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Concealed in My Heart

Chapter One
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"MILLIONS OF DOLLARS are invested in these huge productions by people who expect to make a substantial profit once the movie is released. You have absolutely no professional experience whatsoever. Do you really believe you have enough talent to make this film a success?” 

While her drama classes hadn’t included instructions on how to handle impertinent journalists, she had been raised never to back down from a fight. She squared her shoulders, smiled, and returned the reporter’s blunt stare. Her father’s favorite saying came to her mind in this brief moment: “Smile, my dear. Your friends will love you all the more for it, but it will drive your enemies crazy. When they discover they can’t get under your skin, they’ll get bored and leave you alone.” 

Charity had inherited her grandmother’s Irish temper so while she was smiling, she was also mentally plotting the reporter’s gruesome death. "While I don’t mind you questioning my abilities, I do take great offense at you insinuating that Mr. Bennett didn’t know what he was doing when he hired me. He has a proven track record of only signing the most talented people in the industry. He believes I’m ready to costar in this film. That should be all you need to know regarding whether or not I’ll be able to live up to the investors’ expectations.” She had to shut her eyes against the onslaught of cameras flashing. Just as she had almost blinked away the bright white spots from her vision, and was able to see again, someone stumbled into her, almost knocking her down the steps. The crowd had separated her from her mom and Mr. Bennett. One minute they had been exiting the airport lobby, and the next thing she knew, she was being surrounded by this crowd of over-eager reporters.

Mr. Bennett’s rich, baritone laugh rang above the loud chatter of the media surrounding them both. It was a relief to hear and a good sign he was satisfied with how she was handling the mob. The twitch above her right eye stopped, and after a moment or two, she finally relaxed her wrought iron stance. 

At five feet nothing, Charity had always been small and had learned at an early age to take up for herself, but this was the first time another adult had tried to bully her. Her short stature, big green eyes, red hair, and freckles may have given the reporters a false impression, that she was nothing more than a wilting flower, but she had never been a push over. While her defiant answer may have went over well with Mr. Bennett, it only served to stir up the crowd even more. Soon questions were being fired from all directions, but instead of letting the chaos befuddle her, Charity focused on the hawk-eyed guy leaning directly into her face. Bits of saliva hit her chin every time he spoke, repulsing her, but she continued to hold her own, and stand firm. He could have been mistaken for a true Texan with his faded jeans and western styled shirt except, for the heavy New York accent that gave away his northern roots. 

The Texan in disguise took advantage when she made eye contact. "David Warren is one of the most popular leading men in the movie industry today. Don’t you think you might be outclassed? Tennessee isn’t exactly the movie capital of the world."

Charity just barely managed to keep the irritation out of her voice, “I hope you’re not insulting my home state. You obviously haven’t done your homework very well if you don’t know about all of the talented people who were born in Tennessee, and have succeeded in the movie industry. You make it sound like we’re a backward group of people. Nothing could be farther from the truth. As far as working with David Warren, I’m looking forward to it.”

The reporter accepted her challenge and leaned in even closer. He shot back, "That might be true, but do you really think he feels the same way about working with you?” 

It had been very naïve of her to believe that saying goodbye to her new husband was going to be the worst thing that happened to her that morning. The faces in this crowd were a strange combination of leers and amusement, but instead of letting that put a dent in her self-confidence, Charity took a deep breath and jutted out her chin. "You should ask David Warren about his feelings, not me.” All she had standing between her and this mob was her pride and confidence. She refused to be intimidated by a group of people she had never met before, and would probably never see again.

Fortunately, before any more questions could be asked, Mr. Bennett pushed through the crowd to be by her side. "Ladies and gentlemen, 1966 is going to be Bennett Brother’s Productions best year ever! I would love to stay and chat longer, but we have people at the stadium waiting for Charity’s arrival. I promise to make all of the cast and crew available for interviews while we’re out here in Dallas filming.” With only a few toes getting trampled and a few precisely timed elbow jabs, he managed to pull Charity and her mother through the crushing reporters with brute force, elegant grace, and old world charm. Even on the way to the limo, the reporters and cameramen followed closely on their heels. The fake Texan managed to jump in between them and the limo door, but Mr. Bennett’s driver had the moves of a ninja. With a cordial smile and a quick push, he had the reporter out of the way and the door opened before the reporter even knew what had taken place. 

Once in the quietness of the limo, Charity had trouble catching her breath and her heart felt as if it was going to pound right out of her chest. She was so angry that she felt sick to her stomach. She was going to have to work on curbing her tongue if she was going to last very long as an actress. There had been so much she would have liked to have said to the rude reporters, but the days of speaking her mind without thought were over. She had chosen a profession where she was constantly going to be thrown into the public eye. Charity lifted her hair and let the car’s air conditioning wash over the dampness along the edge of her hairline. She closed her eyes against the refreshing chill and thought about Johnny’s last words to her at the airport. When faced with telling him goodbye, she had thrown her arms around his neck and begged him to come with her. Of course, Johnny did what he always did and remained practical. She appreciated his gentle reminders of all the reasons he couldn’t join her in Dallas, but more so, how he spent their last few minutes together; him so sweetly telling her again and again, how much he loved her. He had always been her biggest cheerleader and had been the one in the end to insist she take her first acting job. Her first impression of Johnny had been that he was larger than life and a very attractive blonde hero since the first time they met in the seventh grade. It had been love at first sight for both of them. The memory of his lingered kiss in the middle of Nashville’s Airport made her smile. When she found the energy to reopen her eyes, Mr. Bennett was busy giving the limo driver instructions, and her mother had her eyes closed and her head back against the headrest. 

When the limo began moving, Mr. Bennett turned and settled back in the cushioned leather seat. His excitement was obvious as he spoke, "I can't wait for you and David to meet. The two of you are going to work so well together. I feel certain there’s going to be wonderful chemistry between you. Even with the age difference, you have so many similar traits. I haven’t been this excited about a project in years.”

He leaned forward and touched Judy’s arm. She responded by opening her eyes and smiling. “I tried to warn you that becoming Charity’s manager wasn’t going to be easy, but you handled the situation just right.”

Judy shrugged and pushed a strand of blonde hair out of her eyes. “But I didn’t do anything. I wanted to protect my daughter but couldn’t.” Her tone betrayed her frustration, and anger with herself and the reporters. With a quick sigh she straightened her wrinkled blouse before leaning back again, as if surrendering. 

He winked and said, “I could see you were thinking about jumping to protect Charity, but it’s better if she defends herself. If they see any weakness at all they’ll become a constant thorn in her side. Now they know she has plenty of backbone and won’t be browbeaten.”

Mr. Bennett turned his attention to Charity. “You handled the crowd perfectly. They were testing the waters, trying to see if you had any backbone or not. You have to have a thick skin to work in this business. You proved that even though this is your first movie you’re not afraid and you have the confidence to get the job done.”

Charity wiped her moist palms on the edge of her short skirt and said, “I was worried you might think I was coming across as too tough. It was a surprise to be face to face with such severe disapproval before I’ve even begun filming yet.” She tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear. While the entire experience had been unsettling, it had also been empowering. Now that it was over, she realized she had passed her first major test of being thrown out into the public eye. 

“I’ve been so worried about not having enough experience and letting you down. Hiring me had to be a big of a gamble for you, but it never occurred to me that there were other people thinking those same things. What if they’re right?”

Mr. Bennett stretched his legs and crossed his ankles. He was very attractive for a man of his advanced years. His silver hair was groomed to perfection, and his choice in clothes set him apart from the average man. But it was his kind expression that had made Charity trust him from the moment they’d met. He was a man who smiled often and always with sincerity. “I’ve been in this business a long time. This isn’t my first time at the rodeo so just trust me. I know talent when I see it. You have it. It oozes from your very pores, so stop worrying.” 

He took a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and dabbed at his forehead. Once it was returned to its rightful place he focused on Charity again, “I've made arrangements with the Dallas Cowboys to use their football field. David and the extras are there working through the football scenes. I have a cheerleading coach there for you and the other ladies. You’re going to love Kim. She has a lot of energy.” 

Charity exchanged looks with her mom. They had both been hoping to settle in at the hotel and change into more comfortable clothes before heading out again. Her mother smiled during the short-lived exchange, but she couldn’t hide the fact that the day had already been a huge strain on her. Her mother’s once tidy hair was now a bit frazzled, and her neatly pressed clothes were wrinkled and damp with sweat. Charity was relieved that she seemed calmed by Mr. Bennett’s reassurances. 

"David arrived early this morning. He should be out on the field when we arrive.” Mr. Bennett said as he drummed his fingers on his knee. He was doing his best to make the ladies feel more at ease as they began this whirl wind adventure, but was ever focused on the business of it all.

Charity caught Judy’s grin as she heard this last and gave her a knowing glance. Her mom was David Warren’s biggest fan. The man did have the most perfect set of dimples.

"I can't help but be nervous about meeting him.” Charity said as she picked at the threads on her jacket.

Mr. Bennett shook his head as he spoke. “A lot of people in this industry let their fame go to their head, but not David. He's a fine person. Very down to earth.”

Charles noticed her plucking at the loose thread. "I’ve arranged for more appropriate clothes for you at the stadium. We have been trying to decide between three different designs for the cheerleading costumes and today seemed like a good day to finalize that. Three fourths of the movie, that’s what you’ll be wearing, so we want to see how they’re going to look on you before making the final decision.”

At that very moment the huge stadium came into view through the tinted limo windows. Charity leaned over to see it better, she was astounded by its size. Johnny loved the Dallas Cowboys. He was going to be so jealous when he found out where she was going to be spending the rest of her day. She glanced back at her mother to ask, “Do you mind calling Johnny and letting him know we’ve arrived safely? Tell him I’ll call him later tonight.”

The moment the limo pulled into the lot and parked, Mr. Bennett scooted over to the door and said to Charity, “I’ll find you a phone and you can call Johnny from the stadium. There’s no point in waiting to talk to him tonight. I want your mind completely on the cheerleading coordination’s this afternoon. You have a lot to learn in a very short time.”

Stanley jumped out of the driver’s seat, came around to the passenger door, and opened it. Mr. Bennett smiled and offered his hand to Judy, "Come on ladies. I’ll show you around the stadium.” 

Leaving the comfort of the car and already tired from the trip, Charity and Judy struggled to keep up with his quick pace and take in all the new sites and sounds of the big stadium. Mr. Bennett’s idea of showing them around was a brief hand wave in the general direction of a few areas of interest on the way to the nearest office with a phone. There’d been little time to absorb the grandness and get past their awe of being in such a famous location for filming, before he gave instructions on how to find the dressing area and the clothes she would be changing into. Then he was leading Judy away before Charity even realized fully all that he had just said to her. For the first time that day, Charity was alone with her thoughts. 

Events were moving much too fast. She was just a little country girl from Murfreesboro, Tennessee. One moment, she had been starring in a play for a drama class at the university and out of the blue, Mr. Bennett had emerged from the audience and hired her to be his leading lady. She had never doubted her ability to carry the role, until the journalists pointed out how much money was riding on her ability and unproven talent. 

Charity shrugged those feelings off and focused on calling her husband. The phone only rang once before the garage’s office manager answered, “Field and Son Automobile Repair, Cindy speaking.”

It was good to hear a familiar voice even if she didn’t particularly care for the garage’s office manager. Charity sat on the edge of the nearest chair. She leaned forward and pressed the phone closer to her ear as if that would be enough to bring Tennessee and Johnny into the room with her. She drew in a long breath before speaking into the handset. “Cindy. This is Charity. Is Johnny too busy to talk?”

Cindy gave a hoot that could have punctured a car tire. “I’m so glad you called! That man of yours has been driving everybody crazy. He’s only asked me a hundred times if you’ve called yet. He’s out in the break room with a soda right now. I’ll go get him. Hold on.” 

Charity could picture Cindy in her poured-on jeans with the skimpiest top she could buy, wear, and not be arrested for wearing in public. When Johnny had first started working with his dad at the repair shop, she had been jealous of Cindy’s flirtatious style, but Johnny finally convinced her that was just Cindy’s way around everyone. 

Johnny was out of breath when he answered, "Charity? I didn't think you were ever going to call. You alright? The flight go okay? You all settled in?"

Charity laughed, "How about only one question at a time? I'm alright. The flight was fine. No, I’m going to work before I get to settle in at the hotel.”

"I’m not surprised. Mr. Bennett strikes me as the type of man who always gets his money’s worth out of everything and everyone."

Charity nodded even though Johnny couldn’t see the gesture. With a sigh she said, "Mom and I both thought we would have some time to get settled into our rooms and have time to rest up a bit, but it wasn’t meant to be.”

She let Johnny’s slow southern drawl sooth all of her ruffled feathers. He always made her feel better, no matter what madness was going on. She listened to him ramble on about what had been happening since dropping her off at the airport. When there was finally a pause in the conversation, she jumped in, “You’ll never believe where I am this very minute. I bet you’ll never guess in a million years.”

Johnny laughed at her excited tone. “Well tell me then.”

Charity giggled first, then said, “The entire cast is at the Dallas Cowboy’s stadium! This place is huge. You would love it here, but of course there aren’t any of the real football players or cheerleaders here. If I see any, I’ll try and get an autograph for you.”

Johnny’s laugh was deep and rich. It was one of his most endearing qualities. “You’re going to be okay, baby.”

Charity sighed as she slouched backward, then said, “I’m that obvious, huh?”

There was silence over the phone line. After a long pause, Johnny finally said, “I could see how nervous you were this morning.” And then with excitement in the tone of his voice, “You can do this. You just have to keep believing in yourself. I believe in you.”

“I really needed to hear that, and to hear your voice more than anything else. As soon as mom and I walked off the airplane we were surrounded by reporters. It was brutal. They hated me right off the bat. I realized just what a dog eat dog world the movie industry is.” She twirled the phone cord around her finger, the sick feeling in her stomach slowly dissipating the longer she sat there.

Charity ran her free hand through her hair and crossed her legs. Her skirt inched up with the motion, but went unnoticed while her focus was on each and every little thing about Johnny’s voice and words. 

"I already miss you so much.” She hoped he heard the deep sincerity in her voice.

Johnny blew a kiss into the receiver. "You call me anytime you need to talk. I don’t care what time of day or night it is. I’m not going to be able to sleep until I know how your day went.”

Charity’s voice trembled with emotion, "It's going to be a long six months. Isn't it?"

He didn’t answer immediately, but then said, "We knew it from the start. I love you. Everything will be okay. Just remember, don’t let other people bring you down. They’ll see how good you are, and then they’ll have to eat crow forever doubting you.”

Charity cupped both hands around the receiver and sat forward to say, "I’ll try, but it’s hard. I love you too. I'll call you later.” 

The moment she replaced the receiver in its cradle, she leaned back and rested her head on the chair. The sound of Johnny’s voice had been all it took to restore her confidence and to calm her jangled nerves. It was funny how she could still see him the way he had looked on his first day at her school. He had been tall for his age and it hadn’t taken long to discover he had a big, gentle heart. 

She had been standing three students behind him in the cafeteria line when the class bully threw a bowl of lime Jell-O. The slimy mess had hit Johnny square in the back and slid all the way down his brand new white shirt. Any other seventh grade boy would have gotten into a fight over the assault, but Johnny had simply pulled the leftover Jell-O out of his collar, placed it onto his food tray, and turned to introduced himself to the other boy. As soon as they had shaken hands, he’d looked up and caught her staring at him. The moment he smiled, her heart melted, and they had become inseparable from that day on. While he had always been her biggest fan, there was no doubt she was his, too.
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Chapter Two
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CHARITY WAVERED BETWEEN opening the dressing room door and running back to put more clothes on before someone saw her. She tugged at the brief top and then at the tight shorts. She couldn’t see what was being covered in the back, but there was enough of a breeze from the air conditioning to know it wasn’t enough. Just as she was about to find something else to put on, a petite blond woman pushed the dressing room door open. 

The woman stopped just inside the doorway, nodding as her blue eyes scanned Charity from head to toe. “I see that you’re ready so let’s get out onto the field with the other ladies!” Each word was spoken in bouncy cheerleader style and in high volume, punctuated with pom poms pushed high and quick, creating their signature swishing sounds. 

When Charity didn’t move, but stood there with her mouth hanging open, the woman tossed the pom poms off to the side, closed the door, and walked over to her. She held out her hand and said, “I’m Kim. Charles said he told you all about me? I have all of the other ladies out on the field going over a few basic cheerleading moves and we were just waiting for you. We just want to see how everyone is going to work together as a team. Today’s more about seeing everyone’s basic skill level and who’s going to need more one on one time with me over the next week or so.”

Instead of shaking the offered hand, she held onto it for dear life and only grasped bits of what Kim had just said before responding, “Please tell me that there’s been some type of mistake about this uniform. Surely it’s meant for a little girl instead of a grown woman.” She finally let go of Kim’s hand so she could tug at the brief shorts again. 

The perky smile slipped from Kim’s face. “Mistake?”

Charity drew her hands inward to bring Kim’s attention to the miniscule silver and blue cheerleading outfit, her expression still frozen in disbelief. Try as she might, she couldn’t keep the whiny tone out of her voice as she said, “I can’t go out in public dressed like this.” 

She was tired and needed a shower. If that wasn’t bad enough, her shorts were now wedged firmly between each cheek and no matter which way she tugged, they refused to come out.

“Why not?” Kim circled Charity. She might have not been the best person to ask because her outfit wasn’t covering much more than Charity’s. Kim was definitely better endowed in the chest area. Every time she bent over to look at Charity’s shorts, her top dipped so low her cleavage was exposed for the world to see.

Charity made a wide circling motion over the area of her butt. “There’s not enough material to cover anything. I can feel a very strong breeze at the edge of each cheek. That’s the problem! I can’t go out in public looking like this! My mom’s out there. Mr. Bennett’s out there, and heaven knows who else! Tell me this is some kind of a really bad joke.”

Kim finally stopped circling and snorted, “It looks cute on you. Not everyone has the figure to carry the uniform off, but your proportions are perfect. You have very tiny hips so there’s not a lot of cheek back there to hang out.”

Charity threw both hands into the air and huffed, “It may look cute but if I’m forced to wear this for the entire filming, I’m never going to be able to have children.”

Kim chortled at the outlandish statement. “I’m pretty certain that only applies to guys, but you’ll get used to it, and pretty soon, you won’t even notice. You have really pretty legs. While it’s true the top doesn’t cover much, you don’t have much to cover in the first place.”

Kim companionably placed her arm around Charity’s shoulder as if they had known each other forever. “Besides the only people outside are the people that you will be working with every day. You might as well get used to appearing in public in it. Just think, when the movie is released millions of people will be seeing you in this outfit.”

Charity hung her head but was smart enough to know when to admit defeat. “And this is supposed to make me feel better how?”

Kim chuckled. “Sorry. I got carried away. Tomorrow you can pick out what you want to wear, but you might as well loosen up some, after all this is 1966. The sexual revolution has freed us from worrying so much over what everyone else thinks about what we wear or we don’t wear. Let’s not set women back thirty years because you’re afraid to appear in public in a cute outfit.”

Charity sighed and gave one last tug at the shorts. “You think I’m being silly.”

Kim picked up her pom poms and grinned. “I certainly do. The guys will drool when they see you. Let’s go give them something nice to look at. I hate to sound catty but some of the other women out there are real dogs.” She looped her arm through Charity’s, preparing to lead her to the door. “Of course, you know those very women are all going to hate you the moment they see how good you look in your uniform. In my humble opinion, some of the others could stand to lose a few pounds.”

There was a light knock on the door, and after a momentary pause, Mr. Bennett and Judy entered the dressing room. He beamed from ear to ear the moment he saw Charity. “It fits you perfectly. I don’t see any reason to try on the other two uniforms. You’re stunning in this one.” He didn’t notice Charity’s blush. “I’m leaving you in Kim’s capable hands and heading back to the airport now. Stanley returned a few moments ago from dropping your luggage off at the hotel. He’ll be back around eight tonight to take you and Judy to your new home away from home for the next six months.”

He placed a hand on both of Judy and Charity’s shoulders, making certain to make eye contact with each of them before continuing, “I’ll be back tomorrow. I have a business meeting to attend, but before I head back, I’ll be picking up my wife, Sonia. She likes getting to know my cast members before each movie, so she wants to come here and meet everyone.”

He made a point of looking Charity directly in the eyes. “I need you to be at the studio by six in the morning to go over your lines with David. The two of you will be driven back here, to the stadium, tomorrow afternoon, by Stanley.”

Charity managed to break in only briefly. “Mr. Bennett?”

He gave a quick, “tut tut”, and then patted her shoulder. “That’s one thing we need to change right now. You’re going to have to stop calling me, Mr. Bennett. Charles is my given name. Start using it. I’m ancient enough without the added burden of being called Mr. Bennett all of the time. Now what is it, dear?”

Charity swallowed and thought over the uselessness of complaining about the cheerleading costume. He had been so kind to her, so she was going to just suck it up and do as she had been told to do. “Thanks for everything. Have a nice trip, and I’ll see you Friday.”

She was calling herself all kinds of chicken when she saw her mom give her a knowing look, and only the slightest of smiles. While Charity hadn’t fooled her, Charles didn’t appear to notice. 

He nodded and smiled. “You’re welcome, and I will be careful. That’s very thoughtful of you to worry about an old man like me.”

He turned and focused all of his attention onto Kim. “You need to get as much accomplished today as possible, and I will see everyone again tomorrow afternoon. I want everyone working together as a well-oiled unit by the time I get back.”

The dainty cheerleading coach grinned before snapping to attention. “Yes, sir.”

Judy chuckled as soon as the dressing room door closed and the three women were alone. “A safe trip? I don’t think that was what you were going to say.” By now she was looking a little less frazzled. Her short blonde hair appeared to have been combed and a fresh application of red lipstick was a sure sign she had made a special effort to freshen up before meeting David.

Charity blushed again and tugged at the low neckline of her blouse. That only made the bottom of her blouse inch up to expose the bottom of her breasts so she tugged it down to cover that area up again. It was a lose-lose situation. “Can you believe this outfit? I’m almost certain the moment I try jumping, the seat of my shorts will split its seam. How can I possibly practice in this? Every time I bend over, everything I have is either going to hang out or fall out. I’m just too mortified to leave this room. Dad would just die if he saw me in this and what would Johnny say if he saw me?”

Judy shared an understanding smile and pulled Charity’s hand away from the top. “Stop. The only thing you’re accomplishing with all of that tugging and tugging is getting it all wrinkled and out of shape.” She walked around to get a better view of the back. After a couple of seconds, she faced Charity again. “It’s a little short but you look really cute. You might as well get used to wearing it in front of everyone. The other ladies will be wearing the same thing, so it’s not like you’ll be the only person dressed like this.”

Realizing her words weren’t as comforting as they should have been, Judy grasped Charity’s shoulders and looked directly into her eyes. “You know Johnny loves your legs and your dad will be okay with it, as soon he wakes up from his stroke.” She laughed at Charity’s pained expression, but both were forced to drop the subject when Kim motioned for them to follow her.

Kim stopped, resting her hand on the dressing room door. “Come on ladies! You’re going to just laugh about all of this one day. Think about where you’re at. This is where the Dallas Cowboy Cheerleaders practice and perform. There are usually way more legs and boobs around here than this. The sooner you see no one is going to notice, then the sooner we can get busy with our jobs.”

With that, the tiny overly cheerful instructor headed out of the room. As far as she was concerned, the matter was settled. As expected, Judy and Charity had no choice but to follow along behind her. 

Kim talked over her shoulder while leading them through the long, underground hallway. “Mr. Bennett told me to introduce you to David and the other guys.”

She gave a short, but a very wistful sigh, before continuing, “I’ve been working since Monday with some of the other ladies. I love some but hate the others. I’ll let you decide which ones are which for yourself.” She stopped so abruptly, Judy and Charity almost plowed into her. “In this business, there are some catty, evil people who would do anything to get to the top, so don’t be surprised if a few of these people aren’t interested in being your friend.”

She shrugged. “Not a lot of big names have been hired to be cheerleaders, but a few of them have been in lesser known movies. Most are like you and this is their first shot at acting. Either way, pros or green horns, the excitement is beginning to build. Of course, David just arrived this morning. I wasn’t bashful at all about walking right over and introducing myself. He was so gracious, even though I was interrupting everyone’s practice schedule.”

After emerging from the air conditioning, the outside temps were stifling. Kim chatted until they reached a large group of men. Some were practicing throwing, some were tackling each other, and a larger group was discussing the techniques needed to make them look like professional football players. Suddenly, all of them stopped and turned to watch the three women approach. 

Their reactions were just as Charity had feared. A few made catcalls and everyone stared. It was hard to say which was worst, the men making the noises, or the guys with their mouths hanging open. While she was beyond mortified, she refused to tug at any part of the outfit. Heaven only knew the uselessness of it anyway. 

David was in the middle of a smaller group, tossing a football back and forth to each other. When all the commotion started, he stopped in mid throw to turn and see what was going on. The moment their eyes met, Charity’s heart jumped into her throat and color flooded her face. She couldn’t believe how nervous she was about meeting him. She had been ribbing her mother all morning about how star stuck she was about him, but the truth was, she couldn’t believe how lucky she was to be costarring in a movie with the one and only David Warren. There wasn’t another movie star in the world with his good looks, charisma, or acting ability. 

While all of the other men were drenched in sweat, David Warren looked as if he had just stepped off the cover of a sports magazine. The sun reflected bluish hues in his black hair, swept back from where he had run his hands through it to keep it out of his eyes. The moment he smiled, perfect teeth and deep dimples were revealed. Even though his tee shirt was dirty and grass stained, it didn’t do anything to distract from his broad chest and taunt muscles. His high cheekbones and chiseled chin gave him his all American good looks, and was probably one of the reasons he was such a highly sought after leading man.

Charity was completely awestruck by his presence and boyish charm. She stopped dead in her tracks and tried to breath. When she didn’t move, David walked the rest of the way to meet them. 

He held his hand out to her. “Charity.” His large hands swallowed hers. “Charles has told me so much about you. I think I would have known you anywhere.”

Charity was enamored by his easy attitude and charming smile. She couldn’t stop looking at him, even when he turned to face her mom. His eyes were the most shocking shade of blue. They would have been intimidating, if not for the laugh lines around them. His boyish charm put her at ease. 

When she finally came to her senses she stuttered, “D-David,” then rushed through the only thing she could think to say, “This is my mom, Judy. She’s your biggest fan.”

Her mom elbowed her, but giggled. “She makes me sound like a stalker, but I have to confess, I have seen every one of your movies at least three times. That’s not crazy, right?” She patted her hair nervously, making certain it was all in place.

David released Charity’s hand and went right in for a hug with Judy. Charity couldn’t believe the girlie giggle that came out of her mom’s mouth. She held in the laugh that wanted to escape as she watched the instant transformation from the motherly type, directly into a silly school girl.

Charity could only stand and listen in horror while her mother quizzed him about everything under the sun. She had never heard Judy chatter on as if there was no tomorrow. It was rather eye-opening to see her flirt with David. Charity had never thought of her mother as anything other than a mother. Were mothers allowed to flirt in front of their own children?

She stood rooted into place, filled with a mixture of embarrassment and school girl awkwardness. Because she was so uncertain about how to break into the conversation without appearing rude, Charity waited patiently for the right moment to try and catch David’s attention again. That time came a few seconds later, when Judy finally took the time to draw in a much needed breath. 

Charity touched David’s arm. “As mom has so elegantly put it, we are both huge fans and I’m really looking forward to working with you.”

David responded as red blushed up from the corners of a growing smile, “Charles has told me how impressed he was with your acting ability. I’m looking forward to working with you too. I find it so refreshing to work with people new to the business. They haven’t had time to be jaded yet. I love my job, but it can be very wearing on the soul at times. You’re always in the spotlight and everyone feels like they have the right to judge your private life, right along with your professional life.” He pointed in the direction of the stands. “I would love to introduce you to my wife before you begin your workout with the other women.” He touched Judy’s elbow and gently turned her toward the bleacher section his wife was seating in. “She would love some company. I think the two of you will get along perfectly. She’s my biggest fan too.” That last part was said with the barest hint of a teasing tone.

Everyone laughed as he reached over and took Charity’s elbow too. They walked across the field and up into the stands. Right before they reached her, he added, “She isn’t feeling well today. I just finished shooting on location in Mexico, and I think that she may have gotten a touch of food poisoning while we were there.”

Charity couldn’t help feeling a growing inadequacy as they drew closer to David’s wife and her natural beauty became clearer. The woman was as tall as her husband, about six feet, and had the body of a fashion model. She was dressed in a simple outfit of pale blue shorts and tank top. The color was almost the exact shade of her unnervingly blue eyes, and the short cut of the shorts only accentuated just how impossibly long her legs were. Her black hair was pulled up into a ponytail, but still reached the middle of her back. She gave a welcoming smile and a friendly wave.

David released Judy and Charity’s arms and hugged his wife. “Hey, hon. Are you feeling any better?” He nodded toward Charity and Judy. “This is Charity and her mom, Judy. Ladies, this is my wife, Maria.”

Maria smiled but it was easy to see she wasn’t feeling well. Her voice turned out to be a hypnotizing combination of musical tones and boardroom smokiness. “It’s very nice meeting the two of you.” She turned to Judy and offered her hand. “I’m so happy you’re here. We can keep each other company. The days we get sick of watching David and Charity film, we can go shopping. I hate going by myself, but I love to shop.”

They chatted for a while before Kim shouted up from the sidelines “Hey you two, sorry to interrupt, but we need to get started. Mr. Bennett is going to be expecting to see results when he returns.”

After leaving Judy and Maria to keep each other company in the stands, David and Charity headed out toward the field. By the time they reached the bottom of the stands, Judy and Maria already had their heads together chatting as if they had known each other forever. 

Before David headed off to the opposite side of the field, he turned to Charity, “We should have dinner together tonight.”

Charity couldn’t seem to recover from feeling a little star struck. It felt so odd to be standing next to one of the most popular movie stars of all times, and to have him casually ask her out for a meal, made it all seem ever more surreal. She forced herself to not act as star struck as she was feeling and somehow managed to calmly nod, as if getting asked out to dinner by a movie star was an everyday occurrence. 

“That sounds nice.” Charity accomplished a believably casual smile as she spoke.

David smiled and then jogged off across the field. Charity and Kim walked over to the group of ladies only a few feet away and Kim introduced her. It wasn’t too difficult to figure out which of the ladies Kim was trying to warn her about earlier. As the day wore on, Charity let a few of the less unwelcoming comments go by as if she didn’t hear them, but concentrated on the vigorous routines Kim put them through, instead. There was far too much to learn, in too short of a time, to let jealous attitudes get into her head.

Kim turned out to be like a tiny army drill instructor. She was single minded and relentless. She didn’t mind pointing out anyone’s flaws and would work on each move until everyone had it down perfectly.

At first a few of the seasoned actresses appeared to have a bad attitude about someone who had never acted professionally before getting the lead role in the film, but after a few hours in the Dallas heat, everyone was on equal footing and exhausted. Before late afternoon, most realized she was good and wasn’t expecting a free ride. The four years Charity had been a cheerleader in high school turned out to be her lifesaver. Most of the moves Kim taught them, she already knew and the rest weren’t that hard to catch on to.

The one person who took an immediate dislike to Charity, found little ways to be insulting throughout each routine. The actress’ name was Betty Florence, and by late afternoon, she decided to let Charity know her true feelings less subtly. Betty was a seasoned actress who had worked in several productions and was the most experienced in the group of women. She wasn’t a big name, but Charity had recognized her right away from a few bad B movies she’d seen in high school. Betty was a tall, leggy woman with over processed blonde hair. She would have been a nice looking lady if she didn’t always have such a sour expression on her face. 

It was during a water break that Betty tried to win some points with the other ladies by challenging Charity, but the moment she started with her catty comments about Charity’s inexperience, the others casually made their way off somewhere else. 

Even though Charity had heard everything Betty had been saying, she pretended not to hear, in the best interest of keeping things civil. She found an empty spot on the field and sat to drink her water. That worked for about two minutes.

The aged blonde took a seat on the grass next to her then shifted her weight so she could lean toward Charity. She rested her cup of water on her knee. If she had ever been attractive, it was wiped away by the sneer on her face. “Well there’s no accounting for taste is there?”

Charity took another sip and pretended to be interested in what was happening on the men’s side of the field.

Betty cleared her throat and spoke louder. “I said, I guess that there’s no accounting for taste.”

Charity realized then that feigning ignorance wasn’t going to work and finally locked eyes with the bitter woman. “I’m sorry. Are you talking to me?”

Now that Betty had Charity’s attention, she smiled brightly. “You bet, sweetie. I’ve worked with Charles on a few things and I have a hard time believing he would sleep with someone like you.”

Charity mentally did an eye roll and only kept her cool by swallowing hard a couple of times before speaking again. “Well, now I know that you’re not talking to me, because I haven’t slept with Charles. My name is Charity. You must have me mistaken for someone else.”

Betty crossed her ankles before meeting Charity’s eyes again. It was easy to see just how much gratification she was getting from spreading lies. “Oh no, sweetie, you’re exactly the person I’m talking to. Don’t try that little innocent game with me, girlie. I’ve been around far too long for that. I know your type. You couldn’t get a job with your talent so you used the only commodity you had to get the job. Charles must be losing it if he fell for the likes of you, but I have noticed how older men will sometimes fall for any sweet young thing who throws themselves in front of them.”

Charity took a moment to wipe sweat from various areas of her body before replying. “The first movie I ever saw you in was The Teenage Killer Among Us. You are a very talented screamer. Is that something you’re born with, or does it come from a lot of practice and hard work?” Charity was seizing this opportunity to practice her own needed restraint. More and more exposure to the world of film making made her realize how desperately she needed it. It took every ounce of control she had not to scratch out the fake blonde’s eyes. “Do you mind if I call you by your first name? It’s Betty isn’t it?”

Betty appeared somewhat deflated suddenly, and finally shrugged as she replied, “Sure, everyone calls me Betty.”

Charity took a long drink of water and took several deep breathes before continuing, “Thanks, Betty. You know, we’re going to be spending a lot of time together. It would be great if we could get along. Charles is a very nice man. I don’t think it ever crossed his mind to sleep with me. I would appreciate it if you didn’t spread nasty rumors like that around. I’m almost certain if Charles ever heard about this, your job might be in jeopardy.”

From the blank expression on Betty’s face, it was obvious the wheels were slowly turning in that little brain of hers. Her tone betrayed an effort to hold onto the nasty attack she’d begun, but also her fear that she may have made a mistake, “Well I don’t know if you and Charles have been intimate or not, but I guess you’re right about us getting along. It’s not going to get me anywhere if Charles finds out that we have had this conversation.”

Charity almost chuckled, but managed to keep a straight face. 

Betty leaned an elbow on the ground and looked up at the sky. In a probably well practiced, matter of fact tone, she continued, “And to answer your question, it takes a lot of practice. I screamed day and night trying to ready for that movie. I had neighbors calling the police reporting that I was in danger. It was a lot of fun. Not every movie is fun to do. Some are just plain old work.” She smirked at Charity’s red face and sweat soaked hair. “But I guess you’re finding that out the hard way aren’t you?”

Betty looked a good ten years older than most of the other women. Charity hoped that they had a good make-up artist on the set, because the older woman was going to need one. Hard living was beginning to show on her face. 

Charity stood and offered her a helping hand. “We should go back to work.”

She took Charity’s hand and stood. Her tone took on a spiteful edge. “I can out work you any day of the week. I’ve had to work hard to get into this business. No one ever handed me anything on a silver platter. One day, you’ll see how tough this business really is.” Betty turned and headed over to join the others.

Charity shrugged away the unpleasantness of the encounter and went back to work. By the time Kim called it quits for the night, even Betty didn’t have the energy to bad mouth anyone. Charity met up with her mom and Maria, and they joined David at the limo. He appeared to be a little worse for wear from all of the hard work the men had had to go through in preparing for their roles that afternoon. His hair was wringing wet and was now lying in small curls on his forehead and the back of his neck. Maria still appeared to have her headache and even her mother wasn’t quite as chatty as she had been. All of them slumped into their seats and there was very little chatter on the way to the hotel. By the time the car pulled up to the entrance way of the hotel, Judy had to shake her awake. 
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Chapter Three
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JUDY HAD ALREADY TAKEN a quick shower and changed into a pale yellow, cotton summer dress and matching sandals when she emerged into the sitting area between their rooms. Her short blonde curls had been washed, blown dried, and combed so that the curls were now framing her youthful but slightly sunburned face. While her own mother’s red hair had skipped a generation, and passed to Charity instead, they had both inherited her big green eyes. In her usual style, she had forgone wearing any makeup. Because of a healthy lifestyle and good genes, she looked at least fifteen years younger than her fifty years.

She stopped at the bar between the sitting room and tiny kitchen to grab her purse. Once it was in her hands, she turned and noticed Charity, still sitting in the same spot where she had left her earlier. “Why aren’t you ready? I thought you would be starving by now. You haven’t eaten anything all day long.”

Charity wiggled her toes and let out a long heavy sigh as the cramps in her feet subsided. “I’m too exhausted to join you guys. I’m sure David and Maria will understand. There will be plenty of opportunities for us to get together while we’re here. We will probably be sick of each other before it’s all over with. I just want to lie in that big bath tub and soak for a couple of hours. Then, I’m going to call Johnny before he gets settled in for the night. I know he has had just as long of a day as I have, and then I’m going to order a sandwich from room service.”

Judy walked over and sat on the edge of the opposite sofa. She leaned mischievously toward Charity. “What was the deal with the big blonde today? The two of you seemed to be in a big powwow at one time. You didn’t look that happy, even though you were smiling ever so sweetly at her.” 

Just thinking about the encounter again set Charity’s teeth on edge. She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Betty had the nerve to suggest I used sex to get this job.”

Judy frowned and shook her head. “I hope you set her straight.”

Her mother was very sweet natured until someone tried to hurt her daughter, so Charity decided not to throw any gasoline onto the fire and make matters any worse than they already were. There was no doubt that if Judy thought for a second she needed to step in and fix things, it wouldn’t be easy replacing all of the long blonde hair on Betty’s head when her mom got through with her. “I believe I did, it’s really hard to say though. Betty finally dropped the subject, but she does make her living as an actress. My main concern is Mrs. Bennett. She’ll be here Friday. What if she hears the same rumor?”

Judy glanced at her watch. “There’s no point in worrying about it now. I’m certain Mrs. Bennett is used to nasty rumors and innuendos. I should go, so I don’t leave David and Maria waiting.” She stood and smoothed the wrinkles out of the skirt of her dress and blushed when she noticed Charity watching her primping. She grinned sheepishly. “I really like Maria. She’s so sweet.” She kissed Charity’s cheek before leaving. 

Because Charity lingered too long soaking in the bath, the call between her and Johnny lasted past midnight. When she realized how late it was, she gave up any notion of ordering a sandwich from room service. She fell asleep straight away and before she knew it the phone was ringing with her wakeup call. She was still too tired to move and was still in bed when her mother came bouncing into the bedroom. 

Judy’s hair was standing up on one side at a crazed angle from sleeping on that side all night. Her voice was set on its usual cheerful level. “Up and at ‘em!”

Charity peered over the covers and whined. “Do I have to? I hurt in more places than I even realized I had.”

Judy sat on the foot of the bed and smacked at Charity’s feet. “Get up lazy bones. Stanley will be here with the car in thirty minutes or less. You shouldn’t have stayed up so long last night.” When Charity pulled the covers over her head, Judy tugged at the bedspread until it and the blanket were both totally off the bed and on the floor. She grinned at Charity’s stunned expression and then went happily bouncing out of the room again, as if her job was done. 

Since Charity still needed a shower, she begrudgingly got out of bed and resisted the urge to grumble. Her mother had excellent hearing, so it was better to keep any unhappy thoughts to herself. After she was showered and dressed, she carried her duffel bag out into the sitting room and was surprised when her mother was nowhere to be seen. Charity had been certain her mother would have been the first to be ready and waiting to leave. She waited on the sofa for several minutes before Judy finally emerged from her room. 

As Judy walked over, she eyed Charity’s loose white shorts and tee shirt. “Decided not to wear your cheerleading uniform again today?”

Just thinking about those shorts being wedged in firmly between each cheek made Charity squirm. She shuddered before saying, “That’s very funny.” Before her mother decided to sit and get comfortable, Charity stood. “The front desk called a few minutes ago to let us know Stanley is out front with the limo.”

Judy tucked her purse underneath her arm. “I’m ready.” She held up a red binder. “I brought something to keep me busy today. Maria gave me the idea yesterday. She had her sketch pad with her. Did you know she’s an artist?”

Charity grabbed her duffel bag and headed over to the door. “No. I didn’t. I wondered what was keeping her from going crazy yesterday, waiting on David. I’m looking forward to getting to know both of them better. Maybe we can get together tonight for dinner. I hate I missed eating with them last night.” As soon as they were both out of the room, she closed and locked the hotel room door. “We’ve kept Stanley waiting long enough. How he does everything Mr. Bennett wants him to do, in just a twenty-four hour day, is beyond me. Let’s not make his day any harder by keeping him waiting.”

The moment the elevator doors opened on the main floor, Charity saw David and Maria near the checkout desk, shuffling through a rack of sightseeing brochures. Charity motioned for Judy to follow her over to them.

David looked up from the pamphlet in his hand and smiled. “Good morning ladies. I see everyone survived yesterday.” 

Maria hurriedly replaced the pamphlets she had been holding and then slipped an arm through Charity’s. On the way out toward the waiting car, she leaned in to whisper, “You look well rested this morning. I can see being able to talk to your husband has done you a world of good.”

Charity laughed and leaned in closer too. “It was great hearing his voice and I do feel better this morning. I’m ready to take on the world today.”

Once everyone was settled in the limo, Maria turned to Charity, “You must be missing your husband. I understand you and he were just married six weeks ago. You must have hated having to leave him for so long to come out here. I just hate it when David and I are apart.”

Charity shrugged. “When Charles offered me the role to be Kelly in his movie, Johnny wanted us to go ahead and get married. We were going to wait until I graduated from the university next year but things changed. We moved the date up so we could have some time together before I had to come out here. He has known for some time that this is want I wanted to do with my life and he supports me. Even though it isn’t easy being apart, we have both known this was the way our life together was going to be from the beginning.”

The four of them discussed events from the day before and then everyone agreed to have Stanley find them a nice Mexican restaurant for a late dinner together that night. After that was decided everyone settled into their own thoughts. It gave Charity time to think about Johnny and what was going on in Tennessee in her absence. Had Johnny already gotten up for the day, or had he overslept again? There was so much she was missing. Was this how their entire marriage was going to be? Were they forever going to be separated by her career? She couldn’t ask Johnny to follow her around from movie to movie, or from state to state, like Maria followed David. How was their marriage going to survive the years and years of her picking up and leaving for several months out of every year?

After several minutes of silence David kissed the top of his wife’s head and looked across to Charity. “Are you ready to do this all over again today?”

Charity rubbed her tender thighs but managed to sound cheerful in spite of the pain. “I can’t wait! Mom said you mentioned last night that Robert Gregg would be on the set today. Is his wife going to be with him? I would really like to meet her, and get some pointers from her about how I should be portraying her.”

David rubbed his wife’s shoulder as he spoke, “I don’t think Kelly will be with him today. I understand that she isn’t too far away from delivering their third child. I’m sure that Robert will be glad to answer any questions that you may have about his wife though. Kelly plans on dropping by before we finish shooting here in Dallas. My guess is it will be closer to the end of the year before she ventures out. You can get a pretty good feel of how she is by reading the script.”

Charity watched the Dallas scenery drift by from the car window before speaking again. “None of this seems real, that I’m here doing this movie.” She turned to face David and Maria again. “A month ago, I wouldn’t have ever dreamed of being in Dallas, much less, being in the same car with the two of you. I was just a normal college kid then. I dreamed of being here, but how many people actually get to see their dreams come true?”

David laced his fingers through Maria’s. “You’re right. Not everyone realizes their dreams. I never forget that fact. It would be so easy to take all of this for granted. There are times I have to pinch myself too, to see if I’m dreaming, or if this is really my life. It’s good to be us.”

David and Charity grinned at each other and for the first time since landing at the Dallas airport, Charity felt as if she really belonged in Charles’ production. She had David to thank for that. For some reason he believed she was up to handling the role of Kelly. To have someone of his caliber of acting experience have so much faith in her meant everything. There was no way she was going to screw this up now. She had to prove those reporters wrong. She just had to.

Time flew by after they arrived on set. Charity and David went over lines until Kim took her away to work with the cheerleading team for a while. Around two-thirty in the afternoon, Charles arrived at the studio with his wife. He immediately brought her over to meet Charity, and Judy came over as soon as she saw them approaching the group of women. At first Charity didn’t notice the paper Mrs. Bennett was carrying, until she opened it, revealing the bold headlines. 

The headline above the picture read Young Actress Seduces Older Producer. Mrs. Bennett grinned as she handed Charity the paper. “So you’re the young lady who has been trying to seduce my Charles away from me?”

Charity took the offered paper but was too dumbfounded to answer Charles’ wife. The moment was almost like a children’s cartoon where everything dropped into slow motion and the sound of a nearby clock ticked loud enough to cover the uncomfortable silence. Since Charity didn’t answer or move, Judy took the paper out of her hand to get a better look at it. 

After a couple of long moments with everyone standing there just staring at each other, Mrs. Bennett finally walked closer to Charity and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Please don’t be so upset. I know that you are not sleeping with my husband. I was only teasing you about the article. I thought you would have already seen the paper and had a good laugh. I forgot you’re new to show business and what comes along with it. Just about ninety-five percent of what is written is completely made up.”

When Mrs. Bennett saw the tears in Charity’s eyes she glanced over at her husband for help. “Charles?”

He took the paper back from Judy. He wadded it up and threw it into the nearest trash can. “What a bunch of rubbish!” 

He slapped his hands together as if he was washing his hands of the whole matter. “Rubbish. It’s all just complete rubbish. Don’t give it another thought. Sonia and I have been married a very long time. We read the article this morning and laughed. She thought you would find it funny too.” He patted Charity’s arm in a fatherly manner and said, “Just put the whole thing out of your mind.”

Charity’s face was hot from embarrassment. If things weren’t bad enough, she could see Betty off to the side snickering and enjoying the drama way too much. 

Had Johnny seen that paper? Fortunately, he wasn’t into gossip or entertainment papers, but what about his fellow workers? What if one of those guys had already seen it and had said something to him about his wife being unfaithful to him?

Charity glanced over to her mom and saw she was just as shocked as she was. Could the paper legally write such an obvious lie? 

David walked over to the group with a new guy in tow. Neither man had any clue of the turmoil going on in the midst of the small group, so both were smiling. David patted the other man’s shoulder. “Has everyone meet Robert Gregg yet? His plane was late and Stanley just brought him here from the airport.” He clapped a hand on Robert’s shoulder. “He’s eager to get started. I told him that Charity and I have already been going over the script this morning and how anxious we both are to pick his brain about his and Kelly’s lives together.”

It wasn’t until his introductions were over that David finally noticed the unusual quiet. He looked around at everyone before finally nodding toward the set, “Charity, why don’t we show Robert around the set? After that we’ll find a quiet spot and pick Robert’s brain until lunch.”

Since Charity didn’t want Mr. Bennett thinking she couldn’t handle what he obviously considered to be nothing, she smiled casually and nodded. She would call Johnny as soon as she could. She didn’t want to risk being overheard by anyone else. The look on Betty’s face made it obvious that nothing would please her more than having even more juicy gossip to pass around. 

She made a point to smile at Charles’ wife. “Mrs. Bennett, I’m so glad to meet you. I hope you don’t mind me running away like this?” She then made eye contact with Mr. Bennett. “Thank you, Charles. I
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