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Chapter 1

The Audition; Brad Spots Something Weird

 

Brad glanced sideways at the other kids gathered for the audition.   He smiled and chuckled to himself.  They all looked so much like him--and like each other--blonde, blue-eyed, tall, slim, with white, blinding teeth!  That was one of the bizarre things about being an actor--when you showed up to try out for different roles, you found yourself in a line-up with as many as a hundred kids who all fit the description of the part, often the same faces every time!  Same height, same color eyes and hair, same earnest, 10 or 11-year-old faces--even though they ranged in actual age from seven to 15.    

"Brad Simpson," called Karen, the casting director.  She was in her thirties, attractive, red-haired, with a sprinkling of freckles on her nose and cheeks.  "Would you read again, please?"

Brad stepped forward confidently, faced Karen, held up his dog-eared copy of the script and put all his emotion into the role of Ben, the bright, good-natured third child of five of the fictional Grant family.  He was really excited about being asked to read again; that meant they liked him.  It would be great to win the role in this TV pilot and have a steady job.  He'd done three movies in 18 months with very famous actors (all of whom put their pants on the same way as every other guy in the world, Brad learned) and wanted to just stick with one thing for a while.  Phil, his agent, said this series, THE PIONEERS, set in the late 1800's and featuring a loving family of motherless settlers in Nebraska, was a really good one, with long-range potential. 

He fell easily into the role of Ben Grant.  "Pa, the tornado's coming!" Brad cried, putting as much fear into his voice as possible.  He widened his eyes and made his lower lip tremble.  After all these years, he knew how to play scared!

Karen fed him the next line.  "Don't worry, son, just get your sisters and meet us down in the cellar!"

"But, Pa," Brad said, "I--I haven't seen Helen or Donna since we got home from school!  I don't know where they are!"

"Just find 'em, son, find 'em!  You know how scared Donna is of tornadoes!  She'll hide someplace dangerous and end up getting killed!"

Brad, putting bravery and fear into the words, gulped and said, "Yes, Pa, I'll try my best."

"OK!" Karen said. "Now--the window blows in as the tornado passes close by the house.  Pa and Ben hit the floor to protect themselves.  They're cut up some, but that's all--this is a family show and we have to be careful with violence content.  Brad, you burst into the cellar and tell your pa that you couldn't find your sisters.  You're crying, very upset, not only because you're afraid of the storm, but furious with yourself for your failure to find your sisters.  Ben's a brave kid who prides himself on doing everything right, and he considers this a blemish on his character.  Action!"

Brad took a deep breath and said, "Pa, Pa, I looked everywhere. I...I can't find them!  Another tornado is heading our way.  I figured I'd better check and see if Helen and Donna made it here.  Pa, I've looked everywhere--where do you think could they be?"  

"Repeat the lines again!" Karen ordered.  "Give it even more!  You're hysterical, Ben!"

Brad conjured up the memory of how he felt the day his parents told him his beloved dog, Taffy, would have to be put to sleep.  Drawing from that sad recollection, he was able to squeeze out stinging tears.  As the memory came closer to the surface, he grew genuinely upset.  He repeated the lines, crying so hard, the words barely came out intelligibly.

Karen roared, "It's all right son, don't worry!  I know how much you love your sisters and I'm sure you did your best.  I'll take Jeb and try to find them.  You stay here with Moira!"

Brad sobbed, "But...Pa, no, you can't!  What if something happens to you?  Another tornado's coming..."

"Ben, we've gotten through locusts, snowstorms and the loss of your ma.  We're going to make our way through this like we have everything else.  We're the Grant family.  Nothing's beaten us yet and this ain't going to, either."

"I love you, Pa!" cried Brad.  "You stay with the others; I'll go back out!  Right now!  I'll find them, I swear I will!  I'm not afraid of that tornado!  I'm not afraid of anything!"

"Beautiful!" Karen called.  "Ben runs out of the cellar and, as the tornado bears down on them, finds his sisters and pulls them safely in!"   

Brad was crying so fiercely, he couldn't stop, even though the scene was over.  

"Wow," Karen said admiringly.  She handed him a tissue and put an arm around his shoulders.  "Excellent, Brad, really great.  You'll still have to read for the director, but he's already sold on you after that trio of incredible movies you made.  You're really something--fantastic student, amazing baseball and basketball player, and you've had parts in movies with Costner, Eastwood, Streep, Pitt and my personal favorite, Tom Cruise!  If you ask me, we're lucky to get you.  I'm surprised you aren't sticking with the momentum of the movies, though.  That's what industry buzz said you'd do."

"Thanks Karen," said Brad, wiping leftover tears from his cheeks.  "I guess I'm just ready to do something different.  Traveling is fun, but I'd rather be close to home for a while, hang out with my parents more.  Sometimes, I think I'd like to give it up altogether for a year or two, take a long break, but I can't.  My agent says we'd lose all my pre-teen youth if I did that.  The money is great, of course, but that's not the only reason I'm in it.  I love acting.  My parents saw that from my first role in my kindergarten play--I was the Easter bunny."  

"I bet you were the best Easter bunny ever," Karen said.

Brad smiled.  Sometimes, the way grown-ups "mushed" him--his made-up word for their always being nice and agreeing with everything he said--bugged him.  It was like they were afraid of making him angry, fearful of saying the wrong thing.  His parents even treated him that way, and a few times, recently, he'd found himself yelling, "You're my parents--act like it!"  The last time it happened, a few days ago, his father had slapped him across his butt and commanded, "That's right, we're your parents--talk to us with respect.  And don't give me mouth--I don't care how much money you're making or how famous you are outside this house.  You're still part of this family."  

This had shocked Brad--but pleased him, too, in a weird way.  He didn't feel perfect, especially since the signs of adolescence were starting to make their presence felt--pimples that required more makeup, bad moods, hair where none had existed before.  Brad knew only too well the fate of some child actors, and he wanted to make sure he had a fallback skill in case he grew ugly with adulthood.

 

 

With Karen, though, although she sounded "mush-y", he sensed sincerity.  She treated him like her little--but mature--brother, and he liked her a lot.  "Not really.  I was supposed to give out jelly beans to the rest of the class, but I threw them at the kids instead.  My teacher was pretty mad.  Hey, what's that?"

Brad had been looking into the distance over her shoulder, past the split rail fence surrounding the small wooden house that had been built for the series pilot.  Something had snagged his attention.

What was going on?  His heart throbbed unsteadily; his throat felt dry.  Suddenly, an uneven hole appeared in the very center of his vision, its edges spreading outward until it appeared to be two feet in diameter.  Something was coming into focus inside it, a wavering image slowly clearing.  What was it?  A baseball field.  Not major league, but small, like a sandlot field in someone's backyard.  Not modern, old-fashioned.  Brad tried to focus on it more clearly, but it suddenly blinked out as quickly as it had appeared.  He shook his head and squinted, trying to make the image return, but it wouldn't.  What was that?        

"Hey, Brad, you OK?"  Karen asked, concerned.        

"Yeah, fine," Brad said, rubbing his eyes.  "Did you see that...field, beyond the house?  It looked like a baseball diamond.  Are we going to be playing a baseball game on the show, 1890's style?"

"Not that I know of," Karen said, puzzled.  "I did hear or read something...I can't remember what or where.  Where did you see a baseball field?"

He looked again; the image, obviously only his imagination working overtime, was completely gone.  

"Nowhere," he said.  "I'm guess I'm just tired."

"It's no wonder," Karen laughed, and added, "It's been a long day for you.  You're only 11 years old, but I think people see you as a little adult.  You sure have come a long, long way since tossing jellybeans at your classmates.   You became Ben Grant in that scene.  Fantastic!  Come on, I want to introduce you and my other choices to Ken Thurmond, the director."

Brad went through his emotionally-charged performance all over again for Thurmond.  By the time he was through, he was sweating and exhausted.  Acting was a lot of fun most of the time, but today, he felt drained.  As he'd told Karen, once in a while, he wished he were just another kid doing ordinary kid things.  Then he thought about his room back home and all that his acting career had gotten him--trips to Japan, Italy and England, a giant TV, his own state-of-the-art DVD player, great clothes, every video game system and cartridge he wanted.  He knew everyone envied him what he had, but he was so busy most of the time, he didn't get much of a chance to play with his electronic equipment or his friends.  He especially missed hitting home runs over the fence behind the baseball field at his elementary school.  According to his coach, he'd been a terrific pitcher and his batting average was .325.  Coach was very disappointed when Brad couldn't make more than a couple of games the last two seasons.  Brad was, too.  He really missed playing baseball.  How long had it been since he'd brought home a most valuable player trophy from an All-Atars game?  

He even missed going to school with a whole








































cover.jpeg





images/image.png





images/image.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





