The drive from St. Paul, Minnesota, to Branson, Missouri, is approximately ten hours without a stop. Faith Allen had never driven this far in her life, and her body insisted on a break every two hours, making the drive longer than she had planned. When she complained to her dad on the phone, he laughingly suggested getting some adult diapers so she wouldn't need to stop so often. Faith had not planned on staying in a motel along the way, and she was determined to get to her designation without spending more money on an overnight pit stop. She was exhausted and fighting to stay awake. If she called her dad again, he would insist on her stopping.
The weather had turned stormy with heavy rain and wind over the last hour. It was approaching 8:00 p.m. Faith was thankful for daylight saving time which gave her light until almost 9, but the sun was hidden due to heavy cloud cover. Her last stop was near Kansas City, and there were warnings of tornados. Her gut told her to stop and get off the road, but her mind told her she only had an hour to go. She was too tired to drive in these conditions and did not have experience being out in bad weather. She was a city girl who rarely got wet in the rain. If only the weather would improve, she would be fine.
Her car radio was fuzzy and constant warnings blared, so she turned it off. The announcements named counties in danger, but she had no idea what county she was in. She was driving on Route 7, a two-lane road with very few towns along the way. She was scared to keep driving but more afraid to stop. Where would she go, and who could she trust? She was in the middle of nowhere. The rain and wind were howling, and she could barely see. Her Honda Civic was light, and felt like the wind could blow it off the road. A tractor-trailer followed her, and the lights shone off her mirror and into her eyes.
The sky turned an eerie green, and hail began pelting her car. She was crying and shaking with fear. Up ahead, she saw an overpass and thought it would be the safest place to pull over while the storm passed. There were few cars on the road by the time she stopped, and she felt totally alone sitting in her car. The bridge overhead was a God send because the hail was so large she feared her windshield breaking. The wind was rocking her car. Faith had never experienced a storm like this. She said a quick prayer out of practice and immediately wondered where that came from.
There were no other cars parked under the bridge, which Faith found surprising. Why didn't others seek shelter like her? She realized then there was no traffic moving in either direction. Faith tried calling her dad for encouragement, but her phone had no reception. Fear took over as she prayed out loud for God to help her. That is when she saw it. The funnel was massive! Rotating and bending, moving left and right. Clouds of debris swirled around the base, and it curled, reaching up to the clouds. The immense funnel twisted and turned. Dirt flew up into the air. Debris hit Faith's car, and she could feel the wind lifting the small car into the air. Could she turn around and drive in the other direction? Should she stay in her car? The roar of the monster sounded like a freight train slamming into her. She screamed in horror as a broken tree limb smashed into the windshield.
She turned and saw a man screaming and banging on her window. She had not heard him because of the roar of the wind. Her door was locked, and he desperately tried to get her attention. 	
"Get out of the car!" he screamed violently, slapping the window.
 How could she get out of the car in this wind? Her tiny frame would certainly blow her away. Just then, the man smashed her window with his elbow. He opened the door from the inside and grabbed her, but her seat belt held tight.
"Get out! You need to get out of the car! It's not safe! The tornado will blow your car away! Get out! You need to trust me!" yelled the man.
Faith was about to pass out with fear. Why would she get out of her car? Who was this man? Debris was hitting him as he unbuckled her seat belt and grabbed her, lifting her out of the car. She was in shock and had no idea what to do. 
He yelled to her as he carried her, "We need to get down in the ditch! You're not safe sitting here! The wind is worse under the bridge! Hold on! I will help you!"
The car slid a foot behind them as they ran, and the tornado wasn't even over them yet. She looked at the man and looked at the approaching funnel and felt the sting of the wind and debris hitting her. She cupped her hands over her face for protection. This was it, she thought. She was going to die. The man ran to the side of the road and jumped down into a ditch. 
He yelled, "Get down! Lie down, face down, and cover your head with your hands." She obeyed his order and felt her body sink into the mud. The stranger laid down on top of her covering her entire body with his massive frame. "Stay down and cover your head and face!" Faith could barely hear him over the freight train blowing above them. Debris fell into the ditch, but she could tell they were protected from the heaviest wind.
Faith lay there shaking. Her face was in mud, and water from the ditch was soaking her clothes. She thought she might drown with this hulk of a man smothering her. Just when Faith thought it couldn't get worse, the sound intensified, and although she was screaming, she couldn't hear it over the noise. Hail was falling. She closed her eyes and prayed it would end.
In minutes the roar stopped. The wind slowed, but it was still raining. Faith tried to move, but the man's weight pushed her into the mud. She couldn't breathe. It felt like all his weight was on her, and she couldn't get up. 
"Get off!" she yelled, "I can't breathe! Get up!"
Nothing.
"Mister, I can't breathe! Get up!" The water was rising in the ditch from the rain, and now she wondered if she would drown. Why wasn't the man getting up? Faith yelled again. Nothing.
First, she thought the storm would kill her, and now she was being suffocated by a strange man and fearing she would drown.
"Help! Help!" the mud around her face muffled her cries. She cried once more, "God, PLEASE, get me out of here!" She tried to lift with all her might, but the man was too heavy.
At that moment, she felt the man move. At first, a little. She screamed again. The man lifted to one side and now rolled over. There were voices. She could breathe. She felt rain hitting her.
"Lady, are you ok?" said a man's voice. "Can you get up?"
"I think so," said Faith. She raised her right arm, and someone helped to lift her. She turned on her side, then another hand reached down and helped her stand. Her entire front was covered in mud, and she was soaking wet. It was cold now. The temperature must have dropped thirty degrees after the twister passed.
Someone asked again, "Are you ok? Are you hurt?"
Faith felt around herself. She was still dazed but said, "I think I'm ok. I don't feel hurt anywhere. This man grabbed me from my car, threw me down in this ditch, and lay on me. I couldn't get up!"
"You're lucky he did," said the first man, "I don't know what car you were driving, but I don't see a car close by."
Faith collected herself and looked around. There was little light, but she could see the bridge she had parked under. There was no car. She looked the other way and didn't see the car anywhere. It wasn't until now that she looked down at the man. He was still lying on the ground, not moving.
"He’s dead,” said the man, “something hit him hard. Debris hit him. There are a lot of puncture wounds,  but a hit to his head likely killed him. You’re lucky he was on top of you. He was a big feller, and it looks like he saved your life. We couldn’t even see you underneath him. He had you totally covered. We began to turn him over and heard you cry out. You are one lucky girl.”
The rain dripped down Faith’s cheeks and mixed with tears. What happened? She was driving her car. She was on a road trip to a new start in a new town. She would have beat the storm if she hadn't stopped so often. Now she is in the middle of nowhere. No car. No clothing. Nothing. And a man was killed, saving her pathetic life.

Chapter

Faith Allen was the perfect example of the ‘typical middle class.’ She was raised in the suburbs of St. Paul, Minnesota. Her parents were divorced and remarried. She had two biological siblings and two step-siblings. Both families were middle-class, living in typical suburban homes ten miles apart. Each family had two cars, and each had a dog. The parents took turns shuffling the four children to soccer games, dance lessons, and school functions. The relationships between family members were civil but not warm. Neither family was ‘religious,’ but they did hold memberships at churches they rarely attended. Faith attended a public high school and got average grades. She graduated in the top third of her class and attended a state university. 
That is where ‘average’ stopped and ‘spectacular’ began. Faith wasn’t strikingly beautiful. She was tall and thin with long chestnut brown hair but not built like a model. She could dance but not as a ballet dancer. What she may have lacked in appearance, she made up with stage appeal. Her love for acting began in Middle School, and in ninth grade, she was getting top roles in High School plays and musicals. She had a booming voice, and her acting ability was spot on. Dance lessons began early, followed by voice lessons during her teen years. She dreamed of Broadway and Hollywood and knew she would someday be famous. Her major at university was theatre. Faith stole the spotlight in all university shows. Everyone told her she would make it big someday, and she grew to love the praise, dreaming of a life in the spotlight.
The praise and adoration during her school years faded fast after college graduation. Her applications to Broadway and Hollywood were not answered. No one was seeking her out. No talent agency was banging on her door. By the end of the summer, she was looking for an agent, but they were mainly handling small parts and local work. Volunteer parts were open at local theaters, but Faith wanted a career. She didn’t work her entire life to work small local stages while working at Starbucks. It may be easy to criticize people who major in ‘non-working’ degrees like art, music, and theater, but this is who she was, and everyone told her she was the best!
Months after graduation, the depression and discouragement began. Classmates stopped in her cafe and were shocked she was working there and not on the big stage. The comments only made her feel worse. Had she chosen the wrong path in life? Was she stupid to think she could find a career on stage? Did everyone lie when they told her she was the best? Why didn’t any talent agent agree with her friends and teachers? Why didn’t she listen to her parents and do a double major so she would have another career to fall back on?
The problem with the arts, music, dance, and for that matter – sports is the challenge to make a living doing what you love. Teachers need to decide what grade or subject to teach. Nurses pick a hospital or specific field. Engineers can choose what they want to build. Faith’s friends who majored in ‘normal’ studies worked in their fields. They all had ‘real’ jobs. None of them were working at Starbucks months after graduating. Why couldn’t she be normal? Why didn’t she study to be an accountant, manager, or software developer? Let’s face it; graduates were not making a living with their art or singing solos. 
Being the best in a field is no guarantee of success. The best singers aren’t necessarily on the charts. Success is often being at the right place at the right time. There is a massive pool of applicants and very few spots for getting in. Some people carry the proper perspective in this challenge, but the struggle was crushing for someone like Faith, who was lauded as the best her entire life.
Faith eventually found what appeared to be an honest and practical agent. Susan Bishop had been in the business for twenty years and had seen more than her share of ‘bright lights’ come and go. “The brighter they come in, the faster they fade away,” Bishop explained to Faith. She had a pamphlet outlining likely scenarios. Wage scales on Broadway. Salaries in Hollywood. It was possible to live on these but hard to get in. The pamphlet outlined smaller theater venues, acting in commercials, and other film outlets. The bottom line is, “You can make a living in this, but you need to shake off the glamour and fame glasses. This isn’t easy, and it is NOT overnight. The chance of being a household name is very slim.” 
Faith allowed this all to sink in. She read and re-read the material Susan Bishop gave her. There was one option that piqued her interest: Branson, Missouri. 
Chapter

According to his driver's license, Gene Bohlen was the nameless man in the storm. Gene was a truck driver who lived just over the Eureka Springs, Arkansas border. He was forty years old with a wife, two sons, and one daughter. Gene was the truck driving following Faith. He pulled his tractor-trailer to the side of the road when the conditions got bad. He witnessed the driver of the Honda make the fateful decision to stop under the overpass, thinking it was safe. An overpass intensifies the wind like a wind tunnel. No one should try to hide from a tornado under a bridge or in a tunnel. If the driver had parked in the ditch, Gene would have let it go, but he could not sit in his massive truck and watch whoever was in the car get tossed a mile away. He left the shelter of his truck and fought against the wind to rescue Faith. The outcome of his truck: It toppled over, but Gene would have survived. Now he left behind a widow and three children without a father.
Faith was transported to the triage area in nearby Garden City. There was no hospital in town, and civil volunteers were helping with essential needs while medical personnel evaluated wounds, sending serious victims to hospitals in Kansas City. The elementary school was open for people needing shelter, and Faith found a cot and blanket for the night. Cell phone service was back on, and she told her parents she was safe. Sleep was light. Faith found it hard to relax in an open gym with people all around her. Some were snoring. Some were crying and talking. The room was busy with people coming and going. The thoughts of the killer storm and the death of Gene Bohlen haunted Faith. She feared those thoughts would never leave her.
Morning finally came, and decisions had to be made. Faith talked to her insurance agent and her parents about the loss of the car. It would take days to get a settlement and days or weeks until she found another car. There was some aid from the red cross, but how could she recover all she lost? Her family was willing to send some money, but Faith was heading to a new job, a new town, new everything, and she had little to start with. 
A volunteer took her report and later told Faith her car was located in a field wrapped around a tree. He drove Faith to the location of the car. She was able to open the trunk and retrieve her belongings. She also found her purse and a few belongings inside the car. There was no way she could have survived this. She could barely recognize the twisted metal as a car. Faith shook in fear, thinking of how she would have died from ignorance and that a complete stranger lost his life by saving hers. She doubted she was worth the sacrifice at that moment, but there was nothing she could do. 
The main roads were blocked with debris, and Faith needed to stay another day. The devastation was unimaginable. Entire farms were wiped out. Debris was everywhere. Faith was amazed at the damage – one side of the street was gone, while the other had very little damage. How was that possible? It didn’t make sense that one house was gone, and the one next to it was still standing in relatively good condition. One two-story house had the exterior wall ripped off, but all the contents remained. It was like looking into a doll house. The furniture was all in place. Clothes hung in a closet with no exterior wall. Even the bathroom had towels and toilet paper! How could a tornado rip off a wall and leave everything inside the house in place? There was no sense to this storm.
One of the volunteers offered to drive Faith to Branson. He was also a truck driver, and he was headed that way. Getting in the rig only added to Faith’s guilt, and she wondered if riding with him was a good choice. She was quiet on the drive. The driver informed her of the dangers of tornados and the best actions to take. Faith wanted to cry but managed to keep it together for the drive. She couldn’t ask the man to be quiet since he was nice enough to help her.
Faith had lined up a rooming house to live in. A woman who had been an actor saw the need for new actors in town and bought a large home to rent out. The rooms were leased by the week, and she offered a clean and safe option for girls working in various theaters. The rent was reasonable. There were strict rules on behavior and one odd requirement: All residents needed to attend some type of church function each week. It could be a traditional service or Bible study, but the owner wanted well-grounded tenants. Faith had never been a big church attender, and she felt this was extreme, but it was a sacrifice she could make to get a fantastic housing opportunity.  
Diane Young was fifty years old—a bleached blonde with a smoker’s voice. Diane had the look of a hard life. She was divorced three times, had no children, and had no fame or fortune to show for her years on stage. Diane didn’t complain or judge those wanting to get into the business. She also didn’t puff them up with false praise and promise. Her attitude was matter-of-fact. She was a realist. Diane understood the driving force behind the girls who came. Some of them made it, and some did not. Her role was to give them a decent home to start in. Most of her tenants stayed between three to six months. By then, they had either landed a solid job, got an apartment, or washed up and returned home. None of her girls went on to the bright lights of Hollywood or New York.
Faith had the same look as all the other girls entering Diane’s home, except for the shell shock of surviving a tornado. Diane eyed her up and down. She knew Faith’s background from her application. They talked in the living room for a few minutes before Diane took her upstairs and showed her the room. It wasn’t big, but it was clean and had everything she needed. Four girls lived in the house, and they all used one bathroom. Diane had a primary suite with a private bathroom and laundry. The girls shared a washer, dryer on the first floor, kitchen, and living room. Rules were posted about labeling food and keeping the house clean. A big sign said, “NO OVERNIGHT GUESTS!” Diane worked as a manager at Texas Road House and rarely ate at home.
One girl was home at the time. Emilee Kurtz was from Ohio and was working at the Southern Country Theater. She had been here for three months and was beginning to look at apartments. The other two girls, Olivia and Kristen, worked as singers and dancers at their show in the Branson Showboat. Diane left Faith alone to set up her room. She unpacked and called her parents to let them know everything was good. She snapped a couple pictures to send so they could picture where she was. Faith was tired from the last few days. She took a shower and went to bed early, hoping the next few days would be better than the previous.

Chapter
In the morning, Faith got up and waited thirty minutes for a turn in the bathroom. She then decided she would need to plan more time to prepare daily. She got dressed and went downstairs. She met Olivia and Kristen, and the three talked about their backgrounds. The girls had a lot of questions about the tornado. Faith had no food yet, so she skipped breakfast and called an Uber to pick her up. 
The theater was a mile away from her rooming house. She entered the front door, went to the manager’s office, and told the receptionist she was there to start employment. The receptionist gave her a clipboard with several papers on it. Faith had a seat and filled out the forms. She let the receptionist know when she finished, and a personnel manager called her back to the office.
“Hello, I’m Cindy Viotta, the HR manager,” she extended a hand to Faith and invited her to have a seat, “We were expecting you yesterday.” Cindy was wearing dark blue pants with a white shirt looking the professional she was. The rest of her screamed artist with tattoos, a nose piercing, eyebrow piercing, and multiple rings on both ears. Her hair had various dyed colors, and Faith wasn’t sure what her true color was.
Faith sat down and crossed her legs, “I’m sorry, I was on the road when the tornado hit. I was nearly killed, and I lost my car and possessions. I slept in a shelter two nights ago and had no idea if I could make it here or not.”
“I’m sorry,” said Cindy, “You must have been scared to death!”
“I was. A man saved me by covering me in a ditch. Unfortunately, he died.” Faith looked down at the floor, sullen at the thought.
“Oh my!” Cindy covered her mouth, “I’ve lived here for ten years and have not been through anything like that. We have plenty of warnings, but I was never in the middle of a tornado. That is awful. How did you get here?”
“A volunteer at the shelter gave me a ride to the rooming house last night. I took an Uber here this morning.”
“I am so sorry,” Cindy repeated, “I’m sorry I will be adding to your bad news. Since we didn’t hear from you, we gave your spot to someone who was here and anxious to get started. This is a very competitive market, and since we didn’t hear from you, we went with an applicant who was ready to go. I’m very sorry!”
Faith hung her head, her dark hair flowing around her face as a shield to hide the tears falling down her cheeks. “No, No, No,” she whispered to herself. 
Cindy stood, got a bottle of water from a small refrigerator behind her desk, and grabbed a box of tissues, handing them to Faith. She then sat on her desk right in front of Faith so she could talk casually without a desk in between. Along with her tats and other ornaments, she had some wild psychedelic socks under her conservative pants and wasn’t wearing shoes. Cindy gave Faith a minute to compose herself. 
“You want to talk? I’ve been in the business a long time, and you’re not the first to cry out of frustration,” said Cindy.
“I wish I had stayed in my car during the tornado and tossed into a cornfield. My whole life has been one big tornado that doesn’t end. Nothing is normal with me. All my friends have jobs. Some are getting married and buying houses. I have nothing. I went from being the star of the stage to having nothing. I came here for a job, and now I don’t have one.”
“You think you’re alone in this storm?” asked Cindy.
“Yeah, everyone else is doing great. I wish I could have picked a normal career.”
“And you would have been content working nine to five in an office or teaching thirty children in a public school?”
“No. That’s not what I want, but this isn’t working either. My dad wants me to get on a plane and fly back to Minnesota. For what? My job at Starbucks?”
“Believe it or not, I was you twenty years ago. I wanted the stage. I wanted to dance at the best ballets in the world.”
“What happened?”
“Life. Storms. Disappointments. Failures. More storms. I started at a young age. I was good. Really good. I quickly moved up through various schools. I moved away from my family in High School to an elite school in another state. A school in Russia invited me to attend, followed by a school in Canada. I was on my way. I was the right height, right weight, and right look. The other girls were so jealous. Do you know how frustrating it is to be an excellent dancer but six inches too short or tall? Girls began to develop, and some got too big up here.” She cupped her hands around her tiny breasts. “Others were injured, or their families were too poor to pay for all this. It’s very expensive, and there is no guarantee it will come back in the end.
“I suffered from broken toes and other injuries. A partner dropped me when I was eighteen, and I had multiple injuries keeping me in the hospital for days. My family wasn’t there, and I had no one to comfort me. My partner blamed the fall on me. He said I didn’t obey the steps and lost my balance. That whole world is evil! Those dancers may look beautiful on stage but let me tell you, that world is mean, and the knives come out against you for any reason.”
“I’ve heard. Theater is no easy place either,” said Faith, “People sleep together one minute and stab each other in the back the next. There are no sides. It is everyone for themselves.”
Cindy continued, “Sports is the same, although they don’t have the female diva demonstrations.”
Faith laughed at the comment.
“Imagine being a high school sports star, going to college, and trying to make it with the big boys. The mast majority don’t make it to the pros and put their trophies on the shelf while working a job they don’t like and telling stories for the rest of their lives.”
“I guess it isn’t much different than my situation,” said Faith.
“Pick an art, or music, or a sport. Thousands of little kids start with lessons, teams, and classes. They all have a dream of making it big. 99% of them don’t. Some get weeded out in Elementary school. Others in High School. Some get knocked out in college. Few ever reach the highest level. Just because they were a star in High School doesn’t mean they will make it big anywhere else. A few make it big. How many rock stars can you name? How many sports figures? How many dancers? And how many actors? A few make it to the top, and what is so frustrating: they may not always be the best. They may have been at the right place or time or have known somebody. Is John Grisham the best writer in the world, or did he happen to hit the market at the right time?”
Faith blew her nose. “I understand all that. I’ve known my whole life I picked a do-or-die career. I knew it would be tough. I knew there were no guarantees. My parents wanted me to plan a backup career, but I resisted.”
“That was good wisdom they gave you. I studied business as my backup plan. I hated it, but here I am.”
“What happened to your career?”
Cindy stood and stretched her back. “After my fall, I was tentative. I was afraid of falling again, and I refused the dangerous roles. You can’t do that. It’s suicide. I started to lose roles, and dance companies rejected my applications. With all the stress, I lost too much weight and started an eating disorder. I was a mess. Mentally I couldn’t do it, and physically I was failing. It didn’t take long until I was out of the arena altogether.”
“What did you do next?”
“I moved back home with my family, who I hadn’t lived with for years. I was mean to everyone and angry at the world. I had blown it. I had it all and lost it over one fall. My family finally made me leave because they couldn’t take my attitude. Just like you, I got a job wherever I could. I began giving dance lessons at the local school. Everyone fawned over me because of my resume, but I hated the attention. Their comments made me feel more like a failure instead of feeling better. I wanted to go back and try again, but dance isn’t open to that. I was a has-been, and no one was hiring.”
“Wow, I’m so sorry.”
“I got healthy. I got a therapist and began eating better. I exercised and practiced. I took business classes at the community college. Wala! I’m here working in Human Resources and coaching young kids like you.”
“Are you happy?”
“I am now. I wasn’t always. I’m not going to lie. I went through some dark times. I wanted the fame and glory just like you do. I learned along the way. I learned that fame and glory are not what they are advertised to be. That doesn’t mean we cut our dreams short, but we need to learn to enjoy the gifts we have at every level.”
“What do you mean by every level?”
“I believe someone who loves acting can find as much joy in a volunteer community stage as they would on Broadway. I believe all those artists, sports people, musicians, dancers, or whoever can find joy in their gifts without being rich and famous. I know men who play softball through their seventies, and in their minds, they are playing the big leagues.”
Faith laughed, imagining old fat men trying to run the bases.
“It’s true. Getting paid for your gift is not a guarantee of happiness. Enjoying your gift is pure joy no matter what level you achieve. Let me ask you a question, do you want to act to become famous, or do you want to act?
“I want to act, but I’d like to get paid for it. I guess fame isn’t the issue, but I’d like to act professionally and get paid so I don’t need to work at Starbucks my whole life.”
“Ok, let me see what I can do for you here. Go think about what we discussed and check back with me tomorrow.” Cindy stood and led Faith out of the office. There was a Starbucks across the street, and Faith walked over, ordered a drink, and asked for an application for work.
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	Later that evening, Faith received a phone call from one of the tornado volunteers to see if she was doing alright. They talked for a few minutes, and Faith asked if she could get any information, an address, or phone number for Gene, the truck driver that died. The volunteer had no information but stated that Faith could Google his name, and his obituary would likely be online. Faith thought that was a good idea and started there. She found the obit and wrote an online note to his wife. She left her phone number and asked if she would be willing to call and talk.
	Brenda Bohlen called Faith the next day. Faith was surprised she was willing to talk to her so soon and wasn’t angry. The call was short. Faith could tell Brenda was tired, and she heard children playing in the background. Faith asked if it would be appropriate to visit the family, and Brenda agreed. It would need to wait until Faith got a new car, but Brenda welcomed the visit.
	It was easy for Faith to get hired at the local Starbucks with a solid reference from a store in St. Paul. She began working part-time, and the search was on for a used car. Between insurance and help from her parents, Faith was able to purchase a seven-year-old Toyota Camry to replace her Honda. It wasn’t new, but it was a step up from the Honda that was getting old. She called Brenda Bohlen and arranged a time on Saturday afternoon. She got the address, and GPS said it was an hour’s drive. 
	The drive from Branson to Eureka Springs was beautiful. Faith had no idea this part of the country was so amazing. She arrived at Eureka Springs and drove through the historic district, marveling at the unique shops and Victorian buildings. She saw signs for hot springs and was instantly interested in learning more about them. There were little shops and restaurants, and Faith fell in love with the town. She wanted to stop and shop, but she had a commitment to keep with Mrs. Bohlen.
Heartland Bed and Breakfast was located on the other side of town but was easy to find. It was a charming Victorian home with a white picket fence surrounded by mature trees. The house was painted multiple colors that drew Faith in. Next to the home was an artesian jewelry store where Brenda Bohlen made and sold her jewelry and other locally made items. Faith parked her car and entered a gate into the property. A loveable Beagle greeted her immediately, howling with excitement. A woman walked behind the dog with a smile to greet Faith.
“Hi, you must be Faith. I’m Brenda Bohlen.” Brenda extended her hand to greet Faith.
“Hi, Mrs. Bohlen. Thank you for allowing me to visit.”
“Please call me Brenda. We are informal around here. This is our guard dog, Trix. As you can see, he scares everyone away.” Trix stood and wagged his tail. “C’mon in. I’ll show you around.” The two women and dog walked up wooden steps to a wooden porch and entered the house. An older couple was sitting at the dining room table drinking coffee. Brenda introduced her parents to Faith and explained they live here and help with the children and the B&B.
Brenda appeared to be in her thirties or early forties and very youthful. She wore her blonde hair in a short, tousled cut that gave her a natural look that was likely quick and easy to care for. She wore jeans with slits at the knees, a yellow cotton blouse, and a denim apron with Heartland B&B and Artesian Jewelry embroidered on it. She had bare feet, little makeup, and Faith liked her instantly.
	The living room was to the left, and Brenda invited Faith to sit while she retrieved a tray of coffee, tea, homemade cookies, and brownies. Faith poured herself coffee and remarked how much better it was than at Starbucks. Brenda smiled, accepted the compliment, and promised not to repeat it to anyone official at Starbucks. Three children ran into the room, and Brenda introduced Faith to Hunter, age ten, Brynn, age eight, and Lexi, age six. The three said hello and ran out as fast as they ran in.
	Brenda and Faith shared small talk for a few minutes about their backgrounds. Faith praised Brenda for the beautiful property and marveled at the business before getting to the hard part of the meeting.
	“Brenda, I am so sorry for what happened. I can’t imagine what you and your children are going through. I feel it is all my fault. Gene would still be alive if he had not left his truck to save me. I was foolish for what I did and…” Faith caught her breath through the emotion and tears, “I had never seen a tornado before, and I thought I’d be safe under the bridge.” Faith looked down, fighting tears. She destroyed this family because of her stupidity, and she could not reverse her horrible decision.
	“Faith, you didn’t know Gene. He was the kind of man who would stop at nothing to help someone. He knew what he was risking when he exited his truck to help you. There was a good chance of the twister killing you, and I’m sure he felt like he had to save you. What you haven’t considered is  Gene did know about tornados. He had been in several. I told him to stay the night in Kansas City, but he was so bullheaded he wanted to get home that night. Big strong man that he was; he thought he was invincible. Yes, he probably would still be here if he hadn’t left the truck, but that was a sacrifice he made. He chose to do it. It’s not your fault.”
	“But I have nothing. He had a beautiful wife and family to care for. Why did he choose to save me.”
	“That was Gene. His entire life was about sacrifice. He would have been devastated if he had stayed in his truck and saw the twister throw you and your car. He would be tortured with guilt for the rest of his life.” 
	“I can’t imagine being so unselfish,” said Faith.
“When we met, he was playing minor league baseball. I went to a game and met him. We dated and got married. Everyone hears how much major league ball players make, but little is said about how minor league players nearly starve along the way. That was us. I struggled to start my jewelry business, and he was out on the road playing baseball. He had a good shot of moving up. A very good shot. But it takes time, and there are no guarantees. I got pregnant with Hunter, and the bills began to pile up. Gene came home one day and said he quit. He took a job as a truck driver because we needed the money. I was so mad but, at the same time, relieved because we weren’t making it. He gave up his future to feed his family. That is the man who saved you.”
	Faith sat quietly with tears flowing down her cheeks. 
	“He didn’t know you. You could have been a serial killer for all he knew. It didn’t matter. He saw you in the path of the tornado and chose to save you, regardless of whether you were a good person. Gene never stopped to consider the danger. He was only thinking he could save your life.”
	“But he shouldn’t have. I wasn’t worth saving compared to what he meant to you.”
	“What he meant to us is what he did. I loved him for his love of others. Sure, I’m sad. I’m angry. I’m lost. The children cry every night because they want their daddy. They lost their hero, and so did I,” tears were running down both women’s cheeks, “but he was a hero, and sometimes heroes die in their sacrifice. I would rather love a hero who dies than a selfish man who stayed safe rather than rescued someone in a storm’s path. His death crushed me, but that was the man I chose to love. Does that make sense?”
	“I don’t know. I think I understand. It just doesn’t seem right.”
	Brenda and Faith both grabbed tissues and blew their noses.
	“Those who have great things risk great loss. Those with little have little to lose. We were blessed with a great man who sacrificed his life for you. You’re young. You have your whole life ahead of you. You must choose whether to fight for the great things, face risk and loss, or settle for mediocre and stay safe?”
	Faith let out a long sigh. “I don’t know. I want to fight for the great, but I’m scared I will fail. After the last few weeks, I want to go back home and do anything to forget life here.”
	“If you wanted the simple way out of life, you wouldn’t have come here. You didn’t need to come here and meet us face to face. You did nothing wrong. You could have continued your life and never faced this head-on. That is not a characteristic of a person who settles for mediocrity. Let’s talk about your life. Tell me about the person Gene saved.”

Chapter
	It seemed impossible to Faith for a woman to be this strong. Her husband and children’s father was killed, saving her life. Not only did Brenda forgive Faith, she was now willing to sit here and listen to her life story. Part of her wanted to run out the door and never look back. The other part wanted to adopt into this family to glean off this woman’s strength. Faith had never encountered anyone like Brenda and assumed she never would again.
	Faith told her story of growing up in St. Paul. She shared stories of acting in school and college and everyone’s chants that she would shine on the stage someday. Brenda did not know about acting. She didn’t watch TV, rarely saw a movie, and had never been to a theater. She listened with curiosity to the stories and what goes on behind the curtain. 
	Brenda asked her mom to bring a pitcher of sweet tea. 
	“Please don’t bother with anything for me,” said Faith.
	“We run a bed and breakfast. We are used to serving people every day. It’s not a problem.”
	Brenda’s mom brought in a tray with more brownies, a pitcher of sweet tea, and a couple of glasses full of ice. She poured a glass of tea for Faith and handed it to her. Faith took a drink, and her face lit up. “Wow! I’ve never tasted ice tea like this!”
	“That’s because you’re a Yankee. You Yankees don’t know what they’re missing,” said Brenda. Everyone laughed, and Faith took another drink and smiled.
	Brenda said, “You have a hard calling. It reminds me of Gene when he was playing ball. He may have made it, but he quit because other priorities took place. Those priorities became his new calling, and he never stopped being a husband or dad. Some people have low thresholds in life. It’s not wrong. They merely have different life goals. Some people dream of being a truck driver. That’s ok. Others, like Gene, become truck drivers because it fills their income needs. Gene never complained about that, but some people do when they settle below their dreams.”
	“It seems to me Gene had higher dreams than baseball. That’s why he was content.”
	“I agree. Right now, you need to balance your financial needs with the high goals you set. But you can live cheaply. You only need to care for yourself and live a basic lifestyle. Imagine if you suddenly had a child to feed. That would be a different scenario altogether.”
	“I could never do it,” said Faith, “the schedule, finances, there is no way I could care for a child.”
	“And you would likely shift your goals from being on stage to being a mother with a job that fits the requirements. That may seem impossible now, but you would do what is necessary, right?”
	“I guess so,” said Faith.
	“Ok. But you’re not in that situation. You’re still balancing. You may not feel like it because you’re still working at Starbucks, but you are balancing and holding on to the dream.”
	“It doesn’t feel like it, but yes, when you say it like that.”
	“And there is no reason to quit?”
	“No, I guess not unless I give up.”
	Brenda sat back and took a sip of tea. “We all get knocked off the tightrope. Sometimes we get hit by storms and don’t have a choice. Other times we look around and choose another path. And sometimes, we get to the end of the tightrope and feel we made it, and we have nothing to prove by walking back over the rope again. We climb down and say, ‘I made it, and I’m moving on.’
	“Gene jumped off his rope when we started a family. We prayed about it and decided it was the right choice. I have worked to make jewelry and run this home while raising a family. I made adjustments along the way, but I made it. A storm has now blown me off my rope. My parents are getting old, and I need more time with the children now that I’m a single parent. I’m ok with the change. I’m not happy about losing Gene, but we will survive.”
	“I don’t know how you can be this strong,” said Faith.
	“You’re seeing me in the daylight, not at night when I’m crying myself to sleep.”
	“I’m so sorry,”
	“You are incredibly young. You haven’t faced many storms yet, but you will. Some will knock you down, and others may move you elsewhere. Don’t give up. You can change your plans but never give up. Don’t let the storms beat you. Don’t let the discouragement make you quit.”

Chapter
	Faith said goodbye to Brenda’s family, and the two hugged each other tightly for several minutes. Both shed more tears. The pain these two shared would never leave. Faith drove away, shaken to the core at the strength of this family. She had never experienced so much grace, mercy, and forgiveness. She had also never met someone with as much wisdom as Brenda Bohlen.
	As she drove back to Branson, she felt Brenda’s encouragement never to quit and push on until another path opened up. She felt foolish for wanting to quit her dream in such a short time. An hour later, she was in her room. She called her parents and left a message for her agent. She had a shift early the following day. Storm or no storm, she wasn’t giving up. She owed that much to herself, and now she owed it to Gene and Brenda.
Epilogue
	Faith and Brenda stayed in contact over the years. Brenda eventually sold the B&B and gift shop. She used the proceeds to move to a new home where she could provide for her parents and have time to raise her children. Brenda enjoyed the stories of theater – the good, the bad, and the ugly. The two developed a valuable relationship of support and friendship.
	Five years passed, and Brenda received an envelope postmarked from New York. She opened it to find three tickets to a Broadway show. Faith had accomplished her dream of being on a big stage. Brenda cried with joy and ran to her children to share the news.

Group Discussion

Matthew 14:22-33 NIV
Jesus Walks on the Water
22 Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowd. 23 After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. Later that night, he was there alone, 24 and the boat was already a considerable distance from land, buffeted by the waves because the wind was against it.
25 Shortly before dawn Jesus went out to them, walking on the lake. 26 When the disciples saw him walking on the lake, they were terrified. “It’s a ghost,” they said, and cried out in fear.
27 But Jesus immediately said to them: “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.”
28 “Lord, if it’s you,” Peter replied, “tell me to come to you on the water.”
29 “Come,” he said.
Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus. 30 But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, “Lord, save me!”
31 Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. “You of little faith,” he said, “why did you doubt?”
32 And when they climbed into the boat, the wind died down. 33 Then those who were in the boat worshiped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.”
James 1:2-5 NIV

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him.

1. Many of us are either approaching a storm, going through a storm, or just coming out of one. Where would you say you are right now? 
2. Have your storms come from bad choices or circumstances beyond your control?
3. When facing strong winds and a storm like the disciples, do you row harder to fight or do you trust in the Lord for salvation?
4.  We often judge Peter for sinking in the waves but do we have faith to ‘walk out to Jesus’ when storms come?
5. Do you find joy in trials, as James 1 points out or is that nonsense to you
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