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      Lexi

      

      The drive to Charles Town was so familiar to Lexi Carmichael that it was hard not to zone out and let her daydreams take over, but she tried her hardest to focus, turning up her praise music to keep her mind clear.

      It hadn’t been that long ago when her friend Melody’s husband had a terrible accident that had temporarily paralyzed him, so she knew the importance of avoiding distractions while driving. Thankfully, Reid had recovered and was even back at work, although he’d hired some help to avoid some of the heavy lifting of his handyman business. She said a quick prayer for Melody, Reid, and their children that he would continue to heal.

      She was more than excited about her upcoming wedding to Max Renfro, and it was getting harder to keep from dancing and singing everywhere she went no matter what the situation, even when that wasn’t quite appropriate. That was making it hard to take care of some of her patients at the dental office, especially the ones who were in pain or the small children who were nervous about opening their mouths for the drill. An empathetic smile was much better there.

      But today was her day off, so she was happy to have no need to hide her excitement. She had woken up with a huge smile pasted on her face even before her eyes were wide open. When they were, she’d looked around her room and imagined how in just two months, she would be Mrs. Max Renfro and that she might be living somewhere else. Where that would be, she had no idea since she had her apartment and Max was still living with his sister and their family temporarily. That was where he’d been staying since he came to Shepherdstown to start his new job as historical director for the city.

      She imagined they’d rent a house, or maybe even buy a house, in those next couple of months. Perhaps they’d end up staying in her apartment for a while until the perfect place came on the market. She wasn’t sure whether they’d buy a home right away, but she couldn’t help checking the local real estate website once in a while to see if anything popped up that seemed like the perfect place.

      It wasn’t that long ago when all she had to think about was renting something, anything, for herself. She’d moved away from Charles Town, and her mother and siblings, because she’d thought her previous relationship was getting serious. She wanted to be closer to Tyson, despite having a great job in Charles Town that she loved. She shook her head, chastising herself for the millionth time about her poor judgement in following Tyson anywhere.

      But as she drove down the highway she realized that in a strange way, that mistake had been good for her. She doubted she would have met the charming man with dark, nearly black hair and amazing hazel, gold-circled eyes had she not made her home in Shepherdstown. Max was everything she could have dreamed of in a man. He was kind, funny, great with kids, considerate, and very much devoted to God. That had been one of the things Tyson just couldn’t be, but Lexi’s close relationship with Jesus was a priority in her life.

      She remembered the text message from Max that morning and her smile grew wider.

      “Have a wonderful day that’s as beautiful as you, my future wife.”

      It was hard to beat that sentiment, but she had answered with, “Have a wonderful day at work. I can’t wait to see you tonight, my future husband.”

      She had taken her time getting dressed in a cheerful floral dress, not missing the rush of her usual mornings when she had to hurry to get started on her commute to Charles Town, even though that would also be her destination today. She was headed to her friend’s flower shop to finalize the design for her wedding bouquet. Just the thought of it, and all the other preparations she was making for her big day, made it feel like butterflies were fluttering away in her heart.

      She had planned a big breakfast, though once she got started on it, she decided against that so she wouldn’t spend too much of her day cooking. Though the thought made her realize that perhaps she should spend a bit more time practicing that. After all, it wouldn’t be long before she was cooking for her husband and eventually, several children.

      They were definitely going to need a big house.

      She let out a giggle, reminding herself to check out the real estate website again later. As she listened to the lyrics of the praise music on her radio, she felt even more grateful, saying a quick prayer between songs.

      “Lord, thank you for all the blessings you’ve given me—Max, my mother and siblings, a job I love, good friends, and so much more. I’ll always show my gratitude every day by doing good deeds in Your name, and Max and I will raise our children with love for You.” She smiled at the thought of raising children with Max, dressing up her little girls in cute dresses and the boys in cute little dress slacks and holding their hands while they all walked into church each Sunday.

      She giggled. “Lexi, one step at a time. You need to marry the man first.”

      She pulled into Charles Town and headed down Main Street, passing the diner and, even though she’d just eaten, planning her lunch there. Her co-worker Sophie was at work and rarely had enough time to eat there for lunch, but she and Macey would probably go there.

      She parked in front of the florist and hopped out, holding the door open for an older lady who was also headed inside.

      Macey Abernathy looked up from her table where she was assembling an arrangement full of pink and purple blooms. It was so beautiful it made Lexi reconsider her wedding colors for a split second until deciding that no, red was definitely her color. Lexi tilted her head toward the older lady, and Macey smiled, walking over to the lady to help her first.

      While she waited, Lexi admired the arrangements in the window display. The bright colors and brilliant greens were a sharp contrast to the leafless trees and brown fields around Charles Town. She hoped that at least the early flowers like daffodils and tulips would be blooming by her wedding in April, but that wasn’t always the case. With the mild winter, she hoped this year would start getting colorful early.

      “I think that’s the perfect choice for Marjorie,” she heard Macey tell the woman. That made Lexi hitch a breath. Marjorie Wilson was one of her patients and she knew the elderly woman had recently had a fall that put her in the hospital. Another silent prayer rose up in her mind to ask God to watch over the sweet little lady with the silver hair.

      “Do you need this delivered?” Macey asked. “Once my assistant gets in, I can take it myself.”

      “Oh, no, dear,” the woman said. “I’m from out of town and I’m on my way to visit her anyway.”

      Macey frowned slightly. “Well, I’m sorry that her accident is what brought you to Charles Town, but I hope you’ll stay long enough to enjoy our little town.”

      “I’m sure I will,” the woman said as she pulled out money for the flowers.

      “Thank you,” Macey said. “We’ve all been praying for dear Mrs. Wilson.”

      “That’s sweet of you all. Thank you.” The woman took her flowers and Lexi hopped over a couple of feet to open the door for her.

      “Everyone’s so sweet here,” the woman said as she thanked her and stepped out.

      Lexi turned to Macey. “I’ve been meaning to get her something myself. Maybe we can take something over to her once we’re done.”

      Macey nodded toward the purple and pink arrangement. “I was making this one for her. I’ll just make two and we can both stop in to see her once Betsy gets in.”

      “Do you know if she’s okay?” Lexi stepped over to the table and sniffed the bouquet. “Mmm, these smell amazing. I always love coming in here.”

      Macey smiled. “Me, too. It’s part of what I love about the place. So… I hear you’re in the market for wedding flowers.”

      That made Lexi feel like dancing and singing again, but she managed to keep calm. “Actually, yes. There’s this wonderful man who asked if I might join him at the altar.”

      “And you said yes? Smart move.” They both chuckled as Macey pulled out a binder and set it on the table. “I’m looking forward to doing reds again. They always come out looking so classy.” She thumbed through the binder full of pictures until she reached the reds. “Here we are. Now, this page is all the different flowers I use for reds, and here are some styling ideas.”

      Lexi’s heart fluttered again as she looked through all the choices. With a little expert advice from Macey, it wasn’t long before the bouquet styles were chosen and all the flower choices were made.

      “These are going to be fantastic,” Macey said. “And I’m so happy you got the Carver House for the venue. It’s a beautiful place.”

      Lexi nodded, twirling a stray purple flower in her fingers. “It is. We were thinking of doing something like an old theater originally, but then we got to talking about that first Halloween cotillion and we both got sentimental.” She chuckled a little.

      “Well, that’s what weddings are all about,” Macey said. “I can’t wait to decorate that place. It’s going to be beautiful.” She looked a little closer at Lexi. “You must be ready to burst. I know I couldn’t stand it when it was getting so close like this.”

      Lexi giggled, happy to have someone she could let off all her excitement with. “I’d jump for joy all day, but I don’t think that’ll be a good look in a dental office.”

      Macey laughed. “I suppose not. But honestly, no one will blame you. A wedding is the most important day in your life, and everyone knows you’re excited.”

      “How does married life feel?” Lexi asked.

      “It’s wonderful.” A sparkle danced in Macey’s eyes. “Being Sam’s wife is the greatest thing that ever happened to me.”

      It was only last fall when Sam and Macey were married. They were the most recent in the group of friends to walk down the aisle. All the couples were so happy. The thought made the next two months seem like a lifetime.

      Macey laughed, clearly reading her thoughts. “Time will pass, don’t worry. It’ll seem like forever, but the day will be here before you know it.”

      Lexi nodded. “I know. It’s just….”

      “I know.” Macey wrote a few notes about Lexi’s flower choices then put away the binder, turning her attention back to the pink and purple arrangement. “Have you found a place yet?”

      “No, not yet.” There had been a few beautiful houses that caught her eye on the website, but they were all so expensive. She and Max had talked about buying something that was more of a starter home first, if they ended up buying at all, so they could start out their lives together with bills a bit lower, especially since they both wanted children soon.

      “You’ll find something,” Macey said. “God has a way of making you walk into exactly what you need, like He did when He had Max stroll by.”

      Lexi nodded. Her faith in God was rock solid, and she knew He would help guide the relationship He had brought together.

      “Are we still on for lunch?” Macey asked. “I’ll get a couple of these done and we can stop by the hospital on the way to the diner. Sound good?”

      “Sounds great,” Lexi said. Even though it was hard to wait two months for her wedding, she was going to make the most of this day God had given her.
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      Melody

      

      “Oh, you’re getting way too big, way too fast.” Melody Perry shook her head at how much her daughter had changed in the past months. It seemed like just yesterday that Sadie was born, though she was now toddling around almost faster than she could keep up. The same was true for her son, Michael, who was growing into a kind and happy young man. The teenage years weren’t far away, as her husband Reid kept reminding her, but she couldn’t help but think of Michael as the small boy he’d been when they first met.

      Michael wasn’t her biological son, but he might as well have been. She’d already been to countless school plays, helped him with hundreds of nights of homework, and been there cheering him on for more Little League, basketball games, and martial arts meets than she could count. She loved him every ounce as much as she loved Sadie.

      She snapped out of her thoughts hearing a cry from her daughter, but she was relieved that it was just that her blocks had fallen over. It had been hard at first to let the children fail so that they could learn to succeed on their own, but by now, she was a pro at being a mom.

      It was time to go get in line to pick up Michael anyway, so she distracted Sadie with a game of pick-up to get everything in the basket before heading out to the car to strap her in the car seat. She couldn’t help but wonder whether God would bless her and Reid with a third child, though if He didn’t, she would still be thankful for the family they had. It had been a difficult road trying to have Sadie, full of painful and disappointing IVF treatments before they finally stopped, and not long after, the miracle of Sadie happened.

      Her friend Delaney was pregnant with twins and about ready to have them at any moment, so being with her through the pregnancy had ignited a little spark in Melody to try for another miracle.

      She arrived in time for a close spot in the pick-up line at Charles Town Elementary. She was early, as always, and couldn’t wait for Michael’s smiling face to run out to greet her. As he got older, Reid had also warned her that the enthusiasm for Mom that he still had would fade as friends became more important to him, but for now, Melody was going to enjoy the hugs and smiles from him.

      The bell rang, and children started coming out of the school’s double-door entrance. In the crowd were a few teachers who were there to manage the bustle of pick-ups and bus-loading. Melody waved at Isabelle, the sweet blonde kindergarten teacher who was dating Casey, the nice man who accompanied Melody on piano as she sang at many Charles Town functions and their mutual friends’ weddings.

      It wasn’t long before Michael’s smiling face appeared, and he opened the passenger side door. Melody held back a sigh, remembering when she or the teacher had to help him with it. Those days were gone, but she knew God would guide her and Reid throughout the coming years, even if Michael did end up preferring his friends to his mother.

      “Mom!” His excitement was palpable. “Guess what?”

      “What?” she asked with a giggle. She hoped it was good news about the math test he’d been studying for.

      “I got an A minus!” He dug into his backpack and pulled it out.

      “Oh, Michael, I’m so proud of you.” She bent over as far as she could into the back seat with her seatbelt still on and gave him a hug, saving the peck on the cheek she really wanted to give him for when they got home. All the talk about his friends had made her a bit more conscious of doing anything that might embarrass him, though she hoped that wasn’t a problem yet.

      Michael hugged her back enthusiastically and it made her heart warm.

      “All right, let’s get home,” she said. “I’ve got some snacks ready to celebrate that A.”

      “Awesome!”

      He buckled up, and Melody drove home. Michael was excited to tell Reid about his progress when he got home from work. They’d both put so much effort into helping him with his math skills, which had fallen off a bit as he advanced in grades and the subjects became more complicated. She knew his dad would be so proud, too.

      As she turned the corner past the school, she heard her phone ringing in her purse. She wondered if it was Reid, which would have been odd since he knew what time she picked up their son. That got her worried that it was an emergency, so she debated pulling over to check it even though she was only a few minutes from home.

      Since the day of the accident, she’d had the tendency to panic at phone calls. The call from the police that evening as she prepared dinner had been the most terrifying of her life, bringing back memories of her father’s fatal wreck. She was so thankful that Delaney had been there so that she and her husband Josh could handle the kids and get her to the hospital in Winchester, where Reid had been at a job before he got into the accident. It was all a blur now—the ride to the hospital, waiting for Reid to come out of surgery, the news that he couldn’t feel his legs. It had been a rough several months since then as he slowly recovered through his own perseverance and so many prayers she couldn’t begin to keep track.

      But now she was in the car with her precious children, so focusing on the road took top priority. She could check the phone when they got safely home, which they did in a matter of minutes.

      “Michael, can you please help your sister get unbuckled?” she asked.

      “Sure, Mom.”

      The boy got out of the car and opened the back door while Melody grabbed for her purse to make sure it wasn’t another emergency from Reid. She said a silent prayer that it wasn’t, but her hand still shook as she picked it up and checked the message.

      The name on the screen made her heart thump in her chest. It was Mr. Lopez, the private investigator she and Reid had hired to look into his ex-wife, Rebecca… Michael’s biological mother.

      “Mom, are we going to get our snacks?”

      Her son’s voice brought her out of her surprise. He already had his sister unbuckled and was holding her hand, helping her toddle up the walkway to the front door.

      “Yes, I’ll be right there.”

      Whatever Mr. Lopez had to say would have to wait until she properly celebrated Michael’s good grade. But as she took the pre-cut lunchmeat and cheese out of the refrigerator and spread out some crackers, she couldn’t let go of the nagging worry about what Mr. Lopez had to tell her.

      One of the first things Reid asked her to do after his accident was find Rebecca so they could ask her to sign away all legal rights to Michael. His close brush with death had made Reid instantly concerned about what would become of his son if anything happened to him. They’d had long conversations about it, and the thought of having Michael suddenly ripped from Melody’s hands and sent back to Rebecca, a woman who had abandoned him as a baby, terrified her husband. It terrified Melody, too, but she also feared that getting in touch with the woman would make her want Michael back. After all, he wasn’t a helpless baby anymore. That might make the idea of having him home with her more attractive to Rebecca.

      “Mom?”

      Melody turned to her son. “What, Michael?”

      “I was asking if I could get a few more crackers, please,” he said.

      She smiled, but she could tell it didn’t quite reach her eyes. The worry was settling in hard. “Of course. I don’t want you to have too many before dinner, but we’re celebrating, aren’t we?”

      “I can’t wait to tell Dad!” Michael was clearly excited about his grade, and so was she, but Melody couldn’t calm her rattled nerves, not until she talked to the private detective.

      The snack finished, Michael cleaned up and headed to his room for some homework while she got Sadie settled down with some toys in the living room. Once she could focus, Melody picked up her phone.

      “Lopez.”

      It was a brief and curt welcome from the man, but she didn’t expect any different. He did his job well and guaranteed his work, so she’d ignored some of his quirks, especially since he’d come highly recommended from a couple at their church who had needed some help to find their niece’s father.

      “Hello. It’s Melody Perry.”

      “Ah, yes, Mrs. Perry,” he said. She could hear some papers shuffled in the background. “Ah, here it is. Oh, yes, Rebecca Perry. Well, she’s Rebecca Hansen now.”

      “She’s remarried?” It seemed strange to Melody that she would have just gone on with her life without her son, especially since the boy meant so much to Melody. But after the initial surprise, she supposed getting on with life alone was exactly what Rebecca had wanted to do.

      “Yes, but not to the man she went to California with,” he explained. “She’s in Nevada now. Her husband owns a gas station.”

      Melody wondered what had happened to the television producer Rebecca had originally followed to California, but she decided not to ask.

      “I have her phone number and address.” Mr. Lopez rattled off the information while she grabbed a pen and scribbled it on a piece of scratch paper on the desk. “I don’t see any kids around, so it doesn’t look like she had another. If you want me to look into her more, give me a call back.”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “That’ll probably be enough.” She thanked him and disconnected the call.
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        * * *

      

      She had to struggle to make it through dinner until she had some time alone with Reid. When the children were both busy, she pulled him aside and explained about the phone call.

      “Well, I wasn’t expecting this so soon,” he said. “I think I should call her.”

      After a little more discussion, Melody agreed. She could feel her whole body trembling as he made the call. When he hung up, he sat down and ran both hands through his hair.

      “Reid, what is it?” she asked, though she already knew it wasn’t good. She had only heard his side of the call, but that was enough.

      He looked up at her. “Well, she’s angry, first of all because I found her and second, because I want her to give up—” He looked down the hall to be sure Michael wasn’t nearby, and he lowered his voice to a whisper. “She doesn’t want to give up Michael… never, is how she put it.”

      “But why not? It’s not like she’s ever spent any time with him.” Melody felt a knot as hard as a rock forming in the bottom of her stomach. “Reid. She’s not—”

      He shook his head and shrugged. “I really don’t know. I’m so sorry I didn’t close this gap when it happened. I mean, at first, I thought she might come back. When it became obvious that wasn’t going to happen, I just figured I’d keep handling things myself. Then when I met you, I thought about it again, but we were just dating at the time.” He stood and wrapped his fingers around hers. “But then we fell in love, and got married, and had Sadie. I’ve watched you care for Michael with more love than I’ve ever seen. I guess I always meant to get his parental rights settled, but I never got it done.”

      It was her turn to sit down as the lump in her belly made her nauseous, and her nerves fired all over her body. “Reid, what if she comes here and… takes him?”

      He shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. But I think we’d better find a way to handle this before it gets out of hand.”

      “What are we going to do?” It was hard to draw a breath into her lungs.

      “We’re going to pray,” he said calmly. He squeezed her hand, and that was exactly what they did.
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      Delaney

      

      It was hard for Delaney Taylor to be very helpful with Melody’s daughter Sadie now that she was so far along in her pregnancy with twins, but she was doing her best. After all, she hoped that God would bless her with many more children after those two, which meant she’d hopefully be pregnant while caring for her first little boy and girl. And if she was blessed with twins again, she’d be doing double duty.

      She’d adored little Sadie from the first day she’d laid eyes on her as a newborn, and it was so wonderful to watch her grow from such a tiny little baby into a high-energy toddler. But that energy was hard to handle when it was hard to get up off the floor.

      She instantly regretted her decision to sit there as Sadie lumbered around the room, far away from the pile of blocks she’d been playing with seconds before. Looking around hopelessly, Delaney tried to put together a plan to use some of the furniture as support.

      “Delaney?” Melody ran into the room nearly dropping the mugs in her hand before setting them on the coffee table and offering her hand. “What are you doing?”

      Delaney couldn’t help but laugh, abandoning the couch she was leaning on. “I have no idea, but it really seemed like a good idea five minutes ago.”

      Melody laughed and supported her friend with half her body as she rose. “Well, next time just give me a holler, and let’s make these decisions together. Come sit over here.” She guided Delaney over to the sofa, which felt like a billowing cloud compared to the carpet that had also looked soft a few minutes earlier.

      “How did you manage to hold onto your patience for the whole nine months?” Delaney asked, leaning back and resting her hands on her belly.

      “With lots and lots of praying.” Melody settled down next to her friend and handed her a mug, which Delaney took gratefully. It was just herbal tea, but lately even something slightly bland had been tasting so good. It was different from the cravings she’d had throughout the pregnancy. Now, drinks just felt so refreshing, and food tasted even more delicious. She chalked it up to having not one but two little ones growing inside her.

      “Well, I’ve done plenty of praying, but I still seem to need an extra hand with the patience part of it,” Delaney admitted.

      Melody finished up her first sip of tea. “That’s completely natural. The closer I got with Sadie, the more excited I was to finally see her. I can’t even imagine what it’s like to wait for two at once.”

      “It’s like being a little child waiting for Christmas morning.” Delaney chuckled.

      Melody laughed, too. “I bet it is. But it’ll be even better than that once that day comes.” She let out a tiny sigh, looking over at Sadie as she finally came back to the blocks and seemed intent on making a red one balance over a much smaller blue square. “You’re so blessed to be having a boy and a girl at once. I can’t wait to meet my little godchildren myself.”

      “You’ve got a beautiful boy and girl set going on here yourself,” Delaney said. She turned her head, noticing a slight lack of spark in her friend’s eyes. She knew Melody wanted more children, and it hadn’t happened yet, so she assumed that was the problem.

      “Yes, I sure do.” Melody turned away, but before she did, Delaney thought she saw a tear forming in her eye. She opened her mouth to ask about it but was cut off.

      “Mom! Can you check my homework?” Michael’s voice echoed from down the hallway.

      “I’ll take a look at it after dinner,” Melody called back.

      Delaney smiled at how Melody and the boy had bonded so closely over just a few years. “I can go check it,” she suggested.

      Melody shook her head. “No, I just got you up off the floor. That chair at Michael’s desk would be a whole new level of challenge.”

      They both laughed, but Melody still seemed off. If it was about the next possible pregnancy, Delaney knew that Melody wouldn’t want to talk about it in front of her son, so she avoided asking her about it.

      But as the afternoon went on, and they moved into the kitchen so Melody could start dinner, having put Sadie down for a nap, it seemed as though there was something else bothering her friend. Michael was back in his room working on another subject’s homework, so Delaney felt comfortable asking about it.

      “All right, Melody. What’s up?”

      Her friend looked at her with a half-furrowed brow. “What do you mean?”

      “Something’s wrong, and your friend here can sense it,” Delaney said. “The kids both seem to be fine, so it’s not that. Reid has been doing very well, so it can’t be that, either.”

      Melody sighed, setting down the potato she’d been peeling and putting on a faraway look. “It’s Rebecca. She’s starting to cause a problem.”

      “Rebecca as in Michael’s—” She stopped and lowered her voice to a whisper. “You mean Michael’s biological mother?”

      Melody nodded, and she collapsed into a kitchen chair as her face turned pale. “Reid wanted to reach her to see if she would sign off on an adoption.”

      “Well, that would be wonderful,” Delaney said. She exhaled, feeling her friend’s tension. “I take it that didn’t go as planned.”

      Melody shook her head but seemed to have decided that it was best to keep cooking, so she got up and went back to peeling the potato. “No. We found her through a private investigator, and Reid called her last night. She got very angry very quickly and told Reid it would never happen. In fact, she said that she thought she was ready for a son.”

      Delaney stood even though it was difficult and took the potato and the peeler out of Melody’s shaky hands. “Melody, surely she can’t—”

      A tear fell down Melody’s cheek, but she rubbed it away. “I don’t know what she can do, but the way she talked to Reid, it seemed like she was going to try to take him away.”

      Delaney exhaled and shook her head. “Maybe she was just surprised to hear from him and didn’t know what to say. To her, he was calling out of the blue.”

      “I thought of that.” She took a couple of breaths. “But it seems she’s remarried. With a new husband, maybe she thinks she’s in a position to have her son back.”

      It was hard to keep her voice down as Delaney said the next words, feeling a strong sense of protection over Michael as though her own children were threatened. “She can’t just waltz back into his life after abandoning him like that. No court is going to send that dear boy off to California.”

      “She’s in Nevada now,” Melody explained. “I guess it didn’t work out with the television producer, and now she’s in Nevada with a man who owns a gas station.”

      “Well, they won’t send him to Nevada, either,” Delaney insisted. She started peeling the potato for her and dropped it into the bowl of cold water before it got pink, picking up another. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I hope you’re right, but I do worry,” Melody said. “She never gave up her rights to him. Reid never thought he needed to get that done, but now….”

      Delaney put her arm around her. “I’d be worried too. But let’s look at this from every angle. Like I said, a judge is unlikely to uproot someone Michael’s age and send him off out of state to someone he doesn’t even know. I think the best she could expect is if she came here and maybe had some visitation. But if her husband owns a place in Nevada, that doesn’t seem likely.”

      “Even the unlikely parts are terrifying,” Melody said.

      “I know,” Delaney said. “I’m scared for Michael too, as well as for you. We’ll certainly start praying for you, and we can do that now if you think we’ll be alone for a few moments.”

      “Yes, I think so,” Melody said. “Thank you.”

      Delaney took her friend’s hand and said the quietest prayer she’d ever said out loud. “Lord, please send your blessings to Melody and her family. I pray that You will bring peace to her mind and heart as she worries for her dear son Michael at this time. Please wrap your arms around them in comfort and help guide them through this difficult journey. In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.”

      “Amen,” Melody whispered.

      “The pastor had a wonderful service last Sunday about seeking peace the Christian way whenever we have a conflict,” Delaney said. “I know it’s very hard in this circumstance, but maybe we can use some of those techniques to ease your mind about Rebecca.”

      “I’m certainly willing to try,” Melody said. “I can’t go on thinking this way. My nerves are rattled morning to night, to the point where it’s hard to sleep. I’m not doing Michael or the rest of my family any favors by having so much fear about this.”

      “Okay, then let’s think about a few things,” Delaney suggested. “You say she’s remarried. Do you know anything more about the husband?”

      Melody shook her head. “Reid suggested that we have the investigator look into him.”

      “Maybe, but the idea here is more that we find out what her current situation is so we can figure out how she might be feeling,” Delaney said. “Being married and settled would be an advantage for her.”

      “I know,” Melody whispered.

      “But that doesn’t erase years of neglect,” Delaney continued. “If I remember right, you said that she couldn’t handle being a mother and just took off. She never even called, right?”

      Melody shook her head. “No, not really, except to say that she met someone—that producer—and she was starting a life with him. She wanted to be an actress. I suppose that didn’t materialize.”

      “I think you need to talk to her again,” Delaney suggested. “Find out what it is that really drove her away. We can all get panicked, especially over something as important as parenthood, though I have no idea how a woman could walk away and leave her baby behind.” She rubbed her belly thoughtfully. “She could have had postpartum depression or something that made it all overwhelming. The Christian thing to do is to be caring for others. No matter what happens, we need to be sure that what does happen is best for Michael, not us and not Rebecca.”

      “I know,” Melody agreed. “It’s just so hard not to be frightened.”

      “I understand,” Delaney said. “But honestly, I think the best possible outcome for her would be to live in Charles Town and have some partial custody of Michael. She would have to be very determined to make that happen, especially with her husband in another state. I don’t see that happening.”

      Melody nodded, but Delaney could see that the tears weren’t far off.

      “So, you need to approach this from Michael’s point of view,” she said. “One day, he will want to know his biological mother. That’s never going to take anything away from what you are to him. So, I think that establishing some sort of relationship right now is important, even if it’s just a few chats over the phone.”

      “I wouldn’t mind that, but I can’t imagine the heartache Michael would have if she storms out of his life a second time,” Melody said.

      “And that could possibly happen,” Delaney agreed. “But that doesn’t mean he shouldn’t have a chance to know her. He’s a wonderful boy, and he’s mature for his age. I think with the right guidance and lots of prayer, he can get through this.” She put on a smile. “You can too, Melody. Talk to her. Maybe she’s had some more time to think about what she said before. She probably was so shocked she didn’t know what to do other than lash out.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Melody said.

      “I think we often fear things because we don’t talk them out enough,” Delaney said. “And I’ll be here to help you with anything you need.”

      “Thank you,” Melody said.

      Delaney smiled, sure that God would help Melody, Reid, and Michael through this difficult challenge.
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