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      Erin

      

      The photograph was slightly faded, crinkled a little with age, though the thick, ornate frame had protected it well for the last thirty years. Erin couldn’t take her eyes off her mother’s face. Radiant and beautiful, Caroline O’Connell was smiling at her new husband, Bruce, who was looking down at her with the same joy on his face.

      Her parents had married right out of high school and had rarely been away from each other since. When they’d had hard times, they’d prayed about it. When they’d had good times, they’d prayed to thank God for them. Erin couldn’t think of a better example of a loving, godly couple. She was so blessed to have such amazing parents, such perfect examples of what a marriage could be when both husband and wife put God first in everything that they did.

      “Erin, honey, what are you doing?” Caroline asked, coming up behind Erin where she stood in the foyer of her parents’ home, holding the picture she’d picked up off a side table.

      Erin smiled at her mom and set the photograph aside. “I was just looking at how beautiful you were,” Erin replied. Staring into her mother’s green eyes, which were nearly the same shade of green as her own, she added, “And how beautiful you still are.”

      “Oh,” Caroline said, blushing as she waved her hand at her daughter’s compliment. “Thank you, dear.” Her mother looked longingly at the picture. “Seems like just yesterday. That was one of the greatest days of my life. Of course, the days you and your brother were born were pretty memorable as well.” Caroline patted her lovingly on the back.

      “I can’t wait until it’s my turn,” Erin admitted, thinking of her own wedding day, which was now just a little over two months away. She and her fiancé, Luke Farrell, had decided on a March wedding since they’d first met and fallen in love in March, on a trip Erin took to visit her grandparents in Ireland. Luke was going home to visit his parents. His mother, Rose, was very ill at the time with cancer, and she’d since passed away. Not long ago, his father had moved to Charles Town to be closer to Luke and Erin. Bart had made it quite clear that he wouldn’t be opposed to them gifting him some grandchildren as quickly as possible.

      “You’re going to be such a beautiful bride,” Caroline said, gently tugging on Erin’s wavy hair. “I’m so honored that you’re going to be wearing my dress.”

      “I’m so happy that you’re letting me wear it,” Erin replied, wrapping her arm around her mother’s shoulders. “I can only hope I look half as lovely in it as you did.”

      “You will, honey,” Caroline replied. “You’ll be the most beautiful bride there’s ever been.”

      Erin turned and hugged her mom, feeling so blessed to have such an amazing woman in her life. “Thank you, Mom.”

      Caroline held her close for a long time and then said, “Now, let’s go try it on, shall we?”

      Erin nodded. “Yes, let’s go.”

      She followed her mom upstairs to her bedroom where the dress was laid out on the bed. It had been recently cleaned and pressed so that her mom could make any alterations that needed to be made on clean fabric. The gown was a simple A line, a classic dress that would look good in nearly any decade. Even though it had aged, her mother had kept it sealed so that the fabric hadn’t yellowed at all. It looked almost the same as it did in the photograph.

      Erin stood back for a few moments, admiring the gown, her hands clutched over her heart. “It’s so pretty, Mom,” she said softly.

      “Isn’t it? You know, your great-grandmother made that dress for me.”

      Erin turned and looked at her mom in surprise. “Really? I don’t think you’ve ever told me that before.” She’d just assumed that the gown had come from a department store, like most others.

      “Oh, yes. She insisted on making it for me. I found a picture of a wedding dress I liked in a magazine and took it to her. That was enough for her to be able to make this beautiful gown.”

      Approaching it slowly, Erin fingered the soft white material. The straps were about two inches thick, each side lined with beautiful bead work that also enhanced the neckline. The bodice was a layer of satin with a thin lace overlay, and then the gown was made of the same satin and lace with several layers of tulle beneath to give it the bell shape one expects in an A-line dress. It wasn’t overdone or gaudy, with too many layers, nor did it look uncomfortable. Even the tulle was soft, Erin realized as she reached beneath the top layers of fabric and ran a bit of it between her fingers. Everything about the dress was just perfect, especially knowing that her great-grandmother’s fingers had lovingly sewn each stitch.

      “Are you ready to try it on?” Caroline asked, bringing Erin out of her thoughts and back to the room.

      “Yes,” she said, smiling at her mom and trying to control the tears that wanted to spring from her eyes. “Oh, I hope it’s not too small,” she mumbled. She knew her mom could take it in if it was too big in places, but there wasn’t too much she could do if it was too small, other than let out a few of the seams. If it wouldn’t close, that might be a huge problem.

      “I don’t think it will be,” her mom reassured her. “I was about your size when I was your age.” She patted her stomach. “Not so much now that I’ve had two kids!” Caroline laughed.

      “Mom, you’re still beautiful,” Erin reassured her. While it was true the wedding gown probably wouldn't fit her mom now, she had nothing to be ashamed of. Yoga three times a week kept her fit and strong.

      Erin had worn the appropriate wedding undergarments under her sweater and jeans. She slipped off her shoes and got undressed, and then her mom lifted the gown up over her head so Erin could slide her arms through the straps. Once it dropped into place, her mother smoothed the fabric and then carefully began to button up the back. There weren’t as many buttons on this particular gown as there were on some of the dresses Erin had seen in the many visits she’d made to wedding parlors since she started visiting with her friends when all the engagements started happening. She felt like a pro at picking out wedding dresses at this point, even though she didn’t have to go anywhere to pick one out for herself. She’d known since she was a little girl that she was going to wear her mother’s wedding dress.

      Once the gown was on, Erin slipped on a pair of white heels she’d brought with her, even though she wasn’t sure if these were the exact shoes she would wear during the wedding. She just wanted to get a feel for how far the dress would fall with her shoes on. With a deep breath, she stepped over to the mirror to look at herself.

      She almost didn’t recognize herself, she looked so much like her mother in her own reflection. Caroline came up behind her and rested her hand on Erin’s’ shoulder, tears in her eyes. “Oh, darling! You look… so beautiful.”

      “Thank you, Mom,” Erin said, her own eyes growing slightly misty. “I love it.” The dress came down just to the tops of her shoes, which was perfect. She didn’t want it to be so long that she might trip, but she also didn’t want everyone to see her shoes too closely since she was never one for picking out the most stylish of footwear.

      “Luke is going to fall in love with you all over again the moment he sees you!” her mom gushed. Erin rested her hand on top of her mother’s, and the pair of them smiled at each other for a long time in the mirror. Erin felt so completely blessed to have such amazing parents to raise her and still be there for her every step of her life. Now that they lived in the same town again, she was even closer to her mother than she had been for years. She was so excited to get to share this most special time of her life with such a wonderful person.

      “Do you want to show your father?” Caroline asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Erin admitted. Bruce was downstairs watching a sporting event on television. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him to see how she looked in the dress, she sort of wanted it to be a surprise for him on the big day, too, like it would be for Luke. “I kind of want to wait,” she admitted.

      Caroline laughed. “I remember his face when he first saw me in this dress.” She covered her mouth with her hands. “He was so… awestruck. I agree. Let’s make him wait.”

      Erin giggled along with her mom and took one more look at herself before she decided it was time to take the dress off. It fit perfectly and wouldn’t need any alterations at all. It was as if, when her great-grandmother had made it all of those years ago, she’d been making it for Erin, too, even though the sweet woman had died when Erin was a little girl.

      Caroline leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You’ll be the prettiest bride there ever was,” she said.

      “Thank you, Mom. For everything.” Erin kissed her back, the tears finally spilling over. She’d be counting the days until she would walk down the aisle on her father’s arm, wearing her mother’s dress, to meet the man she’d spend the rest of her life with.
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      Melody

      

      “She’s getting so big!” Delaney Taylor gushed as she scooped Sadie up off the floor. “How much does she weigh now?” She sat down on the couch as Melody Perry took the opportunity to straighten up a few things, picking up some toys, tossing a burp cloth from the floor to the back of a chair, smoothing out the blanket that Sadie had been lying on while she was doing her tummy time.

      “At her checkup last month, she weighed almost thirteen pounds,” Melody replied, finally satisfied that she’d done enough picking up for the moment. She sat on the couch near her friend who was cooing at her daughter. Delaney came by to visit at least once or twice a week, which was great. Melody loved catching up with her friend, but it also gave her a chance to do a few other things. When Sadie was a newborn, Delaney volunteered to watch her for a bit several times a week so that Melody could take a nap, which was much needed. Now that Sadie was sleeping for about four hours straight at night, it wasn’t quite as necessary, so she sometimes took the chance to put laundry in or run the dishwasher. Delaney was great with the baby and insisted that Melody do whatever she needed to do while she had the extra pair of hands.

      “You’re getting big, aren’t you, sweet girl?” Delaney said to Sadie who looked up at her and smiled.

      It was amazing for Melody to see the changes in her daughter. When she thought back to how she’d been as a newborn and compared that to all of the facial expressions and laughter she filled their home with now, it was remarkable. She was looking forward to all that was to come as her daughter transformed from a baby to a toddler, to a child, and then grew into a beautiful, loving young woman.

      Melody wanted to ask Delaney how she was doing. It had been a few weeks since she’d mentioned her own journey to motherhood. It had been almost a year since she and her husband Josh had gotten married and started trying to have kids. Delaney had struggled with her emotions for months, trying to rectify what she wanted in her life with God’s plan for her at the moment, and it had led to extreme heartache. Around Christmas time, Delaney had shared with Melody that she’d begun to accept that God had a specific plan for her life, and she believed being a mother was part of that plan, just maybe not right that moment.

      Rather than bringing it up, Melody asked how Josh was doing and about Delaney’s family. The two of them chatted while Delaney rocked Sadie, who eventually drifted off to sleep. There was no doubt in Melody’s mind that Delaney would make an excellent mother someday, one way or another.

      Once Sadie was asleep, Delaney’s tone shifted slightly, and a serious expression crossed her pretty face. “Dr. Paulson helped you with your infertility issues… before, didn’t she?”

      Melody thought back to the time when she and Reid had been trying to have a baby on their own for about a year and had finally decided to seek medical assistance. She nodded. “She was a great help, even though it didn’t happen for us… at the time.”

      “I’m thinking of going to see her next month,” Delaney said, her face showing her hesitancy in bringing up the matter. She looked apprehensive and a little afraid of what Melody might say.

      “Really?” Melody asked, choosing her words carefully. She was glad Delaney felt comfortable talking to her about the situation, but she also knew how easy it was for anyone to say something wrong in this situation, so she took her time and thought about how she should reply before she said, “You’ll really like her. She’s very kind and supportive.”

      Delaney smiled and let out a little sigh of relief. Perhaps she’d thought Melody might lecture her and tell her she needed to wait a little longer, but Melody knew this was a big step for any couple. There was nothing fun about infertility treatment. In fact, it was pretty brutal. Not only was it possible Delaney might be tasked with taking all kinds of supplements and shots, she would have her body jabbed and probed and examined by all sorts of people. Melody hadn’t enjoyed anything about any of it. While that glimmer of hope that it might be beneficial and help make their dreams of having a baby come true made the entire miserable experience worth it, Melody didn’t envy her friend the journey she was about to embark on.

      “What was it like?” Delaney asked, keeping her voice low, as if someone might overhear. There was no one around except for the two of them and the sleeping baby, but the topic wasn’t one Melody spoke of often, so she could appreciate Delaney’s reasoning for keeping her tone subdued.

      Again, Melody considered her words. She didn’t want to dissuade Delaney from doing what she needed to do, but she also didn’t want to make it sound like it was easy or no big deal. “Well, it’s invasive,” she said, staring at a spot on the carpet rather than her friend’s eyes as a flood of memories washed back over her. “Or at least, it was for me. It can be a little painful. It’s certainly uncomfortable.” She met Delaney’s gaze then and saw fear in her friend’s familiar eyes. “But it’s worth it. For a lot of families, it is successful. Even though it didn't directly help us in our dream of having a baby, it did give us hope, and at the time, that was a powerful thing. I was beginning to think there was something wrong with me, that I had done something wrong, or that God was punishing me.”

      “Oh, Melody,” Delaney said, shaking her head. “That’s awful.”

      “I know,” Melody said, agreeing now that it seemed silly for her to have ever thought that, now that she was removed from the situation. “But then… Dr. Paulson assured me that there was nothing physically wrong with me that should keep me from becoming pregnant and carrying a baby to term. They checked Reid as well, and there was nothing on his end either. So… we had hope for the first time, which is a powerful thing.”

      “What made you stop?” Delaney asked, knowing she meant stopping the treatments.

      Melody blew out a hot breath, remembering the state of mind she’d been in after about a year of infertility treatments. “It was too much,” she said. “It was expensive, uncomfortable, and distracting. We decided to just focus on Michael for a while, and each other, and then, if we still didn’t have a baby after a year or so of that, we’d try again.”

      “And by then, you had Sadie,” Delaney said with a smile before she kissed the sleeping baby gently on the head.

      “Exactly,” Melody said, smiling at the beautiful face of her sleeping daughter. “You should talk to Dr. Paulson for sure, Delaney. I’m certain she’ll be able to help you.”

      “Thanks,” Delaney said. “I am nervous. I’m afraid… she’ll tell me there’s something wrong with me.”

      Melody nodded. “I was afraid of that, too. But even if there is something medically wrong, science has come a long way recently, and they can fix so many things. And… God has never been bound by the laws of physics.”

      “Very true,” Delaney said. “It’s just… if they don’t think they have a treatment that can help me, I’m not sure what I’ll do.”

      Melody reached out and rested her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Don’t let your mind go there until you have to, Delaney. Don’t worry about tomorrow, remember?” she said, paraphrasing a scripture from Matthew.

      Delaney smiled and nodded her head. “I know. I’m trying not to.” She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Thanks, Melody. I appreciate it.”

      “Sure. I’ll be here with you every step of the way. If there’s anything you need, just let me know.”

      A tear formed in the corner of Delaney’s eye as she said, “Thank you, Mel. It’s so nice to have a friend who’s been through it before.”

      Melody squeezed her shoulder and then let go, glad she could be of help. If her own experience proved to help Delaney get the baby she so desperately wanted, then it would all be worth it.
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      Sophie

      

      “Just be sure not to eat anything too crunch, sticky, or hot for the next couple of hours, Mrs. Jones, and then you should be all set,” Sophie Chambers said as she walked her most recent patient to the front counter of the dentist office where she worked as both a dental hygienist and a technician.

      The older woman patted Sophie lovingly on the arm. “Will do, dear. Thank you so much. And tell Dr. Kemper I said thank you as well.”

      Sophie smiled, hoping to hide her hesitancy as she said, “I’ll let the doctor know.”

      She left Mrs. Jones in the capable hands of their receptionist, Wilma Wilcox, and then headed back to clean the room so she could prepare for her next patient. If Mrs. Jones had requested that she pass along that message to Dr. Zach Kemper a few months ago, she would’ve gladly stopped by his office and told him what she’d said, but under the current circumstances, she would not be doing any such thing. If the topic came up later, when she had no choice but to see her ex-boyfriend, she’d let him know, but presently, she couldn’t think of any reason in the world why she would go knock on Dr. Kemper’s door just to give him a bit of information that he already knew to be the case that could wait until later.

      Sophie went back into the room where Mrs. Jones had gotten her teeth cleaned and started wiping down the furniture. She’d have to switch out the tools she’d need for her next patient as well. They were always particularly careful about keeping everything clean in the office, but because of the pandemic that had occurred not long ago, they were even more cautious about making sure everything was disinfected. It took her about fifteen minutes to make sure the room was ready for her next patient. Sophie glanced at the clock and saw she had another ten minutes before Mr. Kneely was supposed to be there.

      Thinking she could get him in a little early if he was already in the waiting room, she headed to the front to check and almost collided with Zach as he was coming out of his office, his head down as he focused on the file in his hand.

      “Ooh!” Sophie exclaimed, pulling up short, her hand reaching out to touch his arm as a means to keep her balance.

      “I am so sorry,” he said before he locked eyes with her and realized who it was that he’d almost knocked over. “Sophie,” he said, inhaling deeply. He gave her a small smile, the sort he’d been giving her for the weeks that they’d been working together again after he’d returned from Missouri. A friend of his had been on trial for murder, and while Jason Swagger was never tried for the murder of Zach’s wife, Angel, it seemed clear by the situation in which both the women had died that if he’d killed one, he’d likely killed the other. A guilty sentence had done little to make Zach feel better.

      While he was away, he’d told Sophie he wanted to take a break from their relationship. She’d had no choice but to give him some space, though it had broken her heart. Now that he was back, seeing him every day was painful, but it was better than the alternative--leaving her job and finding a new practice. She’d worked here for longer than he had and really enjoyed her job and her patients. Considering leaving was never truly an option for her.

      “Are you all right?” Zach asked her as he took a step backward.

      “I’m fine,” Sophie assured him, also retreating a bit. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, fine,” he stammered, holding up the file. “Just need to… keep an eye out where I’m going.”

      She smiled at him and gave a little chuckle. “It’s a narrow hallway,” she offered.

      “True. Anyway….” It was clear he had nothing else to say to her at the moment, and Sophie was ready to run away, too.

      Except she didn’t stop talking. “Mrs. Jones said to tell you thank you.”

      “Well, you did the hard part,” he said with a shrug. “I just popped in at the end and made sure everything looked good.”

      He was beginning to look a little more like his old self, and the smile on his face reminded her of the way things used to be, before he began to dissolve into his sadness.

      Sophie nodded, his smile making her want to cry. “I’m off to get Mr. Kneely. I’ll let you know when he’s ready to be checked.”

      “Great,” Zach said. Holding up the folder again, he said, “Lexi has Mr. James in room three, so that’s where I’m headed.”

      Sophie nodded and scooted out of the way, but Zach gestured for her to go first, which didn’t surprise her because he was always a gentleman. She smiled at him and took a wide berth around him.

      As she reached the waiting room, she saw Mr. Kneely was indeed waiting for her and let go a deep breath, glad she’d have work to focus on. She greeted the older gentleman and escorted him to the room she’d just cleaned, keeping an eye out for any dentists who weren’t watching where they were going.

      “How has your day been so far, Mr. Kneely?” Sophie asked as they reached the room they’d be using while she cleaned his teeth.

      “Good, good,” he said with a smile. “I got to see my grandson this morning. His mama brought him over for a spell while she went to get her hair done.”

      “Oh, that’s nice,” Sophie said, but she was distracted. Normally, she would ask the older gentleman a few questions about how his grandson, a three-year-old Sophie knew from church named Jaxson, was doing, but under the circumstances, she couldn’t pull her mind away from Zach long enough to ask anything. Once she had Mr. Kneely’s teeth ready to clean, it would be a lot harder to converse, so she generally took advantage of the few minutes she had while they were getting settled and she was doing last minute preparation to ask them about their day, but this afternoon, her mind was a million miles away.

      Sophie had been working at the dentist's office long enough to know that people appreciated being told what she was doing, so even though she wasn’t paying any attention at all to her actions, going through the same motions she’d taken a thousand times before, she had enough conscious thought left to at least explain each step. A few times, he said a thing or two about the weather when he could, while she was switching tasks, but she answered robotically. Once his teeth were clean and polished, she said, “I’ll go get Dr. Kemper to take a look.”

      Mr. Kneely took the chance with nothing in his mouth to ask, “Are you all right, Sophie? You don’t seem quite yourself today.”

      Sophie managed a smile. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Kneely. No, I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”

      He gave her a look that said he wasn’t buying it, but he wasn’t going to press it either. Sophie continued to smile as she walked out into the hallway, noting that most of her patients had had their teeth cleaned about six months ago, in September, when she and Zach were still a couple. They might not even realize that they’d broken up. She had a feeling the women in Charles Town talked enough that word would’ve gotten around, but sweet older gentlemen like Mr. Kneely were not prone to gossip like, perhaps, their wives were.

      She found Zach in his office, since he’d apparently finished with Lexi’s patient already. Sophie took a deep breath before she knocked on the door, which was cracked open about a foot. Zach looked up from a file, expectantly. “Mr. Kneely is ready when you are.”

      “Great. I’ll be right there,” he said with a smile that seemed more genuine than any Sophie had been able to muster for weeks. She nodded and headed back in to check on her patient.

      “He’ll be right here,” she said, moving her cleaning equipment out of the way so that Dr. Kemper would be able to examine his teeth when he arrived.

      It only took a second for Zach to follow her in. He greeted the gentleman and then asked Sophie, “How’s it looking?”

      “Good,” she said. “I didn’t see any areas to be concerned about, though flossing a little more frequently will probably help with some of those deeper pockets. We found a couple of fours and a five.”

      “Great, glad to hear there are no cavities,” Zach said with a smile as he took a look into Mr. Kneely’s mouth. After about a minute, he said, “I don’t see anything either. She’s right, though, flossing is just as important as brushing. Maybe more so the older we get.”

      “I’ll try to remember to do it more often,” the older man said with a smile.

      “All right then. Sophie will walk you out, sir. Have a great day,” Zach said, shaking his hand as he got up from his stool and headed out of the room.

      “You’re all set, Mr. Kneely,” Sophie said as he got himself up from the chair and followed her out the door. She handed him a little plastic bag with a new toothbrush, toothpaste, and some extra dental floss. “We’ll see you in six months.”

      “All right, dear. Take care,” he said, and before he headed to the desk to check out, he added, “I hope I get to see your pretty smile the next time I come back. You look sad, dear.”

      Not knowing what to say, Sophie just put that fake smile back on her face and said, “That’s sweet of you, sir. Have a good afternoon.” She turned around and almost collided with Zach again, and he definitely wasn’t smiling now. He’d heard what Mr. Kneely had said, and he knew the reason she wasn’t smiling was all his fault.
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      Erin

      

      “Green and gold?” the woman at the bridal store repeated.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Erin said with a nod. “It’s an Irish wedding,” she explained.

      “Oh, I see.” The woman, who had introduced herself to them as Calista, smiled at her. She was a middle-aged lady with short brown hair, just a hint of gray at the top in the front, and a friendly smile. “I know we have some green bridesmaid dresses, but I’m not sure how many gold ones we have. Those were in a few years ago, but now, metallics are out, and it’s animal print, faux leather, that sort of thing,” she explained.

      Erin smiled, but she wasn’t looking for anything trendy. She had an appointment with her bridesmaids and her mother to pick out her bridesmaids gowns, and she was truly hoping they’d get it all settled that day. While she was doing a great job of checking items off her list, it seemed it continued to get longer by the day. This was the last major item she needed to take care of, though. Macey Evans, one of her bridesmaids and close friends, would be handling the flowers. She owned the florist in town. Delaney’s baking partner, Edie, would be making the wedding cake and the groom’s cake. She’d booked the church and the banquet hall for the reception, a new event center that had just opened in town a few months ago, thanks to all of the recent weddings, Erin had no doubt. Alec would be DJing the reception, and she’d asked Melody to sing at the wedding of course. Casey had agreed to play the piano. Everything was coming together. Checking off bridesmaids’ gowns and the flower girl dress would be one more major task checked off.

      “Come right this way,” Calista said, sweeping her arm as she walked, sort of like a showroom model. She led them to an area where there were lots of gowns in different colors hanging from racks. Erin saw a few green ones at first glance, but not any gold. That was just as well. She had pictured emerald green gowns on her bridesmaids anyway, not gold ones.

      As her friends fanned out and began to look at the dresses, Erin stood back and observed for a moment, her mother at her shoulder. It had been difficult for her to narrow down who she wanted to ask to be her bridesmaids. She had so many good friends. She’d finally settled on asking Kate to be her maid of honor, since they’d been working together for a few months now and had been friends for even longer. Melody, Delaney, Sophie, Valerie, and Macey were her bridesmaids. She’d asked Isabella and Olivia to read something, Bible verses, during the ceremony. It was hard for her not to ask Olivia to be in the wedding, but Olivia assured her she didn’t mind. Lexi would be manning the guest book. That way, she’d managed to incorporate everyone into the wedding, and everyone had seemed happy with their roles. Still, it was important to Erin not to hurt anyone’s feelings, and if she could justify having everyone as a bridesmaid, she would have.

      “What do you think of this one?” Valerie asked, holding up an emerald gold dress that was so long, even with her stretching it up, the train still touched the ground. It was made of a thin, gauzy material, and while Erin liked the color, she wasn’t sure that it would work in that fabric.

      “Uh, it’s not quite what I was thinking,” she said, tapping her chin.

      “It would swallow me alive,” Sophie, one of the smallest of the girls, joked.

      “This one is pretty,” Melody said, holding up a jewel toned gown in a satin fabric.

      “I love that one!” Delaney squealed, running over to run her fingers over it.

      Erin studied the dress from across the room and agreed it was really pretty. She didn’t necessarily like that it had only one strap, but she wasn’t the one who’d have to wear it. “What do the rest of you think?” she asked the other ladies.

      “It’ll look great on Kate with her strawberry blonde hair,” Macey said.

      “I think it’s gorgeous,” Sophie said, also stepping over to run her fingers across the fabric.

      “Are there enough of them?” Erin’s mom went to the rack where Melody was standing and started dragging hangers around, looking at the gowns.

      “I believe we have a few more of that one in the back and can order different sizes if need be,” Calista said. “It’s a popular cut, though we sell much more of the blue and red colors.”

      Erin could see gowns in those shades hanging from the same rack. While those ruby and sapphire gowns were also beautiful, she thought the green was the perfect color to represent her Irish heritage. “Do you ladies want to try it on?” she asked.

      “Sure,” Melody said first, the others echoing her sentiment. They each went over and grabbed a dress they thought were closest to their size. A couple of them weren’t able to find the dress they needed in green, so they chose other colors, and then they headed back to the dressing room to try them on, leaving Erin and her mother, Caroline, waiting.

      Erin couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. She paced back and forth a few times in the small area between the dress racks and the changing rooms. “Can I get you some water, dear?” Calista asked her.

      “Oh, no thanks,” Erin said with a smile. “I’m just a little nervous.”

      Calista gave her a reassuring smile. “I can understand that, dear. You’ll likely only get married once.”

      “I’ll for sure only get married once,” Erin corrected. Calista nodded, but Erin had to assume everyone told her that. She had no question, though. Luke was absolutely the man for her. She wouldn’t be getting married ever again, she was sure of it.

      And then she thought of Kate and her insides twisted. Kate never thought she’d get married twice either, but then her first husband had passed away, and now, well… Paul hadn’t asked her to marry him or anything, but she knew Kate had been thinking about it. So it wasn’t entirely out of the question; no matter how well suited she and Luke for one another--things happened in life.

      The idea of anything ever happening to Luke was too much for her to think about, so Erin focused on what was going on in the dressing rooms as her mother’s arm came around her shoulders. She wasn’t going to worry about something that was likely never to happen and miss out on the magical moments going on right now.

      A few minutes later, her friends began to step out of the dressing rooms wearing the gowns. Each of them looked so beautiful, Erin had to cover her mouth with both hands as tears filled her eyes. Kate was wearing one of the green dresses, and it was perfect, every bit as beautiful as what Erin had envisioned when she’d imagined the green for her wedding party. Even though they weren’t all wearing green, the gowns themselves looked lovely on all of her friends, from the shortest to the tallest, regardless of their body shapes. She had no doubt that this was the dress she needed for her wedding.

      “What do you think?” Erin’s mother asked her, leaning in close to her daughter.

      Erin rested her head against her mother’s cheek. “I love it,” she said. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Wonderful!” Calista said, clapping her hands together. “That was easy! We’ll just get the girls’ measurements and get the dresses ordered right away.”

      Erin’s mother wrapped her arms around her, and the two of them hugged with tears in their eyes as the other girls came over and hugged them, too, creating one large group hug of friends who held nothing but true happiness in their hearts for their friend who was marrying the man she loved in the perfect gown, on the perfect day, with the perfect bridesmaids. It was all Erin had ever hoped for, and she couldn’t help but thank God for blessing her with so many wonderful friends to share this perfect moment with.
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      Macey

      

      The song playing on the radio was one of Macey’s favorites. As she worked to prepare a beautiful bouquet for one of her favorite customer’s birthdays, she couldn’t help but hum along. She knew Mr. Woods would be in bright and early in the morning to pick it up to surprise her, and she wanted to make sure this one was just as beautiful as the ones in years past if not more so.

      She was just putting the finishing touches on the flowers when she heard the bell chime and Betsy, her assistant, call, “Well, hello there, Sam! How are you?”

      Macey’s face lit up before she even turned to see Sam Abernathy, her boyfriend, standing near the counter out front. She had the door propped open so she could run out and help Betsy if things got hectic in the shop while she was working in the greenhouse section of the flower shop. It seemed like everyone was looking for flowers this spring, which made Macey happy. The last year hadn’t been so great for her pocketbook. Now that people were out and about again, it seemed they wanted to stop in for a bit of color and fragrance, and she was happy to oblige.

      Finishing the bouquet and putting it where it would stay fresh until Mr. Woods came to get it, Macey rushed out to greet her boyfriend. He had mentioned that he was planning to stop in to see her on the way home from school, but he didn’t say why. Sam taught fifth grade math at the local elementary school and was great at it.

      “Hi, Sam!” she said, wrapping her arms around him. Betsy was the only other person in the store at the moment, and she just grinned at the two of them, not minding the quick exchange of affection between them. “How was your day?”

      “Great,” Sam said. “My kids all passed their unit eight exam.”

      “That’s awesome!” Macey said, clapping her hands. She knew how worried Sam was that the kids just weren’t getting this concept. She couldn’t blame them if they were confused. If someone were to quiz her over dividing and multiplying fractions at the moment, she was pretty sure she’d struggle, too.

      “Yeah, so I was wondering if maybe you wanted to go out to eat to celebrate tonight. Maybe someplace nice, like that Italian restaurant in Shepherdstown?”

      Sam looked so hopeful, it was difficult for Macey to even considering saying no, but she had a lot to do tomorrow, which meant she’d have to get up early, and when Sam took her out to a fancy restaurant, they tended to talk for so long, they didn’t get home until late, and while Sam had to get up early to be at school before 8:00, Macey usually tried to be at the flower shop by 6:00. So… it was a difficult decision to make. “I don’t know,” she said, tapping her finger to her chin. “I would love to have dinner with you, sweetie, but could we maybe do something local instead? I know you’re a little tired of the diner, but it’s such a drive to Shepherdstown and back.”

      “It’s less than thirty minutes each way, Macey,” Sam said, his head tipped slightly to the side as he considered her.
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