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      Olivia

      

      “Are you certain this is the location where you’d like to have the event?” Diana Dividivicci asked, looking at the website for the farm where Olivia Kensington and Memphis Nix had already booked their wedding. “Farmhouse affairs are very much last year.”

      The wedding planner had come highly recommended to Olivia from several of her author friends. While Diana generally specialized in weddings of movie stars and pop singers, money talked. It had only taken one conversation on the phone to get Diana to travel from New York City to Charles Town, West Virginia, on Olivia’s dime of course. If Diana was as good as everyone said she was, Olivia was more than willing to pay her what she was worth, particularly if it meant she could get the wedding together in the three months Olivia had left between that warm August day and the November date they had circled on their calendar.

      “We definitely want a country wedding,” Olivia said, feeling Memphis’s grip tighten around her fingers. They were sitting in Olivia’s parlor, the couple on a couch in front of the wide window that looked out on the front yard, and Diana sitting in a chair near them. Her eyes scanned over the website again, and she shook her head slightly before she looked up.

      “Well, it isn’t what I would’ve picked, but it’s not my wedding.” Her smile lacked the warmth Olivia would’ve liked to see in someone she was trusting with her big day.

      Olivia tried to remember what her author friend, KM McCall, or Kim as her friends knew her, had said when she’d been the second to recommend the planner. “She is amazing! You won’t have to worry about anything, and all of her ideas are fabulous!” Olivia was confident that had to be the case. Her friends wouldn’t steer her wrong. She just wasn’t seeing it… yet.

      She was willing to give the woman a little more time to prove herself, though. After all, she’d only walked in the door a few minutes ago. After that, she’d needed a few moments to rest in one of the guest rooms. She’d said it was a horrific flight into Baltimore, and then a “never ending” drive to Charles Town. She didn’t know how Olivia did it all the time! Now, she was up, ready to do the work Olivia had hired her to do, before she turned around and did the reverse. She had two hours left to discuss what Olivia and Memphis wanted for their wedding before she headed back to the airport.

      Memphis was uncomfortable. She could tell by the way he was breathing, the way he was clenching and relaxing his free hand on his leg. Olivia turned and smiled at him, and he forced a similar expression, but she knew this had to be torture for him. Not only did he hate planning anything of this kind--parties, holidays, etc.--Diana was essentially disagreeing with the basic premise of their wedding, which was exactly what Memphis had always wanted. His dream had become her dream, especially once she’d seen how beautiful he and his friends had made the little country church in the woods where he’d proposed. He’d proven to Olivia that a country wedding could be beautiful.

      “I see they offer a wedding planner through their services,” Diana said, her eyes darting around the website. “It was smart of you to go with a professional. Those people are usually garbage.” Only she didn’t say “people.” She said a different word, a swear word, one Olivia didn’t use and didn’t allow in her home. Her eyes were wide as she stared at the planner, but Diana continued to talk, and the moment passed. “I think I have an idea of the space we’ll be working with. Let’s talk about your expectations. Have you chosen colors?”

      Still a little shocked at the foul language, and the impolite remark it was attached to, it took Olivia a moment to recover. “Uh… well, we were thinking fall colors. Probably more reds and yellows than orange. I don’t really care for orange that much. And white. As an accent color.”

      “Mmm hmmm. That’s what I was expecting to hear. What if we went with red and teal?” she asked, a smile taking over her face. “It would be so beautiful--and unexpected. We could still use the rest of the fall colors in the leaves we’ll be forced to decorate with, but I think having highlights of a bright blue in the decorations will really make everything pop. What do you think?” She pursed her lips together, her eyes blinking over and over again as she studied the couple, expecting them to be as delighted with her choice as she was.

      Olivia turned to look at Memphis. His eyes were wide beneath his Stetson. He looked flustered, but he wasn’t saying no. Teal was certainly unexpected for a fall wedding, and Olivia could see that being beautiful, if it was used sparingly, as Diana had hinted at. “That sounds… pretty.” Olivia forced herself to smile as she met the woman’s eyes.

      “Wonderful!” She typed a note into her laptop. “Now, how many guests are we expecting?”

      “The barn seats 300. We expect it to be full, but we’ll probably only invite 300 people. We don’t want to create a situation where not everyone will fit.” It was the first time Memphis had fielded a question, and Olivia was thankful that he had responded. They were a team after all.

      “Well, we certainly don’t want any empty chairs!” Diana declared. “I would suggest inviting your initial 300, the guests you truly want to come, and then creating a backup list. As declinations come in, which they surely will--they do for everyone especially when you only have such a short time to plan--you can invite someone off of your alternate list.”

      Again, Olivia found herself gaping at Memphis. That sounded… awful. “I think… we’d rather just invite all of our friends and family. If they can’t come, that’s all right, but we’re pretty sure everyone we really want to be there will be there,” Olivia explained, turning back to the planner whose red hair was an unnatural color, and looked almost as crunchy as the fall leaves they’d been discussing.

      Tilting her head to the side, Diana made a little sighing sound. “I know it sounds a little harsh, dear, but it’s really just giving other people another chance. You’re a famous author. There are lots of people you may not know well who would be honored to be invited to your wedding. When you have pictures of the ceremony later, you’ll want every seat filled, believe me. Otherwise, it will look as if no one cared to come, which is quite sad. Trust me on this one, okay? I’ve been doing this a long, long, long time.” She smiled and leaned over to squeeze Olivia’s hand.

      Rather than argue with her at the moment, Olivia decided they should move on to another topic. “What else do we need to talk about?” she asked, hoping her voice sounded natural and friendly, not bewildered and flustered, which is how she felt.

      Over the next hour and a half, Diana went over some ideas she had for everything from the ceremony itself to the appetizers and menu. Some of them sounded interesting. A few of them were a hard pass for one or the other of them, which always seemed like a shock to Diana, as if no one had ever failed to agree with every single one of her suggestions. By the end of the conversation, they had some concrete plans, some ideas to mull over, and a number of details that needed to be sorted out.

      “Well, the two of you certainly have ideas in mind already,” Diana said, closing her laptop. She was laughing, but it sounded fake. “Maybe you don’t need me after all.”

      Olivia was about to agree, but she didn’t want to say that until after she talked to Memphis. Besides, if she didn’t stick with Diana, she would have to hire someone else. There was no way she was going to try to coordinate her own wedding. On her big day, she wanted someone else handling all of the details, and while the staff at the location seemed nice enough and had done enough weddings that they certainly knew what they were doing, Olivia wanted her affair to be a bit larger, a bit more spectacular, than the average wedding. She’d certainly need to have someone in charge who could handle a budget of the size she had designated for the wedding, so she wanted to bring in a specialist, someone who was sure to do an excellent job.

      She just wasn’t sure she was on the same page as Diana Dividivicci.

      It took a while for the car to arrive to take Diana to the airport, but once she was loaded up and on her way, Olivia and Memphis sat down on the swing on her front porch, his arm around her shoulders, both of them quiet for a few moments as they contemplated the experience.

      Eventually, Olivia took a deep breath and asked, “So… what did you think?”

      “I think… I’m gonna pray for that woman,” he said, in his Southern drawl.

      Olivia couldn’t help but smile, but she knew what he meant. “She definitely knows what she’s talking about. I mean, she has a lot of experience.”

      “She has a lot of experience planning weddings, Liv, but she doesn’t have a lot of experience planning our wedding. Only we have that.”

      “True.” She couldn’t argue with the statement. He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “Let’s see what she comes back with on the items she was going to think about, and then go from there.”

      “Whatever you want, sweetheart,” Memphis said, but he had that look on his face that let her know that he could foresee this not working out. She prayed he was wrong, but he rarely was.
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      Melody

      

      Sliding her feet into her shoes, Melody Perry grabbed her keys from the hook by the door and headed out to her SUV to go pick Michael up from school. She kept one hand under her ever-growing baby bump as she climbed into the driver’s seat. She absolutely loved the feel of the baby moving around inside of her, even when there was a hard kick or a jab. It was just another reminder of the life she was carrying.

      Wearing shoes that she could slide her feet into was the norm now that she couldn’t see much more than the tips of her toes. At twenty-seven weeks pregnant, she was surprised at how large she’d gotten already. Sometimes, she wondered if her OBGYN, Dr. Paulson, was sure on the date. The baby was measuring slightly big, so she said it could be off by a week or two, but not much more than that. Either way, Melody loved being pregnant, and considering how hard it was for her this time, she was relishing every moment, in case it never happened again.

      She drove through the familiar streets of Charles Town, the place she’d grown up, the place she’d lived for almost all of her life, except for the four years she’d spent in college in Chicago and the subsequent two years she’d spent after college working in marketing there. She’d learned everything she’d needed to know from those experiences, particularly about marketing, and also about herself. As much as she’d wanted to run away from this town at one point, now it was the only place in the world she wanted to be. The only thing that could’ve made it even more perfect would be if her father, Tim, hadn’t passed away about four years ago. If he was still here, her life would be completely flawless.

      It only took a few minutes for her to get to the elementary school. Michael was technically her stepson, even though his mother was completely out of his life, and he called Melody Mommy. So many mothers were able to work from home here, or parents and grandparents lived nearby, that the pick up line was always very long. Melody preferred to get in line about a half hour before school got out so that Michael wouldn’t have to wait in the cafeteria for too long. It wouldn’t hurt him to do so, but she was always so excited to see his sweet face. She liked to be toward the front of the line. Besides, it gave her a chance to practice her praise music for church the coming Sunday. She’d started leading the music service not long ago, and now, it was one of the best parts of her life. To think she’d given up singing not that long ago, thinking it had been her fault that her father had died because the wreck had happened on his way to play the piano for her when she sang during the town Christmas Eve program. Michael and her husband, Reid, had helped her realize it wasn’t her fault and helped her find her voice again.

      Today, Melody had her music on and was singing along, the baby inside of her kicking along to the beat, when she saw a familiar face. Isabelle Swanner was a kindergarten teacher at Michael’s school. She’d been Michael’s kindergarten teacher, in fact, though that was a few years ago. He had just started third grade a few months ago, which was hard for Melody to believe. Isabelle was walking with her class along the sidewalk, likely headed inside from recess. She saw Melody and slowed, another teacher walking with both of their classes now.

      “Hi, Melody!” Isabelle called as Melody rolled down her window. Her long strawberry-blonde hair was in a braid over her shoulder, the way she wore it almost every day. She was so pretty and sweet. It was impossible not to like her.

      Melody stopped the music. “Hi. How are you?”

      “Great! How are you feeling? Won’t be long now!”

      “I’m feeling pretty good. A little bit of ligament pain, but nothing to complain about.” Melody wasn’t sure if that was too much information, but Isabelle just smiled at her. “How’s your class this year?”

      “So wonderful!” Isabelle said. “I always get the best kids.”

      “Maybe it’s because you’re the best teacher.” Melody meant it. She knew for a fact Isabelle had her challenges. If that hadn’t been the case with one Cooper Bryant, she would’ve never met his uncle, Casey, whom she’d been dating for a couple of years.

      “You’re so sweet,” Isabelle said, waving her off. “I can’t believe you and Reid are not going to find out whether it’s a boy or a girl. That’s so… brave of you.”

      Melody shrugged. “It was so hard at first not to find out. But… we really don’t care. We have to start over with all of the baby items anyway. May as well keep as many neutral as we can, just in case we’re blessed with another baby. As long as we have a healthy child, we’ll be happy.” She patted her tummy, genuinely feeling each word of it.

      “Well, I can’t wait to see that precious bundle!” It was clear Isabelle meant what she’d said. She would make a wonderful mother someday. Melody hoped Casey was thinking about popping the question. They were a great couple. Like so many of the rest of her friends, they’d been dating for a couple of years. Perhaps he was just waiting his turn, the way Luke Farrell seemed to be with Erin O’Connell , waiting for Memphis to ask Olivia. Now that that was done, Melody was waiting for the news any moment that Luke had asked Erin to be his wife.

      “Thank you,” Melody said, realizing Isabelle needed to go. “Me neither!”

      “I’ll talk to you later!” Isabelle waved, walking backward a few steps before she hurried off to catch up to her class right before they disappeared inside.

      Melody watched them for a second, thinking how patient Isabelle must be to teach kindergarten. Melody loved kids, but she didn’t think she had it in her to be a teacher.

      Checking the clock on her dash, she saw that she had about ten more minutes before the kids would start to come out of the building. She was eighth in line, which meant she’d be in the second set of vehicles to pick up. There were seven cones, seven teachers, to load seven kids, into seven vehicles, and then they’d all move. It was a complex, perfectly structured, masterpiece of releasing students out into the world, sort of like the song Melody had been listening to. Every musician did their part to play just the right notes at the right time on their instrument to put the complex, beautiful song together.

      Cone one--that would be Michael’s cone today. The thought made Melody smile because she knew the teacher who’d be putting him into the car. Fifth grade science teacher, Sam Abernathy--or as he always introduced himself, “Sam, Sam Abernathy.” Mr. Abernathy was great. He was also dating one of her best friends from high school, the flower shop owner, Macey Edwards. She remembered how they’d been at war a few summers ago over the fireworks stand he was running for his aunt and uncle, which had been right next door to Macey’s house. She expected that couple to be engaged before too long, too, now that they’d worked out their differences about loud explosions that lit up the night.

      Melody turned the music back on so that she could practice singing until she saw students and teachers coming out of the building. Then, she switched off her recording and turned on the local Christian radio station. One of Michael’s favorite songs was playing, which made her smile. She loved to hear him sing. Not that he would do so this time. As soon as he got in the car, he’d begin to tell her exactly what had happened every moment of his day, starting first thing that morning and ending with him getting in the car to go home. She laughed thinking about it. He was so enthusiastic about everything, and she couldn’t wait to see him.

      The first set of cars pulled away, so Melody moved up to cone one as she saw Michael coming out of the building heading that way, waving like his arm might come flying off. Sam placed his hand on Michael’s shoulder, bent down and asked him something. Michael answered with a smile, and then there was a high five before they headed to the car. Melody double-checked the back door was unlocked.

      “Hi, Melody!” Sam called as he opened the door for Michael. “How are you feeling?”

      “Great, thanks. How are you?”

      “Good! Michael had an awesome day. I’m sure he’ll tell you all about it.” He closed the door behind her son and winked at Melody. “Have a great night!”

      “You, too!” Melody waved at him, wishing she could talk longer, but as the lead car in this group of vehicles, it was her job to get loaded and get out of the way so all the rest of the parents and grandparents waiting to see their kids could get them.

      “Guess what, Mommy!” Michael shouted as he buckled his seat belt and Melody pulled away.

      “What, son?” she asked, looking at him quickly in the rearview mirror. She didn’t think he’d be calling her Mommy much longer, so she’d enjoy it while she could.

      “This morning, before school started, Mrs. Kettle told us to get a book from the library for silent reading….” He was off to the races, telling her a long story about his day. Melody hung on every word, stealing glances at his sweet face in the mirror as she drove. She was so blessed that he was her son, that this was her life. Soon enough, there would be a second child back there, and while she couldn’t wait to have a car seat next to Michael in the back seat, for now, she counted her blessings that he and his father had come into her life at the perfect time.
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      Erin

      

      Saturday mornings were normally Erin O’Connell’s one chance to sleep in a bit and be lazy. Most of the time, she tried not to make any plans so that she could stay in bed until at least 10:00, sometimes maybe even a little later, if she was being honest with herself. She liked to take her time, get up, have some breakfast, maybe read a little while, and then spend a few hours cleaning house before she spent the rest of the day catching up with friends or visiting her family. That was much easier to do now that she lived in the same town as her parents. Of course, at some point in the day, she was sure to catch up with her boyfriend Luke Ferrell, but when she climbed into her car at 6:00 in the morning to meet him at the local diner, it seemed way too early to be out of bed.

      The sun hadn’t even come up yet as she made her way through Charles Town. Taking a sip of her coffee, Erin did her best to wake up. She knew Luke must be planning something special to tell her the evening before over dinner that he wanted her to meet him at Bishop’s at such an unheard of time. When she’d questioned what it was he wanted to do, he wouldn’t tell her anything more than that she’d find out in the morning.

      Normally, Erin would’ve peppered him with questions until he finally broke and gave her more information, but she was fairly certain she had an idea what was going on. She’d been expecting Luke to propose to her ever since his mother passed away back in February and left her wedding ring to Erin. She knew he didn’t do it right away because he was waiting for Memphis to propose to Olivia, knowing that if one more of the writer’s friends got engaged before her, she’d be so upset, she wouldn’t be able to handle the situation. It had been a warm spring day when Memphis had asked Olivia for her hand in an old church in the woods in the mountains. Months had passed since that day, and Erin had no idea what was taking him so long.

      Their relationship was better than ever. Luke was living with his dad in a relatively small three bedroom house just down the street from the much larger Victorian home he’d purchased recently--for Erin to live in. Obviously, he had bought the house for them to live in as man and wife, but he couldn’t move in until they were married, so Erin was expecting a quick engagement and a wedding that would be relatively soon and relatively simple, which was perfectly fine with her. The fact that he’d let a couple of months go by without popping the question left her confused, but as she pulled into a parking spot outside of Bishop’s Diner, she knew whatever they were doing that day had to involve a proposal. If not, she might just have to take matters into her own hands. Erin laughed at the thought, grabbing her purse and dropping her keys in. Could she really ask Luke to marry her? No, probably not. But she could demand some answers!

      She didn’t see that happening either. Hopefully, in an hour or two, she’d have all the answers she needed.

      The diner wasn’t exactly hopping that early in the morning. There were a few older couples sitting at tables, chatting as they sipped coffee or ate pancakes. Erin spotted Luke sitting in a booth close to the door, his eyes bright as if he’d been up for hours--or drank an entire pot of coffee--and waved as she came over. He slid out of the booth and wrapped her in his arms, kissing her cheek.

      “Good morning. You actually got out of bed before sunrise on a Saturday?” His Irish accent was thick that morning, which instantly brought a smile to her face. She loved his accent and wished it was always as thick as it was right now.

      “I know. It’s a miracle,” she said, releasing him and sliding in across from him as he reclaimed his seat. “What in the world is the matter with you? Why are we up so early?”

      “Let’s have breakfast, and then you’ll find out.”

      Erin narrowed her eyes at him playfully. Another stall. “Fine. But don’t order a lot of food. I wanna know what’s going on, mister.”

      Luke chuckled and took a drink of his coffee, which was probably at least his second, if not third, cup. The waitress came over and took their orders. Deciding the pancakes looked good, Erin went with that while Luke ordered eggs and ham. As soon as the waitress stepped away, Erin said, “Are you sure you can’t give me any clues at all? I’m dying with suspense over here.”

      “Nope, sorry. Not a clue,” Luke said with a smile. “You’ll live.”

      She shook her head. “You’re so ornery.”

      “I know. It’s delightful, isn’t it?” He sipped his coffee, and she couldn’t help but laugh, he was so cute. It was one of the reasons why she never found herself mad at him, even when he tried his best to aggravate her, like he was right now.

      They chatted about this and that as they waited for their food. Having had dinner together the night before, Erin felt all caught up on what was going on with Luke’s new job. He’d just started working from home with this new company a few months ago but really liked it a lot, especially since he didn’t have to travel as much as he had with his old firm. He was in marketing, but in the acquisitions department, and all Erin really knew was that when there was a client considering going somewhere else or a new client the firm really wanted to acquire, they sent Luke after them.

      She’d also already filled him in the best she could about her new job. She’d started working with Kate Woods when she’d moved back to town, in early July. Kate was also a therapist and had started her own practice in Charles Town a few years ago. Erin had left her job as a social worker right after she’d started dating Luke and taken a job in Baltimore, but when Luke suggested they both move to Charles Town, Erin’s hometown, she’d asked Kate if she had room for her. When her friend had said she’d love for Erin to specialize in new clients, especially children, she had been thrilled to have the opportunity. It seemed as if everything was coming together for them.

      Now, if this man would just ask her to marry him….

      Once their food arrived, Erin ate as quickly as she comfortably could, hoping Luke would do the same so she could finally find out what they were doing. He seemed to be taking his time, though. She decided if he wasn’t going to swallow his food whole, she may as well slow down as well. Frustrated, she refused to speak while they were eating, despite Luke’s attempt to engage her with several questions. He caught on and chuckled at her. Erin ate her fill of pancakes, and sat with her arms crossed, waiting for him to finish, only uncrossing them a few times to take a sip of her coffee.

      Eventually, Luke decided he was finished. “All right then,” he said, checking his phone. “Ah, yes. We should have just enough time to pay the bill before my friend arrives.”

      “Your friend?” she questioned. Luke was waving the waitress over and didn’t acknowledge her question. “Who is your friend?”

      “You don’t know him,” he said, paying the bill with cash and leaving enough for a tip. “But I think you’ll like him.”

      Just then, the door to the diner behind her opened, the bell letting her know someone had entered. Luke smiled and waved, and Erin turned to see a middle-aged man walking in. She didn’t recognize him at all, but he looked friendly enough. “Just in time,” Luke said to her as he stood. “Brad! So nice to see you!”

      “Nice to see you, too, Luke,” the man said, shaking his hand. He had short brown hair and a stocky build. He was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, and no matter how she tried, Erin could gather no clues about who this man was and what he did. She slid out of the booth, standing at Luke’s elbow as they finished their greeting.

      “This is Erin,” Luke said.

      “Nice to meet you.” She took the hand he offered, noticing it was slightly calloused, but that didn’t tell her much.

      “You, too,” Brad said. “Are you two ready to go?”

      “Go where?” Erin asked.

      Brad looked at Luke, who just chuckled. “You’ll see.”

      Erin shook her head as Luke laughed, and Brad smiled at them, leading them back to the diner door. Outside, he headed toward a black SUV. For a moment, Erin thought maybe she was being kidnapped. Maybe she should try to run for her car. But she knew she could trust Luke, even if he was keeping secrets from her. He opened the back door of the SUV for her, and she climbed inside. Luke went around to the other side and got in, and Brad climbed behind the driver’s seat. There was still absolutely no clue as to where she was going or what they would be doing.

      As the SUV headed out of town, the two men chatted about sports, mostly the upcoming football season, though she knew Luke preferred soccer, or “real football,” to American football, and she tried to figure out where they might be headed. At first, she thought they might be driving to the neighboring town of Shepherdstown because of the road they were taking, but then Brad turned down a dirt road, going a different direction, so she was confused again. It was sort of the direction she’d travel if she were going to her friend Macey Evans’s parents’ house, but then he turned again. She gave up and decided not to bother to ask because she knew Luke would just laugh at her again if she did so.

      They traveled on for another ten or fifteen minutes, making a few more turns, and then, Brad slowed to a stop in what appeared to be the middle of nowhere. Luke was in the middle of a sentence about whether or not the Ravens might make the playoffs, and Brad gave his opinion, the three of them just sitting there in the vehicle on the side of a dirt road between a row of corn on the left side and a field with high grass and a few trees on the right.

      “Well, I guess we’re here,” Luke finally said, pushing his car door open.

      “Yep, this is it,” Brad agreed. “We’ll have to walk the rest of the way, but it’s not far. The trucks can make it through the field, but I’d just as soon not try to take my wife’s Blazer in there.”

      “No problem,” Luke said as he closed his door and came around the SUV to help Erin out. She didn’t need his assistance, but she waited for it just the same. Whatever was going on, she’d be more comfortable facing it with Luke’s hand in hers.

      He opened the door, and she climbed out, stepping out of the way so he could close the door. He caught her eyes and smiled, and she smiled back at him, though she wanted to insist he tell her what was going on. A thousand episodes of crime shows flashed through her mind, as well as the warning, “Never let someone take you to a second location!” but she knew Luke would never hurt her.

      As he took her hand and began to walk behind Brad into the overgrown field, Luke chuckled slightly. The sun was just beginning to rise, catching the gold flecks in his hair. He looked happier than he had since before his mother had passed away, possibly even more at peace than she’d ever seen him since his mother had been so ill when they’d met. The inquisition inside her was dying to get out, but rather than ask the million and one questions about where they were headed, she said instead, “Why are you laughing?”

      “I don’t know,” he said with a casual shrug. “I guess because I can’t believe how quickly you gave up on trying to figure out where I’m taking you. I thought you’d keep asking until I told you.”

      Erin’s mouth fell open, but then she laughed. “I’m a pretty trusting person!” she exclaimed. “You said I’d have to wait and see, so I’m doing my best to do just that.”

      “And I appreciate it,” he said, still chuckling. “Besides, your wait is almost over.”

      They walked over a soft rise in the ground, and off in the distance, Erin saw two trucks with several people standing between them in the field. She was confused at first, not sure what they were doing, but then, as she made out the shape of a large basket and heard the sound of air being heated by a large flame, the fire suddenly becoming visible as well, she realized exactly what she was looking at. Squeezing Luke’s hand, she squealed with delight as a large, colorful envelope began to rise off of the ground. Giant swaths of vibrant yellow, red, and blue fabric swirled as the hot air breathed life into it, slowly lifting it up into the air.

      Brad, who was walking in front of them a few steps, stopped and turned to face them. “Welcome to West Virginia Vista Hot Air Balloon Rides, Erin. Are you ready to see Charles Town from the great blue yonder?”

      Her excitement bubbled over, rocketing Erin off of the ground several feet as she hopped up and down. “Yes!” she said “Oh, wow! I’ve always wanted to go up in a hot air balloon!”

      “Well, then this is your lucky day!” Brad said, smiling widely. “Come on over. The team will finish getting her aired up, and then we’ll be taking off in just a few minutes.” Brad turned around and walked a bit faster than the couple, rushing over to help his team. Erin was so happy, she half-skipped, half-danced her way over, unable to contain the joy radiating out of her smile.

      “Surprise,” Luke said, once they had almost reached their destination. “I’m glad you like it. If you would’ve told me you’d been having recurring nightmares about plummeting to your death from the basket of a hot air balloon since you were a small girl, I might’ve thought I’d chosen an awful surprise trip for you.”

      Erin was still laughing as she attempted to address his ridiculousness. “Don’t you think I would’ve mentioned that to you if that were the case? Besides, I should’ve known you’d take me up in the air eventually. After all, you did try to tell me your last name was Skywalker when we first met.”

      “Ah, yes. Luke Speirsiuloir,” he said, raising his eyes to the heavens as he remembered that discussion. “We were in the sky when I told you that as well.”

      “True,” Erin noted. How fitting that they’d had their first meaningful conversations aboard an airplane, and now, it seemed he was about to propose to her also in the sky. At least, she assumed that’s what this was all about. If he was going to take her up into the heavens but didn’t propose to her, he would have to make an awfully big production when he actually did propose to her, assuming he would someday.

      The couple stood, hand-in-hand, watching the hot air balloon take form in front of them. Erin couldn’t contain the giddiness inside of her as she waited. Eventually, Brad gestured for them to come over. With the help of the rest of his team, who she learned would be trailing them in the trucks to make sure they had a trip back home once they landed, Erin and Luke climbed aboard the balloon. Brad explained to them how it worked and where they should stand in order to make sure they were far away from the fire that heated the air and lifted the balloon off of the ground. The rest of the team went about freeing the balloon from the tethers that held it to the ground. Once it was free, and the envelope lifted the basket off of the ground, Erin could hardly contain herself. She stood with her mouth open, one hand over top, laughing as the people below waved goodbye.

      Soon enough, those people looked like ants, and she was slowly riding a light breeze over the countryside. Off in the distance, she could see the home she loved, Charles Town, awakening in the morning light. The sun was barely up now, painting the sky with pastel pinks and corals. She could see church spires, the library, and several other landmarks, but the wind was carrying them out over the farm fields and orchards outside of town, off toward neighboring Shepherdstown.

      Brad was pointing out a few key sites in the distance, but Erin’s focus was on the horizon, and on Luke. He wasn’t nearly as giddy as she was, but she could tell he was happy watching her exude joy. She thought he looked a bit nervous, which she didn’t quite understand. The basket came up to their shoulders, so there was really no threat of them falling out, and she’d never known him to be afraid of heights. He seemed content to stand there, smiling, watching her take it all in.

      They’d been up in the air for at least five minutes before she realized she needed to take some pictures. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and took some snapshots, including a selfie or two and a few of Luke.

      “Why don’t you let me take your picture?” Brad offered.

      “Oh, can you do that and pilot the aircraft?” Erin asked.

      Brad chuckled. “I think I can manage.”

      She handed over her phone and scooted closer to Luke. Brad took a few pictures, but he didn’t give her her phone back right away. Instead, he kept it, changing something on the settings. Erin was confused, but when she realized Luke had taken his arm from around her and was trying to get her attention, she lost interest in her phone and turned to face him.

      “Erin,” he said, once she was looking at him, “there are so many things I want to say to you. Ever since the first day I met you, the day I literally ran into you at the airport, ruined your blouse, and made you regret your Irish heritage, I’ve known that I needed you in my life. You are the sweetest, kindest, most loving, intelligent woman I’ve ever met. I love how you love your family, how you care for your friends, and how you make me feel like I can do anything I set my mind to. Even more than that, I love the way you show God’s love through everything you do. Erin, I’m not going to get down on one knee in this hot air balloon, but I do bow before you. I am in awe of the wonderful human being you are, and if you would consent to becoming my wife, I would be the happiest and luckiest man in the world. I gave you a ring once before. You’ve worn it every day since I put it on your finger. Will you do me the honor of wearing this ring, my mother’s wedding ring, for the rest of your life?” He had tears in his eyes as he pulled the ring out of his pocket, his hands shaking slightly. “Erin O’Connell, will you marry me?”

      Erin had tears streaming down her cheeks as he slid the ring onto her finger, not even waiting for her response, which was fine with her. “Yes, of course!” she said.

      “Good--because I wanted to get that ring on your finger before I dropped it over the side of the balloon,” Luke joked.

      Her tears mixed with laughter as Luke leaned in for a kiss. Erin pressed her lips to his, her giddiness from before transformed into overwhelming joy. She wrapped her arms around him, so thankful that he was going to be her husband at last.

      It wasn’t until Brad said, “Congratulations!” that she remembered they weren’t alone. She also realized that he had been using her phone to record the proposal. She was so grateful. She knew her family would be so excited to see Luke asking her to marry him at last.

      “Thank you,” Erin said, taking her phone back. “You’re so sweet to have recorded that for us.”

      “I’m honored to have been present when two wonderful, godly people made such a commitment to each other,” he said, his eyes slightly shiny with unshed tears.

      Erin thanked him again and then turned her attention back to the magnificent view, Luke’s arm around her, his mother’s ring on her finger, the promise that they’d be together forever filling her heart.
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