significance of her words. The great and lasting significance. “Yes.” No hint of doubt remained. She wanted to marry Shane and grow old with him, love him the way she’d never been able to love him before. “Yes!” She let loose a quiet laugh. “I want to marry him, Mom. That’s what I’m saying.” Her forehead grew damp, even in the late afternoon breeze. She would marry him that Saturday if he would take her, if he would trust that she was ready to commit her life to him, if he would forego all the fancy planning and flowers and simply hold her hand at the front of the small church and promise her forever. 

The way she was suddenly desperate to promise it to him. 

Her mother’s eyes grew watery. “Well, then that settles it.” 

“What?” Lauren’s heart was still racing within her, the future bright with possibilities that had eluded her all her life. 

“I need to change my plane ticket.” Her mother squeezed her hands, her eyes glistening. The look on her face said that the wedding was already a done deal, as if she — even better than Lauren — knew without a doubt what Shane would say. 

She grinned. “Because I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 

 

TWENTY-NINE

 

 

 

 

Funerals were strange.

Emily was amazed how, as the day wore on, the group of family and friends who had known Justin best rode a wave of emotions that seemed to change with every passing hour. What had started at the beginning of the day as resolve had given way to gut-wrenching grief and unending sorrow. 

But now that she’d made the round trip to Tacoma to drop off the teens, she joined the others at the Bakers’ house. The joy she found there surprised her, but after an hour she was laughing too. A laughter that would’ve made Justin proud to be a part of them. people told stories about him — the time he rode his bike through the neighbor’s freshly paved driveway and denied the charge to his mother. 

“I only had to take him outside to see the black tire track leading all the way from Mrs. Johnson’s house to ours.” Justin’s father chuckled. He was sitting in one of the chairs at the kitchen table, his wife and daughter on either side, and Buster sleeping at their feet. Justin’s sweatshirt was tucked beneath the dog’s paws. 

Also sitting around the table with her were her parents and grandmother, and Joe Greenwald along with a few other relatives. The stories kept them there, spellbound, celebrating Justin and every time he’d ever made them smile. Emily savored each one, learning a little more about him with each telling, each round of laughter. 

Around seven o’clock, a lull fell over the table. The men moved into the family room, and the women headed to the kitchen to make coffee. Again the atmosphere was familiar. Trays of food on the counter, the smell of barbecued chicken and potato casserole and baked apples, all brought to the house by friends. Flames danced in the fireplace in the next room, and country music played, a soft backdrop for the conversations and occasional rounds of laughter that filled the place. 

Emily closed her eyes and breathed in. This could’ve been any other gathering, a Saturday afternoon when their families had come together for a holiday party. She could picture him beside her, laughing with Joe and teasing his mother for breaking down and letting Buster in the house. 

She blinked and the truth was glaringly obvious. Justin wasn’t there. He never would be again. With the others off to different rooms, she and Joe were the only ones at the table, and she studied him — for the first time since they’d spoken at the church earlier that day. He was staring at his hands, his shoulders stiff, uncomfortable. 

Emily’s heart hurt for him. How must he feel? Today should’ve been another attempt at bringing order to the streets of Iraq. Justin should’ve been beside him in their Humvee, riding through Baghdad and taking care of business, counting the days until their tour was up. 

“Joe?” Her voice was soft. “Wanna take a walk?” 

He looked up and something crossed his expression, a sense of obligation and inevitability. He didn’t break eye contact. “I think we need to.” 

She stood and found her coat near the front door. He did the same, but he also grabbed his backpack from the floor. Neither of them said anything as they went out the front door and closed it behind them. Darkness had already set, and with the clouds overhead, the only light came from the tall lamps that lined Justin’s street. 

Emily pulled her coat more tightly around her and stuck her hands in her pockets. Winter was in the air, and rain in the forecast. The breeze was biting, but it made her feel alive, helped lift the stifling sense of death she had carried all day. They hadn’t walked too far when Joe stopped and leaned against a tree. 

“It should’ve been me.” He breathed in sharply and stared into the darkness. “Justin … he had everything to live for.” Joe looked at her, to the part of her heart that was barely holding on. His eyes pooled with sympathy, empathy. “He loved you, Emily. So much.” 

This was the moment they’d both put off, and Emily steeled herself against it, willed herself to hear what Joe had to say without falling apart again. “You were with him. When …” 

There was no need to finish her sentence. Joe understood. He slid one foot up against the tree trunk and stared at the ground. “He was sleeping when it hit, dreaming I think. Because an instant after the explosion, he was calling for you.” 

Tears gathered in her eyes and she held her breath. She didn’t want to cry, not now. This was the only chance she’d ever have to hear the details of that terrible hour. But she hadn’t expected this. He’d called for her? A moment after the explosion she had been there in his mind? The news filled her with a gratitude and sorrow greater than anything she’d known. 

Joe sniffed. “It was like … like he was talking to you.” He lifted his fist to his mouth and waited. “He told you he was sorry, he … never meant for it to happen.” 

The story unfolded, how Joe was cut, but alright, and how he crawled out of the mangled vehicle and found Justin on the ground. “His legs … they were torn up.” Joe raked his fingers through his short hair. “I knew he was in trouble. I started calling for help. Justin … he was pretty dazed. Didn’t know what had happened. But right away he started asking about his legs.” 

Emily didn’t want to picture how Justin looked, how bad the scene must’ve been for Joe. She exhaled. God … please get me through this. She didn’t want the details, but she’d wondered about something ever since she got the news. Justin was a medic, and he would’ve helped a soldier in trouble. But had there been medics on hand in his hour of need? Or had he bled to death without any help? A cold bit of wind slipped in through her coat and she hugged herself to ward off the chill. “Were there medics? Nearby?” 

“Not at first.” Joe narrowed his eyes, which again grew distant, as if the tragedy was playing out again in his mind. “I leaned across him, using my body to stop …” He shook his head, and anger crept into his tone. “It didn’t help. He was bleeding pretty bad.” 

Emily felt sick, faint. There was a street sign a foot from her, and she leaned against it so she wouldn’t fall. 

“He didn’t ask about his legs after that.” The anger faded from his tone. A sad sort of laugh came from him. “He was more worried about me, told me I had a cut over my eye and I needed to get pressure on it. I told him I was fine. I kept …” His shoulders hunched forward. “I told him to hang on, and he … told me to pray. So I did, I prayed out loud.” His eyes lifted to hers. “I kept telling him you were waiting for him, that he had to hold on for you.” 

Sadness filled every part of her. She had questions, not for Joe Greenwald. For God. But they would have to wait. She kept her eyes on Joe, willing him to finish. 

“The medics came then, and they tried.” His face twisted, and he suddenly looked like a young kid, crying because he’d lost his best friend. “It was too much. Too much blood loss, his injuries too bad. There was nothing — ” He stopped a sob midway and shook his head hard. 

Emily had watched Justin’s friend suffer long enough. She took the backpack he was holding and set it on the ground beside him. Then she pulled him into her arms, hugged him the way she’d hug a brother. He clung to her, held on so tight, she could barely breathe. “Emily … I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay.” She stroked his back, willing him to survive the loss, same as she was willing herself to survive it. “If it’s too hard, Joe, you don’t have to tell me.”

He released her and leaned against the tree once more. “No. I … I have to. I promised him.” 

A car drove by on the street a few feet from them. As it passed, Emily lifted her words to God. Please … help him through this. Help us both, Lord. As she silently spoke the words, the chill inside her eased. God was with them, even now, even with her questions and confusion. Emily anchored herself against the street sign and waited. 

“That’s when I noticed this.” He lifted the backpack and held it with one hand. With the other he reached inside, rifled through the contents, and pulled out what looked like a small picture. He handed it to her. 

It was a laminated photograph of Emily, one that Justin had taken at the pier that day, just before their cruise. The picture was bent and splattered with dirt. The one he’d written to her about. Emily studied it, remembering that afternoon. Their future had seemed so real and bright. She turned her eyes to Joe. “He told me about this. He kept it in his boot.” 

“He was holding it when … when the bomb went off.” 

Emily stared at the photograph, tried to make out the image of her face through the cloud of fresh tears. If she’d had any doubt about his feelings for her, any doubt about whether she was on his mind in his final moments, this erased them all. He’d been thinking of her, looking at her picture even as his life drained away. 

Joe held the backpack to his chest. “He told me to tell you he loved you, but …” He was more composed now, the sobs having retreated to a place where — like hers — they would never be far away. He squinted. “I told him to tell you himself. You were his girl.” 

A sad smile lifted the corners of Emily’s mouth. She appreciated Joe, his heart and his spunk, his willingness to carry out the message for Justin, his determination in those final moments to spur Justin to hold on and fight for every breath. 

“I think he knew he didn’t have long. He kept his eyes on your picture and — ” Joe’s expression changed and he swallowed hard. Whatever was coming next, his discomfort was evident. He searched her eyes. “He asked me to be your friend, Emily. That’s what he wanted.” 

Emily folded her fingers around the bent piece of plastic and hung her head. As he lay there dying, Justin’s thoughts hadn’t only been about her, they’d been for her. That she might have a friend to help her survive his loss. She tucked the photo into her pocket and held her coat tighter around her body. Justin … how can you be gone? 

Then she remembered Joe, the soldier who had just bared his heart by passing on a request from Justin — a request that clearly made him uneasy. Her silence was bound to feel like rejection. Sure enough, as she lifted her eyes, he was looking at the ground. 

“We don’t even know each other, Emily. It’s okay … you don’t have to … I mean, I only told you because — ” 

“Joe.” Her tone was tender, but firm. She took hold of his arm and searched his face. This was what Justin wanted, and she was glad. Being friends with Joe would help ease the loneliness, give her someone to listen when all she wanted to do was talk about the love she’d lost. “I want to be your friend.” 

The awkwardness in his eyes lifted a bit. “Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” She let go of him and hugged herself again. “I think that’d be nice. You aren’t going back to Iraq, right?” 

He absently touched the bandage on his forehead. “No. I’ll have to do my part from here now.” 

“Okay, then.” They didn’t need a plan or a date. They could exchange cell phone numbers and make arrangements to meet for lunch or dinner or for a walk around campus. They would be friends because Justin asked them to be, and because it made sense. Overnight, Justin’s loss gave them more in common than they might’ve found in a year. 

Joe reached into his backpack again. “I brought you a few other things.” He pulled out the red scrapbook, the one she’d given Justin before he left. With great care he dusted it off and looked at it. “He read the thing every night.” His eyes found hers. “I mean, really. He knew every page, knew it by heart.” Joe did a sad laugh as he handed it to her. “I think even I memorized it.” 

Emily’s hands shook. She took hold of the book and brought it close. Somehow it smelled like Justin, and she felt her heart breaking again. She had never planned to get it back, never imagined a scene like this one. Joe’s words played again in her mind. He read the thing every night … knew it by heart. She held the book tighter. She would look at it later, study each page for signs that Justin had camped there, finger smudges or bits of dirt. She found Joe’s eyes. “Thank you. For bringing it to me.” 

He nodded. “There’s more.” He pulled out a manila envelope. “All the letters you sent, and a few notebook pages, things he wrote when he couldn’t sleep.” He handed her the envelope. 

Emily tucked it inside the cover of the scrapbook. The night was getting colder, and they needed to get back. Her cheeks were dry now, because the things Joe had told her had eased some of the pain. Almost as if she too had been there beside Justin when he died. “Did he … say anything else?” 

Joe thought for a few seconds. Then his eyes shone with a sweet sadness. “Yes.” He looked at the dark sky beyond the trees. “He said he’d save a place for us. For his family and the guys at the teen center, for me — ” his eyes found hers again — “and for you. Those were his last words. He was looking at your picture, and he told me he’d save a spot for you.” 

Another chilly breeze came over them, but a strange warmth made its way through her. She imagined the moment, Justin looking at her picture, wanting to save her a place in heaven. “Did he talk much about the boys, the teens at the center?” 

“Mmmhm.” Joe eased the backpack onto his right shoulder. “All the time. After missing you, his next concern was for those kids.” Joe uttered a soft laugh. “And Buster, of course.” 

Emily smiled. “Of course.” That was Justin, serving in one of the hottest spots in the war and worried more about his dog than his life. 

Joe motioned toward the Bakers’ house. “We should get back.” 

“Yes.” They began walking, their steps slow, pensive. How strange it was having this mountain of a guy beside her, a new friend she wouldn’t have found if it wasn’t for a promise between two buddies. “Thanks, Joe. For everything.” 

He brushed off the thanks and slipped his hands into his coat pockets. Like before, he looked nervous, not quite sure about whatever was coming next. “About those guys at the teen center … maybe we could head out there and hang with ’em once in a while. The way Justin used to do.” 

This time Emily’s smile started deep inside her soul. “I think they’d like that.” 

As they made the rest of the walk in silence, Emily felt a connection with Joe she hadn’t imagined ever feeling. Because Joe wanted to be like Justin, same way Bo and Dexter and all the young guys wanted to be like him. So maybe that would become Justin’s legacy, another part of himself he would leave behind. His loss would always be a terrible thing. Emily could live a hundred years and she would never quite heal, never quite get through a day without missing the young soldier who had captured her heart that perfect summer on the shores of Seattle. 

But the world would be a different place because of him, a better place. No matter how brief, his life had counted. It had mattered in a deep and lasting way. This is the bus stop, she could hear him saying as she took the steps up to his parents’ front door. The great journey is on the other side. Indeed. Her soul stirred and a new kind of calm came over her. Justin was gone, but he had left behind his wisdom and laughter and a thousand precious memories. And something else. She smiled at Joe as they reached the front door. 

He had left her a friend. 

 

THIRTY

 

 

 

 

Shane didn’t want to think about saying good-bye. But it was coming. There was no way around the fact. The day after Justin’s funeral, Lauren took him up to Seattle’s Space Needle. The rest of the week belonged to Emily, she told him. But today it needed to be just the two of them. They rode five hundred feet up to the O Deck and stood against the railing, looking out at the city. After a long while, Lauren turned to him.“Shane … we need to talk.” 

The look on her face told him she had something serious to say, and a part of him wanted to stop her. She couldn’t give him a farewell speech. Not after all they’d been through that past week. Time and again things between them had seemed better than ever. So why weren’t they talking about staying together? Shane steeled himself. “Why do I feel like we’ve done this before?” 

“This is different.” She took his hands, and the look in her eyes softened. “In the last few months I’ve learned a lot. I prayed for wisdom and God gave it to me.” Her voice held none of its usual skepticism. “It’s easy to step back and see something through the lens of personal bias.” She stared at the breathtaking view. “I can stand here and see a harbor or a city or the mountains, and I can think that’s what makes up Seattle.” She looked at him. “But it’s not until I get down from the Space Needle and walk the streets, not until I climb the mountains or find my way to the waterfront, that I can actually know something about the city.” 

He listened, wanting to draw her into his arms. Hope shone a flashlight on the dark places of his heart. This was the Lauren he had fallen in love with, the one who was levelheaded and careful with her opinions. He let her finish. 

“That’s what happened to me in Iraq these last few months.” She exhaled and looked through the wall of glass again. “I had a chance to walk the streets and talk to the people and watch the soldiers — guys like Justin — and see for myself why this war is important.” 

He hadn’t been sure where she was going with her thoughts, but he was touched. This wasn’t the good-bye he’d expected. Not yet, anyway. She’d brought him to the Space Needle so she could tell him how she’d changed, how her eyes had in some ways been opened. But before he could ask her what else was on her mind, what might lay ahead for the two of them, she turned to him and kissed him. Kissed him the way she hadn’t done since their first night back together at her parents’ house in Chicago a year ago. 

“Twice you’ve asked me to marry you, and twice it hasn’t worked out.” Her eyes were soft, full of light and love. “Now it’s my turn.” 

For half a second, Shane wondered if he’d slipped into some sort of dream. Then it dawned on him. Maybe this was her way of reacting to Justin’s death. If so, he wanted to stop her before she said anything else. “Lauren … we don’t have to decide this now. Last time we rushed the decision and look what hap — ” 

“Shane.” She put her finger to his lips. “I haven’t rushed this. I’ve missed you with every breath, every heartbeat. Almost worse than I missed you the first time we were apart.” She slipped her arms around his waist, and her eyes found the way to the most private part of his soul. The place no one else had ever found. “I want to marry you and move to Fallon with you. I want to sleep with you and wake up next to you and share your passion for freedom and safety and for doing what’s right — even if that sometimes looks a little different to each of us.” 

Doubt must’ve flashed in his eyes because she giggled. “A little different, Shane. Not so different that I see white where you see black. Not anymore. I told you … I’ve changed. God changed me.” 

He put his hand alongside her face and searched her eyes. This was the scene he’d only dreamed about. “I thought you brought me here to tell me good-bye.” 

“No. Never again.” She moved her arms from his waist to his neck. “I’m done saying good-bye.” Her voice trembled. “If … if you’ll still have me, then marry me. Marry me this Saturday at Emily’s church and let’s get started.” 

He laughed. She was always ready for a project, a purpose. “Get started?” 

“Yes.” She kissed him again. “On forever.” 

And that had been that. 

The plans came together quickly — almost everyone they wanted to attend was already in town, and his parents were able to catch a last-minute flight. His mother had pulled him aside last night, her eyes teary. 

“I’ve prayed for this for two decades, son.” She took his hand. “We were wrong, what we did. But God’s ways are better than man’s, and now here you are. Here we all are.” 

Morning took forever to come, and when it did, Shane still couldn’t believe it was happening. He wore his dress uniform and stood next to a preacher at the front of a church, the one Emily and Justin had attended just off the base at Fort Lewis. Organ music filled the air, and the faces in the first few rows of the church grinned their approval. And of course, in a few minutes he would do what he’d dreamed of doing since he was a junior in high school. 

He would marry Lauren Gibbs Anderson. 

The church held everyone who mattered most to them. Emily, who was in the back room with her mother, would be Lauren’s maid of honor; and Gary Baker, standing on his other side, sharp in his dark three-piece suit, would act as best man. His parents, who had flown up from California the day before, sat in the second row next to Angela Anderson — Lauren’s mother. Carol and Jill Baker were there, as was Joe. 

And that was all. 

He looked at his parents and then at Lauren’s mother. Twenty years ago, the three of them had fought this moment with everything in them. They were wrong back then, and they’d admitted so time and again in the past year. But only this moment — this marriage — could truly free them of the guilt and regret they carried. 

Shane smiled. There was no anger now, no residual bitterness. Never mind the years he and Lauren had lost. They had a lifetime ahead of them. Shane caught Gary Baker’s eyes, and he gave him a look that said he still couldn’t believe this was happening. That a family could survive such terrible, unfathomable grief, and such limitless joy — all in one week. 

He stared at the back doors of the church and waited. He and Emily had talked that morning. “Justin’s life mattered in a lot of ways, too many to count,” she’d told him. “But Daddy, you know what?” Her eyes were soft, full of emotion. “I think his life counted for this too. God used Justin’s life to change Mom’s heart.” Her eyes glistened. “And He used Justin’s death to show her that love never has enough time.” 

Shane smiled. Love never has enough time. Leave it to Emily to sum up the entire situation with one sentence. She was right too. 

He heard the music change, heard the beginning refrains of the traditional wedding march begin. Love never had enough time, but what time was left, he would savor. Every single second. 

The double doors opened, and there she was, his bride. She wore a striking white dress, her blonde hair swept up in loose curls. But what made her beauty absolutely breathtaking was the look in her eyes. Reporting on the war, spending time with cynical people, being angry much of the time — all of it had taken its toll on Lauren. The entire time she lived in Fallon, he rarely saw her eyes soften, rarely saw her intensity let up. 

But now … she looked seventeen again. She had no chip on her shoulder, nothing to prove. She was simply the tender girl he’d always loved, the girl with a heart bigger than the ocean and a soul full of kindness and love. Finally taking the walk they had both dreamed about. 

The walk down the aisle. 

Since her father had died the year before, she had explained that she wanted Emily to walk her down the aisle. “She spent a lifetime praying and dreaming about this moment,” Lauren had told him. “She’s the one who brought us back together. Long after we gave up. I can’t imagine anyone else walking with me.” 

Neither could he. 

Emily wore an elegant lavender dress, her dark hair styled much like Lauren’s. As she walked next to her mother, Shane caught Joe Greenwald watching her. The two had been together every day since the funeral, and Shane was glad. Emily needed a friend, and because of Justin, she had one. 

Lauren was closer now, and their eyes held. Shane had expected to be choked up at this part of the ceremony, watching Lauren walk to him, knowing that finally they had found their way to this moment. But instead he wanted to laugh, wanted to raise his fist in the air and shout for all the world to hear. After searching and longing and praying and crying, here they were. 

And nothing would ever separate them again. 
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Lauren had never felt more certain in all her life. 

She walked, unblinking, her eyes on Shane’s, and inside she celebrated like never before. She was marrying Shane Galanter! They’d agreed to write their own vows, but Lauren didn’t have to. She’d written them long ago, when she was a teenager, and she’d been reminded of them just a few months ago by Emily. Always Emily. 

Her daughter stood tall, proud beside her. But there was no denying the way she trembled as they walked, arm in arm. Emily had waited for this morning all her life, and now it was here. Even in the darkness of the valley of the shadow of death, this day would cast a light. A brilliant light. 

She reached the end of the aisle and the music stopped. The pastor smiled. He had talked with them yesterday morning, asked them and encouraged them about their faith and their determination to keep Christ at the center of their marriage. It was a reminder. They had gotten here by God’s grace, and they would stay together the same way. In Christ alone. Even if Lauren was still figuring some of that out. 

“Who gives this woman to be married?” The preacher’s voice rang clear and strong. 

Emily smiled up at her. “I do.” She kissed Lauren on the cheek and then took her place to the side. 

Lauren turned her eyes to Shane. He looked like a dream, and she felt herself react to his presence. How long had she searched for him? Longed for this day? He walked down the steps, his eyes never leaving hers. Then he took her hand and led her back up the stairs to face the preacher. 

“I had a chance to meet with the bride and groom yesterday.” The man smiled at the handful of people in attendance and raised his brow. “I must say, normally when a couple wants a wedding to come together quickly, my advice is to wait. But in this case — ” he grinned at Lauren and then at Shane — “the wedding is way overdue.” He opened the Bible and read a passage from Colossians and another from 1 Corinthians 13. He focused his talk on love and sacrifice, and how it was impossible to have one without the other. 

Lauren glanced at Shane, and he met her smile. The pastor was right. All their lives had been a picture of that truth. Love and sacrifice, and how one couldn’t exist without the other. 

Finally it was time for the vows. Shane went first. He and Lauren faced each other, and he took her hands in his. “Lauren, I don’t know about love except what I’ve felt for you. I refuse to think about the years we lost, but only about the ones that will begin here, now.” He paused, and for a moment they both seemed to forget where they were. There was so much between them, so many memories that only the two of them shared. 

Shane took a slow breath. “I promise to be with you, stay with you, love you, and laugh with you. I promise to listen and always look for new ways to show you how much I care.” The corners of his lips lifted. “Most of all, I promise to lean on God through life’s trials and tragedies and triumphs. Because if I lean on Him, you can always lean on me.” 

It was her turn. Her throat was thick, and she didn’t want to take her eyes off Shane for a single instant. “Shane … you taught me about love a long time ago. And though I searched, though I became someone even I didn’t recognize at times, I never stopped believing in that definition. The one I’ve held onto since I was seventeen. This is what you taught me.” She opened the piece of paper that had been folded tightly in the palm of her hand. 

“Real love is this.” Her voice rang clear through the church, “Real love waits in the snow on your front porch so you can walk to school together in the fifth grade. It brings you a chocolate bar when you fall and finish last in the seventh grade Olympics.” She smiled at him, seeing the way he looked that long ago day. “Real love whispers something in the middle of algebra about your pink fingernail polish so that you don’t forget how to smile when you’re doing math, and it saves a seat for you in the lunchroom every Friday through high school. Even when the other baseball players think you’re stupid.” 

A few quiet laughs came from the front of the church. 

Lauren’s chin quivered, but she kept on, looking from the page to Shane and back again. “Real love stays up late on a Saturday making chocolate chip cookies together, flicking flour at you and getting eggshells in the batter and making sure you’ll remember that night the rest of your life. And real love thinks you’re pretty even when your hair is pulled back in a ponytail and you don’t stand perfectly straight.” 

She folded the paper and handed it to him. His eyes were damp, but he mouthed the words, “I remember.” 

She smiled and looked to the most tender place in his heart, the place where the teenage Shane still lived. “And this year, you taught me something else. Real love lets you figure out the answers by yourself. It says good-bye for a season and prays for your return. Real love understands about love and sacrifice and is willing to live accordingly.” She held onto his hands tighter than before. “Shane, you’ve spent your life showing me what real love is. I understand now, and I promise to spend the rest of my life loving you like that.” She blinked back tears. “As long as we both shall live.” 

From a few feet away, they both heard Emily stifle a squeal, and again there was laughter. 

The pastor stepped closer and took the rings from Emily and Gary. He explained the significance of the unbroken circles, and the promise they would represent for all time. As Shane slipped the band of white gold onto her finger, she felt the greatest sense of rightness. Yes, her life was full before she found Shane again. She had a career and a purpose. But her life wasn’t complete until now. 

The rings in place, the pastor nodded to Shane. “You may kiss your bride.” 

He did so in a way that took her breath and made her anxious for every tomorrow they’d share together. Before they parted, before the pastor could present them as husband and wife, out of the corner of her eye, Lauren saw Emily close her eyes and lift her face skyward. 

Their daughter was praying, no doubt. Thanking God, because no matter how hard the journey, they were here. Where they had always belonged. And this time no one and nothing would separate them until death intervened. The bridge to this place had been built with wisdom and prayer and love and sacrifice. 

But most of all, it had been built by God. 

As Shane drew back, as they shared a smile of sweet expectation and oneness, Lauren was reminded. The miracle God had given them was greater than either of them had imagined possible. Because they had found something they never really believed they’d find, something only God could’ve given them. A place to start and stand and build upon. A place to love and laugh and live. 

Precious, priceless common ground. 

 

THIRTY-ONE

 

 

 

 

Eighteen Months Later 

The haunting sound of taps rang out across the base as the Memorial Day service came to an end. Rain had fallen relentlessly all day, but it stopped an hour earlier, and now only the gray clouds remained. 

Emily took the hand of the soldier beside her, and silently they walked to his pickup truck. When they were inside, as Joe Greenwald started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot, Emily turned to him. He still held her hand. “It feels like yesterday.” 

“I know.” He smiled at her, no longer the tentative smile of a young man uncertain about how to proceed. Rather, a smile born of friendship forged in the flames of grief. Friendship … and something else. 

Something deeper. 

They had planned this day for a month, knowing what they would do, where they would wind up, and now Joe drove his truck onto the southbound I-5 freeway and settled into a steady pace. They were headed for Kelso, for the place where Justin was buried. 

There had been no way to foresee how the past year and a half would unfold, no way of knowing how pain would bring the two of them so close. Emily leaned her head back and closed her eyes. They had been determined to be friends because Justin asked them to be. 

But from there, the bond between them took on a life of its own. 

It started with the teen center. A month after Justin’s death, Joe picked her up at her residence hall and drove her downtown. She had worried that the familiarity of the afternoon would wear her out, leave her emotionally drained. But instead, the time together that day had breathed new life into her. Justin’s work, being carried out the way he would’ve wanted it to be. 

Snow fell lightly as they made their way into the center that day, and there they were. The guys who had loved Justin so much. Bo seemed to notice them first. He gave Emily a questioning look, and then he turned to Joe. 

“What’s up?” The question was loaded, fully defensive and almost threatening. 

Joe separated himself from Emily and approached him. “Thought we’d play a little ping-pong.” He shrugged. “You know, since there’s snow on the court.” 

Bo crossed his arms and stuck out his chest. He looked at Emily and back to Joe. He began to shake his head, slowly at first and then faster. “Oh, no you don’t.” He jabbed a finger at Joe. “I know what you’re doing.” 

“Bo …” Emily took a step forward. 

Joe held out his hand, stopping her. “It’s okay.” He looked at Bo. “I’ve got this.” 

“No, you ain’t got this, man.” Bo raised his voice. He gestured hard toward Joe. “You think you can walk in here and take his place? Is that it?” He waved off Joe, turned, and paced three steps. Then he stopped, his voice louder than before. “You can’t take his place, man. No one can.” He pointed to the door. “Get out. We don’t want you.” 

Dexter lifted his chin. The others looked like they felt the same way. 

Emily felt tears on her cheeks even before she knew she was crying. Of course they didn’t want Joe, they wanted Justin. They all wanted Justin. But he was gone, and Joe was determined to help these kids, to pick up where his buddy had left off. She reminded herself to breathe as she watched Joe. 

He laughed, as if Bo’s attitude hadn’t affected him at all. “Man, I didn’t come to babysit you.” He crossed his arms. “I came to whip your tail in ping-pong.” He held up his hand. “But hey, if you’re afraid, that’s cool.” He looked at Dexter, and then at the others. “Someone’s gotta be up for the challenge, right?” 

A gradual shift happened among the teens. They glanced at each other and then at Bo, as if to question whether he would really back down from someone calling him afraid. Bo looked angry; he’d been tricked. He gritted his teeth and hissed in Joe’s direction. “Someone wants me to beat ’em at pong — ” he flicked his shirt, all macho and tough guy again — “then I say bring it.” 

He walked to the table and picked up a paddle and a ball. “Come on, white boy, bring it.” 

Joe rolled up his sleeves. “Yeah, that’s the Bo I heard about all those nights in Iraq. All talk, no action.” 

“What?” Bo let his mouth hang open. “I could take Justin any day.” 

“Fine.” Joe practically spat the word. “Let’s see what you got.” 

That first game was one of the fiercest, most intense competitions Emily had ever seen. When it was over, Joe had won more than the game. He had won the respect of every boy at the center. Once a week they began coming, and over time Joe forged a relationship with the guys, a friendship. And at the end of that semester, Bo showed them his report card. Nothing less than a C, even in math and science. 

Joe would never be Justin. 

But he brought his own brand of loving and learning, and that was more than enough. Emily liked watching him, liked seeing how he was quieter than Justin in some ways, and yet maybe more able to connect with the teens individually. And he was funny. Humor gave Joe a connection the guys hadn’t expected. Half the time Joe was teasing them, and the other half he was telling them how God was the only way off the streets. 

Joe’s parents lived in Ohio, the Akron area. He was the youngest of six kids, the sometimes quiet one in a loud and fiercely loyal family. Three of them had already decided on military careers. Emily liked hearing stories from Joe’s childhood, the growing-up years, how Joe and his brothers would wrestle and chase after each other and stage contests for everything, from eating hot dogs to swimming across the river that ran through town. 

His parents thought Joe was headed for a military career too, but he was only serving for a season, getting money for college. Joe wanted to be a doctor. “There’s a lot of ways to help people,” he had told Emily. “Serving your country in war, or serving your fellow man in a doctor’s office.” 

She agreed with him and found their discussions more fascinating all the time — whether they centered around Iraq, and Joe’s thought that the country should be divided into three states — one for the Kurds, one for the Shiites, and one for the Sunnis. Or whether they were talking about the application process for med school. Joe was twenty-one back then, a year older than her, and already he’d taken enough classes between tours in Iraq that he was midway through his sophomore year at the University of Washington. 

That same month, when Joe first made contact with the teens at the center, they took the first of several trips down to Kelso. Buster was getting slower. Maybe because he missed Justin, or maybe because he was getting older. Either way, he needed to be walked, and Emily had developed a fondness for him. 

Justin’s parents welcomed them like long lost friends, though Emily caught his mother looking at her, watching the easy way she had with Joe. That first time, the two of them went outside and hooked Buster to his leash. Justin’s old matted sweatshirt was in his doghouse where he had been sleeping. 

“Hey, boy … remember me?” Emily petted him behind his ears, the way Justin had always done. 

Buster wagged his tail. 

“See that?” She smiled at Joe. “He likes me.” 

Joe stooped down and patted the dog. “Justin was crazy about him.” 

Buster hid behind Emily’s leg, fearful and maybe a little puzzled over the young man who had some of Justin’s mannerisms, but yet wasn’t Justin. 

They walked Buster through the Bakers’ neighborhood, and after an hour, the dog warmed up to Joe. Before they left, Justin’s mother pulled Emily aside. “I’m glad you and Joe are … you know, becoming better friends.” She smiled, but tears filled her eyes at the same time. “Justin would’ve wanted that.” 

Suddenly Emily understood the haunting looks she’d been giving them since they arrived. She must’ve thought Emily was developing deeper feelings for Joe, feelings that went beyond friendship. And only one month after Justin’s death. Emily shook her head, her voice low so she couldn’t be heard by the men in the other room. “Mrs. Baker, there’s nothing between us.” She shrugged and felt her own eyes tear up. “We have Justin in common, that’s all.” 

Mrs. Baker gave her a sad smile, and she nodded as if to say she understood more than Emily on this matter. “It’s okay, Emily. You’re young.” She put her hand on Emily’s shoulder. “No one would expect you to stop living. Especially not Justin.” 

The conversation stayed with Emily and troubled her. For another three months she worried about what people might think, what they might say. When she talked to her parents — who were happier than ever — she downplayed the time she was spending with Joe. 

Meanwhile, she and Joe continued to spend all their free time together. They met with the teens once a week, and every now and then they visited the Vets at the American Legion hall. 

“I love this,” he told her once, “carrying on in Justin’s place.” The look in his eyes was deep and sincere. “But there’s something I’ve always wanted to do. Those roadside bombs maim as many guys as they kill. If you’ll go with me, I think I’d like to start visiting the VA Hospital.” 

And so they did that too, spending an afternoon every few weeks hanging out with soldiers who had lost an arm or a leg, or who were recovering from some other sort of war injury. Emily enjoyed the conversations they had with the soldiers, but even more, she liked watching Joe. She was struck by the easy way he had with people, his sense of humor and how it created an almost instant bond with anyone he met. 

On the six-month anniversary of Justin’s death, they spent a day at Blake Island State Park, a tiny oasis in the middle of Puget Sound, eight miles out from Seattle’s waterfront. They hiked the trails and explored Tillicum Village and spotted a pair of bald eagles diving for fish near the shore. 

But not until after lunch, when they were sitting on a fallen log staring at the ocean, did Joe turn to her. And suddenly, there it was. The one thing they’d never discussed, never dared to imagine. At first he said nothing, but he didn’t have to. His eyes told her that he was feeling the same way she was. 

Somewhere along the path of healing and holding onto Justin’s memory, a special sort of love had taken root. And now it was deep enough that they could no longer ignore it, no longer spend an afternoon together without somehow acknowledging the feeling. 

He took a long breath. “Can you feel it, Emily?” His voice was so soft, it mixed with the ocean breeze and resonated deep in her soul. 

She didn’t have to ask what he meant. Her eyes held his. “Yes … I feel it.” 

A consuming guilt gathered around them, staring them down, daring them to state the obvious. Emily couldn’t look at Joe. She let her eyes find a place in the sand near her tennis shoes. How had it happened? Having feelings for Justin’s friend was wrong. She’d known when she lost Justin that she would never love the same way again, that no one could ever take his place. So how had they come to this place, to these feelings? And worse, how could they deny their strength, when quietly, beneath the surface, their hearts had already started something too strong to walk away from? 

Joe reached for her hand. “We can take it slow, Emily.” 

The touch of his fingers against hers sent shivers down her spine. She could barely breathe, had to will herself to stay there beside him. What would Justin think? How could they live with themselves for letting this happen? Justin had asked them to be friends, nothing more. 

But even so, she didn’t let go of his hand. What had he said? They could take it slow? She nodded. “Yes. We … we have to.” 

“Look at me, Emily.” Again his voice was tender, resigned. 

She lifted her eyes and realized that her knees were shaking. It was May, and the weather was still cool. But the chill inside her came from their conversation and not the temperature. 

He looked long at her, studying her eyes. “Justin wouldn’t be angry with us. He …” Joe’s chin quivered. “He asked us to spend time together. Deep inside — in those last minutes — he had to know.” 

Emily thought that through. He had to know? Was it possible, that as he lay there dying he had asked Joe to be her friend so that one day she could find a love with him, the love Justin could no longer give her? She swallowed hard. “I don’t know.” She felt sick, ashamed of herself for being attracted to Joe, for having feelings for him. “It’ll take time.” 

And it had. Their first kiss came seven months later, on Christmas Eve. By then there was no denying the obvious. Through a trail of grief and sorrow, God had forged in them a friendship that would never be broken. Could never be broken. 

The bond they shared was deep and anchored in a faith that had survived the most difficult test. Her parents celebrated with her when she told them the news — that she and Joe had moved into a dating relationship. And Justin’s parents had rejoiced as well, telling the two of them that it was right and fitting that they find their way together. 

“Justin would’ve wanted this,” his mother said. “I saw it coming, Emily. We’re happy for you both.” 

Emily appreciated their support, though she suspected they had shared tears over the situation as well. Same as she and Joe. This wasn’t how things were supposed to work out, but they had. Now everyone involved needed to find a way to understand and move on. 

Some nights, before she returned to her room, they would sit on the bench — the one she and Justin once sat on — and they would hold hands in silence. Simply missing Justin and all he’d meant to them. But by the time they reached the one-year anniversary of his death, after they took a week over Christmas break and visited her parents in their Fallon home, this much was clear: Justin had brought them together. 

There was nothing guilty or shameful about that, and they agreed to let the New Year define a change, an end to the constant grief and sadness, and a tender new beginning for the two of them. 

Emily opened her eyes and let the memories of the past eighteen months fade. She had Joe now, and she loved him with everything inside her. No, he would never be Justin, but that was okay. What she and Joe shared would always — in some ways — be deeper, stronger, because of the painful journey they’d traveled together. 

It was fitting, really. That the trail of tears they’d walked would end and begin here on this day, Memorial Day, the day when Justin would always be first in their minds. As long as she lived she would remember their summer together. He had given her happily, but he had promised her more. 

And now, because of him, she and Joe had found that elusive something, that thing that for a while seemed lost for all time. 

And maybe somewhere down the road, they would even find ever after. 





FROM THE AUTHOR

 

 

 

 

Dear Friends, 

Thanks so much for journeying with me through the pages of Ever After. I learned much about myself and about love as I wrote this book. I learned about sacrifice and patriotism. Without a doubt, I learned that I have a deep-seated respect and gratitude toward the men and women who serve our country through the armed forces, and for their families — all who sacrifice some, and some who sacrifice all. 

My family often teases me when I write a novel. They sneak into my writing room with a cup of tea or a bowl of grapes or a sandwich, and they wonder at the tears in my eyes. “They’re make-believe  people,” my husband tells me. 

But not to me. 

In my heart, they live and breathe and move, and when I write, I feel like a reader. The story is always entirely a gift from God, and me, the humbly grateful soul who gets a first peak at it. But this story was different. I wept more than ever before while writing Ever After. For the first time since I started writing books, I had to keep a box of tissues on the table beside me. One morning Kelsey walked in. 

“Hi, Mom. Do you need anything?” 

“Hi.” I turned to her, a tissue in one hand, tears streaming down my face. 

“Oh. Sorry for interrupting.” She gave me a strange look. “But … uh, can I get you anything?” 

“Yes.” I looked at her through clouded eyes. “Counseling.” 

And that’s how I felt through the writing of this book. I was happy and joyful with my kids and family one minute, and then five minutes later I’d be at my laptop weeping over the loss of Justin Baker and the complexities of war. My emotions were so strong, and the story so vivid, that one day after breaking my personal record for words written in a given day, I found my husband and told him, “I love writing more than breathing. I just have to tell you. I absolutely believe this is where God wants me, and I love what I’m doing more today than ever in all my life.” 

Which is a good thing, since I’ve got lots more books ahead, God willing. 

But the depth of my emotions made me sit back and ask myself where the feelings were coming from. And that’s when I realized that they came from my gratitude for the men and women who fight for and defend our country. The story of Justin and Emily is all too real for thousands of people across our great land. Sacrifice is very much a part of living life as an American — and a story like Ever After lets us take time to remember that, to acknowledge it. 

This book so completely filled my heart that I wrote it faster than any other. Like a living picture, it poured out of me in just five days. Five days. I was gripped by the story, and all I could picture was that in many ways, there was nothing fictional about Justin Baker’s story. Like all of you, we know young men and women serving our country, people who need our utmost respect and support. People who lay down everything out of devotion to America. 

If there was a point, a message I pray you received from Ever After, it was this: Love is not possible without sacrifice, and sacrifice is not possible without love. Isn’t that what  Jesus taught? He died on the cross as the greatest sacrifice, the greatest gift of love, and it’s through His grace and salvation that we can do anything good and lasting. 

Regardless of our differing political views, we must — as Americans — agree to pray and be grateful for the  people who put their lives on the line so the United States can remain a free nation. I found myself loving Justin for who he was and for all the tens of thousands of young  people he represented. These people are the heartbeat of America. 

The cost of freedom is great. 

Our family heard that message on Memorial Day this year, just as I was finishing the story of Ever After. At a quiet military cemetery in our town, I stood in dark sunglasses next to my husband and kids, crying silently through the entire ceremony. I was struck by the pride in the hunched over World War II Veterans, and the deep pain still in the eyes of the Vietnam Vets. I watched the flag being raised over the cemetery at the end of the service, and I clutched tightly to my family, thanking God for the privilege of living in America. 

I pray that you might understand love and sacrifice a little better for having read Ever After. If you aren’t familiar with Jesus Christ and His sacrifice on the cross, or if you’d like to know more about how you could receive His gift of salvation, please contact your local Bible-believing church. You could also write to me and put the words, “NEW LIFE” in the subject line. I’ll be happy to send you a Bible and pray for you, that you’ll find salvation in the only One who can give it. 

The gift is free to you, but it was never really free. Jesus paid the price. 

In the same way, living in the U.S. is free to all of us, but freedom is never really free either. A cost is being paid every day by the military men and women and families in our midst. Let’s not forget that. 

If you are among those serving our country, I thank you. With all that I am, I pray you will know how grateful I am, how grateful our family is, and how often we pray for your safety and success. Likewise, if you are among the hundreds of thousands of family and friends of those serving, my heart goes out to you. Thank you for allowing your loved one to serve and to sacrifice. 

The price you are paying has not gone unnoticed. 

You see, my little Austin — eight years old — is a kid like Justin Baker was. He plays army games and talks about “trying out” for the army one day — so that he can be among the best soldiers fighting for the United States. “I wanna keep America safe,” he’ll tell me. 

He’s just a kid, and I’m sure his interests could change over the coming years. But today, I see his tender heart and his great conviction, and I know — already I know — the great sacrifice it would be to take him to a recruiting office and let him begin a soldier’s journey. 

So for now I hold on a little longer to all my kids, and I remain grateful. Grateful to a God who would give us a land called America where we can live and serve Him and exist in freedom. And grateful to this country’s military families. I pray for God’s hand of protection and blessing on you all. 

One more thing. You might remember at the front of this book, I dedicated Ever After to the memory of soldier Joshua Dingler. I learned about Joshua long after I finished writing this book. But the more I found out about Joshua, the more I discovered that his life had an uncanny resemblance to my fictional character, Justin Baker. 

Like Justin, Joshua left behind a girl he planned to marry. He went into battle proud to help a nation find freedom, and in his brief life he was known for the way he helped other  people. Like Justin Baker, the real-life Joshua Dingler was remembered by an entire city at his funeral. The day of his memorial service, thousands of people lined Highway 92 from the Pickett’s Mill Baptist Church to the cemetery. People holding flags, men saluting from the bed of a truck, and endless rows of men and women with their hands over their hearts. 

But Joshua Dingler is not a fictional character. He is real, and I pray that this book brings honor to his memory. What defined Joshua was not his death in Al Mahmudiyah, Iraq, south of Baghdad, August 15, 2005. For that reason, please visit my website at www.KarenKingsbury.com and pray for the military members represented there. Also, please send in your photos and bios of your loved ones serving our country. Check my website for details. 

Finally, as always, I’d love to hear from you. My website is growing constantly and has become a community of readers and people like yourself. There is a link where you can post a prayer request or pray for others in need, and there are links for book clubs and readers looking to connect with each other. I’ve also included a blog with constant journal updates and a look into the writer’s life, as well as my life as a wife and mother. It’s my way of helping us all feel like friends. 

There are also contests all the time. One ongoing contest is this: When you finish reading this book, lend it to someone who hasn’t read one of my novels. Then email me and write, “SHARED A BOOK” in the subject line. In the message, tell me the first name of the person you shared with and why you shared the book. You will be automatically entered into a drawing that will take place each spring. The winner will bring a friend and spend a day in the Northwest with me and my family. Check my website for details, updates, or changes to this or any contest. 

In the meantime, know that I am praying for you and yours. May God’s face shine upon you. Until next time, 

In His light and love,

Karen Kingsbury 

 

BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS

 

 

 

 

Explain Lauren Gibbs’s feelings toward the war at the beginning of Ever After. What had shaped her viewpoints? 

Do you think it would’ve been possible for Lauren to continue living in Fallon without spending additional time in the Middle East? Why or why not? 

Discuss Shane Galanter’s feelings toward war and the military at the beginning of Ever After. What had led to his viewpoints? 

What are some of the differing opinions in the United States today regarding war in the Middle East or the defense of the country? Discuss. 

Share an opinion that is different from yours regarding this issue. What do you think might lead someone to have this opinion? How can you better understand that person? 

Explain how it is possible to have differing opinions and still be like-minded on the bigger issues. How did Shane see this as a possibility for him and Lauren early in the book? 

Describe the character Justin Baker. What made him such an amazing young man? Why would a young man like Justin want to join the armed services? What characteristics do you see as common in the men and women you know who serve this country? 

Give examples of Justin’s character, and how Lauren, Shane, and Emily could see that character in action during the summer when he and Emily were dating. 

Why did Justin feel strongly about serving in Operation Enduring Freedom, and the war in Iraq? 

Why did Lauren feel she had to return to reporting on the war? What did she expect to find when she returned, and what did she pray for? 

What was the epiphany for Lauren, the turning point that broadened her viewpoint on the war? Explain that scene and the emotions Lauren felt. 

What emotions and feelings did Lauren have when she witnessed Yusef killed by a sniper? How did she feel about the war then, and her prior reporting on it? 

Based on Justin’s emails, photos, and firsthand accounts, what were his feelings toward the war? What were his feelings toward the Iraqi  people? 

How did Emily react to the news that Justin had been killed? Did it change her opinions on the validity of the war? How did Lauren react? 

Explain Shane’s feelings as he received word about Justin’s death. What did he feel was the one enemy that could threaten a soldier? Why? 

How did Shane find his way back to having purpose in his position as an officer in the military? Explain his feelings when Justin’s body returned home in a flag-covered casket. 

Explain the support Justin and his family received during the memorial service and graveside service. When have you seen that sort of outpouring of support for a member of the military? Describe the time. 

The lasting message of Ever After deals with love and sacrifice. Explain how those two are intertwined, and how they model the greatest sacrifice of all — the one Christ made on the cross. 

Tell about a soldier in your family or circle of friends. What price did he or she pay in the fight for freedom? 

What can you do to support the troops in your area? How can you involve your family or church, your friends or coworkers? 
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Read this sample chapter from Karen Kingsbury’s
 One Tuesday Morning.
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SEPTEMBER 2, 2001

 

There were too many funerals.

Jamie Bryan locked eyes on the casket anchored atop a specially fitted slow-moving New York City fire truck, and that was her only thought. Too many funerals. So many that this one—like those before it—was steeped in tradition: the haunting refrains from fifty bagpipes, the white-gloved salute, the lone bugler sounding taps, the helicopter passing over head. Jamie knew the routine well. Hundreds of dignitaries and several thousand uniformed firefighters lined Fifth Avenue outside St. Patrick’s Cathedral, the same way they’d done five times already that year. 

A sad melody lifted from the bagpipes and mingled with the early September wind. 

“I hate this,” she whispered without moving. 

Her husband stood a few inches away, tall and proud, his blue uniform pressed crisp, right hand sharply at attention near his brow. He squeezed her hand. No words came, no response to her statement. What could he say? Funerals were part of the job. Sometimes ten a year, sometimes twenty. This year was the lightest yet. Only six so far—six men like Jake who went to work for the FDNY one morning and never came home. 

The funeral music swelled, and Jamie Bryan could feel the walls, feel them growing and building within her. The first bricks had been with her since the beginning, back when she first considered marrying a New York City firefighter. 

Back when she and Jake Bryan were just twelve years old. 

“I’m never leaving New York City.” They’d been playing tag with neighbor kids outside his house one day that summer. Everyone else had gone in for dinner. “I’ll be FDNY like my daddy.” Certainty shone from his eyes as they made their way onto his front lawn. “Puttin’ out fires and savin’ people.” 

“That’s fine for you.” She’d dropped to the ground and leaned back on her elbows. “When I grow up I’m gonna live in France.” She stared at the hazy humid New York sky. “Artists live there.” 

“Oh yeah?” Jake flopped down beside her. “Before or after you marry me?” 

She lowered her chin to her chest and raised her eyebrows at him. “What makes you think I’d marry you, Jake Bryan?” 

“Because …” He twisted his baseball cap and shot her a grin. “You love me. And you always will.” 

That had been it, really. They didn’t date until high school, but after that summer Jake Bryan had been the only boy for her. 

“What do you see in him?” Her father peered at her over the top of his newspaper the day after her eighteenth birthday. “He’ll never be rich.” 

Jamie had rolled her eyes. “Money isn’t everything, Daddy.” 

“But security is.” Her father let the newspaper fall to the table. “You’ll get neither from Jake.” 

Anger had flashed like lightning across Jamie’s heart. “How can you say that?” 

“Because.” Her father had rested his forearms on the table, his expression softer. “It’s a tough job, fighting fires in New York City. The danger’s always there, Jamie, as close as the next call.” He gestured in the direction of Jake’s house. “Look at his mother. She lives with the danger every day. It’s in her eyes, part of who she is. That’ll be you one day if you marry Jake Bryan.” 

Her father and Jake’s were both Staten Island men, hardworking New Yorkers who made the commute to Manhattan every day. But the similarities stopped there. Jake’s father, Jim, was a fireman, a chaplain who always had something to say about God or the importance of faith. 

“What good thing has the Lord done for you today, Jamie?” he’d ask, grinning at her with piercing blue eyes that would light up the room. 

Jamie was never sure how to answer the man. She had no practice at giving God credit for the good things in life. Small wonder, really. Her father, Henry Steele, was an investment banker who had built a small financial empire with nothing more than brains, determination, and self-reliance. At least that was his explanation. 

Their family had lived in the same house where Jake and Jamie and their daughter, Sierra, lived today. In an elite section of Westerleigh, not far from the Staten Island Expressway and the ferry ramps. The sprawling two-story colonial had a finished basement and a built-in pool in the backyard. Back then Jamie and her sister had been friends, just two years apart and living the charmed life of summer beach parties and winter vacations in the Florida Keys. 

All of it compliments of Henry Steele’s hard work and ingenuity. 

God got no credit at all. 

“A man doesn’t need anyone but himself,” he would tell Jamie and her sister. “Religion is a sign of weakness.” Then he’d shoot a pointed look at Jamie. “Of course, when a person fights fires in New York City, faith might be a necessity.” 

And so Jamie waited month after month for something terrible to happen to Jake’s father. But in the end it had been Jamie’s father, not Jake’s, who died the tragic death. One evening when her parents were driving home from the ferry, her father lost control at the wheel, careened off the road, and wrapped their car around a telephone pole. By the time paramedics arrived at the scene, both her parents were dead. Jamie was twenty that year, her sister, eighteen. 

Their parents carried a million dollars’ life insurance each, and a lawyer helped the girls work out an agreement. Jamie got the family house; Kara got a full ride to Florida State University and stocks. They were both given enough savings to last a lifetime, but no amount of money could stop the arguments that developed over the next few years. An ocean of differences lay between them now. It had been five years since they’d spoken to each other. 

Three years after the death of her parents, Jamie remembered her father’s warning about Jake’s job as she stood by and watched him graduate with his fire science degree. Weeks later he was hired by the New York Fire Department. The next summer Jake and Jamie married and honeymooned on a Caribbean cruise, and since then Jamie hadn’t been more than a hundred miles from the East Coast. 

But she no longer wanted to travel the world. Sights from a dozen exotic countries could never rival the pleasure she felt simply loving Jake Bryan. 

“You don’t have to work, you know …” Jamie had mentioned the fact to Jake just once—a month before his first shift with FDNY. “We have enough money.” Jake had bristled in a way she hadn’t seen him do before or since. 

“Listen. Fighting fires in New York City is part of who I am, Jamie. Deep inside me.” His eyes held a hard glint. “It’s not about the money.” 

The bagpipes stopped, and a sad silence hung in the air. 

A bugle cry pierced the quiet morning, and the lonely sound of taps filled the street. Jamie stared at the coffin again. The dead man had been a proby, a probational firefighter still serving his first year with the department. This time deadly smoke, fiery flames, and falling ceiling beams weren’t responsible. 

The man’s engine company had simply responded to an auto shop on fire. For several minutes the proby worked a massive hose reel at the side of the engine, then he climbed back into the cab. His buddies found him not long afterwards, slumped forward, dead of a heart attack at twenty-seven years old. Just five months after graduating top of his class. 

He was the fourth fireman to suffer a fatal heart attack in ten months. 

The bugle rang out its last note, and in very little time, the sea of blue began to break up. Jamie and Jake held hands as they made their way back to his pickup truck and headed home to Sierra. 

Sierra … 

The image of their four-year-old daughter filled Jamie’s heart and for a moment dimmed the deep ache there. Sierra had Jake’s blue eyes and Jamie’s trademark dimples. No one knew where Sierra had gotten her blonde silky hair, but she was a beauty, inside and out. Days like this, Jamie could hardly wait to hold her, to soak in the warmth and hope of her precious laugh. The girl had held both their hearts captive since the day she was born. 

Jamie stared out the truck window. 

Manhattan smelled of warm bistros and cabbie exhaust fumes. It didn’t have a downtime. The sidewalks teemed with people as much now as they would on a weekday. She keyed on a couple about the same age as she and Jake, dressed for business, walking briskly toward some lower Manhattan destination. The two exchanged a smile, and for a fraction of a second, Jamie wondered, Do they know about the dead fireman? Do they spend time pondering the fact that men like Jake are willing to die for their safety? 

Jamie shifted and slipped her hand into Jake’s. Of course they don’t. Unless they know a firefighter or police officer, unless they regularly attend the funerals, why would they? She leaned back in her seat and looked at Jake. The silence between them was heavy, and words didn’t come until they hit the ferry docks. 

“When’s the last time you had your heart checked?” 

Jake glanced at her. “What?” 

“Your heart.” She swallowed and tried to find a neutral tone. “When’s the last time you had it checked?” 

“Jamie …” Understanding flooded his eyes. “I’m fine. There’s nothing wrong with my heart.” 

“I’d rather have the doctors decide.” 

“Honey, heart attacks are part of life.” He worked his fingers a little more tightly between hers and kept his eyes on the road. “Not just for firemen.” 

She stared out the window again and let the air ease from her lungs. Did he always have to read her mind? Couldn’t she keep even a little fear to herself? He would never be honest with her as long as he knew she was afraid. Every time he sensed her concern, he had the same answer. Not me, Jamie … I’ll be careful … nothing’ll happen … And now this. There’s nothing wrong with my heart … 

They pulled into line at the Whitehall terminal and inched their way onto the ferry. When they’d driven up as far as they could, Jake slipped the truck into park and faced her. His voice was a gentle caress. “I’m sorry.” 

She turned to him. “For what?” 

“For the funeral.” He bit his lip. “I know how much you hate them.” 

A cavernous pit of sorrow welled within her, but she wouldn’t cry. She never did, not in front of him, anyway. “It’s not your fault.” 

“You could stay home next time.” He reached out and loosely gripped her knee. “Lots of wives do.” 

“No.” She gave a quick double shake of her head. “I’d rather go.” 

“Jamie …” The ferry gave a slight lurch and began to move across the harbor. 

“I would.” She gritted her teeth. “It reminds me what I’m up against.” 

“Come on, baby.” A chuckle sounded low in his throat, one that was weighted in empathy. “When are you going to stop waiting for something bad to happen?” 

“When you work your last shift.” Their eyes met and desire stirred within her. They’d been married nearly a decade, but he still moved her, still made her want to hold on to him an extra minute or two every time they came together. 

He leaned over and kissed her, the slow passionate kiss of a love that didn’t happen in spurts, a love that colored every page of a life they’d written together. He moved his lips along her cheekbone toward her earlobe. “Ten years is too long to worry.” 

“Nine.” 

“Nine?” He drew back, and his little-boy expression almost made her laugh. 

“Yes. You’re almost thirty-six, Jake. You said you’d retire at forty-five like your father. That’s nine years.” 

“Okay, nine. It’s still too long to worry. Besides … I love what I do.” Without waiting for a response, he worked his fingers up beneath her rayon blouse and pressed his thumbs against her ribs. “Almost as much as I love you.” 

She squirmed and couldn’t contain a giggle. “Stop it!” 

“Anyway, you’re worrying about the wrong thing.” He tickled her once more, and when she twisted free, he held his hands up in surrender. 

“Oh yeah.” She caught her breath and straightened her shirt. “What am I supposed to worry about?” 

“Beating me at tennis.” 

“Okay.” She forced a sarcastic laugh. “I could try to worry about that.” 

“What? Is that arrogance in my fair damsel’s voice?” He stifled a grin. “You beat me in three sets last week, and now I’m no challenge? Is that it?” 

She let her head fall back and she laughed, this time without reservation. “Okay … I’m worried, Jake.” 

“Good. And don’t forget—today’s Sierra’s first lesson.” 

“Here we go.” Jamie could feel the sparkle in her eyes. “She’s four, Jake.” 

“Martina Hingis was probably four when she picked up a racket.” 

Jamie’s laughter rang through the cab. “You’re crazy.” 

“About Sierra, yes.” Jake’s smile faded some. “I don’t know what I’d do without her.” He took her hand. “Or you.” 

“Me either.” She settled against the door of the truck, still facing Jake. “Sierra’s perfect, isn’t she?” 

Jake stared out at the harbor, and his eyes grew distant. “Being a dad has given me these feelings …” He angled his head. “A love I can’t describe.” 

Jamie smiled, slow and easy. The cry of the bagpipes faded from her memory, and one by one the clouds of fear lifted, breaking up like morning fog over the water. Jake was right. Worrying did no good. Especially when every day held so much life for their little family. 

“Come on.” Jake opened his truck door and motioned for Jamie to follow. She did, and the two of them walked to the front of the ferry, found a quiet spot against a railing, and turned to face the receding New York skyline. 

“It’s breathtaking every time.” She stared past the Statue of Liberty and lifted her eyes to where the World Trade Center towered over the rest of lower Manhattan. “You’ve been on every floor, haven’t you?” 

“Of the Twin Towers?” Jake squinted and gazed up at the tall buildings. “Probably. Jammed elevators, chest pains, faulty wiring in the office coffeemaker.” 

“And the bombing.” She lifted her chin and studied his face. “Don’t forget about that.” 

“Yeah.” He lifted one shoulder. “But the fire was out before we got there.” 

“Still … it was scary. I remember it like it was yesterday.” 

“The towers are safe, Jamie. Stairwells run down three sides.” He narrowed his eyes and looked back at the buildings. “It’s the old warehouses and abandoned factories. Those are scary.” 

“I know.” She gripped the railing behind her and studied the city again. After a moment she shifted her gaze to him. “I’ll try not to worry so much. Okay?” 

He slipped his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “Okay. Besides, who of you, by worrying, can add an hour to his life?” He paused. “That’s from the Bible.” 

Jamie let the comment pass. Letting go of her fear was one thing. Claiming some sort of help or understanding from an old leather-bound book of ancient letters was another. But to say so would only upset Jake. And the day was too beautiful, their time together too short for that. 

“I love you, Jake Bryan.” She slid her arms around his neck, letting herself get lost in his embrace. “I’m sorry for being afraid.” 

“I know.” He kissed her again, this time more slowly. The ferry was less crowded than usual, and they had privacy in the place where they stood. When he pulled away, he searched her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere, Jamie. God and I have a little deal, a secret.” 

“Is that so?” She tilted her face and batted her eyelashes at him. “I don’t suppose you’ll share it with me.” 

“Nope. But I can tell you this much. God isn’t finished with me yet.” He brought his lips to hers once more. “And He’s not finished with you, either.” 

They held hands as they returned to Jake’s truck and climbed back inside. Fifteen minutes later they pulled into their tree-lined neighborhood and the same familiar street where they’d grown up. This was home. The quaintness of the island, the way she knew every front yard, every family that made up this part of Westerleigh. 

The old house was gray now with white trim, but it was still much the same as it had been when Jamie grew up there. They pulled in the drive, and the moment they walked inside, Sierra ran to them, her eyes lit up. 

“You’re home!” She stretched her hands up toward Jamie. “Oooh, Mommy. You look pretty.” 

“Thanks, baby.” Jamie swung her up into a hug and nuzzled her cheek against Sierra’s. She smelled nice, like baby powder and maple syrup. 

Jake paid the sitter, and when she was gone, the three of them moved into the living room. 

“Did you and Daddy go to church?” 

The question poked pins at Jamie’s good feelings. Before she could answer, Jake came up alongside them. “Hey, little girl.” He took Sierra into his arms. “How was your morning?” 

“We had pancakes.” Sierra rubbed noses with Jake and giggled. “Did you and Mommy go to church?” 

“Sort of.” Jake twirled one of Sierra’s curls around his finger. “It was a special church meeting for one of the firemen at Daddy’s work.” 

“Oh.” Sierra searched his eyes. Her golden hair shimmered against her blue T-shirt. “Did he do something good?” 

Jake tilted his head and hesitated long enough for Jamie to read his heart. “Yeah, baby.” He pursed his lips and nodded, and Jamie felt the familiar ache from earlier. “He did something real good.” 

Sierra brought her chin to her chest and placed her hands on either side of Jake’s face. “Is Mommy going with us next Sunday?” 

Jake gave Jamie a quick smile. He never pushed her, just left it open. In case she ever changed her mind. Jamie cleared her throat. “Mommy has her painting class next Sunday, sweetheart.” 

“Oh.” Sierra blinked at Jake. “But you’ll take me, right, Daddy? Two times a month?” 

“Right, honey.” 

“Because Mrs. Ritchie looks for me two Sundays at class time.” 

“Yep. Mrs. Ritchie won’t be disappointed. You’ll be there next week for sure.” 

“Goodie!” Sierra jumped down and made a quick wave in Jamie’s direction. “I’m gonna check on Brownie. She sleeped in my bed this morning.” 

Brownie was their faithful lab. Eight years old and graying around her jowls, she was wonderful with Sierra and didn’t mind wearing baby bonnets. The two of them were best friends. Jamie watched their daughter scamper off, and a thread of guilt sewed itself around the perimeter of her soul. She looked at Jake and gave him a crooked smile. “Thanks.” 

“For what?” A lazy grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. He crossed the room into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water. 

She followed, her voice quiet. “For not making a big deal out of the church thing.” 

“I’ll never push you, Jamie.” He took a swig of water and studied her. “You know that.” 

“Still …” She felt uneasy in a way she couldn’t quite pin down. “It means a lot.” 

“No big deal.” He set the glass down. “I’m gonna change clothes. Tennis in half an hour?” 

She leaned against the counter and felt her gaze soften. “Okay.” 

“You over the fear thing?” 

Jamie smiled. “For now.” 

It wasn’t until she went upstairs to change that she caught sight of the mirror and stopped short. Who was she kidding? The worry wasn’t gone; as long as firefighters were dying it would never be gone. They had Sierra and each other and a life sweeter than she’d dared to dream. Jake’s job loomed as the single threat to everything that mattered. 

Sometimes where Jake and Sierra were concerned, Jamie felt like a little girl again, building sandcastles on the beach, desperate to stretch the day, to make the sunny hours last as long as she could. Jamie could still see herself the way she’d been on sandcastle Sundays, giggling and skittering back and forth on the sand, chasing back the waves, believing somehow she could stop the tide from claiming her precious creation. 

But in the end the waves would come. Always they would come. And when they did, they would wash away all she’d built. There hadn’t been a single thing she could do to stop them. 

Her father’s long-ago words came back to her. Look at Jake’s mother. She lives with the danger every day. It’s in her eyes, part of who she is. That’ll be you one day if you marry Jake Bryan. 

Jamie leaned closer and scrutinized her eyes. Her father had been right all along. When had her eyes stopped being the light-filled carefree speckled brown of her childhood? Now they were dark and deep, and they’d taken on a new color, one that bore an uncanny resemblance to that in Jake’s mother’s eyes. The same color Jamie had seen in the eyes of a dozen other firefighter wives. 

The color of fear. 

 

Beyond Tuesday Morning

Sequel to the Bestselling
 One Tuesday Morning 

Karen Kingsbury 

[image: back3]

The hope-filled sequel to the bestselling One Tuesday Morning.

In this new novel by Karen Kingsbury, three years have passed since the terrorist attacks on New York City. Jamie Bryan, widow of a firefighter who lost his life on that terrible day, has found meaning in her season of loss by volunteering at St. Paul’s, the memorial chapel across the street from where the Twin Towers once stood. Here she meets a daily stream of people touched by the tragedy, including two men with whom she feels a connection. One is a firefighter also changed by the attacks, the other a police officer from Los Angeles. 

But as Jamie gets to know the police officer, she is stunned to find out that he is the brother of Eric Michaels, the man with the uncanny resemblance to Jamie’s husband, the man who lived with her for three months after September 11. Eric is the man she has vowed never to see again. Certain she could not share even a friendship with his brother, Jamie shuts out the police officer and delves deeper into her work at St. Paul’s. 

Now it will take the persistence of a tenacious man, the questions from her curious young daughter, and the words from her dead husband’s journal to move Jamie beyond one Tuesday morning. 

“Jamie Bryan took her position at the far end of the Staten Island Ferry, pressed her body against the railing, eyes on the place where the Twin Towers once stood. She could face it now, every day if she had to. The terrorist attacks had happened, the World Trade Center had collapsed, and the only man she’d ever loved had gone down with them. 

Late fall was warmer than usual, and the breeze across the water washed over Jamie’s face. If she could do this, if she could make this journey three times a week while Sierra was in school, then she could convince herself to get through another long, dark night. She could face the empty place in the bed beside her, face the longing for the man who had been her best friend, the one she’d fallen for when she was only a girl.” 

This title is also available as an unabridged CD. 

Softcover:  0-310-25771-9
 Unabridged CD: 0-310-26259-3
 Unabridged Download: 0-310-26964-4 

 

Pick up a copy today at your favorite bookstore!
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A riveting story of secret sin and the healing power of forgiveness. 

Airline pilot Connor Evans and his wife, Michele, seem to be the perfect couple living what looks like a perfect life. Then a plane goes down in the Pacific Ocean. One of the casualties is Kiahna Siefert, a flight attendant Connor knew well. Too well. Kiahna’s will is very clear: before her seven-year-old son, Max, can be turned over to the state, he must spend the summer with the father he’s never met, the father who doesn’t know he exists: Connor Evans. 

Now will the presence of one lonely child and the truth he represents destroy Connor’s family? Or is it possible that healing and hope might come in the shape of a seven-year-old boy?  This title is also available as an unabridged CD. 

Softcover:  0-310-24749-7
 Unabridged CD: 0-310-25403-5
 Unabridged Download: 0-310-26165-1 

 

Pick up a copy today at your favorite bookstore!
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Shane Galanter—a man ready to put down roots after years of searching. But is he making the right choice? Or is there a woman somewhere who even now remembers—as does he— those long-ago days … and a love that hasn’t faded with time? 

Lauren Gibbs—a successful international war correspondent who gave up on happily-ever-after years ago—when it was ripped away from her. Since then, she’s never looked back. So how come she can’t put to rest the one question that haunts her: Why is life so empty? 

Emily Anderson—a college freshman raised by her grandparents who’s about to take her first internship as a journalist. But before she can move ahead, she discovers a love story whose tragic ending came with her birth. As a result, she is drawn to look back and search out the mother she’s never met. 

A young woman seeking answers to her heart’s deep questions. A man and woman separated by lies and long years, who have never forgotten each other. With hallmark tenderness and power, Karen Kingsbury weaves a tapestry of lives, losses, love, and faith—and the miracle of resurrection. 

Also available in unabridged CD. 

Softcover: 0-310-24753-5
 Unabridged CD: 0-310-25404-3
 Unabridged Download: 0-310-26753-6 

 

 

Pick up a copy today at your favorite bookstore! 
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KAREN KINGSBURY is America’s favorite inspirational novelist. Her Life-Changing Fiction™ has produced multiple bestsellers including Even Now, One Tuesday Morning, Beyond Tuesday Morning, and the popular Redemption Series. Her novel Oceans Apart was chosen by the ECPA as the top fiction title of 2005, and her Christmas novel Gideon’s Gift is under production as a major motion picture. 
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About the Publisher

 

Founded in 1931, Grand Rapids, Michigan – based Zondervan, a division of HarperCollins Publishers, is the leading international Christian communications company, producing bestselling Bibles, books, new media products, and award-winning children’s products. The world’s largest Bible publisher, Zondervan (www.zondervan.com) holds exclusive publishing rights to the New International Version of the Bible and has distributed more than 215 million copies worldwide. It is also one of the top Christian publishers in the world, selling its award-winning books through Christian retailers, general market bookstores, mass merchandisers, specialty retailers, and the Internet. Zondervan has received a total of 73 ECPA Medallion of Excellence (formerly Gold Medallion) awards for its books, more than any other publisher. 
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Three ways to keep up on your favorite
 Zondervan books and authors

 

Sign up for our Fiction E-Newsletter. Every month you’ll receive sample excerpts from our books, sneak peeks at upcoming books, and chances to win free books autographed by the author. 

You can also sign up for our Breakfast Club. Every morning in your email, you’ll receive a five-minute snippet from a fiction or nonfiction book. A new book will be featured each week, and by the end of the week you will have sampled two to three chapters of the book. 

Zondervan Author Tracker is the best way to be notified whenever your favorite Zondervan authors write new books, go on tour, or want to tell you about what’s happening in their lives. 

Visit www.zondervan.com and sign up today!
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