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Ding!

The pungent smell of marinara sauce wafting from a splattered microwave filled the Forest Glen Elementary School teachers' lounge. Ginny Cline's phone chimed  along with the microwave, leaving a discordant sound reverberating in her ears. Who could be sending a message this time of day? Most of her friends were the educators sitting around the battered wooden tables scattered throughout the warm teachers' lounge. She hoped Mom had not done something wacky again. She sent a quick petition heavenward, hoping the text brought the good news she'd been waiting to hear.

Ginny lowered her salad fork and shifted in her seat. She pulled her smart phone from her black dress pants and opened a message from Annie. The woman could talk a mile a minute and the lengthy text reflected her voice.


Contact me as soon as possible. I have good news. The situation has changed. We are going big. I need you to present your project to the museum board next week. There's no way I can do justice to it. They need to hear your voice. Do you think you could expand what you have now into an even longer event? By the way, I've invited some of our Northern Ohio government officials, too. We'll need lots of financial backers!



The words from the Forest Glen Historical Museum's curator sent a shiver up Ginny's spine. Did Annie think Ginny could expand the project on a whim? Saving the museum from financial ruin pulled at her heartstrings, but she preferred to work from behind the scenes with small groups of people. Convincing politicians to support her creation by presenting it through a written proposal was one thing. Giving a speech to large groups of adults meant singing an entirely different tune. 

"Impossible." Her heart sank as she whispered the word, powered down her phone, and pushed it back into her pocket. She loved teaching her class of fourth graders, but she hadn't dared speak in public to an adult audience since nearly failing public speaking in college. When God gave out talents, speaking to a group of adults wasn't on her list. 

Her attempts to minor in music floated right out the choir room door when she bumbled through her first solo during freshman juries. Her former college sweetheart did nothing to bolster her confidence when another disaster happened. She still struggled with the idea of forgiving James for embarrassing and betraying her with his actions. Thinking about the past made Ginny grit her teeth.

"Is something wrong?" Kara, her fellow fourth-grade teacher, laid a hand on Ginny's tense shoulders. "You look like you got some bad news. Did we get turned down for our fall reading class?"

Ginny relaxed the death grip on her fork and tapped a rhythm on the smooth tabletop. "No, we're in good shape for the after school reading program. The administration approved our paperwork and the library has space reserved on Wednesday afternoons. Sorry, I forgot to let you know." A sigh crossed her lips while she stabbed at her salad, which suddenly had all the appeal of wadded tissue paper strips.

Kara's brows peaked. "Then what's got you looking like your dog just swallowed a hornet's nest?" She paused as her mouth fell open. "Oh no, tell me she didn't."

Ginny laughed at the reference to her dog's voracious eating habits. "Jezebel is fine. I just got a message about an event that's taken up my time outside of school."

“Hey Ginny, what’s this I hear about some secret project you’ve been working on?” Melody, the aptly named music teacher, joined their conversation. She sipped herbal tea and fingered a treble clef necklace as she tilted her head closer to hear her answer.

A quick glance at the clock gave Ginny the excuse she needed. "I've got to go. Come by my room after school and we'll talk about this later."

Twenty-five excited children would soon line up from their final recess. She capped her ginger ale and forced down one more bite of her tasteless salad. 

"Have a relaxing summer, everyone." 

Relaxing would not be on her summer list. If all went well, she would be busy perfecting her project. Maybe she could convince the politicians and board to read a letter instead of giving a speech. 

She haphazardly stuffed her reusable salad container and fork into her zippered lunch sack and then darted out the door. She had just enough time to run by the office and pick up any last-minute mail before gathering her students. 

As she dashed toward her destination, the empty hallway echoed the clicking cadence made by the heels of her beige dress shoes. Bare walls and stripped bulletin boards—prepared for the impending summer exodus of students—provided a perfect resonating chamber. Glancing at the hallway clock confirmed the need to make every second count to complete her office run. One more turn and...

Oomph!

What? Ginny gasped as she slammed into an unexpected barrier, not normally found around that corner. The blockade solidified into a fortress of muscular manhood. Strong arms held her in place while the salad container and fork freed themselves from the partially zipped lunch bag. Lettuce and kale flew down the hallway. Her hands pushed against a firm chest. Ginny stared into a tie, covered in drama masks, music notes, and, oh no, wilted lettuce. So much for speed. The only thing racing now was her heart. It didn't pay to break the rules about running in the hall. Or, maybe it did. 

Her pulse went into overdrive as her eyes moved from the food-soaked tie to the ring-less hands wrapped around her forearms. She looked up and found a full reddish-gold beard adorning the man’s face. Dark sunglasses hid his eyes. Long, sandy hair curled around his ears. A fresh minty scent emanated from warm bronzed skin. Hmm. Nice. Having those strong but gentle hands supporting her arms proved even nicer. 

It had been a long time since she had literally let a man get close. Perhaps too long... Full lips grinned at Ginny. Tawny eyebrows rose in either interest or laughter. 

Stunned, she could not move from shock, or was it something else? Heat trilled through her veins. Did she hear Ode to Joy ringing in her head? 

Reality came surging back and she pulled away from the much too welcome embrace. Leading men were not in her plans for the day. Not today. Not ever. Not since James. She had mail to pick up and children to retrieve. She needed to get out of this situation. Quick.

“I’m so sorry!” Their voices rang in unison as they both reached for items strewn across the hall.

“I guess this proves you shouldn’t run in the hall.” The man had the nerve to laugh when he held out the drippy salad bowl.

“Thanks for helping, sorry again for running into you,” Ginny blurted, edging away until she bumped into a cool wall. Her hands shook as she grabbed the bowl he held out to her, and nearly spilled the remaining lettuce shreds again. Please help me, Lord. Stiffening her spine, she drew courage from her brief prayer and zipped the bowl back into her lunch container. “Sorry.” She took another step down the hallway.

“Nice to meet you, Miss...”

“Excuse me, no time, I’ve got to go get my class.” 

Before I die of embarrassment or throw myself back into your delicious arms. 

That couldn’t happen. A man wasn't part of her plans and might never be. Besides, if she latched onto him again, she’d probably scare the poor guy, or herself, to death. She pushed away her errant thoughts as she turned her back on the handsome man and escaped toward the school office. 

YYY

Drama professor Scott Hallmark smiled and watched the fleeing figure fade from his view. She reminded him of Alice in Wonderland’s white rabbit, the one who always ran late. However, her long brunette hair and shapely figure bore no other resemblance to the infamous hare. A lavender scent followed her as she swayed down the hallway. Bouncing off the petite woman and her nearly eaten rabbit food certainly provided a unique way to meet someone. He’d noticed the absence of a wedding ring when he returned the scattered utensils. 

“Very interesting.”

She turned briefly before entering the school office through the door marked teachers only. He hoped she hadn’t heard his comment. He hadn't meant to say it out loud. At least he'd stifled the urge to whistle. His singing and whistling sometimes grated on people's nerves. His happy tunes had been the source of irritation for several aspiring actresses.

Irritation had not kept his new church friends from doing their best to set him up on a date. They would be impressed he'd finally noticed someone. Just because he couldn't take his eyes off the cute little teacher didn't mean he would do anything about it, though. He knew from firsthand experience that looks and first impressions could be misleading. When he did settle down, it would be with a strong Christian, not someone whose only asset happened to be great looks.

Right now, his looks were probably enough to scare anyone away. The beard and scruffy hair needed to go once he finished tonight’s dinner theater at church. His role as a vagabond, seeking God in a homeless shelter, had been a fun challenge. He'd been shanghaied into the role his first week in town when church members discovered his acting experience. He'd had a month to take on the mangy persona.

An early morning eye appointment had resulted in slightly dilated eyes, necessitating the sunglasses that added to his rough appearance. He'd be lucky if the woman didn't report a dangerous intruder lurking in the hall. He tapped his shirt pocket and felt the visitor sticker still stuck there. Thank the Lord for that little item. At least security wouldn't be chasing him out of the building.

Who would have thought dropping off flyers for his summer theater camp would be so hazardous? He grimaced and drew a tissue from his jeans pocket. He swiped at the spicy dressing still soaking into his favorite tie. The aroma of oregano and garlic filled the air. Italian dressing! At least she had good taste. Better than the last bleu cheese-gnashing wanna-be actress who used him to scale the musical theater social ladder. 

He hoped teaching at a small town college would be less dramatic than the diva-eat-diva world of professional stage acting. At least he would only be working with young divas this summer. If there were enough recruits. The camp was one way he hoped to impress his new employer, Freedom College. They'd almost missed getting the flyers out due to a printing error and a forgetful graduate assistant. He needed to make a good impression with the college and that little fluke hadn't helped. 

He dropped the soiled tissue into a nearby trashcan and made his exit. Being involved with another woman was the last thing he needed right now. He should not be thinking about pulling another person into an unknown future. Why did his mind keep returning to her animated face and long brown hair? There were other things to worry about, like recruiting a camp full of kids at the last minute and making sure everything worked out with his rent-to-own contract. The money for that gem of a home required sticking to a tight budget, but so far it seemed worth every penny. 

Until he completed his tenure track requirements at the college, life might be filled with scary and unexpected turns. Especially turns at intersecting hallways in the building he had just exited. Maybe dropping off the rest of the flyers at the library would be less eventful.

A ping drew his attention to a text message as he walked across the steaming blacktop parking lot toward his mini SUV. The icon for philanthropist Edmund Bradley wavered in front of his eyes as he held the phone in his shadow and swiped open the message. 


I need your help with a possible project. Give me a call. 



A sinking sensation rushed into his chest. Not another request from the drama camp's benefactor, Edmund Bradley. Had he sold his soul to the man?

YYY

Fleeing into the office, Ginny thought she heard hearty laughter and the comment: “Very interesting.” She forced herself to take a cleansing breath and leaned against the inside of the office door, trying to calm her thumping heart. In, out, one more breath ought to do the trick.

“Are you okay?” Denise, the school’s secretary and right hand person for everyone, tapped her pink fingernails on a desk topped with stacks of manila folders. Not giving Ginny time to answer, she grinned and said in a smug voice, “You must have run into that cute guy from Freedom College. He left some papers about a summer theater camp in everyone’s box. Make sure you send them home with all your children.”

Ginny stared in confusion as laughter bubbled from the secretary’s mouth. With a knowing look, Denise pointed at the security monitor screens. Images glared, showing the nearly vacant hallway and front door where the man stood brushing a tissue over his tie. Ginny gaped and then snapped her mouth closed. This was not how she hoped her last school day before summer would go. Denise could be a sweetheart, but willingly gossiped when something interesting happened. Interesting didn't cover this situation. Total disaster was a better term, but Ginny didn't have time to dwell on the storm swirling through her mind. 

She grabbed her mail and the camp fliers. She flapped them across her face, to cool the sudden burst of heat soaring through her body. Denise's chuckles followed her as she marched away from the office. At least her warm cheeks would match those of her students as they returned from playing in the mid-day sun. She prayed the afternoon ice cream she bought for her beloved students would cool them all down. Maybe she would have some to chill her runaway emotions. Many of her students only got treats at school and she loved going the extra mile to provide something nice on special occasions. She needed to focus on them for the next few hours and make their last fourth-grade day memorable.

YYY

Memories of her collision followed her through the rest of the day. Supervising desk cleanups and going through lost-and-found items proved somewhat distracting. However, the occasional remembrance of warm hands on her arms brought another rush of warmth to her cheeks. 

"You look kind of funny, Miss Cline. Are you getting sick?" Tina's sticky ice cream fingers reached out and touched Ginny's heated cheeks.

"No, just feeling a little warm from—ah—all the excitement of our final school day." Not a great cover, but it would do. Ginny pasted on her caring teacher face and handed a moist wipe to her messy student. She took another and brushed that cool tissue across her own warm chocolate-covered cheeks, before turning to the next chore.

"Everyone put this drama flyer in your backpack. It is about a camp opportunity during the summer." Passing out the papers for the theater camp experience drew her wayward thoughts back to the bearded man. His picture, with a groomed beard and lacking the dark glasses, smiled up from each leaflet. A cartoon balloon drawn near his mouth proclaimed, “This is your summer to become a star.” 

“Do you think he could make a star out of me?” Susanne twirled around and took a deep bow. The ruffles on her top fluttered as she took a dramatic stand near a box fan, beside the teacher's desk.

“I think you are all stars in my book.” Ginny smiled at the classroom full of shining fourth-grade faces. "I hope everyone has a wonderful summer. You've been one of my favorite classes." 

Joyous cheers rang out as the school bell buzzed one last time. Chairs scraped against the floor and then clunked onto desktops as students waved farewell.

“Good-bye, Miss Cline, I’ll miss you.” A freckle-faced boy fist-bumped his teacher.

“Thank you for being such a great teacher this year.” Susanne hugged Ginny and then danced out of the room.

“Hey Miss Cline, can you tell the fifth-grade teachers to plan some fun field trips for next year? Your trips were the greatest.” Derrick, Ginny’s most outgoing student, gave her an enthusiastic high five as he sprinted out the door, not waiting for an answer in his hurry to catch up with one of his best friends.

"Walk!" Ginny's voice faded as he passed out of view and she turned to say farewell to other waiting students.

Melissa lingered near the door and brightened when Ginny wrapped her arms around the timid child. 

“I’ll see you next year, Melissa. I know you’ll have a nice summer with the Russell family.” Ginny smiled at the brown-cheeked girl who now lived with a caring foster family. Their Christian home would be a safe place for the hurting child. She'd only known Melissa for a short time. Knowing she would remain in her class for the upcoming year thrilled Ginny. Repeating the class would allow the youngster a chance to catch up on her studies, which had suffered due to neglect in a tough home situation. Melissa's carefully braided hair, ending in purple beads, gave testimony to the loving care she now experienced.

Other hugs, high fives, and happy wishes for a great summer flooded the room and then decrescendo-ed into a quiet hush. This class had blessed her by being one of the best groups in her five years of teaching. Their cooperation gifted Ginny many precious hours. Evening hours, typically spent working through student issues, had been freed up this year, allowing time to devote to her secret project. Funds raised from the event would provide another year of financial support for Forest Glen's Historical Museum. 

However, now that dream would also require her to gather her courage and convince the board and local politicians to support their efforts. She just had to show the world she knew what she was doing. She needed the Lord's help because it would not be easy. Especially after Annie’s lunchtime text—which she had failed to answer. Could there be any other way to gain support for the project that would save the museum? Only Ginny's shaking knees, prayer, and time, would tell.
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Returning Annie's call would have to wait. Ginny pulled a "School's Out" tee-shirt over her pink blouse, and hurried to meet the other teachers in front of the school for the traditional farewell. She grabbed an orange pom-pom from a curbside box and joined the frenzied line of teachers. Her voice chorused with the rest of the faculty as they cheered and waved wildly to their favorite and not-so-favorite students. 

Children called out to their teachers with both joy and tears as the lumbering yellow buses rolled away from the school. Derrick waved from a backseat window as the last bus turned the corner. When the line of parent cars followed the buses from the parking lot, Melissa's face peered out the Russells' sedan window. Ginny raised her hand in greeting to the lonely child, then turned and gave Kara a warm hug.

“Have a great summer, Ginny.” Kara squeezed her back and then bent to pick up a crumpled paper that had flown from the departing busses. “Hey, what’s this I hear about you throwing yourself at some guy? Maybe you found your prince charming after all.” 

Heat rushed out of the stuffy building as Kara held the hallway door open for them to enter. Ginny hoped the warmth blasting from her face emanated from the brick building, not from an emotional response she planned on ignoring. She couldn't believe her grade-level partner and longtime friend teased her about bumping into the hallway guy.

“It’s about time you met someone, even if you had to do it by running him down in the hall.” Melody edged closer to the two friends and added her lyrical voice to the conversation. Her expressive eyebrows lifted as she looked at Ginny's face.

Ginny shook her head in mild disgust. News traveled at a fast tempo down the Forest Glen Elementary gossip line. Next time, she would swear Denise to secrecy. “Hey, I don’t even know his name, so don’t get your hopes up. Let's forget about him and have a nice summer break.”

“Yeah! We made it through another year.” Kara's comment rang loudly through the crowd of teachers heading back to their rooms. Cheers erupted one more time. Ginny's shoulders relaxed as conversations returned to final reports and summer trips.

“See you all in the fall.” The principal's wish brought smiles to the teachers' faces. Budget cuts had resulted in lost positions the year before. It was a relief to know everyone would be back when school resumed.

Ginny shared a few more hugs and high fives with other teachers on her way back to her room. A stray flier from the drama camp lay on the hallway floor. As she bent to pick it up, her thoughts returned to the mysterious drama professor. She shook her head; there were better things to think about than some stranger wandering around Forest Glen Elementary. As she entered her classroom, she tossed the paper into the trashcan, and headed for her desk.

She sank into her chair and closed her eyes as she absorbed the peace and quiet that filled the room. Teaching was such a rewarding career, but she always welcomed the arrival of summer break. Sweat trickled down her face as she reached for a paper to fan her neck. Maybe someday the school system would spring for air conditioning. Ginny loosened the hair clip at the base of her neck and gave her long brown hair a quick swipe with the brush from her middle drawer. She pushed her humidity-induced curls into a high ponytail.

A tap echoed across the room as Melody and Kara knocked at her door and then entered. So much for peace and quiet...

"Hey, girlfriend, enlighten us about your secret project." Melody's voice sang with curiosity.

“I can’t.” Ginny clamped her mouth shut. She'd hoped she could drum up enough courage to at least answer Annie’s text, but then there was that terrible word, fear. Like the fear filtering through her mind as she fumbled for an answer to Melody’s innocent question. She could talk to her friends about teaching, but this wasn't something she had the freedom or desire to discuss outside of the museum's doors. Yet. 

Melody was nice enough, but Ginny didn't feel ready to let a professional musician have the chance to laugh if her project failed. It would not be the first time Melody had seen one of Ginny's musical failures, but for the sake of the museum, she prayed for success. So many things needed to fall into place before anyone could know the details she and Annie had discussed.

“Maybe it’s not a secret project. Perhaps she actually found a guy. One who didn't run her down in the hallway?” Kara grinned as she winked at the other women.

Ginny playfully glared at her fellow teachers. "Only a leading man will do for me, and I haven't found him yet." Her last attempt at dating had proven leading men only existed in dreams. Ten-year-old fourth graders, who loved to play soccer and read stories about adventurers, were the only young men she planned to focus on. 

"So if you haven't found a dream date, then what project is taking up all your extra time?" Determination and curiosity lit Melody’s face as she leaned against Ginny's desk and wagged a finger in the air. 

Ginny hesitated, then mustered a weak smile.  “It will be something historic.”

“Historic would be you finally going out on a date again. You've practically isolated yourself socially since college,” Kara teased. The caring look she offered took the sting from her words.

However, Ginny cringed as she picked up a stack of papers and moved them from one side of her desk to the other. When she looked up, she saw compassion in her friends' eyes and laid open hands on her desk. Kara and Melody knew about the tragedy with James, from their college years as roommates. Back then, they'd been known as the three chickadees, friends for life.

"Listen you two, I'd love to share more information about the project, but I have to clear it with the Historical Museum first. Once I get the okay from Annie, you will be the first to know."

"Could you at least give us a little hint?" Kara crossed her arms and pretended to pout.

"If everything comes together, I'm finally going to do something with my musical dream," Ginny said.

"Good for you, girlfriend. It's about time you shared your talents. Just don't hide behind anyone like James." Melody put fisted hands on her hips.

Kara nodded. "Speaking of James, I thought I saw someone who looked like him coming out of the medical complex last week."

"Please, don't mention that man's name again. I know I need to forgive him, but when I think about what happened, I can't. I knew better than to trust a man with anything so precious." Ginny paced to the door and motioned for her friends to exit. "I've got some paperwork to finish, ladies."

"Not every man is like James, or your father, for that matter. I think God has someone very special out there, waiting for you." Kara hugged her as she made her way into the hall. A hint of strawberry shampoo clung to her friend's hair and lightened Ginny's mood.

"Let me know if there's anything I can do to help." Melody paused on her way out. "This is your time to shine and I hope you have success with your project."

"Thanks, chickadees." 

As she returned to her desk, Ginny forced her thoughts to the paperwork at hand. She carefully checked each report card for accuracy and tucked them into school envelopes. Then she placed copies of grades in files she would take to the office for next year's teachers. That meant facing nosy Denise again. The secretary had a good heart, but her lips were a little loose today.

Pride filled her as she remembered each of the children and their accomplishments over the course of the past year. Maybe some of her students would be involved in her project. Derrick should be a great addition with his outgoing personality and dramatic tendencies. Susanne's flair for overacting might be useful if she focused on directions. Sweet Melissa could benefit from participating in the program. The camp might help the girl get over her shyness. She sighed. The poor child wasn't the only one who had a problem speaking up around adults. 

Ginny shuddered as she thought about her fears concerning speaking to Annie's group of officials about the project. A project that might not take place if she didn't return that phone call... Give me strength, Lord. I would never even consider doing this on my own, so I could use a little help.

She powered up her cell phone and waited for any notifications to appear. Sure enough, another message pinged with Annie’s smiling moniker. The Forest Glen Historical Museum seal surrounded the enthusiastic curator's face. 


We need to talk. Why didn't you call back yet? Stop by the museum tonight. I have more exciting news. 



Tapping out a reply, Ginny drew on courage she did not want to have right now. But, she knew Annie and the Lord expected her to follow through. Saving the museum and making up for her past failures would be worth it—she hoped.


Sorry I didn't return call. Not real thrilled about being the presenter. Will they consider a written proposal instead? What's your other news? 



She hoped they only needed to chat about next week's proposal to the board, not some other problem. Annie was usually more forthcoming. 

Whatever she wanted to share could not be any worse than the mid-day text message. Ginny had planned on Annie presenting the project. Now it sounded like Annie expected her to make that presentation. She did not want to think about standing in front of a bunch of dignitaries. She loved teaching students, but the thought of speaking and possibly singing in front of adults sent a tremolo down her spine. There wasn't much choice if she wanted success for the musical and for the museum's financial future. She needed to remember the verse that said, "Be strong and be of good courage." Time to seek the Lord and not worry until the meeting with Annie... 

After a prayer, she pushed her worries aside and concentrated on getting her final set of reports to the office. Denise gave her a smiling nod when Ginny breezed through the office and quickly placed her files in the fifth-grade cabinet. Her mind wandered as she inserted Melissa's lone file back into the fourth-grade drawer. 

Help me show God's love to this sweet child next year. She has so much to overcome—another victim of a neglectful father.

Back in her room, she started packing up her collection of basset hound figurines. Her students knew she loved the droopy breed of dog and her collection grew each year with their thoughtful gifts. Sad-eyed dog statues covered a shelf that ran along the wall behind her desk. She wrapped the little replicas of her favorite slobbery hound in bubble wrap and nestled them in a corner of one of her locking cabinets. 

Her mind rolled with regrets as she picked up an orange and white spotted hound. James gave her the little hound when they dated in college. If the dog statue hadn't been the spitting image of a childhood memory, she would have trashed it long ago. But, her love of the breed was stronger than the lack of affection she now held for the man. A man whose logic was incomprehensible when it came to relationships and betraying anyone who placed their trust in him...

His self-serving motives had ruined her dreams back in college. Too bad he discovered her weakness for basset hounds. She stuffed the little hound into the cabinet and pushed a box of science equipment and math manipulatives in front of the harmless statue. She should really get rid of it, but the coloring reminded her too much of her grandma's dog, Olive, and the summers they spent together. She slammed the cabinet door and shoved her key into the lock before turning to scan the room one more time. 

She tossed a few stray papers into her recycling bin as she cleaned out student mailboxes near the door. On a whim, she retrieved a forgotten flyer with the professor’s captivating image and dropped it into her bag to take home. Too bad the guy's name wasn’t on the flyer. It only provided a secretary’s contact information for potential campers. She hoped his name wasn't James. She needed a distraction from the past. 

She tried to tell herself she only took the folder to share with Melissa's foster parents. The girl needed something to pull her from the protective shell she hid behind. Maybe some fun dramatics would brighten her up a little. Of course, Ginny wouldn't mind taking one last look at the professor's face. She chuckled as she recalled the way his mouth fell open when she bounced off him in the hall. 

Ginny shouldered her bag and headed for the door. Any other cleaning or packing could wait for another day. Jezebel would be anxiously waiting at home, thumping her tail and pounding on the laundry room door with her paws.
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