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      Macey

      

      “Are you ready to go, Firecracker?”

      Macey Evans looked up from her thick binder of wedding planning notes at her fiancé, Sam Abernathy, who was sitting across the table from her. She laughed at the nickname he’d had for her since they’d first met over an argument about him lighting off too many firecrackers a bit too late at night.

      “Is it that late already?” she asked. “Yes, we’d better get going, Sam-Sam.” She had her own nickname for him from the way he always introduced himself as Sam, Sam Abernathy.

      He chuckled as he stacked up the papers they’d been working on for the planning.

      “Let me grab my purse,” she said, reaching for the cute pastel blue bag she was using for the day, giving a smile. Their wedding colors were different shades of blue mixed in with white and a little silver for trim, and she couldn’t wait until all the decorations were hung and ready for their big day. Today, she’d be able to envision them better with their visit to the venue. The Boutique Bed & Breakfast Inn was about a half hour’s drive away in Lovettsville, which Macey thought was a fantastic name for a place where they were going to be married. Any town with “love” in its name was perfect in her book.

      She gave one last pat on the head to Fluffy, her little half-Havanese, half-poodle dog who also happened to be her best friend, though she realized that Sam now served at least half that role. Fluffy seemed to be perfectly fine with that.

      They climbed into her SUV with Sam at the wheel and headed down the highway toward Lovettsville. It was a bright summer day, a bit too hot for Macey’s tastes, but the A/C in the car was refreshing enough that she was comfortable on the drive.

      She turned and looked at Sam, admiring the chiseled planes of his profile. It was no wonder that all the single women at the school where he taught fifth-grade science fawned over him. Even Isabelle, her friend who worked as a kindergarten teacher at the same school, had expressed some interest in him at first. Of course, that had faded instantly when Casey came along.

      “What?” he asked.

      She giggled. “Nothing, just checking out my gorgeous fiancé,” she said.

      The smile grew on his face. “Well, I would be checking out my gorgeous fiancée as well, but I think it’s safest if I keep both eyes on the road.”

      They both laughed. “I don’t think I can stand waiting,” Macey said. “Do you think they can just get us married today?”

      “I would marry you in an instant, but our guests would probably complain if there’s no party,” he said. “And you did say you loved the dress. We don’t have it with us. Though we could stop by a bridal shop in Lovettsville if you want to.”

      Macey giggled again. She knew he was only half kidding. Sam, Sam Abernathy was not only a kind, godly man, but he also had a fun, carefree personality, and he would definitely go out and buy her another wedding dress that very day to get married now if they could, even if he had to stand there in the polo shirt and khaki shorts that he was wearing today. If she were being honest, she would have had to admit that she wouldn’t object to an instant wedding herself.

      But she had dreamed of that day since she was a girl, a wonderful day when her father walked her down the aisle as she wore a beautiful dress, her eyes glued to the handsome man waiting for her at the altar. All her friends would watch them say their vows to each other, and that kiss…. It was going to be magical. No, she wouldn’t give up that day, no matter how hard it was to wait.

      She turned to the window and had to put her hand over her eyes to block out the sun and watch the country farmhouses pass by. She loved her home outside the Charles Town city limits with ten acres of land. It gave her plenty of room to grow her vegetables and flowers and for Fluffy to run around and play without worrying about him being too close to the street. It was reasonably close to her flower shop in town that she’d inherited from her grandma Sylvia, so that was convenient.

      She attended the small country church that barely had thirty parishioners on a busy Sunday. She loved that tight knit community feel and knew that if she ever needed anything, every single family would have at least one member stepping up to help, not that she had ever needed such a thing. When Sam had suggested that they stay in her house as their family home, she was overjoyed. He’d been renting a small, charming house about a mile away that was a bit too cramped for two people let alone the family she hoped they’d have together. Her house wasn’t huge, but there was plenty of room to add on, and it was right next door to Sam’s aunt and uncle should they need anything.

      “My little Firecracker is quiet today,” Sam said.

      That brought her out of her thoughts, and she turned back to him, lowering her hand, which she now noticed was a bit too warm from holding it in the sun. “How many kids do you want?” she asked suddenly.

      He very nearly spit out the sip of coffee he’d just taken, lowering his cup back into its holder. “Well, I didn’t think you were that deep into it,” he said with a chuckle. “But you know that I’ll love as many children as God blesses us with.”

      She gazed at him, her brow slightly furrowed and eyes narrowed. That wasn’t good enough.

      He laughed in response. “Okay,” he said. “I know you want me to be specific, but I really can’t give you a number. I love kids, and I’d love a big family. Is that good enough?”

      “It’ll do,” she said, turning away before he saw the smile that spread on her lips. She’d already learned enough about Sam to get him to answer in the way she wanted, at least some of the time. She supposed being his wife for many years would give her the practice she needed to get it down pat. She heard his melodic chuckle next to her just as they reached Lovettsville. The Inn would be up ahead on the right, so she blocked the sun with her hand again.

      “It’s so beautiful here,” she said as Sam pulled into the parking lot. She noted that there was ample space for her guests, and she’d been told about an overflow lot in the back. It was gravel, but she figured that anyone who would come to Sam, Sam Abernathy’s wedding wouldn’t be so stuffy to worry about that.

      As they exited the car, Sam nodded. “It is beautiful here,” he agreed.

      “I just hope it cools down a little by September,” Macey said, looking up again at the hot July sun.

      “It’ll be fine,” he assured her. “Remember how hot that fireworks stand was before you gave me all the great tips?”

      She chuckled. “It was an oven in there,” she said. “I can’t believe you didn’t cut a window in to begin with.”

      “I just needed a little help from my Firecracker,” he said, smiling.

      “Hmm, I wasn’t your Firecracker yet then,” she said. “But it didn’t take long.” She laughed again. “I’m glad we didn’t need to man it again this year. That was a good idea, getting those high school kids to help your uncle. I’m glad he was able to be out in the stand and enjoy it.”

      “They all thought it was fun.” Sam took her hand and started walking toward the entrance. “Besides, Uncle George gave their parents some free fireworks, some of the good ones.”

      “He does have some good ones,” she said.

      “Hello!” A woman with bright blonde hair called to them from the side just as Sam was opening the front door. He kept hold of it but turned in her direction. “I’m sorry, sorry,” the woman said as she trotted forward, avoiding the shrubbery since she wasn’t walking on a path. “I was out back setting up for this weekend and heard you pull up. What great timing! You’ll be able to see what it looks like all set up for a wedding. Well, it’s not your wedding and not your colors, but you get the idea. Usually, our couples love seeing how it really looks for a wedding.” She stopped walking when she finally reached the path but kept talking just as quickly. “You can see how pretty the gazebo looks. It’s nice on the website photos, but we’ve never been able to do it justice. You just have to see it in person.”

      Macey chuckled as she looked at the woman whose energy reminded her of Sam when he was on a roll. She finally took a breath, so Macey jumped in. “I hope we didn’t catch you at a bad time.”

      “Of course not,” the woman said, waving off the suggestion with one hand. “We did have an appointment after all. We’re just setting up. Come, let’s go through here.” They had barely made it into the entryway when the woman whirled around, almost quick enough to startle Macey. “Where are my manners?” she said. “Oh, goodness. We’ve been so busy here. I’m Kathy, the owner, and I know you’re Macey and Sam because Eleanor described you to a T. I’m sorry I wasn’t here for your other appointments. I had a bit of an extended vacation this year and just got back. It’s wonderful to meet you both.”

      Sam and Macey took turns shaking her hand, which she did almost as vigorously as she spoke. “It’s nice to meet you,” Sam said. “Eleanor has been a great help getting everything scheduled and organized for us.”

      “That Eleanor, she’s a saint, I tell you,” Kathy said. “I don’t know what I’d do without her. I’d be lost, I’m sure of it. Anyway, I want to show you the garden setup over here. It’s faster to just go through the building.”

      She waved toward the back and started scurrying in that direction. Sam looked at Macey with a raised eyebrow and quickly took her hand so they could follow while she fought to stifle a chuckle.

      The interior of the inn was lovely, with polished hardwood floors, decorative ceilings, and crystal chandeliers that were more delicate than anything Macey had seen before. She had fallen in love with the place the moment she saw it, and she’d been so thankful that there was time in their schedule for her wedding so that she didn’t have to wait.

      They turned a corner, and her eyes caught the beautiful garden setting before they even stepped outside, with wide glass doors letting all the light come through. The courtyard was trimmed in ribbons and bows with flowers cascading from archways leading out into what Macey knew was a larger garden area. This wedding’s colors were peach and green, it seemed, but she only spent a moment wishing she’d chosen that combination before remembering how much she wanted blue.

      “Now, this will be their reception area,” Kathy said. “This is a great spot for an outdoor event, which I understand you want, weather permitting.”

      Sam and Macey both nodded, not even trying to speak since Kathy seemed to be already done taking her brief breath. “It’s a perfect wedding as an example because these structures are all part of our decorations,” she continued. “Of course, the flowers are from the florist.” She paused briefly to chuckle. “But the arches and the pots over there, the tables, everything is how you can have the setup, just in your colors, of course.”

      They kept walking until they reached the yard that led up to the gazebo, where this other couple would be having their wedding. Macey’s breath caught in her throat as she looked at the beautiful layout. Sam squeezed her hand at the sight of the altar. She knew at that moment that everything would be perfect.

      Nothing could possibly go wrong and spoil their perfect wedding day.
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      Delaney

      

      “I’m pregnant?” Delaney Taylor could hardly believe that the words were coming out of her mouth. She had tried to prepare for this moment at the fertility clinic when Dr. Paulson finally confirmed the pregnancy, but she had also steeled herself against the same disappointment she’d had so many times before.

      Josh, Delaney’s husband, looked at the doctor with equal amounts of shock and happiness. “So, this is confirmed?” he asked.

      Dr. Paulson nodded, her eyes turning back to the ultrasound screen. But though this should have been the most wonderful day of her life after her wedding day, Delaney couldn’t help but notice trepidation in the doctor’s eyes. “Can we see?” she asked timidly.

      The doctor sighed. “Not until I tell you something first.”

      Delaney could feel the knot forming in her chest as her heart pounded mercilessly inside her. What was wrong with the baby? In an instant, every conceivable problem from the many fertility books she’d been reading  flashed through her mind. There was so much that could go wrong, and the way the doctor looked at the screen, she was sure that it had to be bad. But before her thoughts could go on, the doctor was speaking again.

      “Oh, no,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Everything seems fine as far as I can tell right now.”

      Delaney felt like she could breathe again, but she could tell that there was still something the doctor hadn’t told them.

      “It appears you’re expecting twins.”

      The statement hung in the air while she struggled to process it. She looked at Josh with her mouth open, unable to form any words.

      He spoke for her. “Twins?”

      The doctor smiled. “Yes, twins,” she said. “We have two distinct amniotic sacs, with two babies forming separately. Congratulations!”

      Josh turned back to Delaney and wrapped his arms around her before she had a chance to overcome the shock. “We’re having twins, sweetheart!” he said. “God has blessed us twice over.”

      Hearing those words brought Delaney back to the present. “Oh, my goodness,” she said. “Can we see now?”

      Dr. Paulson’s smile reached her eyes as she adjusted the monitor for a better view. There were two clear circles, as the doctor had said.

      Tears fell down her cheeks as Delaney grabbed hold of Josh and held him close, her eyes still fixed on the screen in front of her. “Twins,” she said. “I can’t believe it. Oh, my goodness, we’re a family of four already!”

      The doctor removed the wand, and the precious sight disappeared from the screen. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I took pictures for you. But I’ll give you a moment alone and come back with some information for you. Twins is an entirely different conversation.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Josh said. “Thank you so much.”

      Delaney’s thanks came out as more of a whisper. Her eyes met her husband’s after Dr. Paulson left the room. “Our babies,” she said. “We have two beautiful babies.”

      “Yes, we do, sweetheart,” he said. “I think we know now why God wanted us to be patient.”

      “Oh, my goodness, we sure do,” she said. Her laughter was filled with tears she didn’t bother to wipe away. “Twins. Oh, Nana is going to be so thrilled. I can’t wait to tell her!”

      “She’ll be the first to know,” he said. “Well, after us and the doctor. I love you so much, Delaney. I’m the happiest man in the world.” He reached up and cradled her cheek, kissing her softly as he wiped away a stray tear.

      “I love you too, Josh,” she said. “We’re going to be parents. I can’t believe we’re finally going to be parents!”

      He chuckled. “Well, believe it, because it’s true. God has blessed us beyond what we ever imagined.”

      “He has,” she agreed.

      The door opened following a light knock and Dr. Paulson came in, still wearing her smile. “I hope I’m not interrupting, but we do have some things to talk about,” she said. “We’ll be monitoring you closer than we would for a single birth, so there are a few things you should know.”

      Delaney nodded and tried to listen to everything the doctor said, but she hoped that Josh was able to absorb all of it because all she could think about were the two tiny babies growing inside her. Though they had done the process of IVF a few times unsuccessfully and she had read everything she could get her hands on about the subject, the idea that it would result in multiples was something she had pushed aside, thinking that she didn’t dare hope for more than one child. Now, her mind struggled to process the thought of bringing two children into the world at the same time.

      At the end of their discussion, the doctor gave them some literature about twin pregnancies, and they made another appointment before leaving the clinic.

      “I’m so excited,” Delaney said once they were in the car. “How am I supposed to stay calm for nine months?”

      Josh laughed. “I’m not a good one to ask because I’m just as excited,” he said. “But somehow, we just need to be patient while God helps those little lives inside grow.”

      “Lives,” she repeated. “That’s the most beautiful word in the world.”

      He nodded. “Yes, it is.”

      As they drove through town, she noticed every child running around happily on their summer vacation and every stroller being pushed by a woman or a happy couple. She just couldn’t believe that one day soon, that would be her and Josh.

      Her excitement grew as they got closer to home, where she could tell her Nana all about the visit. Her grandmother, Nana Nora Jean, was her best friend. She was staying with them for a while to give her caregiver, Trisha, some time for an extended summer vacation. Delaney’s mother Maggie was still in her home in Charles Town, near Nana’s house, but Delaney had suggested that Nana come and visit her for a while to spend more time together. Nana wasn’t in the best of health and could only get around in a wheelchair now, but her spirit was as strong and cheerful as ever, and she loved being outside enjoying the scent of the Christmas tree farm. Josh made sure to keep the back patio accessible so she could spend time out there doing her embroidery. Soon, she would be able to make things for the twins, Delaney thought.

      She had to laugh as Josh helped her out of the truck as though she was already big enough to go into labor. “I’m not going to break,” she said.

      “I know,” he said. “I just feel like I need to be doing something.”

      “You are,” she said. “It’s your support that’s going to help me. I can’t do this without you, Josh.”

      He wrapped his fingers around hers as they walked into their house. “Nana?” Delaney called out.

      “I’m in here, dear,” Nana said from the living room.

      Delaney and Josh walked in, still holding hands. She couldn’t keep the smile off her face, and she imagined it would be there for the next three months.

      “Well, it looks like we have good news,” Nana mused, setting down her needlepoint project and smiling up at them.

      “The best!” Delaney dropped Josh’s hand and sprinted over to the chair next to Nana’s wheelchair. “Nana, we’re expecting twins!”

      Nana’s eyes went wide, her smile brightening as she took her granddaughter’s hand. “Twins! Oh, my, what a beautiful blessing. Let’s say a prayer of thanks.”

      Delaney nodded, and Josh walked over, kneeling next to the wheelchair so they could comfortably form a circle of hands. “Dear Lord,” Nana began, “thank you for Your blessing of these beautiful children. It is beyond what we ever imagined that Delaney and Josh would be blessed with two babies at once. The joy we all feel is immeasurable, and we thank You for this and all the wonderful gifts You bring to us. May You watch over Delaney during her pregnancy to keep her and these babies safe. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.”

      “Amen.” Delaney and Josh repeated the words together and Josh rose. “Can I get you anything, Nana?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No, dear, thank you,” she said. “I’m just so happy for both of you. But I could use some rest if you could help me to my room, please.”

      “Are you feeling all right, Nana?” Delaney asked. She frowned slightly for the first time since hearing the news about the twins.

      “I’m fine, dear,” Nana said, patting her arm as Josh moved behind the wheelchair to push her. Delaney walked beside them as they went to the guest room where Nana was staying. “I just get tired in my old age, that’s all. I suppose all the excitement is a bit more tiring than it used to be.”

      Delaney shot Josh a concerned look and saw sympathy in his eyes. They both knew that Nana’s days were growing short, but it was impossible for Delaney to think of a world without her grandmother in it. She said a silent prayer asking God to let Nana stay with them at least until the children were born. She wanted to see Nana’s smiling face as she held the two babies in her arms.

      After getting her into the bed and with more assurances that she was fine, they left the room, and Delaney headed for the kitchen.

      “She’ll be all right,” Josh said reassuringly.

      She nodded. “I know,” she agreed. “I just hope she stays well until the twins are born.”

      “Why don’t we ask if she’d like to stay here longer?” he asked. “She’ll be another level of support for you during the pregnancy. We could set up a room for Trisha for when she gets back.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” she said. She reached up and touched his chin with two fingers, feeling the light stubble there from not shaving that morning. “You’re the world’s most wonderful husband. Did you know that?”

      He laughed. “Only because I have the most wonderful wife,” he said. “Do you want some coffee? Is it safe for you to have coffee?”

      She shrugged. “I think I can have a little, but I’d rather have some lemonade anyway.”

      “Lemonade it is,” he said, pulling out her chair.

      She smiled as he walked around the kitchen getting two glasses and filling them with ice and lemonade. That made her survey the kitchen from a different perspective. “Oh,” she said.

      He looked into her eyes as he sat down beside her and handed her the drink. “Is something wrong?”

      She shook her head. “No, but I’ve been thinking,” she said. “I’m so glad we built a big house. I think this kitchen will be big enough to have a big family in. But do you think we need two nurseries or just one? Will the twins be in the same room?”

      He shrugged and took a sip.

      “Oh, and what about the paint?” she asked.

      “What are we painting?” There was a light chuckle in his question.

      “The nursery,” she said. “But if we have one nursery, what if the twins aren’t both the same sex? What color would we paint the room? And if they are, do we have them share clothes or should they both have their own outfits so we can tell them apart?” She took a breath. “Oh, no. What if we can’t tell them apart? What if we call them by the wrong name, and then they don’t even know who they are? That would be awful if I called them the wrong name. What kind of mother does that?”

      He laughed audibly now and leaned in to stroke her face with his palm. “You’re going to be the most wonderful mother in the world,” he said. “And you’ll know the difference. You’re their mother. Let’s just take one step at a time and get you through this pregnancy healthy and happy. I think we should start by reading all these pamphlets the doctor gave us. Okay?”

      She nodded, and tears started welling in her eyes. She was their mother. It was a word she’d wanted to be called for so long, and now there it was, rolling off her husband’s tongue like the sound of beautiful music. “Deal,” she said. “But I’d better call my mom first.”
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      Max

      

      Max Renfro spent a little more time than usual getting ready for work. In this case, it wasn’t really work because he would be spending his Saturday at a neighboring town’s historical park with his girlfriend, Lexi Carmichael. And since Lexi had invited her friends from the dental office where she worked, Sophie Chambers, and her boyfriend, Zach Kemper, the dentist, it was even less like work, being a double date and all.

      He would have liked to spend the whole day alone with Lexi, but he was actually looking forward to having friends along who could also give him their opinions and maybe catch something he’d missed. His assignment was to attend as many activities at the Harper’s Ferry National Historical Park as he could and get ideas for adding more historically relevant events and activities in Shepherdstown. As the historical director for the city, he was excited to expand the city’s community offerings, and thanks to a recent budget increase, he had quite a bit of wiggle room to build the program.

      Being a warm summer day, he opted for a pair of khaki shorts and a nice T-shirt rather than his usual work shirt that had the Shepherdstown logo. He wanted to experience things from a tourist’s point of view and not stand out in the crowd, or worse, have someone mistake him for a Harper’s Ferry employee.

      Sophie and Zach were driving over from Charles Town, so the plan was to meet at Lexi’s house and leave together from there. This gave him some extra time before he needed to leave, and he let his mind wander, pulling out a small box from the top drawer of his dresser and sitting down on the edge of his bed while he opened it. The ring was beautiful, with a large oval-cut diamond in the center surrounded by smaller diamonds on a white gold intricate vine setting. The wedding band portion of the set fit right into the vines. He’d purchased it on one of the evenings when Lexi had to work late due to several dental emergencies, and he’d had time to wander into the jewelers in downtown Shepherdstown.

      In just a few weeks, yet another wedding was planned for a couple in their group of friends, Macey and Sam. While Lexi wasn’t in the wedding party for this one, Max knew it was going to make both of them think more about when it would be their turn. He was sure Lexi knew he was planning to ask her. He was just waiting for the right moment, and a double date at a historical park definitely wasn’t it.

      He sighed, closing the box and tucking it back away in the dresser drawer before heading to his car.

      She answered the door with a broad smile, her long blonde hair flowing in bouncy curls around her colorful sundress and her blue-green eyes sparkling bright. Every time he saw Lexi, he marveled at her beauty as if it was the first time he’d laid eyes on her. Everything about her captivated him, but those beautiful eyes left him breathless. They weren’t quite green and weren’t quite blue, shimmering like jewels, especially when she was happy, like now.

      “Hi,” she said softly. “Sophie just texted. They’re almost here.” She stepped aside and nodded her head to indicate he should come in, and he took her hand lightly and gave her a chaste kiss on the cheek before stepping by. He could see the color building in her cheeks but did not call attention to it.

      “That’s great,” he said. “We’ll get there early and have a full day to explore things.”

      “That’s the plan,” she said. “I’ve got some sandwiches and drinks packed in case we need them.”

      “Thank you, that’s perfect,” he said.

      They both turned at the sound of the doorbell, and she opened it to let in Sophie and Zach. The dentist shook Max’s hand in greeting.

      “Hey, thanks for inviting us,” he said.

      Max smiled. “No problem, thanks for helping me out. It’ll be a fun day.” He loaded Lexi’s picnic basket and some things that Sophie and Zach had brought into his truck, and they all climbed in for the drive to Harpers Ferry.

      As expected, the conversation started with talk about the wedding. “Macey is going to look stunning in that dress,” Sophie said. “It’s perfect for her.”

      “It is,” Lexi agreed.

      The women continued talking, but Max was quiet, and he couldn’t help noticing that Zach wasn’t saying much either. It made sense that Zach would avoid the subject of weddings. After all, their group of friends had been getting married in order of when they’d started dating to begin with. Zach should have proposed to Sophie months ago, but instead, he’d broken up with her for a while, and it had taken some time for things to get back to close to where they had been. Macey and Sam’s wedding would be two weddings past what should have been Zach and Sophie’s special day, and Max was sure Zack was kicking himself inside. But he’d gone through a rough time personally, so Max made a mental note to tell him not to dwell on that too much if the subject ever came up in a more private man-to-man conversation.

      The ladies moved on to talk about work, and things were a lot livelier after that since Zach could join in. Max didn’t mind being the odd man out. He just wanted to enjoy the day, and any day spent with Lexi by his side was a good one.

      They arrived at Harper’s Ferry and headed to the national park. The whole town was beautiful, with lush green hills and quaint historical buildings, and Max could understand the draw for tourists. Shepherdstown was also nice, but they could do a few things to improve the first impressions, Max noted.

      “Well, what do you want to do first?” he asked everyone. “I have a few pamphlets already with all the things to do here. We could pull over and map out a strategy.”

      “That sounds great,” Lexi said.

      It was soon clear that there was too much to see in one day, but ultimately, they decided to check out the industrial museum and then circle back for a ranger’s program that started in about an hour. The museum was something Zach wanted to see because Shepherdstown didn’t have anything similar.

      He strolled through the museum with his hand wrapped around Lexi’s, loving the way she took an interest in many of the exhibits. He knew he should take note of which ones she liked best, but it was hard to keep his mind on work when it kept wandering back to a certain ring packed away in his dresser drawer.
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      Lexi

      Harper’s Ferry was a beautiful town, and Lexi enjoyed strolling through the museum with Max. It was always fascinating to learn how people lived in days gone by, and there was clearly a lot of history there.

      They got back in time for the ranger program, which was also very interesting, partly for the program, but mostly because of how she strolled along following the ranger hand-in-hand with Max. She was happy to see that Sophie and Zach were doing the same. The breakup had been so traumatic for Sophie, it was a wonder she managed to get any work done during that time. Lexi understood that Zach was going through a lot finding out that a man who he once called a friend had killed the wife he’d thought died by accident, not to mention attending the trial with the same man accused of killing another woman. But to break up with Sophie, the woman who supported everything Zach needed… that was just too much.

      She wasn’t sure how much she should even talk about Macey’s wedding. If not for the trial, Sophie and Zach would have already been married by now, and she knew how much that hurt her friend. But things had been slowly on the mend. She and Zach were getting along well at work, and Sophie was finally smiling again. That was a good thing.

      “And if you’ll follow me….”

      The sound of the ranger’s voice drew Lexi out of her thoughts, and she realized she’d missed some of the presentation. She was supposed to help Max on this trip by giving him feedback about what might work for Shepherdstown. He squeezed her hand, and they followed the man to another building where he stopped outside and started speaking again. This was some type of weapons factory, she gathered, though her mind soon wandered back to thoughts of the man holding her hand.

      When would he propose? There was no longer a ‘line,’ so to speak, since the friends’ unspoken agreement to go in order when getting married had faded with the Sophie and Zach breakup. She was pretty sure that Max intended to ask her, and there were a few nights when she’d gotten home late when he didn’t quite tell her exactly what he’d been up to…. Not that she was the kind of woman to demand to know everything her man did, but she had a feeling he’d spent that time making some kind of plans that hopefully involved her.

      They were moving again, this time out to a field where a Civil War battle had taken place. She knew there was a battlefield site in Shepherdstown, but she’d never really visited there. She thought she should definitely do a tour of that battlefield since this one seemed very interesting, or at least it was when she paid attention between her rambling thoughts.

      Once the program was over, they headed to a nineteenth century village area that had a charming dry goods store, boarding house, and other buildings.

      “Oh, what a cute jewelry store,” Lexi said. “I’d like to see that.”

      But as they approached, they noticed a sign that it was closed for repairs. Lexi tried not to sigh in disappointment. No engagement ring picking-out was happening today.

      After looking through a few more buildings, it was approaching noon. “Is anyone hungry?” she asked.

      Everyone agreed that they were, so they decided to have a picnic in a public park area nearby. Sophie had brought a large blanket that the men spread on the ground, and they all sat down for some of Lexi’s sandwiches, which thankfully still tasted fresh. She had to laugh as her friend pulled out some packages of cookies. Sophie was always one for junk food, which was ironic for a dental hygienist who also had a dentist for a boyfriend.

      They spent the afternoon visiting more museums and then finished off the day with a short hike before sunset. Lexi enjoyed the beautiful landscape with rolling hills and lush greenery. She thought it might be the kind of place that would be a good setting for a wedding at the right time of year.

      Max squeezed her hand. “Do you need anything?”

      “Oh, no,” she said, realizing she’d been lost in her thoughts again. “This is just a nice place. It’s very pretty here. Thank you for bringing me along.”

      “There’s no one I’d rather be anywhere with,” he said. He looked at her with those magical hazel eyes that seemed to be rimmed with gold, lingering for a bit before he turned away and started talking to Zach about a historical piece of equipment. It had almost felt like he wanted to ask her something but couldn’t, and she wondered what it could be. But soon she and Sophie started talking again about Macey’s wedding, and the moment had passed.

      She was happy. She and Max seemed so perfect for each other, and she was sure that it was a matter of time before he would ask her to be his wife. There was no hurry since they had forever together, after all. She could wait. In the meantime, she was determined to enjoy her other friends’ weddings as they came up and looked forward to welcoming new babies for the ones who were already married.

      Life was good in Shepherdstown and Charles Town, and she said a silent prayer of thanks to God for all the gifts He had blessed her with.
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