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Part One: Andy

Chapter 1
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I WAS WARNED, BUT DID I listen? Nooooo.

During my college freshman orientation, a wise and kind senior gave the girls in our dormitory the most important advice we would ever receive in our college careers:

"Stay away from the pre-sem students. You're here for your BA degree, not your MRS. Thanks to Dr. Rittsmer—who has never been married—they believe a pastor's wife should be barefoot, pregnant and in the kitchen. Except on Sunday, when she's wearing sensible pumps and sits in the front row, closest to the door, to take care of every emergency that happens during the service." 

Then she shared with us horror stories of girls who had been duly warned but forgot that advice in the glory of falling in love with an alleged man of God. Just because someone says the right words and wears the right clothes, that doesn't mean they're legitimate. By their fruit, you shall know them...and too many guys were more nutty than fruitful, if you get my drift. 

These idealistic, spiritually devoted girls earned degrees. They worked toward careers. They got involved in ministries and used the talents God gave them. They provided most of the financial support while their husbands finished seminary. After seminary, each hard-working wife was expected to abandon career, achievements and occasional nights out with the girls. She had now entered a life sentence in a goldfish bowl. Responsible for every church task no one else wanted to do. Constantly struggling to live up to the expectations and criticism of everyone, and follow everyone's advice. Even when they contradicted each other. She never shared in the praise, recognition, and credit for her husband's success, but she was always blamed if the church split or her husband lost his calling or became part of a scandal.

In my defense, I didn't expect to ever need such advice, so while I heard what that kind senior said, I didn't really listen. Two reasons:

First, it had been pounded into my head since I was three years old (when my cousin, Bill, came to live with us) that I was fat, stupid, and a family embarrassment. No intelligent man would ever want me. 

Second, I had a great future that didn't require a man to validate my existence. I would work for Allen Michaels Evangelistic Association (AMEA). I had started in middle school as an assistant teacher in summer Bible day camps and graduated up to more responsibility every year. The summer before my sophomore year at SCC, I worked at the Colorado AMEA camp as second assistant director. Mrs. Zeminski, my boss, asked me to come back the next summer as her right-hand gal.

So I was flying high when I got back to Southeastern Christian College (SCC) for my sophomore year. My future was coming together. I had an AMEA scholarship. When I graduated with a degree in management, I would start low in the ministry and work my way up to wherever God wanted me. My future was wide open. 

I was the Dateless Wonder, and I had made my peace with singleness that summer. What could be better than to spend my life in ministry, going where the Lord, and AMEA, sent me?

So when I met Andy and he gave me a second look, it never occurred to me to run, not walk, to the nearest exit. He could never be interested in me, Eve Miller. As a co-worker? Sure. As a girlfriend? Never.

Like someone told James Bond—or was it Sean Connery?—never say never.

*****
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DARLEEN PHILLIPS, A senior my sophomore year, lived in Pennsylvania. She had to come within twenty miles of where I lived near Cleveland, on her way back to SCC, in the southeastern corner of Iowa. (Hence the name.) She was going to be RA on the first floor in my dorm, and had to come up early for Freshman Orientation. She offered me a ride, if I could come up to campus early. Could I? It got me out of town four days early. Less chance for relatives to come swooping in for a dose of low self-esteem before I escaped their clutches until Christmas. I set up my half of the dorm room I was sharing with Tonia Esperanza and sailed out across campus to reacquaint myself with Blue Bell City. 

Campus was a hodge-podge of new buildings among turn-of-the-last-century sandstone and granite, holding down a spot in the middle of farm country. The only time there was ever a traffic jam was during fall move-in and spring move-out. Campus straddled a two-lane highway, and didn't even have a stoplight to cross the highway. The library and administration building were on one side and the Student Center was on the other. When I was a student, I counted five stoplights in the entire town. Blue Bell didn't even rate a dot in most of the atlases I checked when I investigated it during my junior year of high school. 

That appealed to me. I was practically invisible in my Christian high school and didn't care to vanish entirely in an even bigger crowd. SCC suited me. I could breathe, with a chance to make my own place. 

I planned to sleep in late, bop around campus, and watch all the kids play those silly "breaking the ice" games I endured when I was a freshman. Orientation activities were in full swing when I strolled into the Student Center with all the time in the world. I ran into some classmates who had come in early with freshman brothers. They invited me to come with them to hit the Grease Pit for lunch. I thought about my two-sizes-smaller jeans, and chose virtue over to-die-for chili-cheese fries.

I checked my mailbox, in the top row in the wall of the mail room. I hadn't grown taller, just thinner over the summer, and still had to go on tiptoes to reach inside. Then I wandered around. The freshmen were easy to spot, all wearing color-coded nametags. A bunch raced past me, giggling (even the guys!) and jabbering about bonus points as they headed for the gym. I figured it might be fun to watch someone else act like a dweeb, so I followed along. And there was Andy, right in my path, sitting on a tall stool next to the door into the gym, playing his saxophone. A big sign on the wall above him proclaimed he was the Answer Man. A table next to him held maps of the campus, schedules for orientation, coupon books for the stores in town, and clipboards with sign-up sheets for the various orientation activities.

I just gave him a passing glance. He looked vaguely familiar, but with an average population of 900 students, that wasn't hard at SCC.

"Where's your nametag?" He grinned at me and stuck out his saxophone to block my path.

Now I really looked at him. How could I not? His smile—how could I describe it? The memory of that first smile came back many times through the years to zing me. It was part boy-next-door, part troublemaker. He had a shaggy mop of blond hair and Clark Kent glasses with no glass. I always wished I had the guts to do something quirky like that. He had on a gray Petra tee-shirt that had seen better days, and faded jeans.

With those drown-in-me blue-gray eyes focused on me, how could I even think straight?

Once I took a deep breath and replenished the oxygen in my brain, I realized why he looked familiar. I had seen him leading chapel services at least once a month the year before. He had headed up the crazy Polar Bear Games on the Commons in January, to raise funds for spring break and summer mission trips. It made sense that he would be sitting here during orientation, involved in some campus activity, and at least pretending to notice everyone who walked past. Even me, the Invisible Girl. 

My self-confidence had gotten a major boost from working summer and snow camps for AMEA. The week at home between camp and college hadn't stuffed me back into my lowly position in the world because Bill wasn't there to mock and criticize. Proof that God was merciful.

However, a lifetime of criticism from Dad's side of the family didn't wear off that easily. Despite a summer feeling useful and worthwhile, and not a single crampy day from my fibroids acting up, the doubts were trickling back into my brain by the time I ran into Andy. I still had enough self-assurance to look him in the eye, instead of scrambling for an apology.

"Don't need one," I said, and stopped when I could have sidestepped the saxophone.

Dummy me, lucky me, thinner me. (Ten hours a day on my feet did amazing things for my confidence and figure.) I stopped and grinned right back at this cute guy who could see me. 

"Oh, I get it." He rested his sax across his knees. "You don't have a name." He nodded like it made perfect sense.

"I have a name. I just don't need a nametag. Those are for freshmen."

"Thank You, God!" He slid off his stool and hit the floor on his knees, clutching his sax to his chest. "An upperclassman! I'm saved." He leaped to his feet the moment I took a step backwards from this raving lunatic. 

Just because a madman was cute didn't mean he was safe. 

He grabbed my arm. "Have mercy and eat lunch with me. If I have to answer one more question that's already covered in the info book, I'm gonna scream. You know how hard it is to eat and scream at the same time?"

I got this tingly feeling when his hand gripped my bare arm. The last time a guy had touched me, other than getting my attention to handle an emergency, was during square dancing in seventh grade gym class.

His name, I learned about ten seconds after he hit the floor, was Andy Carleone. A senior. He pretended to be distraught that he didn't know me, meaning he didn't know everybody on campus after all.

He won me over, right there, when I told him my name was Eve and he didn't offer me an apple or warn me to look out for snakes. Finally, a guy with a sense of humor above second grade.

Then he led me to a back room where everybody working orientation ate lunch. Andy managed to eat and talk at the same time without spraying turkey-and-Swiss across the table. I managed to eat and laugh at the same time without getting tea up my nose. He had a fifteen-minute break. It was enough time to get the important details about each other.

He was in Jazz Band and the orchestra and traveled on mission trips during fall and spring break. He had just finished up his fifth summer Christian youth band tour. The quiet of his hometown, Argo (smaller than Blue Bell), had driven him back to campus early. He finagled a work-study opportunity that paid him minimum wage for basically sitting there, toodling on his saxophone (he also played piano and guitar), answering questions and pointing freshmen where they needed to go.

Andy had a double major in Christian ed and music, and hoped to join a traveling music ministry team with an organization I hadn't heard about. He assured me it was growing and getting good feedback. Then he asked about my plans, so I told him how all my time working behind-the-scenes for AMEA was leading to a job when I graduated. 

"Sounds like you have your future mapped out for you," he said, as another shift of orientation workers stumbled into the room, laughing and griping.

"I guess." 

Funny, but after listening to Andy talk about his plans and the things he had done that summer, my life sounded a little blah and predictable. My Spiritual Gifts test confirmed what I had always known. I was a backstage person, facilitating everybody else. Until I talked with Andy that afternoon, I thought my future of troubleshooting and taking care of others' needs would be totally cool. Humble. Serving God without expecting any praise. 

Andy made me doubt my plans, just talking over sandwiches in a room off a noisy, crowded gym.

Then, he flashed a crooked grin that made me feel bubbly inside. Andy Carleone's grin, at close quarters, was about as close to an addictive substance as SCC would ever see. Discounting chocolate and high-octane sodas.

"You know what you're going to do with your life. I really admire that. I'm still floundering around." He shrugged and picked up his glass to swirl his root beer around before downing the last mouthful.

"You're floundering? But you're into everything. You're a leader on all these mission and service teams."

"Yeah, but it's like test-driving things, y'know? What does God really want me to do with my life? It's not like He threw an instruction book down in front of me like He did with you."

Did I really give him that impression?

He had to get back to work, and I wanted to take a stroll downtown. At his assigned doorway, I said good-bye and started to walk away.

"Hey, Eve, wait up." He grabbed hold of my hand.

There were times I considered suing my parents for naming me Eve. Sunday school class was a miserable place to wear a prominent biblical name. I refused to eat apples when I was around those bozos. Somehow, coming out of Andy's mouth, Eve sounded like a great name.

"Let's meet for dinner. We'll hit the Grease Pit instead of the cafeteria, okay?"

Looking into Andy's eyes, I completely forgot about my resolves and my hard-won physique. The allure of batter-fried mushrooms and shakes too thick for straws wove a siren song through my soul, straight to my taste buds. I could feel my new jeans starting to get tight, but I didn't care.

That was the effect Andy Carleone had on me, right from the beginning.

*****
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A WISE MAN ONCE SAID that a girl's relationship with her father affects all her relationships with men. That has proven so true in my life. I loved my Dad. Despite all the times when he let down Mom and me, he did love us. However, he lived in mortal fear of disappointing his family, except for marrying Mom against all their advice and wishes. Proof? He took Bill into our house when the jerk's mother, the only perfect daughter-in-law, died. Of course, maybe she was the perfect daughter-in-law because she died. Mom was what my grandparents had to "settle for" because Dad always made bad choices. If Mom was so bad, why did Bill's father let him live with us instead of taking care of his only son himself? Why didn't Grandma Miller take the job?

Abusive in-laws are only funny in sitcoms where everyone is stupid. How many times did Mom cry coming home from family gatherings? 

When Dad died, he was the only Miller in four generations with more than a thousand dollars in the bank after funeral expenses. Bill thought, as the only male of our generation and because he grew up in our house, he was the heir. The only heir. However, Mom's wise investing created the family estate in the first place. Dad had the moral fortitude to give her full control. That infuriated the Miller clan. They cut us off when she refused to hand everything over to Bill. Why did they think that was punishment?

When I met Andy, Dad was still alive and Bill had moved out for the summer in a snit because my bedroom door was locked. He couldn't help himself to all my possessions while I was away. He had been helping himself to everything that was mine for as long as I could remember, and considered it his right. 

My experiences with my Dad and Bill explain a good portion of the mistakes I made. Not all of them, but a good portion.

*****
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ANDY CARLEONE WANTS to eat dinner with me! went through my brain about four times while I walked to downtown Blue Bell, a four-block by six-block section of town. I remembered seeing him everywhere, and I do mean everywhere, on campus the year before. Andy Carleone was a mover and shaker at SCC.

So why did he want to spend time with me?

I passed up Sugarland. The combination bakery, candy store and gift shop was one of my favorite haunts the year before. My brain was in meltdown if I could walk past that place without being caught in the tentacles of aromas coming through the open door and dragged inside. 

There's no one else to hang with yet. He's bored. When his regular gang shows up, I'll be forgotten.

I should have had the sense to go to the taco party that Gloria, our Resident Director, had that night, and called Andy to cancel. I could have written a paper on the brain damage caused by blue eyes and a sincere expression. 

The Grease Pit wasn't actually named Grease Pit, but decades of college students had referred to the burger joint by that name, so it stuck. Even after management added healthy items, like a salad bar.

Andy and I practically had the place all to ourselves. The freshmen were at a picnic at President Van der Hoff's house. Only the early arrivals and work-study kids had to endure the pizzas from Planet Inedible in the cafeteria. A handful of professors and their spouses had booths in the back while Andy and I had a table near the windows up front. The plastic-sweet scent of the fresh green and blue paint on the plywood booths and new red vinyl seats tinted the air. The aroma of slightly burned frying oil, spicy pizza sauce, rising dough and hot fudge hadn't built up yet.

Andy did most of the talking, about his mission trip that summer and his dreams of being a youth leader—not tied to one church, but working youth camps and traveling with a music and drama troupe. He asked about my behind-the-scenes work. He talked about friends in the theater program when I mentioned work-study money I earned last year behind stage at the Playhouse. It was like we had something in common. He asked me a lot of questions about my administrative work. 

Afterward, Andy walked me back to my dorm, which was nice. Unnecessary, though. Blue Bell was the kind of town where the older generation still didn't lock their doors at night. It meant I could walk the streets of the town after midnight and not be in any danger. Plus. my dormitory was just around the corner from the Grease Pit.

When I walked into the dorm, freshmen filled the main lounge, engaged in several different team games. The uproar didn't do much to jolt me back into common sense. As I reached my room on the third floor, the thought going through my brain ran somewhere along the lines of, Please, God, make Andy remember me if we run into each other again?

I finished unpacking and setting up my neglected dormitory room. Milk crates to be turned into shelving, posters hung. I made a shopping list for the morning, to fill the cube refrigerator Tonia and I had agreed to rent for the school year. My head was finally out of the clouds. I went over my class schedule and made a shopping list of the books I should have bought that day, instead of providing entertainment for one bored senior. I vowed to be smarter for the rest of the year.

In my journal, I wrote, Resolution: I will NOT run around campus looking for Andy. 

I forgot my resolution when the phone in the hall rang at the unholy hour of 8am.

Normally, that wasn't an awful time to wake up, but I had planned on sleeping late. I didn't have any classes. I had a right, almost a holy duty, to spend a day goofing off.

It sounded like there was no one alive on my floor except me. Good indication that everyone had already headed out for more freshman orientation breakfast activities. The noise when the rest of the floor's occupants left hadn't awakened me, but that phone kept ringing. 

I stumbled out of bed and banged my toes on the door before I got my eyes open. I staggered down the hall to the phone nook, in the middle of the floor opposite the bathroom. I learned then why nobody else wanted the room next to the stairwell. It was a long stumble to the phone.

"Keeler third floor," I mumbled. Our dorm had been renovated just after the actress, Emily Keeler, set up our award-winning theater program, about ten years before. She had actually stayed in the dorms with the students, and all the girls insisted it be renamed for her. 

"Hey, Eve?"

I recognized Andy's voice, despite my brain being on half-power. The fact that he recognized my voice shocked me enough to forget my plan to go back to bed.

"Yes."

"Hey, it's Andy. Andy Carleone. Remember, from lunch? And dinner?" He laughed, and I was a goner. Why did God have to give some guys such gorgeous laughs that melted a girl's brain circuitry like chocolate in the sun? "Could you do me a really big favor?"

I woke up the whole way, feeling like I had been dropped into an icy pond. Suddenly, I was back in elementary school, when the cutest guy in the third grade asked me to meet him after church. It turned out that Cutie (his name has faded into the past) wanted to borrow the two plush lambs Grandma Miller had given me for my birthday. He was a shepherd in the Christmas play, and Bill had volunteered my lambs as props. Bill was always asking if anybody needed help or needed to use something, and then volunteering me and my property. I always came across as the villain if I didn't cooperate with his promises. What could I do? I loaned Cutie my lambs. Then his older brother and Bill used them for bb gun targets.

Now Andy was asking for my help. I should have known. Guys like Andy never looked twice at girls like me unless they wanted to borrow our homework.

"See, Chapel Team has the first chapel tomorrow, and we're working on it today. Maybe you could help us? It's right up your alley."

"Doing what?"

Thanks to Bill, I had learned never to say yes to any proposition before hearing the details. 

"I don't know." He laughed. My resolve weakened. "That's why I'm asking for your help. I have no idea what we should do. Save me!"

"No, I mean, what do you want me to do? I'm not on the team."

"Do you want to be?"

I should have said no. I should have remembered an old Peanuts cartoon. Like Charlie Brown, I was tired of being second fiddle when I didn't even belong to the orchestra. I should have said that to Andy. I would have saved $200 on a wedding dress I never used.

"Don't I have to get approved by the team and Chaplain Nate and—"

"Well, it's only temporary, until we get things started and you get to know everybody."

I opened my mouth to say I had plans for the day. I had to buy books and paint my fingernails and take a nap. Important things. Tonia was getting in that afternoon, so I had to stick around and help her haul her gear up the stairs.

I made the mistake of looking up at the bulletin board next to the phone. This early in the school year, it had nothing but a cute rainbow border and some nice little photographs with catchy phrases and Bible verses. One asked me to extend a helping hand, even if nobody ever extended a hand to me in return. It quoted the Bible verse about not limiting my hospitality to people who could repay it.

Okay, God, I get the message!

"Sure. When do you want to meet?" I managed not to sigh too loudly.

"We're on our way over to Chaplain Nate's office right now."

"Let me get some breakfast and I'll meet you over there."

"We'll bring some for you, okay?"

My brain finally started working once I was in the shower. When I showed up at the chaplain's office, I expected soggy corn flakes and warm milk, maybe some cold toast.

Tricia, one floor down from me, was on the team. She was one of those too-good-to-be-true people: athlete, missionary kid, top scholar, cheerleader, studying to be a special education teacher. She took care of my breakfast: French toast with blueberries, and scrambled eggs. Still hot.

My breakfast got cold because I was so busy taking notes and answering questions. They needed what I knew. It felt good to have answers nobody else on the team could come up with. Working behind the scenes around campus last year, I learned who had the real authority, where things were stored, and who had to give permission to use them. I felt like the whiz kid running around the storage rooms at the Playhouse with four hulking senior guys doing my bidding. Fun. Exhausting, but fun. 

I didn't go to lunch with the team because I still had to hit the bookstore. By the time I hauled my back-breaking load to my room and got to the cafeteria, Andy and the rest were heading back to work. How could I say, "No, I want to go eat," when he hooked his arm through mine and dragged me along? Who could even walk, much less resist, with tingles going up and down her spine?

We spent the afternoon rehearsing the skit Chaplain Nate had pulled from his files. I was exhausted, and all I did was sit on the sidelines to cue people. Thank goodness the team only handled the second semester Spiritual Emphasis Week, or they would have been working on SEW for first semester from the start of the school year.

At the end of the day, we split up to run a last few errands. When I got back from returning the keys to the theater department, Chaplain Nate was just locking up his office for the night. Everybody else had left.

"Are you planning on joining the team?" he asked me, before I could ask where everybody had gone. 

They had been talking about going to dinner somewhere, to avoid the picnic in the stadium, hosted by the fraternities and sororities. I had assumed that when they said "we," I was included. I guessed wrong, since nobody waited for me. At least Chaplain Nate was just too worn out to notice my abandoned-and-suffering-low-blood-sugar dazed panic.

"I don't know. Andy sort of drafted me." I shrugged.

"Yeah, he has a tendency to do that." He laughed, so I must not have looked too pathetic. "Think about it, though. It's nice to have the visionaries and leaders. But we need the people who know how to actually make it work."

"Is that a step up from the grunts who don't even get their name in the program?"

That got another laugh from him. He thanked me again and offered me a ride to the cafeteria. I didn't feel like reminding him that everyone was supposed to attend the picnic. Those of us who didn't want to be accosted by the recruiters for the fraternities, sororities, and ministry groups had the option of the Grease Pit, and various other diners within walking distance.

"I think I'll head back to my dorm. Tonia should be moved in by now."

Chaplain Nate asked me again to consider joining the team, so I knew it wasn't just politeness or desperation for some topic of conversation. We parted at the back door of the administration building, and I had a nice glow that carried me about two-thirds of the way across campus. Then the smell of the hot dogs cooking in the stadium behind my dormitory parking lot hit me. My stomach woke up and remembered it was empty. It hurt, punishing me for neglecting it.

With my luck, I figured Tonia had already arrived, moved in, and run off to the picnic. I ran through my list of options as I staggered up the stairs to my dorm room. Maybe now was the time to hit the grocery store. I could stock our refrigerator and reward myself for working on a day I had planned to be lazy. I quickly discovered Tonia had arrived and left a note on the bed, commanding me to join her for dinner at the Grease Pit.

Funny how fast I could run when I was weak with hunger.

I found Tonia at a table where she could see the door, snarfing a rack of ribs and a double helping of coleslaw. She could get away with that kind of eating since she had been born skinny as a rake and stayed that way no matter what she ate. If I didn't love her so much, I would have hated her. She gave me a big barbecue sauce grin when I waved and ran for the counter to order.

Tonia was the coolest girl I'd ever met. She had a talent for making odds and ends from the Salvation Army store look like the latest fashions. She saw no need to crush her internal organs to wear something currently "in" or make herself look three sizes smaller. She had the gift of looking equally as elegant in an oversized camouflage jacket as she did in the red silk Mandarin-style dress she wore to church. She had a coffee-and-cream complexion, and didn't wear a speck of makeup. 

Today she had her hair in a dozen braids, all wound with ribbons in graduating shades, so it went from red on her left ear, through purple and blue, to orange on her right ear. A walking rainbow. She wore enough bracelets to sound like a junk truck when she moved. 

Knowing Tonia's eating habits, I ordered a peanut butter malt ice cream swirler along with my dinner. I got it in front of her just as she turned to look for me. All she got out was "Hey, E—" then looked down and saw that jumbo-sized cup. She snorted and gave me a cocked eyebrow look Spock would have envied as I slid into the seat opposite her. 

"So, you learned to read minds over the summer?" she asked in a fake, nasal Bronx accent.

"If only. That would sure help me pass my tests." I saluted her with my sandwich and took a bite.

"Tell me about it." She winked, picked up the plastic spoon and dug in. I didn't mind her moaning because I was very near to asking my chicken sandwich to marry me. 

By the time she had plowed about one-third of the way through her swirler, I had inhaled most of my sandwich and my first plate of salad.

"So, where were you when I came in?" She put aside her ice cream long enough to gather up her trash and put it on the end of the table.

"You're not going to believe this."

"Sister-mine, after the summer I had, I could believe almost anything. Even if you tell me Elvis is teaching first semester." Tonia couldn't stand Elvis. Something to do with capes and rhinestones, and the fact that even though the guy was dead, he kept coming out with new albums.
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Chapter 2
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I told Tonia about running into Andy at the Student Center and having lunch.

"So that was yesterday. What about today?" She spooned up a big blob of her swirler and paused, with brown drips plopping down into her cup. "Don't tell me. He suckered you into helping him answer questions?"

So I told her the highlights—or lowlights—of the day with the team.

"Lizabeth and Marcy are both nice," she said, "once you get to know them. Unless they think you're after Andy."

I had to laugh. Once Andy didn't need my help, he wouldn't even know who I was. I told Tonia that.

"A guy who's so involved in missions and the Chapel Team might not be that shallow. Did you ever think of that?"

"Ever hear of legalists trying to earn their way to Heaven?"

"You are such a pessimist."

"Nope, just burned too many times to go anywhere without an asbestos suit."

Tonia had witnessed several bad situations courtesy of self-appointed Saint Bill. He leap-frogged from one church to another every time his feelings got hurt and he didn't get the authority or adoration he thought he deserved. Every time his new church family gave him a list of sure-fire requirements to get into heaven, he threatened my parents and me with hellfire if we didn't conform. Being away at college hadn't protected me. Not even from lecturing phone calls at midnight.

"Hey, that stuff is dangerous. Keep away from me." She leaned back in her chair and made a cross with her fingers.

We laughed. The world was finally how I expected for the start of the school year. Tonia was there, I still glowed from a great summer, I had a job for next summer, and I was just tired enough to decide if I never saw Andy Carleone again, it wouldn't matter.

That satisfied, warm haze stayed with me even when we got back to the dorm and two notes hung on the door. Tonia snatched them both up and read them to me as we stepped into our room. Andy had called, apologizing for not waiting for me for dinner. The other note asked me to meet for breakfast, to do some last-minute work on the chapel service.

"Evie's got a da-aa-ate," Tonia sang.

"With the Chapel Team?"

"Oh, fudgicles." Her smirk died, and she dropped down onto her bed.

*****

[image: ]


TRICIA CAME TO GET me the next morning on the way to breakfast. That just proved I was valued for what I could contribute to the team and had nothing to do with Andy. We talked about the skit as we walked across campus to the cafeteria. Lizabeth and Marcy caught up with us, coming from the eight-plex where they shared a bare-bones apartment with two other girls. 

I sat at the far end of the table from Andy at breakfast. He thanked me for all the work I did the day before, which was nice. But noticing Eve Miller, the nearly-invisible-girl? Nope.

The skit was a success during chapel. Marcy insisted I had to join the team. She was a drama major, and according to her, the backstage people were just as important as the ones with lines. That glow from feeling wanted and appreciated lasted me the entire day.

Lizabeth flagged me down at lunchtime and asked me to sit with her. Along with the dates and times for the Chapel Team meetings for the entire semester, she gave me the scoop on World History 201. Specifically, Dr. Throckmorton's pop quizzes and where to go in the library for the scavenger hunts he sprang on students to destroy their weekends. She also warned me that Throckmorton awarded points or took them away for attendance. What college teacher actually took attendance?

So, with very little fanfare and nothing officially said, I joined the Chapel Team. 

*****
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JUST THREE WEEKS INTO the school year, catastrophe struck. The speaker for first semester Spiritual Emphasis Week had to cancel. All the arrangements made last year were trashed, and SEW was only two weeks away. Chaplain Nate called the team together to brainstorm. 

Andy and Chaplain Nate both told me they were glad I was on the team. My experience organizing Bible camps and fixing last-minute catastrophes and failures might just come in handy. So we got to work, full steam ahead. It felt good being part of the team, and needed.

I thought I was just part of the team, until something weird happened just four days later.

Andy met up with me in front of the cafeteria, on the way to breakfast. We slid through the line, talking about the progress of SEW. I thought we were headed for the table where the team usually sat, but Andy led me into the overflow annex instead. We talked about SEW during breakfast, which was hurried because we had errands to run. On the way out the door, I looked at our usual table. 

Most of the team was there, with open notebooks and Ken taking notes. Their trays had dirty dishes, meaning they had been there, eating and working, for a while.

Why did Andy hide from the team?

Thanks to years of Bill's taunting, my first reaction was to assume Andy didn't want anyone to see him come in with me.

I always hated those novels where the girl suffered through half the book and then found out the problem between her and the hero was all a misunderstanding. She should have just asked the guy in chapter two what was going on.

So after trying not to stew about that mystery all day, I ran into Andy in the cafeteria line at dinner. I figured, get it over with quickly. After all, it wasn't like we were together in any way, shape or form.

When I asked him if he went into the annex to avoid everybody else, Andy gave me a crooked grin, like a bad little boy caught making a mess. A bad little boy who knew he would be forgiven because he was so cute.

For about two seconds, I wanted to punch his lights out.

"If you didn't want to be seen with me, you could have just let me sit down first, and then sat somewhere else at the table." I turned to walk away. No way did I want him to see me cry. Not that I was about to cry. But why risk it?

Andy stepped in front of me to stop me. "What makes you think I don't want to be seen with you?"

"We could have sat with the team and got some work done."

"Yeah, but don't you get sick of living and breathing and eating Spiritual Emphasis Week?" 

"It's fun."

"For you, maybe. Sometimes I just want it to be us having breakfast. Got me?"

The Hallelujah Chorus went off in my head, but I had enough self-control to keep my face calm and say I was sorry. We got into line for dinner. I knew something good had happened, but the breeze from something passing right over my head was strong enough to be felt.

"Hey, Eve." He leaned in so close I caught a whiff of his spicy aftershave. He grinned. "Rewind the tape. What'd I just say?"

"You need a break from working on Spiritual Emphasis Week." All I could do was mirror his grin as we moved up in line.

Andy wanted to be with me.

We ate dinner with Mike, Tyrone and Amira. It was nice, once I remembered to breathe. Just a bunch of college kids. Mike had work-study at the Playhouse fall semester, and he had been helping me collect all the props for SEW. Tyrone was this unwashed art geek who hung out with the theater students. He did most of the talking because nobody could stop Tyrone talking. We sort of slipped comments about SEW in among his rambling discourse. Amira was there because she was in love with Mike. He didn't know it, because he only saw her as a friend. At least he was nice to her. When I was relatively sane, I knew that was all I had with Andy.

*****
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SUNDAY, THE TEAM WENT to Andy's church in a college van. The plan was to ask his pastor to speak at the big wrap-up for SEW. Andy and those who had visited his church before insisted his pastor was perfect for the wrap-up. After listening to his sermon that morning, I agreed. He had a good sense of humor. He spoke about Solomon, and what a mess he made of his life. Kind of like all the pretty people in high school who rested on their successes and didn't do anything with their lives once they got out into the real world. 

After the sermon, we hung around near the front of the sanctuary while Pastor Hellingar greeted people and answered questions. It was a nice little church. Clean and modern inside, with a decent sound system. The pews weren't packed, but full, with room for growth. Pastor was a big man with an uneven tan, making me think he was part-time pastor and part-time farmer. 

When Andy presented his request, he demonstrated a great talent as a used car salesman. He sounded like he was doing his pastor a favor by asking him to speak to us. Pastor Hellingar said he'd need to look at the themes of each day and the scripts, but he was sure he could rearrange his schedule to help with the wrap-up.

"It'll be good to see you in action," he added, and slung a big arm around Andy's shoulders. "I'll bet your mom is proud." He looked around the sanctuary, which was empty of everyone but us. "She didn't make it today?"

"She called last night and said she was having one of her spells, so I didn't swing by to pick her up this morning." Andy shrugged.

Andy picked up his mother for church? His town was forty minutes from Blue Bell City. That was a lot of traveling. 

We took a detour through a KFC and got enough food for an army. Then we went to Andy's house. His mother was waiting on the porch in a wheelchair, wrapped in a quilt. This was a warm afternoon. She knew everybody on the team, and asked about their classes and what they did over the summer. 

"Chapel Team is all juniors and seniors," Mrs. Carleone said, when Andy introduced me. Why did he have to tell her I was a sophomore?

"Chaplain Nate approves, Mom," Andy said. "We wouldn't be halfway as far along in all this if it wasn't for Eve."

"That's an ill-luck name if I ever heard it," she muttered. Then she forced a creaky little laugh. "Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't mean it the way it sounded." She patted my hand. Hers felt cold and clammy. I wanted to wipe my hand on my skirt. "My medication. I have this awful tendency to say almost anything that comes into my head, whether I mean to say it or not. You'll forgive me?"

I nodded and smiled and went to help Ken and Marcy set up lunch. What was I supposed to do? Tell her she was just using her medication as an excuse to be a witch?

We had people like her at my home church, and I've met more like them everywhere I've gone. Disabled people who thought the world owed them, and they didn't have to be nice to anyone. Even knowing such an attitude wasn't Christian, I let her tick me off. 

"What possessed your parents to name you Eve?" she asked me after we sat down to eat. Talk about judgmental.

"I'm the first girl in Dad's family in three generations." I shrugged, like it meant nothing. If she offered me an apple, I'd sock her one.

"How charming." She smiled like a normal, nice person, and left me alone during the meal. God's mercy.

Then she seasoned the meal with random, critical comments about people at church and in the neighborhood. I couldn't figure out why she needed to say those things when nobody on the team knew any of the people she was talking about. Would she blame this on her medication, too?

Lizabeth and Marcy gave me the lowdown on the way back to campus. According to them, Mrs. Carleone liked me. If she didn't, I would have received a lecture on how Andy was going to be a traveling minister. Any girl who wanted to join her life to his had to give up everything and everyone.

What made them think I was interested in Andy in a dating-and-hogtie-him-into-marriage kind of way? 

They went on with their warning. With Andy ministering on the road, his wife would get to stay home to take care of Mommy-in-law.

I thought I knew them well enough to believe they weren't teasing me. It was a real warning, self-defense mode. I thought about all the nasty, petty complaints I had heard over lunch. My years of working for AMEA had already exposed me to people like her who suffered physical problems as a result of their bitter spirits. If Andy's mother would just give up complaining about other people, would she feel better?

I kept my thoughts to myself and was a little relieved when Andy didn't show up for breakfast Monday. The entire team met for breakfast and lunch almost every day that week. We had a lot of revising to do. Either the administration vetoed our plans, or we couldn't get the props we needed. Not encouraging.

Andy missed breakfast and chapel on Thursday, and the hurt feeling surprised me. What was wrong with me? 

When I got back to my room after my afternoon class, there was a note from Andy to meet at dinner. 

I waited nearly half an hour in the lobby of the cafeteria, but he never showed up. Ten minutes before the food line closed, Tonia and a couple girls from our floor walked in, so I went to dinner with them. Another note waited, taped to our door, when we got back from dinner. Tonia got to it first and just shook her head as she looked it over.

"You know, Evie, God made men first to give them a head start because He knew they'd be late for everything." She handed me the note, then grinned. 

The note said Andy would call at 7. Tonia and I sat in our room with the door open, listening for the phone to ring while we studied the newspaper for the movie listings. The phone didn't make a sound. Karla and Natalie came up from first floor at 7:30, to see if we were going to the movie we talked about during dinner.

Why should I sit around waiting on him? ran through my head as we walked down the stairs and out the side door to go get Karla's car in the parking lot. There was no message from Andy when we got back.

I deliberately went to breakfast twenty minutes earlier than usual the next morning to sit alone. Just my luck, I ran into Andy in the breakfast line. He didn't even have the guts to say anything about yesterday. He just talked about the improvements in the week's skit. If he showed up early to miss me, he didn't look irritated. He probably didn't even notice.

Liberal applications of chocolate and popcorn Friday night didn't help. Neither did walking downtown to spend Saturday morning bowling with our brother floor in Willis Hall. I still gnawed on my irritation with Andy. A waste of time and energy. I knew it, but I couldn't help myself. There was enough snarling in my heart that when Andy called to tell me he was picking me up for church the next morning, I nearly said not to bother. The Chapel Team could do their work without me

I reasoned that if I changed my mind, I could tell one of the other girls on the team that I wasn't going, and they could tell Andy. 

The only problem with my plan was that the team didn't go to church with Andy that Sunday. It was just Andy and me.

And his mother.

Shakespeare wrote a play called A Comedy of Errors. I could never figure out why all that misconnection and miscommunication was supposed to be funny. The day was a mess.

Andy drove his own car, but didn't bother telling me that. I sat in the lounge, waiting, wondering why the other girls were late. I really hoped everyone had left already. To compound the problem, Andy just sat and waited for me. After ten minutes, he could have at least got out of the car and waved to get my attention. Or even come up to the door. Why did he expect me to know what his car looked like?
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