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      Valerie

      

      “I can’t wait to hear about your honeymoon!” Valerie Thomas squealed as she came into Delaney Taylor’s living room. “I’m so glad you guys are back! We missed you so much!” Her fiancé, Alec O’Connell was right behind her as they entered for Delaney and her husband Josh’s housewarming party.

      Delaney hugged her. “We’re glad to be back, not that we didn’t have an amazing time. It’s so nice to see you two!”

      Valerie let go so that Alec could hug Delaney and saw Josh crossing the living room. He was so tan--it made her jealous. She wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and he kissed her cheek. “You definitely got some sun!”

      “Oh, yeah. We were on the beach most of the time,” he said, releasing her and moving to shake Alec’s hand.

      “Gosh, I wish I was there!” Valerie said, handing over the gift they’d brought as she smiled at several other familiar people who were already there.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Delaney said, taking the package.

      “Please! You don’t move into a new house every day.”

      “Thank you,” Delaney said, setting the gift on a table where there were several others. The doorbell rang again, and she went back to the door while Josh walked Valerie and Alec into the living room.

      Valerie said hello to everyone, including Melody and Reid Perry, and their son Michael, Olivia Kensington and her boyfriend Memphis Nix, and Sophie Chambers and her boyfriend, Dr. Zach Kemper. Delaney’s and Josh’s parents were there as well, along with his sister and her family, which included two little girls, his nieces, who were playing with Melody’s son Michael. “There’s definitely a party going on!” Valerie joked, stepping around the children to hug Melody.

      “Luckily, this new house is a big one,” Melody replied. “How have you been? I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “Great!” Valerie said, taking a seat next to her on the sofa. Alec was standing across the room, talking to Zach and Memphis. “We are getting a lot of planning done.”

      “That’s great since you only have four months!” Melody’s eyes practically bulged when she said it.

      “Hey, you were only engaged for about five months, weren’t you?”

      “True, true,” Melody said, conceding. “I guess it just seems like a rush because Delaney took forever to plan her wedding.”

      They both laughed as Reid excused himself to go talk with the men. “I don’t want to accidentally make some crazy wedding suggestion--like putting the bridesmaids in white,” he said as he scooted away.

      Valerie giggled. Reid was so funny. “I think we’re on schedule. I do need to get my dress a little quicker than our dear friend, though.”

      “Good idea. If you can find one you like.”

      “I want something simple. Since the wedding is going to be on the beach, I want a dress that’s not going to be dragging in the sand, something I’m not going to feel bad about if I get it wet, too, you know?”

      “Definitely.” Melody smiled at her, and Sophie came over to sit on Valerie’s other side. The girls had been roommates for years, and Sophie was going to be Valerie’s Maid of Honor. In an effort to keep it simple, she’d decided only to have Sophie and Alec’s sister, Erin, stand up with her. Alec had asked Luke, Erin’s boyfriend, and his best man was going to be his dad, which Valerie thought was heartwarming. Their whole family was so close, it made her smile, especially since that wasn’t the case with her family.

      “So… how are you doing, Val? I haven’t seen you in an hour or so.” Sophie giggled, sending the other girls into a laugh, too.

      “Melody was just trying to freak me out by reminding me that I have less than four months until the wedding.”

      “Did you… ask her?” Sophie said, pointing at Melody with her head.

      “Ask me what?” Melody said, her eyebrows raised.

      “Wow, Sophie. Way to be secretive.” Valerie stared at her for a moment with wide eyes.

      “Oh, it’s not a big deal. You always make it seem like a huge deal when you ask someone to participate, and it doesn’t have to be. You know she’s going to say yes.”

      “Well, she’s going to feel like she has to now,” Valerie replied.

      “Ask me what?” Melody repeated, a tight smile on her face showing she wasn’t quite comfortable with the direction of their conversation.

      “Sing. At my wedding. Mel, will you sing at my wedding.”

      “No,” Melody said, straight faced.

      Valerie raised an eyebrow, shocked. “Well, okay….”

      “I’m just kidding! Of course, I will! I just figured after Sophie seemed so sure I’d say yes, I should mess with you.”

      Blowing out a hot breath, Valerie put her hand over her heart. “Gosh, you got me there. Way to go, Soph!”

      “Sorry.” Sophie looked away. Melody patted her on the leg.

      “I’d love to, Valerie. What do you want me to sing?”

      “Well, ‘Can’t Help Falling in Love’ is our song, but I think we’ll save that for the first dance. So I don’t know yet. But I’ll decide soon.”

      “Okay--well just let me know when you have it figured out, okay? Thanks for asking.”

      “Thank you,” Valerie said with a smile. “One more thing to check off of the list!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Delaney

      

      Having all of her friends together in her own house was a dream come true for Delaney Young Taylor. She looked around at all of the smiling faces and felt joy bubbling up inside of her. This beautiful home, a wonderful husband, a thriving business, a ton of amazing friends, her parents and Josh’s loving family. Only her sweet grandma, Nana Nora Jean, was missing. Ever since she’d fallen and broken her hip a few days before Delaney and Josh’s wedding, she had been in the hospital and then rehabilitation. She hoped that her grandma, who had been her best friend for so many years, would make a full recovery, but she had a feeling things would never be the same.

      That wasn’t quite the only thing that was missing, though. Delaney had given plenty of tours of her new home to her friends as they arrived. She already had in mind what she wanted to do with the bedroom closest to the master. While Josh wanted to wait a year or two to start a family, Delaney was ready right that moment. She looked across the room at the children playing together and desperately wished she had one of her own. Every night, she prayed to God that He’d see fit to make her a mother sooner rather than later. It was the one thing missing in her life.

      “So… I know that you just got back from a trip, Delaney, but while you were gone, Mel and I have been talking about taking a girls’ trip, and we’d love for you and Liv to join us,” Valerie was saying as the four girls in question stood in a group in the kitchen.

      “A girls’ trip?” Delaney repeated. “To where?”

      “We haven’t decided yet,” Melody replied. “But we were going to ask you, Olivia, about that cabin you like so much. If we went up there in the spring, I bet it would be really beautiful and peaceful.”

      Olivia’s eyebrows shot up, and it was almost as if she were envisioning her happy place. “Oh, Mr. Minter’s place is lovely all times of year, but yes, it’s definitely pretty in the spring, when all the baby animals are born. Birds are chirping, flowers are blooming. It’s great.”

      “We were thinking of asking a few of the other girls, too, but I wasn’t sure how big the biggest cabin is,” Melody continued.

      “The one we used to stay in as a family sleeps up to ten if people don’t mind sharing rooms,” Olivia said.

      “That sounds like a lot of fun,” Delaney said. “How long were you thinking of going, though? I don’t want to be away from the bakery too long now that I just got back.”

      “By bakery do you mean your new husband?” Valerie asked with a wink and a gentle nudge with her elbow.

      Delaney felt her cheeks pinking. “Well, yes, him, too.” She was excited that she got to see Josh every day now.

      “We were thinking just a weekend,” Valerie said. “Just enough to get a refresher and have some bonding time.”

      “Let me make some phone calls, and I’ll see when it’s available,” Olivia offered.

      “I can take care of it,” Melody said with a shrug. “I just wanted to see if that sounded like a good idea to you.”

      “It sounds like a great idea,” Olivia said with a nod. “Mr. Minter’s an old family friend, though. I’ll call him tomorrow and see if he has a weekend open anytime soon.”

      “Great,” Valerie said with a smile.

      Even though Delaney didn’t want to leave her husband anytime soon, she would love some time away with her friends. And she couldn’t help but notice a little twinkle in Melody’s eyes which made her wonder if maybe something was up she wasn’t quite privy to. If she got a chance to pull Melody aside, she’d definitely ask her. Either way, it sounded like fun, and Delaney was definitely up for that!
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      Olivia

      The idea of going back to Minter Woods had Olivia smiling all morning the next day as she went about her daily routine. She planned to call Mr. Minter in a bit but didn’t want to call too early. Olivia needed at least two cups of coffee before she was awake enough to do anything relatively constructive anyway.

      Thinking about Mr. Minter made Olivia remember what it had been like the last time she was there, the trip where she had met Memphis. It had been a last minute trip, and she hadn’t been able to get the cabin that she wanted because his family had already booked it. Memphis was there for his grandfather’s birthday party.

      Taking a sip of her coffee, she laughed as she thought about how terrified she’d been when he’d knocked on her door late that night in the middle of a snowstorm. There was an issue with the address, and he thought that he was at the cabin his family had booked, but he was at hers instead. Thank goodness the door had been locked and he hadn’t just barged in. She’d tried to convince him she was married to a big, burly dude--named Brutus.

      The next day, he’d come over to tell her she had a branch on her car, one knocked down from the storm. They’d started talking, and she couldn’t help but be attracted to him. He was so handsome, and who doesn’t love a cowboy? He’d driven her to town before a bad blizzard hit and made sure her generator was working.

      Probably what had endeared him to her most of all was the fact that he’d carried her to safety after she’d fallen in the freezing water when they were coming back from a walk in the woods. She’d taken him out to the quaint old chapel she absolutely loved, and on the way back, she’d been so giddy at sharing her special place with him, she’d tried to jump across the brook and landed in it instead.

      Memphis had come to her rescue, though, carrying her inside and helping her to warm up. If she hadn’t been stuck on him before then, she was from that moment on.

      The idea of going back to that magical setting was exciting, even if Memphis wouldn’t be there with her. She’d gone so many times as a child, and she’d love to show it to her friends. Reid’s bachelor weekend getaway had been there, too, so many of the men had gone, but not the women, and she would love to share it with them.

      As soon as she’d written a chapter of her book, Olivia picked up her phone and gave Mr. Minter a call.

      “Minter here,” his familiar voice said, his thick accent bringing a smile to her face.

      “Hi, Mr. Minter. It’s Olivia Kensington,” she said, waiting to make sure he remembered her.

      He did, of course. “Well, hello there, darlin’. How are you doin’? Haven't heard from you in a spell.”

      “I’m good, thank you. How are you and Mrs. Minter?”

      “Oh, fair to middlin’. We’re hangin’ in there.”

      “Glad to hear it,” she said with a smile. “Listen, the reason I’m calling is because my girlfriends and I would love to rent the large cabin one of these weekends coming up in the spring. There will be ten of us, so we’ll need the big one by the creek that my family used to rent.”

      “Well, isn’t that excitin’?” he said. “Let me get the appointment book out here.”

      She smiled, thinking of how he did everything old school instead of using a computer. A few minutes later he was back.

      “You still there?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied with a smile.

      “Okay. How’s the weekend of April twenty-seventh work for you?”

      Olivia double-checked the weekends she’d written down after talking to the other girls. “That’s perfect.” It was one of the three weekends they were all available.

      “All right then. I’ll put you down, girly.”

      “Wonderful. I’ll send you the deposit.”

      “You know I don’t need no deposit from you.”

      “And you know I’ll send it anyway,” she said, laughing. “I can’t wait to see you, Mr. Minter.”

      “I can’t wait to see you either, Miss Olivia. You be safe now. We’ll visit with you real soon.”

      Olivia said goodbye and held her phone, smiling for a moment. Something magical always happened when she visited Minter Woods, which she’d used to call Winter Woods because she’d misunderstood her parents when she was little.

      She sent a group text to everyone to let them know the cabin was booked and then went to send the deposit before she forgot. Everyone was supposed to pitch in on the cabin, but she didn’t mind covering the whole expense. She’d get to spend a weekend with some of her best friends and get to know some of the other girls in their group she didn’t know as well. She was already excited, even though it was a month away. She just had a feeling in her heart that this was going to be a trip she’d never forget.
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      Valerie

      

      Cutting hair was Valerie’s calling. When she’d worked as a waitress, she’d enjoyed her job because she loved talking to the customers. She’d also loved the owners who’d treated her like a part of their family. Now, she still got to enjoy her customers, including Frank Bishop, one of the diner owners who came in to get his hair cut at least every two weeks.

      Today, she had several older clients that she really enjoyed chatting with. She finished up one of the women from church and then turned to the waiting area to welcome the next. “Are you ready to take a spin in my chair, Mrs. Gregory?” Valerie asked, smiling at the woman. Patricia Gregory was one of sweetest women in town, which was saying something because there were a lot of wonderful, Christian women in Charles Town.

      “Yes indeed,” Mrs. Gregory said, coming over. “I’m looking forward to catching up on your wedding plans, dear,” she said, taking her seat. Valerie put the cape around her to make sure she didn’t get any hair on her bright pink sweater and turned her to look in the mirror.

      “Well, not much has changed since last week,” she said, pulling out the sides of Mrs. Gregory’s hair to see how much it had grown out in the last few days. It only needed a bit of a trim, not even half an inch, but that was okay. A lot of the women in town loved to come in just to chat and have their hair professionally washed and styled.

      “Have you decided where you’ll get married yet?” she asked as Valerie led her over to the shampoo chair.

      “No, but we’ve got some locations in mind.” Valerie was so excited to talk about the wedding, she couldn’t help but smile as she told Mrs. Gregory what she and Alec had discussed recently. “We were thinking Virginia Beach or Myrtle Beach. I know they’re both a bit of a drive, but it would be possible for people to drive there and not have to fly. Also, if someone wanted to do it in one day, they might be able to, if we have the wedding early enough in the day, like at noon or so.”

      “Oh, those seem like lovely options,” Mrs. Gregory said as Valerie rinsed her hair. “And you’ll have it right on the beach?”

      “That’s the plan,” Valerie said, taking a towel and wrapping it around her hair and squeezing the excess water out. For a moment, the idea that she had so much to do, that nothing had actually been decided yet, started to make her anxious, but then she put that out of her mind and went back to doing the job that she loved. “Let’s head back to the chair.”

      Mrs. Gregory did as she was instructed and went back to Valerie’s chair. “Now, let me ask you this,” she said in that tone that let Valerie know she was in for some advice, but she didn’t mind because she knew anything Mrs. Gregory told her would be heaven sent. “Wouldn’t it be nice to have the wedding at sunset, when the water is all lit up in shades of pink and orange?”

      “Yes, that would be beautiful,” Valerie admitted. “I’ve always dreamt of that perfect sunset wedding.”

      “Well, then, why are you talking about having it early in the day? Unless you want it at sunrise, which is also beautiful, but you’d be so tired!”

      Valerie giggled. “True. I was just trying to think about what would be the most convenient for everyone else.”

      “Honey, let me give you some advice,” Mrs. Gregory said, placing her hand on Valerie’s arm. “Don’t plan your wedding around what other people want or what’s easiest for them. Plan the wedding that you want, dear. The people who love you will be there to support you. And that’s a lot of people.”

      Valerie looked Mrs. Gregory in the eye in the mirror and realized she was misting up. “Thank you, Mrs. Gregory,” she said, patting the dear woman’s shoulder.

      “You’re welcome, dear.” She gave Valerie a big smile, and Valerie went back to trimming her hair. She couldn’t wait until after work so she could go over to Alec’s house for dinner to tell him what Mrs. Gregory had said. Granted, it was basically exactly the same thing he’d been saying himself ever since they started planning, but it really sank in the way this wise woman put it.

      “You’re going to have such a lovely wedding, no matter what you decide,” Mrs. Gregory said. “And you’ll make such a beautiful bride.”

      “Thank you,” Valerie said, trying not to cry. This was exactly why she loved her job so much. She had the best clients in the world.
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      Sophie

      

      “Okay, Mrs. Dirken. Bite down for me one more time,” Dr. Zach Kemper said as he checked the filling he was just finishing up on his patient. “Tap, tap, tap,” he said to the older woman. “And grind.” She did as she was told while Sophie Chambers monitored from her seat across from the handsome dentist who just happened to be her boyfriend of almost two years. “Great.”

      “Good job, Mrs. Dirken. Does it feel all right?” Sophie asked as Zach checked her bite one last time.

      “Yes, it feels just fine,” the woman said with a smile, glad to have everything out of her mouth, no doubt. “Just a bit numb still.”

      “That should wear off in an hour or two,” Sophie assured her. “Just be careful chewing until you have all the feeling back.”

      “And nothing too hot or too cold, just to be safe,” Zach added as he sat her chair up. “Well, young lady, I think we’re all done. Sophie will walk you out.” he offered his hand. “It was nice seeing you again.”

      “It was nice seeing you as well, Dr. Kemper. You know, I’ve seen a lot of dentists in my sixty-five years, but you are truly the best. And the nicest, too!”

      “Aww, thank you, Mrs. Dirken. I truly appreciate that.” Zach clasped a hand over his heart as he spoke, and Sophie knew he meant it. He loved it when his patients said such nice things. She was certain he’d even bring it up again later, over dinner.

      He left ahead of them, and Sophie took the paper bib off of her patient, making sure her mouth was clean and dry, especially the numb part, and then helped her out of the chair. A lot of their patients were older, and Sophie was always very cautious of making sure they didn’t fall.

      “You’re so sweet, Sophie. I do love coming to see you, though I wish it didn’t involve my teeth crumbling!” the woman joked.

      “Well, you just feel free to come by anytime,” Sophie said with a giggle as she handed over Mrs. Dirken’s purse from the counter.

      She walked her to the front, but as she passed Zach’s office, she heard him talking quietly to someone on the phone, and the tone of his voice was alarming. She wasn’t sure what was going on, but it sounded important.

      “I will leave you in Mrs. Wilcox’s capable hands,” Sophie said, placing her hand gently on the woman’s back.

      “Thank you dear,” she said, patting Sophie on the arm.

      “My pleasure,” she said. Once Mrs. Wilma Wilcox looked up from her computer, Sophie said to her, “I’ll be right back to get Mr. Mansfield.”

      “Yes, dear,” Mrs. Wilcox said with a smile. Then, she turned her attention to the patient before her, greeting Mrs. Dirken and asking how she was feeling.

      Sophie hurried back to Zach’s office, passing her friend Lexi in the hall. The two exchanged smiles, but didn’t speak since she knew Lexi was on her way to get another patient for a cleaning, and Sophie wanted to go find out what was going on with Zach. Now that Lexi was doing the majority of cleanings and Sophie was assisting Zach, both women were happier with their jobs than they’d ever been before.

      But Zach’s voice didn’t sound too happy when she’d walked past his office. She stuck her head in to see that he was off the phone, but he was running a hand through his hair as he stared at his desk, an indication that she didn’t even need to ask the question, “Is everything okay?” so she didn’t.

      “What happened?” was her question instead.

      “Oh, hey, baby,” he said with a smile as she came in and closed the door. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Not long, but I walked by a minute ago and heard you on the phone. I couldn’t hear what you were talking about, but you didn’t sound happy. So I thought I should check on you.”

      He sighed and ran both hands through his hair, gesturing for her to sit down.

      Sophie took a seat across from him and waited, knowing he’d tell her when he was ready.

      “That was my friend Rich, the one I used to go climbing with.”

      Sophie nodded. She knew that Rich had been one of the two friends who’d been climbing with Angel, Zach’s first wife, when she’d died in a climbing accident a few years before he’d moved to Charles Town. Zach hadn’t been out with them that day, choosing to stay in the tent because he wasn’t feeling good. “What did he say?”

      “He said the police are opening an investigation into Angel’s death.”

      Sophie couldn’t believe her ears. “What? Why?” As far as she knew, there was never any question that Angel’s death had been an accident. “I thought everyone was certain it was an accident.”

      “I thought so, too,” Zach said, nodding. “But… a similar accident happened a few weekends ago, and now the police are asking questions. Because the situation was similar, and the same person was at both sites--my friend, Jason.”

      Sophie stared at him, trying to process. He never talked too much about Jason, though he and Rich had kept in touch since he moved to Charles Town from Fenton, Missouri, over two years ago. “Rich was there, though, when Angel died, right? Wouldn’t he know if Jason had done something underhanded?”

      “I don’t know,” Zach admitted. “All I do know is that this is going to be rough. They’re opening the case, and that means… I’m going to have to relive all of it.”

      “Oh, no, Zach. Honey, I’m so sorry.” She reached across the table and took his hand. “What can I do to help?”

      “Pray,” he said, and she knew that he meant it.

      “Of course,” she said, squeezing his hand. She prayed for him all the time. Praying over this wouldn't be any different.

      Sophie closed her eyes and said a prayer right then and there. She knew Zach’s eyes were closed, too, as she said, “Dear Heavenly Father, Zach and I come to You now to offer up this situation with Jason into Your capable hands. We ask that You guide the investigators and other police officers and help them to find the information they need in order to uncover the truth. Be with Rich and Jason as they have to go through this. Also, please be with Zach and his family, as well as Angel’s family as they relive such a horrible event in their lives. Please let them feel Your arms around them and feel Your comfort. Finally, please be with the family and friends of this most recent person who lost his or her life. Father, we don’t know the truth of what has transpired, but You do. Please help us all to trust in You as this situation unfolds. It is in Jesus’ name we ask all of these things, Amen.”

      Sophie had tears in her eyes as she opened them, and so did Zach. He brushed them away. “Thank you, Sophie. That means a lot to me.”

      “It’ll be okay,” she promised him. Somehow, she just knew it would be. “I love you, Zach.”

      “I love you, too, and I’m so lucky that God led me to you.” He stood but kept her hand in his, gently pulling her closer, and Sophie leaned over the desk to quickly find his lips before they both had to move on to their next patient.

      “I’ll go get Mr. Mansfield,” she said, giving him a reassuring smile. She figured he’d want some time to himself before he came to work on the gentleman.

      Sophie walked out of the door and closed it behind her, letting out a deep breath. She felt so bad for Zach, and she prayed that all of this was just an awful coincidence. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to find out someone she trusted as much as Zach trusted his friend Jason had actually been involved in the death of someone she loved. She knew God would see them through, but it would be a long, uphill battle.
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      Erin

      

      “Thanks for agreeing to have lunch with me,” Erin O’Connell said, taking a sip of her sweet tea.

      “Sure!” Kate Wood replied, looking through the menu. “It’s nice to get away from the office for lunch. I’m so surprised you didn’t have any clients today.”

      “Well, I’ve been cutting them back for the last few weeks,” Erin admitted. She already knew what she wanted. She’d been coming to Bishop’s Diner since she was born. Kate had only lived in Charles Town for a few years, and the menu was so extensive, it was no wonder she needed to look it over.

      “You’ve been cutting your clients back?” Kate asked, looking away from the menu to meet Erin’s eyes. “Why is that?”

      Erin cleared her throat, not sure how much she’d be telling Kate all at once with a completely honest answer, but then, she wasn’t about to lie or make something up either. “I’m moving back to Charles Town.” Kate’s eyes widened, but Erin pressed on, not giving her a chance to jump to any conclusions--at least not verbally. “Luke took a new job recently that lets him work from home, and we’ve both decided we want to live near our families so that, if we get married and have kids one day, they’ll be able to be close to their grandparents.”

      “Oh. What about Luke’s dad? Doesn’t he live in Ireland?”

      “He does at the moment, but he is also moving here. Luke found him a cute little cottage not far from my parents’ place.”

      “Wow--that’s great!” Kate said, her smile widening. “I’m really happy for you. Where are you going to live?”

      “Well, I’m going to move in with Alec for a while. Either until I find my own place or… Luke and I get married. Luke is looking at properties, but he hasn’t found the perfect place yet. He wants a house we both love, one where we can start a family someday. Potentially.”

      Kate chuckled. “It sounds like Luke has all but proposed.”

      Erin shrugged. “Yeah, sort of.” She didn’t want to go into it with Kate, whom she didn’t know as well as some of the other women in Charles Town, but she knew Luke was waiting to propose to her because Memphis hadn’t proposed to Olivia yet. Hopefully, that would be out of the way soon enough.

      The waitress came and took their order. Erin had settled on the chicken caesar salad, and Kate ordered a half a turkey club and a bowl of soup.

      “So… I’m assuming you asked me to lunch because we are both in the same field, and you thought I might be offended if you started your own therapy office here?” Kate asked, her smile not wavering.

      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about a partnership,” Erin clarified. “I know that you have clients of all ages, whereas I specialize in children. I was wondering what you might think about me joining you, seeing any new clients under the age of fifteen, without taking any of your existing clients, of course, and you could keep the older ones. What do you think?”

      Kate was quiet for so long, Erin thought she was likely trying to think of a way to tell her that she wouldn’t even consider working with her. But when the other therapist finally opened her mouth, she said, “I think… you’re an answer to a prayer.”

      One of Erin’s eyebrows arched. “What’s that now?”

      Reaching across the table, Kate put her hand on top of Erin’s. “For the last few months, I’ve been getting so many requests from parents concerned about their kids. These are tough times we’re living in, you know?”

      Erin nodded. She could vouch for that, for sure. Unfortunately.

      “I want to help all of them, of course, but there’s only so much time in the day. And then… with layoffs happening and the problems with the economy, I have more adults asking for services than ever before. The last few weeks, I’ve been praying for God to help me find an answer. How do I help all of these people? And if I can’t help them all, how do I decide who most needs my help?”

      The conversation had been one Erin had had many times with the Lord, especially before her group of therapists took on extra help recently. Now, she could leave without worrying about any of her existing clients, though she would miss them. Still, she could empathize with what Kate was saying. “So you need me, then?”

      “Yes!” Kate said, squeezing her hand. “And I would love to work with you! My office space has room for another therapist. I would love to be able to tell people that I might not have time for them on my schedule right now, but you will be able to help them in a few weeks--or whenever you're planning on moving.”

      “I’m not exactly sure of the timeline right now. I’m on a month to month with my apartment, so I can give them notice and be ready to move on May first, but then, I doubt Luke will find a place he wants to buy and move in by then. Not that I can’t move without him.” She ran a hand through her long red hair. “We certainly know what it’s like to be apart.” Luke had gone to Ireland several times to see his mother who recently passed away from cancer, and while Erin had been with him often, she hadn’t gone every time. The last trip, he’d asked to go alone, so she hadn’t gotten a chance to say goodbye to his mother, which had made her sad, but she knew that Luke wanted it just to be his immediate family there when she passed. He’d regretted that decision when his mom started asking for her, but it was easy for Erin to understand why Luke had hesitated to bring her.

      “Why don’t you talk to Luke about it, and we can start to come up with a plan?” Kate asked as the food was served. They both thanked the waitress, and Erin looked over her beautiful salad. It was almost too pretty to eat. If her stomach hadn’t been growling, she might’ve given it a second thought before she picked up her fork and dug in.

      “That sounds like a great idea,” Erin said in regards to Kate’s mentioning of coming up with a plan. “Oh, I’m so excited!” she said, her smile wide. “I’ve heard such great things about you, even from therapists I’ve worked with in Baltimore who have heard of your practice. I know I’ll learn a lot from you.”

      Kate’s cheeks turned slightly red. Like Erin, she had red hair, though hers was a more of a strawberry-blonde. “I’m flattered to hear that. I am excited to have a partner whose faith is so similar to my own.”

      “Me, too,” Erin agreed. That just might be the best part of all.

      The ladies dug into their food and started talking about therapy, God, their families, everything important to both of them, and Erin felt like Kate would soon be one of her very best friends.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Melody

      

      “George Worshington was the first president of the United States!” Michael said with a broad smile. The next student stepped up on the makeshift stage in Mrs. Green’s second grade classroom to say his line, and the parents in the audience watched with pride as each took a turn giving a bit of information about their historical figure. While this wasn’t a big production, like the Christmas show or the Veteran’s Day assembly they did every year, it was nice to have an opportunity to come up to the school to see what the kids were doing.

      Except Melody was having a hard time staying in her seat. She glanced at the clock and saw it wasn’t quite 10:15. Mrs. Green’s note had said the presentation should last from 10:00-10:30, and she hoped it would finish a little early. It wasn’t that she didn’t love seeing Michael in his white wig speaking about someone he admired. She was just afraid she was going to throw up. Again.

      It had been a rocky morning. In fact, it had been a rocky last few days. At first, she’d thought it might be the protein shakes she’d started drinking a few weeks ago. The foam got to her sometimes and made her gag. But when she’d started waking up feeling nauseated last week, she’d stopped drinking them, hoping that meant she’d feel better. Instead, she’d gotten worse. Yesterday morning, she’d thrown up a few times and decided she had to have caught a bug, probably something Michael brought home from school. Then, she’d started feeling better and assumed it was done with.

      She had been at the antique store that morning, prior to coming to the school, helping her mom unload a shipment from an estate sale, when her stomach started churning. She’d had to make an excuse and head to the bathroom. At least she hadn’t eaten much for breakfast…. She’d thrown up once more before she headed to the school. It had been over an hour, and she hoped it would go away, like it had the day before, but now, her stomach was churning again.

      Reid was sitting next to her, holding her hand, his eyes fixed on Michael. He had a small smile on his face, the pride in his expression evident, even though it had been a few moments since their son had said his line. She loved the way Reid cared for Michael. Of all the things her husband was good at, being a dad was his calling. He was so good with Michael and always had been. When they’d first met, it had been one of the most appealing qualities she’d noticed about him, the way he knew how to take care of other people, especially those who needed him most.

      He glanced over at her, noticing her staring, and smiled with a raised eyebrow, silently asking her if everything was okay. He knew that she hadn’t been feeling well, though she hadn’t mentioned today’s puking. She smiled and turned back to Michael who was standing with his classmates, a giant smile on his face as he listened to them say their lines.
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