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Philippians 1:27-30
New International Version ™
Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.
♥
MELODY OF THE HEART
After the last song was sung, the last note of music played; after the roar of the crowd died down, when the lights on the stage were dimmed, and the auditorium lights turned up, Evan Worthy took his last bow and walked off stage. Behind the curtain, Matt waited. And Evan knew what the first words from his mouth would be.
“So did you think about it, Evan? What did you decide?”
Matt had asked the same question every night for the last three weeks, and each night Evan gave him the same answer.
“No, Matt. Not yet.”
Tonight Matt’s plea was urgent. It was nearly August, and school would begin in September. If he couldn’t convince his brother to let him go in the next few weeks, he might lose his chance to attend high school altogether.
“I’m not asking for the world,” Matt pleaded, alternating between anger and despair. Why wouldn't he answer? “I want to be like everyone else, have friends my own age, go to a real school, maybe play on a football team. I want to be in a classroom, and go out on dates with girls who like me for me, instead of acting all friendly just so they can meet you.”
“Matt, it’s not that simple.” Evan brushed his hair back in frustration. This was becoming a regular argument between them, especially now that Matt had turned sixteen and began wondering aloud what he might be missing while living on the road in his brother’s shadow. His discontent had grown and now both of them resented the other’s stubbornness in the matter; Matt couldn’t understand Evan’s refusal to let him go, and Evan was hurt that Matt wanted to leave.
“It’s not like I can stop my career and just drop out of Christian music, Matt. There are more people than just you and Keith depending on me for their livelihoods. I have employees—my musicians, crew, and people in the office. My records and concerts provide their living. I have to keep on singing, playing concert dates, and producing enough CD’s to make payroll. Besides, it’s not a good career move to drop out when you’re at the top of your profession.”
“Couldn’t you commute back and forth? Like you do in Nashville? You’re never there enough to call it your hometown, and we hardly ever see you when we’re home anyway. Keith could stay with me. I’m old enough to take care of both him and me now. Keith wouldn’t have to do anything but be there. I won’t get into trouble.”
Evan saw his manager waving to him, indicating that the press and backstage pass holders were waiting for him. He motioned to Mitch that he would be there momentarily, and turned his attention back to his brother’s earnest plea. The look on Matt’s face made Evan feel guilty, but he wasn’t about to give in.
“I need you guys with me. We’re family. It’s always been the three of us.”
Matt scoffed. “And your entourage of musicians, agents, backup singers, stage hands. Fans that won’t let us near you. Security guards who don’t believe we’re part of the band. It used to be just the three of us, but that was like, so long ago.”
“God’s been good to us, Matt. I never dreamed we would get this far. You know that with much blessing comes responsibility. I can’t just walk away.”
“I know, Evan. I’m not asking you to do that.” Matt sniffed and rubbed his neck. “But I want a life too. I never got to be a kid; I’ve spent most of my life on the road with you. I want to find out what it’s like before I grow up and lose my youth completely.”
What could Evan tell him? No, Matt, too bad? That his needs were not as important as Evan's career? Even so, Evan had sacrificed everything to care for his brothers, and he expected no less from them.
“Sorry, Matt. I know this is important to you, but I’ve done the best I can to give you everything. I’ve tried to be your mom, dad, brother and friend. I tried to make up for losing all of them. I did what I thought was best for you.”
Matt’s face softened. His brother unselfishly cared for him and Keith at the expense of his own interests. Matt was not ungrateful.
“You were all those people to me. I’ve got everything a guy could want, as far as money and clothes and stuff. I know how hard you work, and what you did to keep us together. But bro, me and Keith, we’re grown now, and we have our own lives.”
Evan looked across the backstage area to where his other brother, Keith sat in a wheelchair waiting.
“Keith doesn’t. I can’t abandon him, Matt. He can’t work; what will he do?”
Matt’s eyes were on his brother also, but he disagreed. “Have you paid any attention to Keith lately? Have you read any of the notes he writes when we travel?”
Evan hadn’t. When would he have the time? Between the concerts, rehearsals beforehand, and work in the studio for his latest CD he had no more than five minutes to himself in almost a year.
“So what are you trying to tell me?” Evan asked. “That Keith is a writer?”
“Songs, Evan. Good ones. Better than yours.” Matt frowned at his brother, and then smiled in pride for Keith. “He can’t play the piano to save his life, and he sings like a wounded animal, but he writes awesome lyrics. If you put the words to music and sang them, you would have your best collection yet.”
“You think?” Evan looked at his disabled brother in wonder, thinking about the next project, writing songs for a new CD. Evan was feeling pressure already and the tour from the current collection wasn’t even over. He had yet to write one song, or even feel inspired to speak a message from his heart. Evan was tapped out, spiritually and creatively. With his hectic schedule and tour, he couldn’t seem to find more than five minutes at a time to devote himself to Bible study or prayer, let alone hear the voice of God. And going to church was simply not an option; he was in a different city almost every Sunday, a concert each Saturday night. Even if he did manage to find a church near the auditorium, his appearance caused such a commotion that the message was lost. What a far cry from the early days, twelve years ago when it was just him, his guitar, a couple of songs, and a fire inside to share the Gospel with a hurting world. He was the bearer of Good News, the message given to him by the Savior to whom he was devoted. For Evan, singing was the best way to communicate in a way listeners would remember. He was gifted, handsome, charismatic, and his voice captured the audience to whom he sang, but to Evan all these things were tools to be used in evangelism, bringing hope to a world devastated by sin. “Discovered” by a local radio station after countless concerts for youth groups and coffee houses, his natural good looks were repackaged into a more professional appearance, his voice polished to perfection; and he was presented to the record companies as the rising star on the contemporary Christian scene. Mitch, the radio personality who recognized his talent became Evan’s manager, in charge of his career, booking and publicity, and things exploded from that point. He became a major player in his record company, his face and name as common in Christian music as his own personal heroes. Awards became frequent, concert halls sold out, and his music flew off the store shelves.
It was then that Evan’s life became no longer his own. Not that he minded; success was welcome, his goal all along, and he had never been a free man. From the time he was young Evan supported his family and raised his brothers. After his father died, leaving a wife and two children, Evan assumed the role of caretaker, babysitter, and teacher for Keith. He was the one who taught Keith to walk, encouraging him to keep moving on legs that were bent and sometimes useless. Frequent operations and the need for physical therapy kept Keith from regular schooling, but Evan taught him diligently from his own lessons and books. Keith was a bright and eager student, with a quick mind and pleasant disposition, normal in every way, except the full use of his limbs. He idolized his older brother, living his life through him as Evan played, worked, and later, sang. And Evan was devoted to Keith, then both of his brothers when Matt joined the family in Evan’s fourteenth year. His mother never volunteered the identity of Matt’s father, and Evan did not ask; her death when Matt was four ended the issue anyway. She took the secret of his paternity to her grave.
At eighteen, Evan became the sole support of his family, no longer working part- time, attending school and baby-sitting for his brothers. It was in this year his career began, then two more years until this very moment, as Evan and Matt faced each other in the backstage of the Civic Center in Atlanta. Twelve wonderful and terrifying years. His youth was spent in the service of the Lord, his brothers, and his fans; responsible first to God, then his family, his record contracts, his public, and then lastly in importance, Evan himself.
“Evan! You’re making the press and your fans wait,” Mitch called from the other side of the stage, interrupting both his thoughts and the conversation with Matt. He gave a final glance to his youngest brother, who nodded and stepped aside so Evan could pass. The discussion was over for now, but far from finished. Evan went to carry out his responsibilities, and Matt retired to the back of the auditorium with Keith.
♥
A week later, they were nearing the finish of the tour, which would wind down at the end of August. They had been on the road for the better part of three months, from city to city, and cards were placed backstage to remind them where they were on any given night. It was important never to offend the audience, and Evan appointed Gloria, Mitch’s wife as the director of information. She gathered data about each city on the tour, such as shopping, restaurants and entertainment, in the rare event that they spend more than one night. Fairs and outdoor festivals were a favorite with the crew, they were able to mingle with the crowd and be entertained themselves between shows. They grew weary of playing cards on the bus or wandering around the concert hall. The crew was a close group, committed to Evan, each other, and God, but boredom was unavoidable with the hurry-up-and-wait life they lived between concerts. Any chance to get away, even for a few hours was a welcome relief from the routine of set up, tear down, and travel.
Evan demanded perfection in his concerts; everything onstage had to be flawless, like clockwork, from lights and sound to music, videos, even Evan’s “casual” talk between songs. Though it seemed like he was sharing from his heart, it was actually a carefully scripted monologue that never changed. Evan was serious about presenting the Gospel in an earnest and compelling manner. Now that he had the wording just right, he refused to alter it in any way. His crew was not allowed to ad-lib, comment or vary from the routine, and they knew that if they valued their job, dissent was not an option.
Of course, Evan couldn’t control everything, and on all of his tours, problems appeared that were quickly dealt with. However this, Evan’s fifteenth concert tour was more plagued with trouble than any of the others to the point that he wondered if God was trying to send him a message. Just before the tour began, the band that was opening for him broke up, and Mitch had to scramble to replace them on short notice. At Mitch’s suggestion, Evan allowed a young group new to the record label to travel with him. It turned out to be a great idea for both Evan and the other band; Evan was a big enough draw that he didn’t need an opening act, but the exposure for the up-and-coming group was priceless to them. Long ago, someone had done the same for Evan, and it pleased him to return the favor. About halfway into the sixty-city tour, one of the equipment vans was involved in an accident, and it took three more concerts to get the equipment replaced. This meant no light show, no videos, just a real music concert, like when Evan first began singing. He prayed it was enough that the audience would not feel cheated.
Now the tour was in its last fifteen dates, the stomach flu was working its way through the crew, from stagehands to musicians, sparing no one, not even Evan himself. Last night he took the stage after three full days of stomach flu, so weak that he could barely stand, his voice failing him by the end of the concert. Digital music saved the day. Though loath to lip sync his songs, it was necessary in order to finish the concert, so Evan abandoned his own rule and faked it during the last half-hour of the show. It would never happen again he vowed, but even as he took the stage to begin tonight’s concert, his guitar player suddenly lurched forward. The man, Joe, was caught by stagehands before he hit the floor, leaving them without a lead musician for the whole show. Matt jumped in to take his place; Matt, who only knew three cords but who could play air guitar like a pro and digital music was once again put to use. Evan turned panicked eyes to his technicians, who smiled and gave him the thumbs up, this time ready to cover for the ailing musician.
“Lawrence,” Evan said to the bass player as they ran off stage between songs, “If you drop over on me, I’m in real trouble.”
Lawrence laughed but didn’t dare tell his boss that he spent the last hour before the show losing his dinner in the arena’s bathroom and was even now about to repeat the act.
Moreover, between the sets, when Evan went to his dressing room to change, he found his wardrobe mistress/hairdresser/makeup person, Moira locked in the bathroom, one more casualty of the virus that now had reached his whole crew. Fortunately, Keith had been ill early on and was over it, so he now stood in the dressing room, holding Evan’s next set of clothes.
“You’re on your own, as far as makeup and hair,” Keith informed him with a grin, handing his brother a new shirt.
“As long as my hair is decent I’m fine,” Evan replied, throwing off his sweaty clothes and replacing them with cool, fresh ones. “That’s two sick today. Man, this has been some tour.”
Keith limped slowly to the dressing table and found the towel Moira used to wipe sweat from Evan’s face. He threw it to his brother and waited while Evan hurried to ready himself for the next set.
“Thanks, bro,” Evan said as he finished his preparation and turned for the door. “Did you see Matt on stage?”
Keith laughed again, slapping at his withered legs. “We have it on video. All of us back here about busted a gut.”
“I almost forgot what I was saying,” Evan chuckled. “I think he was in his glory.”
“Matt's finally getting the recognition that he thinks he deserves,” teased Keith.
Evan paused to take a deep breath before he opened the dressing room door. “See you afterward.” He went to the bathroom and knocked. “Hope you feel better, Moira.”
A loud groan was her only reply.
♥
The second set went smoothly despite the loss of another stagehand that succumbed during intermission. As the last song ended, thunderous applause rang through the concert hall, and leather-clad Bikers for Christ kept order while Evan slipped off stage to his dressing room to clean up and change. Matt and Keith were waiting to help him take off his makeup and calm down after the frantic show. Moira lay on the sofa with a wet towel on her head, moaning.
“Don’t leave the lids off the soaps and creams,” she croaked feebly.
“Yes, boss,” Matt answered dutifully as he closed the jars and threw Evan’s dirty towels into a bin.
Mitch knocked, and entered without waiting for an answer. “Ten minutes, Evan. You’ve got interviews with two separate radio stations, a group of teenagers who won backstage passes, some local pastors—they financed the show—and a woman who says God told her to marry you.”
“Again?” Evan shook his head in wonder. “There’s one in every city, I swear.”
Mitch smiled crookedly. “Well, if you’d get yourself married this wouldn’t happen.”
“As if a woman would be brave enough to take on the three of us,” Evan nodded to his brothers.
“Only about a thousand, so far,” Matt quipped. “It wouldn’t hurt for you to at least check out this latest female.”
Evan snorted. “I have no time in my life for myself, let alone a woman. Do you realize how much maintenance they require?”
“Tell me about it,” confided Mitch. “They need to be fed daily, you have to clothe them and they want you to talk to them once in a while! It’s a never ending nightmare.”
“I’m telling Gloria,” grumbled Moira from the sofa. “If I live through this night, I swear I will avenge all women.”
“I think we’re safe,” laughed Evan. “I’m ready. Where’s Keith’s wheelchair?” He kept it handy, for whenever speed was important. Despite the difficulty, Keith preferred to walk, but used it obediently when Evan wanted to be somewhere quick.
Matt brought the chair for Keith as the group moved to the backstage that was now set with tables of food, an area for interviews, and another for the crew to relax after the performance. Mitch first took Evan to meet the teenagers, who squealed with delight and gushed excitedly to their hero. Evan then posed for photographs with any who asked, signing shirts, posters, CDs and whatever else the kids brought. He spent time with each young person, listening intently to his or her excited chatter. This was his favorite part of any tour, meeting fans backstage. Suddenly one of the girls squealed again, and made a beeline for Matt.
“Aren’t you, like, the guitar player?” The young woman inquired. “You were awesome!”
“Oh, thanks,” replied Matt with a wink to his brothers. “I don’t really play much.”
“Could I get your autograph?” she asked, pushing a CD in front of him.
Matt accepted her pen and signed his name, Matt Beers.
“Your last name is Beers?” asked the girl, twirling her long, straight hair with a finger.
“Yeah, I guess me and my brother are a couple of Beers.” He gave her the CD.
“My last name is Kidder, Kelly Kidder,” the young girl said. “It so lame, saying I’m a real Kidder. I hate it.”
Matt laughed. “I guess we don’t have much of a choice for our names. Except Evan. He changed his last name to Worthy.”
“Oh, I wondered,” said Kelly. She smiled at Matt. “Our youth pastor is taking us to Denny’s when we’re done here. Do you want to go along?”
Did he ever. “Evan?” Matt asked.
“I…don’t think so,” Evan answered slowly, frowning. He was wondering how Matt would get home, and if fans would follow his brother to the hotel when he returned. If that happened, they may never get any rest tonight.
Matt was aware of his concerns. “Please? I’ll have someone drop me back at the bus.”
Evan relented. Matt knew so few people his own age. Maybe this would satisfy his need for the company of his peers.
“Who’s the youth pastor?” Evan asked. “I need to talk to him.”
Kelly and a friend went to find their fearless leader, dragging him backstage just as Evan was beginning an interview with The FISH-FM radio.
“This is pastor Sykorski,” said Kelly, interrupting Evan as he spoke. “Oh, I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay,” Evan assured her. “Pastor, my brother wants to go along with your youth group to Denny’s. Can he ride with you? I’ll have someone claim him when you’re finished.”
“Of course,” replied the pastor, who was barely older than his charges. “We’d be glad to have him. We always go out to eat after concerts. All this dancing makes the kids hungry.”
“Standing still makes teenagers hungry,” laughed Evan. “Don’t let him eat more than his weight in food.”
“Tyrant,” snarled Matt, messing Evan’s hair. Evan took a swipe at his brother and dismissed him, turning back to his interviewers.
“Sorry. He has a better social life than I do,” Evan apologized.
“That’s because I’m the good-looking one,” Matt called back.
The interviewers laughed politely as Evan gave Matt a dirty look and shooed him away.
♥
Keith took his normal place at the fringes of the crowd, watching his brother charm the public with his wit and candor. He was enormously proud of Evan, and not a little jealous of the way women drooled over him, men wanted to be near him, and even children found him captivating. Evan had it all, the looks, the voice, the brains. And working legs. Keith lived his life through his brother, trying to be content in his shadow, convincing himself that this was the best for which a damaged person could ever hope. Still he harbored an unspoken desire to enjoy the things he would never have—a home of his own, a job, and a woman to love him. He never let on, never complained, never told anyone except at night as he waited for sleep. God, he prayed, could there be just one woman who might look past my useless legs and find the person I am inside? I’m a man, just like any other and I long for someone to share my heart and life. Nevertheless, Keith knew it was not likely, and from experience he knew that even if a woman should show the slightest interest in him, once she met Evan, it was all over. Evan eclipsed everything; no normal man could measure up to Keith’s brother, let alone a cripple like himself. Keith resigned himself to life as it was.
Keith wheeled the chair to the food table and filled a plate for himself. His arms were strong and muscular from years of using the chair and supporting himself when he walked. For sport, Keith would arm-wrestle the crew; he could beat any of them, and this was the only accomplishment of which he might boast, though he chose not to. He saved any proud talk for his brothers. Tonight, however, he was lost to the shadows, left alone to fill his stomach and later, retire to the bus.
I am very blessed, Keith reminded himself as loneliness settled over him. Evan didn’t have to take care of us after mom died, and he certainly didn’t have to take us on tour and provide for Matt and me all these years. He gave his life for the two of them when he could have had marriage, a home, whatever, but Evan never complained, at least to Keith. Hard work was only a small part of his success; he seemed blessed by God, anointed really, and everything he put his hands to flourished. He wrote, sang, performed, and each of his projects were eagerly awaited, sometimes sold out before they even hit the shelves. Keith shook his head in wonder as he thought what a wild ride the last twelve years had been with him and Matt enjoying the benefits of their brother’s accomplishment. Evan made sure they wanted for nothing, but his own needs were simple and he was too busy to enjoy the benefits of his tremendous income. Keith and Matt asked for very little also. All they wanted was to be comfortable while they traveled.
Keith turned on the television, but with an antenna atop the bus, choices were few. So he rifled through the books they brought along, finding nothing new. All that was left for him was hours of boredom. He found a pen and began to pour his heart into a poem that might eventually become a song, if he could find someone to compose the music. He was as hopeless with music as his legs were at running.
♥
Matt was having more fun tonight than all year. He was the center of attention, a celebrity, and the teenagers fought for his attention. At first he was overwhelmed, then he remembered what his brother did and following Evan’s example, Matt answered each person individually, as if he or she were the only one in the room. Most of the group wanted to know about his brother, but Kelly was interested in Matt, which pleased him immensely. Before he left, Matt vowed he would trade Internet names with her so they could keep in touch. He also paid for her meal, and promised Kelly a free shirt when he returned to the concert hall. She reminded him that Evan said he would send someone to get him at the restaurant, so he called Keith on his cell phone and arranged to supply shirts for all ten of the youth. Keith warned Matt that Evan would have a cow, but Matt said he would smooth it over when he returned. So Matt spent the next hour in pleasant conversation with people his own age. However, instead of satisfying him it only whetted his appetite for fellowship with his peers, to live in a real neighborhood, walk to a friend’s house, ride a bus to school, be part of a youth group. He dreamed of driving his own car instead of being driven, taking a girl out on a date. Listening to the other teens’ casual talk, and knowing this was normal for them, Matt could only sigh and wish he was one of the guys. At home, or rather the apartment in Nashville where Evan and his brothers lived when not on the road, Matt was the youngest resident of the building, and his closest friend was old enough to be his grandfather. There was no one for Matt except Keith and Evan, and though he loved his brothers, he longed to know someone his own age. I have to convince Evan to let me go, he said silently. It’s the most important thing in the world to me.
♥
Evan was still in the concert hall when Matt returned and it looked like he wouldn’t be done anytime soon, so Matt went to the bus to wait with Keith until they were able to proceed to the hotel.
“What are you working on?” Matt asked Keith as he entered the bus. The older man stared at a piece of paper with such intensity he didn’t notice his brother and was startled at the sound of his voice.
“Dude, you scared me,” Keith gasped, and handed Matt the paper he was writing. “I’ve written the words, but I can’t for the life of me imagine a tune.”
“Keep it with the others,” Matt suggested. “Someday you’ll find someone who can put these words to music. This is really good, Keith. Totally. You should show it to Evan.”
Keith shook his head. “No, it’s just something I do to pass the time. He wouldn’t be interested.”
“Serious, Keith. This is better than Evan.” Matt made a mental note to talk to his brother. Keith would never do anything to draw attention, and it was up to Matt to get him the credit he deserved. And if Evan used the songs, Keith would earn royalties, an income of his own. Matt knew Keith better than anyone did; they spent countless hours together. Though Keith never admitted to it, Matt knew his brother wanted to prove himself productive as everyone else but his disability defeated him. Writing was something that Keith could do better than fully functional men of any age, but Keith measured his worth in physical ability.
“Do you mind, bro, if I take this and read it tonight?” Matt tucked it into his pocket before his brother could object. He planned to show Evan a whole stack of papers with Keith’s writing on them. Maybe his older brother would see the value of the lyrics, and have confidence that Keith could earn enough to live apart from Evan—in a house with Matt, of course. They could never truly separate, Keith did need care. However, it wasn’t necessary for Keith and Matt to be with Evan constantly; they could take care of each other and leave their older brother free to do his job without worrying about them.
“Keith, can I ask you something?” Matt said, seating himself across the table from his brother.
Keith smiled and waited. He too knew the desire of Matt’s heart. It wasn’t as if it was a secret; lately it was all his brother talked about.
“Don’t you ever get tired of life on the road, never sleeping in the same place more than a few days? Don’t you wish we could have a home, one home like everyone else?”
Keith tried to think of a fresh way to answer the questions Matt asked him repeatedly. “I guess I don’t think about it much,” he replied, folding his hands and resting them on the tabletop, then moving again to brush a lock of his sandy blonde hair out of his eyes. “This is the only life I’ve known since Mom died, and before that we struggled so hard just to live that this is like a permanent vacation. But eventually, yeah, I would like to get off the road and settle down, have a normal life. I just don’t see it happening any time soon.”
Matt looked at his brother earnestly, his dark eyes intense. “What if we did, you and me? I know mom left insurance money for us, and it’s been in trust all these years. We wouldn’t have to ask Evan for a thing.” He leaned forward and his voice took on an urgent tone. “What if we bought a small house, just big enough for you and me, and stayed there while Evan tours or whatever? I could go to high school, a public one so it wouldn’t cost anything, and I’d get a job, maybe you too, and we’d support ourselves, live in a neighborhood, Keith, and go to church on Sundays. What do you think about that?”
“I think it sounds terrific,” Keith admitted. “But you and I both know Evan would never agree; he wants us to stay together. He doesn’t want to be apart from you and me.”
“He’d miss us for sure,” Matt said. “But so what? He barely sees us as it is, between concerts, recording in the studio and running his company. He could keep in touch with us by phone or computer, and he could fly home whenever he gets time.”
“Sounds like you have it all worked out.”
Matt grinned. “I do. I’ve been thinking about this forever, about a year now.” He leaned back on the seat, and reached for a map he had left on the tabletop. “I even picked the town, see?” He handed Keith the map and pointed to a city in northern Indiana.
“My online friend KiriMe lives there and goes to public high school. Her family belongs to a church with an awesome youth group that meets every week and sits together at church, then goes out to eat every Sunday after service. I want that for me.”
“Actually,” Keith said, his eyes glazing over as he stared at the map, “I would like that too. A home, friends, church, maybe a job…” His voice trailed away. Who would hire him? Keith shrugged off his despair and looked at his brother with determination. “I’ll make a deal with you, Matt. If Evan agrees—I’m sure he won’t—but if he does, I’ll go with you.”
“You mean it?” Matt held his breath.
“Yeah.” Keith nodded his affirmation. “I’d like to have a home again. I remember our old house in Ohio, and the smell of Mom’s cooking. I’m game. If and I mean if you can convince Evan.”
“I will, watch me.” Matt rose from the table and went back into the concert hall to find his older brother. The crew was finished tearing down the stage gear and equipment, all stacked neatly by the exit to be loaded onto the truck. They would leave within the hour and travel to the next town, where they would sleep and then start the process of setup all over again for the following day. Mitch and Evan sat in a semi-circle talking quietly with the pastors who had sponsored the show. As usual, Evan charmed them and made his promoters feel that it was his pleasure to serve them. Matt moved past the group, hoping to catch Evan’s attention, but he was intent on the discussion, so Matt kept going into the darkened auditorium. A movement in the shadows startled him, but he recovered quickly when he saw it was a woman, perhaps in her late twenties or so, sitting in a seat, twisting her hands nervously. This must be the woman who believed God spoke to her. Matt moved to her side and sat.
“Hi, I’m Matt,” he said softly as not to frighten her. She bit at her lips and swallowed rapidly.
“Do you know how much longer it will be until he’s free?” The woman asked in a quavering voice. Matt wondered how she got past security. Some halls offered no protection at all to the performers.
He shrugged. “They’re letting him talk. He could be all night.”
She managed a small laugh. “I just need a minute of his time, really. It’s important.”
Matt nodded. “He’ll see you as soon as he can, honest. He has to acknowledge the pastors and people who invited him here to sing. They pay his salary.”
The woman looked apologetic. “I’m sorry to be so impatient, but I have to be to work early in the morning.”
Matt usually didn’t go to bed until morning. “He’ll meet with you when he’s done, I’m sure. Do you want me to wait with you?”
“I feel so foolish, but who am I to disobey?” She took a deep breath and sighed. “I’ve never done anything like this before, but God spoke to me and here I am.”
“What did he say?” asked Matt, though he already knew the answer.
“He told me…” She hesitated, her fear showing on her face. “…To marry Evan Worthy and give him children. It sounds crazy, I know.”
Matt acted nonplused. “And He said to meet him here?”
“Well, I won tickets to the concert, so I knew that was confirmation.” The woman looked away. “My husband thinks I’ve lost my mind.”
Matt’s eyebrows rose. “You’re married?”
She blushed. “Yes, but only on paper. It’s just a technicality.”
Matt managed not to laugh aloud and embarrass her; she was doing it all on her own. “Ma’am, I have to tell you. Evan is my brother and I know he would never take a woman away from her husband no matter what anyone says. He’s like, a scholar of the Bible, and he says God hates divorce.”
“I’ve read that too. But God must know what he’s doing.” She didn’t look at all certain.
Matt answered gently, “No disrespect, but God would not tell you to divorce your husband for any man, let alone Evan. Maybe you should go home and pray about it, 'cause you might have like, screwed up.”
The woman sighed. Relief? Matt couldn’t be sure.
“I think I’ll do that, thanks,” she said, rising from her seat. “I can always catch up with Evan in Detroit.”
“That sounds reasonable.” Matt stood too and waited while she left, then, shaking his head, found his way back to the stage. The gathering of pastors was breaking up, and Evan shook each of their hands as they left.
“I’m starving, Matt!” Evan called when he was free. “Did they leave any food for me?”
“Your crew?” Matt answered doubtfully. “I should have brought something back with me.”
“Did you have a good time?” Evan checked his watch as he put his arm around his brother.
“The best. Wait till I tell you about it.”
“Let me eat first.” Evan grabbed his things and headed out to the bus. “Charles! Let’s hit Taco Bell’s drive thru on the way to the hotel.” He messed Matt’s hair. “Then I want to hear all about your night.”
Matt pushed his brother away and combed at his hair. “Think you should be eating such greasy food right after you had the flu? Your stomach might not be able to handle it.”
“No, I feel great,” Evan assured him. “I haven’t eaten in two days. I’m so hungry I could eat ten tacos.”
Matt was not impressed. “Make sure you keep your bathroom light on tonight. You’ll probably be driving the porcelain bus later.”
“And I’m not cleaning up after you,” Keith called from inside the bus. “I’m beginning to feel like a nurse to all of you.”
“I’m hoping we’re finally done,” Evan said as he boarded. “I can’t believe this tour.”
Matt and Keith agreed. The end couldn’t come soon enough for any of them, but for different reasons.
♥
Sleeping in a hotel was not always an option, but it was preferred over the bus whenever they were able. Keith needed the whirlpool for the pain in his legs, and Matt liked to swim whenever possible. And it was better for Internet access than the bus. Often he couldn’t arrange to get a connection from outside a building, and Matt liked to keep in touch with his friends, especially KiriMe. Tonight it was too late to contact her so Matt followed his brothers to the pool area and sat in the whirlpool with them until Evan returned to the room to take care of business.
“It’s just you and me again,” commented Keith.
“It always is,” replied Matt. “I don’t know how he can stand being so busy all the time. I’d go ballistic if everyone was after me every waking moment.”
Keith moved so the bubbles could soothe his legs. “He buries himself in his work. Evan wouldn’t know what to do with spare time, so he doesn’t allow himself any.”
“Well, we haven’t had a vacation in like, ever,” Matt grumbled as his body floated upward in the swirling water. “I mean, we’ve been everywhere but all I’ve seen is hotels and the back doors of concert halls.”
“A vacation for me would be staying at home, sitting on the porch watching the sun rise and set.” Keith leaned against the edge of the hot tub and closed his eyes.
Matt slid next to his brother and crossed his arms over the edge of the pool. “That’s what I mean, Keith. You and I are tired of living out of a suitcase. Let’s get a house.”
“In Indiana.”
Matt nodded. “I’ll show you some houses I’ve found on the Web.”
“School starts soon, though. How would we get settled by then?”
Getting a house and moving was the easy part, thought Matt. It was convincing Evan that would take time. “I’m praying about it. God can do anything. Evan listens to him, not the other way around.”
“Don’t be too sure,” teased Keith. “Evan’s been the boss of this family for a long time. Even God knows that.”
“God and everyone else,” agreed Matt.
♥
When Elizabeth Beers died suddenly almost thirteen years ago, none of her children was able to say goodbye or be with her in her last moments. Though stricken with grief, Evan took care of all the funeral arrangements, insurance papers, probate, and became the legal guardian of his younger brothers. All of them were devastated by the loss of their mother, but Evan was determined to take care of his brothers and make up for her loss if at all possible. He was already playing guitar for his church and in coffeehouses around the county, in addition to his full time job and school, but when Mitch entered his life, things changed abruptly. Mitch convinced Evan that his future was in Christian music, and the need to support his brothers, coupled with his desire to keep his family together at all costs, helped him to decide to jump into the music arena with both feet. What a better way to earn a living than to do what he loved best, spread the good news of Christ’s redeeming love in song, and at the same time have enough money to take care of his brothers? At first, Evan envisioned himself with buckets of money, he and his brothers living in comfort, but two years later, after numerous gigs, hours of auditions, appearances at too many churches to count, and love offerings that might get him a tank of gas if he was lucky, Evan nearly despaired of ever supporting his brothers with his music. Then it happened. Almost overnight, in fact, when a well-known performer took a shine to him and allowed Evan to open for her at a concert. He had been praying and fasting (he couldn’t afford to feed all three of them anyway), seeking God for his future. The hand of God moved for him, a record company in Nashville invited him to audition, and the rest, as they say, was history. For everyone but him. Evan sweated over every word of his songs, each note, every single chord of music. He did everything expected of him, meeting with fans, press, and endless concerts. He let them change his hair, his clothes, even the way he talked, whatever it took to become the success he was today, all so that his brothers, who had struggled alongside him could find comfort and ease in their lives. Nothing mattered more than they, except the God who kept all of them in His care, and everything Evan did was for and because of them. And, as if God had personally ordained it, Evan’s music sold, sold, sold. He wrote songs, one after another, enough to fill ten CD’s in his first few years alone. Some were even now being used as worship choruses in churches, and there was barely any who had not heard his name at least once. Evan was Christian music. He learned early in his career what was expected of him, and used every tool God had given him for both his advantage and for the furthering of the Gospel. He was charismatic, personable, connected with his audiences, and never forgot where he came from or who helped him get to where he was. Or that his success and the future of his company depended on one person alone—Evan Beers, now Evan Worthy. He was his own industry, and his hand was in every aspect of his career from publicity to sales; success or failure, he was responsible for both. Although he was very careful about whom he hired to work for or with him, when the rubber hit the road, it was all Evan Worthy, and he did not take this lightly.
Evan felt as strongly about his brothers. He was unquestionably the head of the family, the provider, parent, and role model for both Keith and Matt, and kept a close watch over both of them. It was Evan’s duty to see that they were properly fed, clothed schooled, and that Keith received proper medical care. When Keith needed surgery on his legs, Evan stopped everything until he was well enough to travel again, and then resumed his career, even more of a hero because of the sacrifice he made for his brother. Matt was the unofficial mascot of the record company, a mischievous but adorable scamp, almost a miniature Evan in looks, but with a much more refined sense of humor. While Evan was all business, Matt was all play, and his antics kept everyone around him in laughter. Evan despaired of ever taming his wild little brother, but as Matt matured, he learned to bring attention to himself in ways that left his older brother with most of his signature hair.
And since Evan worried constantly about his brothers, he allowed no one to hurt or humiliate them in any way. All the people who toured with Evan were his employees, and answered to him alone. So when one of the stage hands on his third tour complained to Evan that Keith’s effort to help the crew set up the stage was causing the rest of them to slow, and that he was constantly in the way, Evan agreed that there was too many workers on stage and promptly fired the man. Keith argued for the man’s job, saying he was in the way, and he would find something else to do, but Evan would not be swayed. He said that employees were replaceable, but Keith wasn’t, and sent the man home with a one-way bus ticket and severance pay. It was the only time Evan had ever fired anyone, and it left him shook for days, though he didn’t allow the others to know how upset he was. The rest of the crew learned fast not to cross Evan’s family if they valued their job. Instead of being thankful that Evan had defended him, Keith then felt helpless, useless, and tried his best to be invisible the rest of the tour. He and his slow, painful gait stayed hidden in the shadows, his disability reminding him daily of how much of a burden he was to not only himself, but also Evan and all the others. He offered to drop out of the tour and wait for Evan in Nashville but his brother would not hear of it and declared the discussion over.
“You’re staying with me, and that’s final,” Evan said at the time. “No one is breaking up our family.”
Evan then hired someone to take care of Keith on the road, which only made the brother sink further into despair. Though his walk was slow and painful, he valued what little freedom he had, and the nurse took it upon herself to see that he wasn’t left alone for a moment, or move a muscle for himself. His mental attitude deteriorated and so did his health, and it wasn’t until Matt intervened and convinced Evan to get rid of the nurse that Keith was able to pull himself out of his slump. Once the nurse was gone life returned to normal, as much as it could be for Keith. He was himself again, happy, content, uncomplaining, and Evan breathed a sigh of relief. Because in the back of Evan’s mind he wondered just how long Keith would actually live, if his disability were only the first of his medical problems. Years later, Keith was robust, healthy, for which Evan thanked God; his only real problem was his inability to walk. Even so, Evan kept a close watch on his brother.
♥
It was nearing four in the morning, bedtime, so Keith and Matt found their way back to the rooms while the rest of the hotel slumbered or woke to begin their day. The men would sleep all morning and awake somewhere around noon. The room that Evan occupied opened into his brothers’, and the door was never locked to them. Both Matt and Keith said goodnight to Evan, then went to their beds. Evan was tired also, but with this tour soon to end, it was necessary for him to plan the next phase of his career, and that was a new CD. Tonight, however he was staring at the wall, his mind blank—no words, no tunes, and no inspiration. Nothing. He felt empty, spiritually bankrupt, something he hadn’t experienced in twelve years. Is this what my life has come to—so busy doing God’s work I haven’t any time for Him?
Evan sighed and massaged the back of his neck with his hand. Pressure. Always the pressure to produce, to make the next CD better, more stunning than the previous. So much was riding on his success; not his income, he could live comfortably with past record sales, concerts and his investments. However, the rest of his employees depended on his accomplishment; they were not rich, just trying to raise their families. Mitch represented only him, though there was talk of his branching out into other areas. Evan and he had tossed around the idea of owning a recording studio and record label. One would lead to the other, they hoped. And there was a good friend, the man who owned the studio in which Evan recorded, who was very close to retirement, and had handpicked Evan to buy the studio if and when he did retire. That was in the future, however and for now, many people depended on him, expected perfection from him, and looked to him for answers.
“What would they think if they saw me now?” Evan wondered aloud.
“Did you call me?” Keith said from the other room.
“Just talking to myself,” Evan assured him.
“That’s comforting,” Matt remarked. “Now you’re your own audience.”
“Always was,” chuckled Keith as he rolled in the bed and pulled the covers to his chin.
Evan turned out his light and lay on top of the bedcovers, waiting for his brothers to fall asleep so he could relax and rest. He never retired for the evening without being sure his brothers were safely in bed; he needed to know for his own peace of mind that they were well. Matt was on the verge of adulthood, and needed his older brothers’ guidance more than ever; this ludicrous idea of quitting the tour and buying a home made Evan bristle. How could he ensure their safety and care if he was not with them? What about Keith? Who would watch him for medical problems, and see that he received appropriate treatment? What if he fell and couldn’t get back up? Evan shuddered, and knew he could not live with himself if anything happened to Keith or Matt; he was responsible before God for both of them. He could not fail them, not now, not ever. They were everything to him, and more important to Evan than his own being, and if that meant that he would not have a life of his own, then so be it. He harbored no illusions about having a wife or family; Evan was raising the one he did have, this was what God had called him to do. He would not admit to anyone, even himself how utterly alone he felt, how inadequate, how much he ached for someone to comfort him. Only in his most unguarded moments did this thoughts surface, to be brought under submission by strong discipline. He reminded himself that any woman who married him would become a mother of sorts to the other two, and he couldn’t imagine any woman wanting to take on a ready-made family of adults—a teenager in need of discipline and guidance and a disabled man who could never live on his own. It was unfair even to expect someone to be willing to give her life for the three of them and offer nothing in return. Therefore, Evan resigned himself to the love of his brothers and what he could receive from the fans that lavished attention on him. It would have to be enough, and maybe someday, by the grace of God, this aching, gnawing wound he called loneliness would disappear, and he wouldn’t have to fight it anymore. He wasn’t the first man of God called to a life of sacrifice, and it wasn’t too much to ask when he weighed it against what Jesus Christ had done for him. Keep busy, he told himself, so busy that you fall asleep on your feet, and this will keep your thoughts at bay.
The sun was creeping onto the horizon, his brothers were fast asleep, last night’s show was over, and another one awaited him tonight. Follow the formula…don’t let them know you are spiritually bankrupt…trust the message…God can use a donkey; He can surely use me…thoughts ran together as the blackness of sleep finally overtook him.
♥
One week and five cities later, Evan was ready to tear out his carefully styled hair. The last dates of a tour were always difficult; this was expected with all the mixed emotions the crewmembers experienced—elation at their impending vacation, sadness at the loss of each other’s company. Work quality declined as the crew found it difficult to concentrate or care as much anymore. Some had already departed, the temptation to be finished too great, or other projects pressed, making musicians and crewmembers bolt. Evan was operating on a skeleton crew. One of the biggest losses to him was Moira, whose illness went from stomach flu to something more serious, and she needed more care than she could get on the road, so Evan flew her home to be with her family. Gloria gamely tried to do Evan’s makeup and hair, but the best she could manage was to keep his clothes clean, pressed and ready for costume changes. Evan didn’t know how to do his hair, it was styled for him always, so finally in frustration he left the concert hall, went into a barbershop and returned with less hair than Charles the bus driver, who was bald on top. It was not an ugly cut, just short, but the sight of him brought a collective gasp from his crew and brothers.
“What?” He thundered, making them all jump. “No one’s coming to see my hair. It’s the MESSAGE.”
“Maybe so, but the chicks will be wearing black armbands,” Matt quipped. “Kiss our next concert tour goodbye.”
Evan shot him a look and went to check on the sound levels. Keith and Matt just looked at each other and shrugged. The women would have a fit, and Matt imagined CD sales plummeting. Of course, this could be a good thing; maybe with all the troubles Evan had endured in this tour he would want some time off, and Matt had the perfect plan. He slipped away to the bus to e-mail his friend KiriMe while the rest of the crew finished final preparations for the night. Matt had sweet-talked the hall manager into allowing him to tap into her phone lines and access his online account. KiriMe sent him pictures of her school, church, the town, and every member of the youth group. She had long ago sent him a picture of herself that Matt kept in his wallet, and he retrieved it when he went online so he could see her when they conversed. But he had never heard her voice, or asked her real name, how could he when he had to conceal his own identity to protect Evan? She told him that he knew her name, to figure it out, but if it was Kiri, he had never heard of that before. She knew his first name was Matt, and he sent his own picture to her, but she was skeptical that it was actually him, he was too hot to be true, she said. He assured her it was indeed him, and that he was the best looking of the brothers, though not the most humble. He also told her all the things he could without letting on about Evan, that Matt was the youngest of three, an orphan, and that he lived on the road with his brother who traveled for a living. He shared with KiriMe his deepest dreams and hopes, the very essence of his soul—without revealing anything she could use to identify him. He couldn’t tell her; no one knew about Evan, and honestly, he wanted to keep it that way. KiriMe liked Matt for himself; she liked his sense of humor, she complimented him on his writing skills, told him she was nearly in love with him. Matt was crazy about her too, and hoped with all his heart that she was as wonderful in person as she seemed online. When he moved into her town, they would be together at school and church and he wanted them to be as close then as they were now. They were almost best friends.
♥
“Oh, man, guys…we’ve got a problem.” Evan was onstage, it was after intermission, and this portion of the show featured just him and a piano. As he put his hands to the keys and played the first note, a string broke, one he needed for every song, and the lights were already on him.
The audience heard his words and laughed, thinking it part of the show. Evan felt panic rise in him as his crew scrambled to find and fix the broken string in record time. Someone threw Evan an acoustic guitar, as Evan prayed frantically that the piano would be fixed before he ran out of ideas. He played a few ditties and told horrible jokes to the audience while keeping an eye on his stagehands and pleading silently with them to hurry. Finally, one of the men signaled to him that the instrument was ready, and he switched to the piano, but he was so flustered by the change in program that he missed his cue and had to start the song all over again.
“Sorry folks, I’ve only played that a few thousand times. I’m hoping to have it memorized before the Lord returns,” he teased. “Now watch me forget the words to the song. Ya’all pray for me, this has been one tough tour. My entire crew had the stomach flu and we’ve seen more public bathrooms up close and personal than most people I know.” He played a few bars of music. “And let me tell you, public bathrooms are no place to be sick.”
The audience roared, and Evan smiled at them. “I had to cut all my hair off today because the only person who knows how to style it dropped out of the tour on account of illness. So I apologize for my appearance.” The women cheered anyway.
He rubbed his head. “I don’t know; I just might keep it like this. I kinda like the wash and go style.” He went into his song, and the rest of the concert went smoothly, on schedule until the very end, when Evan felt the prompting of the Lord. It had been so long he almost missed it, but God had other plans. So he stopped the show just before the last number.
“We’ve come here tonight for one purpose only, to lift up and glorify the name of Jesus Christ.” The audience clapped their agreement. “Now, you can’t do that, if you don’t know Him. And I think some of you are ready today to commit yourselves to the lordship of Jesus.” He waved to his band to stop playing. “These tough lookin’ guys at the edge of the stage know something everyone else needs to know; that to die is gain, and you gotta give up your life to find it. So if you want to give your life to Christ right now, or just have questions you need answers to, come forward. Meet with these guys. Follow them to a room where you can talk to them in private, all night long if you want. Nothing is more important than your eternal destination, and no time is better than now to secure your place in Heaven.”
He walked to the edge of the stage to be with the bikers. “Don’t be afraid of the way they look, they're here to serve you…But if I met one of them in a dark alley and they told me to get saved, I sure wouldn’t argue!”
The Hellstoppers grinned and faced the crowd. Evan told his band to play ‘Just as I am’, the signature song of Billy Graham, and stood back to watch as a stream of people came forward. Evan thanked God quietly for allowing him to be used to bring souls into the kingdom, feeling the tug on his heart that he always did in a moment like this. Seeing people surrender to Christ made it all worthwhile, and reminded him of the call on his own life. As much as it meant to Evan, it meant far more to the One who had given his life for them, and Evan paid homage to Christ as the front filled with seekers. When it seemed that all who would have come forward did, Evan directed them to follow the stage manager to the room they had hastily prepared, and then Evan thanked and dismissed the crowd. The usual backstage activity followed, but Evan cut it short to speak to the new converts, to share from his heart encouragement and teaching about their new faith in Christ. He spent so much time with these people that he forgot about his interview with South Bend’s Pulse FM radio station, but Mitch covered for him and promised to bring him live to the studio the next morning for an on air interview. That meant only a few hours sleep for Evan, but Mitch knew that his friend’s integrity demanded that he make up for slighting the radio station.
♥
Matt and Keith waited in the bus for Evan. Tonight they were both tired, and Matt’s friend KiriMe was online, so his interest was in the computer and nothing else this evening. He conversed with her most of the night, even during the concert, not revealing that he was within minutes of her hometown. It killed Matt not to tell, her, but as much as he would like finally to meet, it would have to wait until he settled into Elkhart. Evan’s schedule was too tight, there was another concert tomorrow in Anderson, Indiana, and yet another one the next night. Matt vowed it wouldn’t be much longer until he convinced Evan to allow him and Keith to go, and he would have to bide his time until then.
Hello? You still there?
Matt blinked his eyes to focus again. Sorry I was thinking about my plan to move to your city. I want it so bad. My brother is real pig-headed sometimes. He doesn’t like the idea at all.
Well I do. Your brother is not your boss. He can’t hold you hostage.
Matt laughed. You don’t know my brother. His word is law, and his employees jump when he says to. I don’t want to hurt him either, KM. He’s done so much for me and never asked for anything.
But you have a life too, ThreeBeers. He has to understand.
I know. It’s hard. But my other brother, Keith said he’d come along and live with me. All we have to do is convince Evan.
I’ll pray you will. I know what it’s like to have a bossy older brother—well sister in my case. Wait till you meet Cam. She and your brother sound almost alike.
Two of Evan? Scary.
She is. I tell her all the time she’ll never find someone to marry with the way she has to be the boss all the time. Tonight she told me I could only be on the Web for a half-hour!
We missed that by a long shot.
Yep. Lol. She's in her room, sulking and listening to Evan Worthy. Yuck. She had tickets to his concert in South Bend tonight, but wouldn’t go because my dad is sick again. Like I couldn’t take care of him. All he does is sleep anyway.
Your dad is sick?
He has cancer and is on chemo. It makes him sicker than the other thing, so I don’t know why he bothers.
KM, without chemotherapy your dad will die.
No, he can’t. My mom already did, from the same thing. God wouldn’t do that to us.
Matt knew it could happen. Take good care of him KM, he’s the only dad you’ve got. I never had one, only Evan. It’s not the same.
My dad is still young, at least that’s if you consider 50 young. I don’t. He’ll be okay.
So your sister likes Evan Worthy?
Likes? More like worships. He’s okay, you know, but we have to hear his music day and night, really loud when she sings along. And TB, she CANNOT sing! I’m surprised the neighbors haven’t called the police!
I know how that is, my brother Keith can’t sing either.
“Hey!” said Keith.
“Don’t read over my shoulder,” Matt admonished him.
“I can’t help it, you make these funny faces while you type and I want to see why.”
“Privacy,” Matt said indignantly. “I don’t read what you’re writing.”
“Yes you do.” Keith swatted his brother’s head.
Matt slapped at him also then went back to his computer. Keith is reading this so be careful what you say.
Cam just came in the kitchen. She looks like she’s crying but I doubt it. Cam never cries.
Is she worried about your dad?
No, she’s mad she missed the concert but she won’t let us know that. As if we can’t tell. She’s been walking around sighing all night.
It wasn’t that good anyway.
How would you know?
Um, I don’t…but if you tell her that she will feel better.
I just did. Now she’s giving me a lecture on Evan Worthy’s music. This could go on all night. Oh, great. She wants me to get off the computer.
Sorry. Want me to talk to her?
She’d just yell at you too. I have to go, Cruella has spoken.
Talk to you tomorrow?
After youth group. Wish you were here with me.
Me too. I’m working on it.
Promise?
On my life.
See ya.
Bye.
Matt logged off the computer. “She had to go,” he explained.
Keith looked at his watch. “The concert will be ending soon. We should get back before Evan notices we’re not there.”
“He won’t. I don’t feel like going in there. Are we going to sleep on the bus tonight?” Matt opened the small refrigerator and found a snack.
“I hope so. I’m beat, and I just want to go to bed.”
“Your legs okay?” Matt asked, his mouth full.
“I took something.” Keith stretched out on the sofa. “I’ll wait for Evan and then turn in.”
“I’m waiting for him too. I want to talk to him.”
“About…” Keith left the sentence unfinished.
“You know. Moving. KiriMe wants me to move now. School starts in a few weeks. I gotta get settled before then.”
“Aw, Matt. I’m too tired to listen to you and Evan argue. Can’t you wait until tomorrow?” Keith shut his eyes.
“No way. I’m pumped. I prayed real hard, and I have a feeling tonight is the night he’s going to say yes.” Matt opened a pop can and turned on the television. “Want to watch a video?”
“No, I just want to sleep.”
Matt watched his brother carefully but he showed no sign of pain or illness.
“I’m fine, Matt,” Keith said, his eyes still closed. “I’m not going to die just because I’m tired.”
“If you do, can I have your room?”
Keith threw a pillow at him.
♥
Evan climbed on the bus an hour later, when Keith was asleep and Matt pacing.
“Might as well go to bed,” Evan said to his brother with more than a trace of exhaustion in his voice. “We’re here until morning, and then I do an interview at a station in South Bend. We won’t leave for Anderson until after that.”
“I know you’re tired, Evan, but I want to talk to you.” Matt sat at the table and waited for his brother to do the same. He didn’t. Evan said nothing, but Matt could tell he was going into battle mode.
He plunged ahead anyway. “I’ve been thinking. We should take a few weeks off when this tour is over, and chill. Just the three of us, hanging together, doing nothing.”
“Matt, I can’t. I can spare a week, at the very most, but you know I need to get started on this next CD.” His lips tightened into a line. “I have commitments.”
“You have commitments. Keith and I don’t. Why can’t he and I stay behind in this area and look for a house?”
Evan groaned. “We’ve been through this before. I want you with me. End of discussion.” He moved toward the rear of the bus.
But Matt wasn’t about to let it rest, and followed. “Why? Keith and I hang around doing nothing. We’re bored! You’re the one with the big career and the adoring public. You don’t need us. And I want to be around guys my own age.”
Evan stopped and turned. “I know you get bored, and I’m sorry. I’ll assign you a job if that’s what you want. And hire you a tutor so you don’t have to do lessons alone.”
Matt stood defiantly in front of his brother. “I want to go to school in a building, with teachers and desks and a cafeteria that serves terrible food. I want to have friends and go to football games, have my own locker and hang out at the mall after class.”
“It’s not possible.” Evan glared at him. “I give you everything. How can you be so ungrateful?”
Matt crossed his arms and frowned. “I’m not ungrateful. You gave Keith and me all you could. But Evan, we have our own lives, separate from you.”
“Our lives are with and in each other,” Evan said tersely. “And you’re forgetting that you are a minor. I’m your legal guardian, responsible for you. How can I take care of you if we’re not together?”
Matt stared at his brother. “Make Keith my legal guardian. He can take care of me.”
“Keith?” Evan sputtered angrily. “He can’t even…”
“Take care of myself?” Keith finished for him, as he rose from the couch, his own voice raised.
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
Keith stood and limped toward Evan. “How did you mean it? That I’m less of a person because I can’t walk?”
“No, Keith. You know what I mean.” Evan’s chest felt tight and he put his fist to it. “Who will take you to your doctor’s appointments? What if you fall? How will you get Matt to and from school if he misses the bus?”
Keith’s eyes flashed with fury. “Ever hear of a cab? Or think I can use a phone? And I am capable of getting up when I fall, I’ve done it plenty when you aren’t around, which by the way is most of the time.”
Evan was stricken. Keith had fallen? “Guys, listen. I need you. We’re a team. Mom would want us together.”
Matt touched his brother’s arm. “Mom knows you’ve done a great job. You took care of us just like she would, maybe even better. But now we need something more.”
Evan looked at Keith. “You? You want to go too?”
Keith nodded, this time with determination. “You don’t need us, Evan. And we need something you can’t give. A place to call home. I know you don’t think so, but we’re people too, with needs of our own.”
“Yes, I do think that,” Evan replied, his voice breaking. “It’s because of you I’ve worked so hard. I made darn sure you wanted for nothing. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, especially since you were so young when mom died. I’ve done my best to make up for losing her.”
“Evan, you’re my brother. Not my father or mother. No one will replace them.” Keith pushed his way to his sibling. “I’m glad for the last twelve years. It’s been a wild ride; Matt and I are real proud of you. Now give us a chance to prove ourselves.”
Evan hit his head against the wall of the room. “I can’t believe this,” he sighed miserably. “These last weeks on the tour have been heck, I’m starting a new CD with zero songs, and I’m losing my brothers.”
“Not losing us,” said Matt. “Come with us. We don’t have to live in Nashville, not with computers, phones, and faxes. And you might like living in a normal neighborhood again, like we used to.”
Shaking his head, Evan scoffed. “How would I live in a normal neighborhood? I can’t even grocery shop or go to church without causing a scene. Just getting out of the car in my driveway would cause a mob to converge. And I have commitments in Nashville. My company is there. I’ve got this new CD to work on.”
Matt looked at his brother earnestly. “The CD isn’t going to happen anyway without songs. Come with us, Evan. Listen to Keith’s poems. I’m not joking, if you put them to music they’ll sell like wildfire. I’ve always been right about your songs before, remember?”
Evan nodded.
“Let me go to school while you and Keith work on songs, and if it doesn’t work out, I’ll quit and we’ll all go home. I promise.”
“Matt, I don’t do this because I want to deny you anything, you know that. And Keith, I do want to see your songs, I just haven’t had time.”
Keith sank onto the nearest chair. “It’s okay, I just write to keep myself busy when I’m alone.”
“Not even!” exclaimed Matt. “He’s good, Evan. I’ll show you.” Matt ran to his bunk and pulled out a box filled with Keith’s notes.
“I even saved the ones he threw out,” Matt said proudly as he returned. “Keith could make a good living selling these lyrics to singers.”
“Not to anyone but me,” declared Evan, taking the box. “If they’re as good as you say they are I want them for myself.”
“I’m not sure they’re good at all,” sighed Keith. “Don’t get your hopes up.”
Evan thumbed through them. “We’ll see. Right now I’m so tired I could drop, and I have an early morning interview.”
Matt grinned. “At least you don’t have to worry about doing your hair.”
Evan instinctively put his hand up to his head. “I must have been out of my mind,” he moaned. “My record label will kill me.”
“I kind of like it,” volunteered Keith. “It’s not that pretty-boy look.”
“Pretty boy!” Evan punched at his brother. “I can still whip you.”
“Since when?” laughed Keith. “All you use those arms for is strumming a guitar.”
“And writing checks,” Evan deadpanned. “It seems like it’s always pay day for the crew.”
“Speaking of payday,” Matt intoned, giving Evan a hopeful look. “How about an advance on my allowance?”
“In your dreams.” Evan stretched and moved into his bedroom. “I’ll think about what you told me. But I have to tell you, I’m real hurt that you’re even thinking about leaving.”
“We want you with us.” Matt followed him into the room. “You need time off too.”
“I can’t, Matt. But I understand you guys can’t follow me forever. We’ll talk more about it tomorrow.” He waited while Matt left the room, then closed the door and lay on the bed. This can’t be happening. I thought we would be together forever, the three of us. How can they even think about separating after all I’ve done for them? He sighed to himself. I can’t say that. They’ve followed me all these years without a word of complaint. I know they get bored with little for them to do. Life on the road is crazy and the hours we keep obscene to say the least. I know what it’s like to be a teenager, though I never really got to enjoy it either. How can I deny Matt what I myself longed for at his age? But what about Keith? He can’t be alone, no matter what he thinks. One fall could do him in; the doctor said so. How can I insure his care and health? Whom could I trust? Evan could afford to hire help for them, but who? How does one interview for a position that includes cooking, cleaning, chauffeuring, discipline and nursing skills? That would be the only way I could ever let them go, and I don’t know how I’ll live without them if I do.
Evan felt overwhelmed by sadness and despair as he prayed for sleep to overtake him. Everything was so perfect, up until this tour. Now I have no songs, no plans for the new CD, I feel a million miles away from God, and I’m about to lose my brothers. What are you doing to me, God? Is there something you’re trying to tell me? No answer came from the heavens, so Evan allowed himself to fall into a troubled sleep.
♥
“Good morning, sleep well?” Mitch asked as he boarded the bus.
Evan shook his head. “Are we taking the bus?”
Mitch pointed to a white stretch limo waiting outside the door. “Pulse FM sent it. They didn’t want your bus to get mobbed when listeners hear you’re at the station.”
“That’s thoughtful. I’m ready.” The limo driver held the rear door for the men. Evan greeted him and entered, then sat heavily on the seat.
Mitch joined him and listened to Evan’s loud sigh. He raised his eyebrows. “Something you want to talk about?”
“This has been a rough tour, especially these last few weeks.”
“I couldn’t agree more.” Mitch reached into the small refrigerator and removed an orange juice. “I can’t wait to get home to my own bed.”
“You too?” Evan looked at his manager. “Mitch, let me ask. Do you ever want to settle down, live in one town all year?”
“I do, basically. I don’t travel nearly as much as you do. And I have Gloria to go home to, so that’s my incentive to be there whenever possible.” He sipped the orange juice just as the limo pulled forward, and spilled some on his shirt. “Figures. Glad it’s radio and not television.”
Evan smiled faintly, and then continued his inquiry. “Do you think I travel too much?”
Mitch looked at Evan curiously. “Are you saying you want out?”
“No, not at all. This is my life.” Evan leaned his head on the back of the seat. “But Matt and Keith, they’re saying they want to settle down in one town and not tour with me anymore.”
“They’ve lived on the road for a very long time,” Mitch agreed. “It hasn’t been easy on either of them. You can’t blame them for wanting something permanent.”
Evan sighed again. “I don’t. But I can’t imagine going anywhere without them. They’re a part of me; I practically raised Keith and Matt.”
“Keith is only a few years younger than you.”
“Five. But he’s…”
“Disabled?” Mitch finished the sentence. “He can’t walk well. But he’s smart, normal in every other way. He’s been in your shadow too long, Evan. It’s time you stopped sheltering him and let him find his own way in life.”
“I can’t, he’s fragile,” Evan protested.
“Not as fragile as you think,” Mitch replied. “And even if he is, you can’t deny him the right to live before he dies.” Mitch finished the juice and put the bottle on the floor. “Let me tell you, Evan. I’m with your brothers almost as much as you. I watch them too. And I’ve seen Keith, hiding in the shadows, trying not to be a bother, but his face gives him away. He wants to be just like the rest of us.”
“I try to let him.”
Mitch chuckled. “No you don’t, Evan, no offense. You reinforce to him a message that he is useless, helpless.”
Evan opened his mouth to protest, but Mitch put his hand up. “Don’t get mad, guy. I’m your friend, and I love you like a brother. So I’m going to be honest here, for your own sake. Keith won’t ever tell you, but he resents being treated like a cripple. He can never prove his worth because he wants to please you, and the only way he can do that is to let you take care of him.”
“He acts worse than he is for me?”
Mitch took a breath and plunged ahead. “Not on purpose. But I see it. When you’re not around, he’s much more self-sufficient.”
Evan considered this for a moment. “I’m holding him back.”
“Some.” Mitch smiled slightly. “He’s a man, Evan. With normal desires. I’ve seen him looking at some of the women backstage and at the fairs.”
‘I do not want to hear this,” Evan said.
“You need to know. He’s twenty-six, and bound to fall in love sometime.”
“No way!” Evan frowned. “I never thought about it, with… oh, I’m doing it again.”
“His legs are not all there is to him.” Mitch rolled the limo window down. “It’s hot in here.”
“That’s because you haven’t sat still since we left.” Evan rolled his window down too. “Why doesn’t Keith ever say anything to me? And how come I don’t know these things?”
“He’s afraid you will disapprove.”
Evan agreed. “I probably would.”
The air felt wonderful, invigorating. Mitch breathed deeply.
Evan laughed at his manager’s face as he took in the fresh air. “You look like a monkey when you do that. I don’t understand why Keith thinks he’s such a nobody; he’s a good looking guy with lots of character, a better man than me, really.”
“But all anyone ever sees when you’re around is you, Evan. You are the star, the face that goes with the voice on the radios and ipods. You are the main attraction, the center of attention. Women naturally go for you.”
“Like I’m some catch,” Evan said self-depreciatively. “Do you think if I left Keith on his own something might happen for him?”
“I think you should at least give him a chance. And I know Matt’s been driving you crazy about this school thing. What would it hurt to let them go for a while? You need to concentrate on this next CD and your company for the rest of the year anyway.”
Evan put his head in his hands. “I don’t know, Mitch. A couple of months ago, I was on top of the world. Today I feel like things are spinning out of control.”
Mitch put his arm around his friend. “Things aren’t that bad. You must have the flu again.”
“I’m serious, Mitch. My brothers are everything to me. What will I do without them?”
“Same thing you do every day, except tuck them into bed.”
Evan laughed. “They tell you that?”
Mitch grinned. “I know all your secrets, thanks to Matt. I know everything about you and your brothers. And I know about the woman last week that was waiting for you after the show.”
“I didn’t even see her. Was she pretty?”
“Pretty married.” Mitch laughed. “A bit nuts. Matt handled her, and talked her out of it.”
“Matt?” Evan looked at his manager in surprise.
Mitch nodded. “Your little brother is a lot like you, Evan. The kid’s got a head on his shoulders.”
The limo pulled into the radio station.
“This station is part of a world-wide ministry,” Mitch informed him. “They also own the hall you performed in last night. And that wonderful piano.”
Evan groaned. “Don’t remind me! I haven’t had to scramble like that in years. I remembered your advice to me when I first started singing. Never let them see you sweat.”
“Leave ‘em laughing and they’ll remember you forever,” added Mitch. “It turned out good though, especially the end.”
“We used to do that all the time,” Evan reflected as the limo stopped. “All those gigs at churches, coffee shops, anywhere we were invited. And we always opened the altar for an invitation. Why did we stop?”
“Because you got so big they were coming forward just to meet you, and it caused riots, remember? The sincere ones were getting lost in the crowd.”
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