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Dedicated to Donald, my husband of thirty-three years, my Prince Charming, the love of my life. And to our beautiful children and grandchildren. The journey of our days is breathtaking surrounded by you, and our moments together fly by like time borrowed from eternity. I love you with each breath, every heartbeat. And to God, Almighty, who has—for now—blessed me with these.





The Baxters: A Prequel will soon be a TV show. Three seasons have been filmed and are ready to air. When the show debuts, the following will be the theme song. Every line applies to the Baxters… and to you.

“FAMILY”

Music and Lyrics

By

Tyler Russell

Theme Song for The Baxters TV Show


If I ever lose myself

Don’t know which way to go

I’ll see the light that you left on

And know I’m not alone

I’ll say a prayer

take a breath

turn around

lift my head

I’m gonna be okay

Cause life has a way

Of pulling us under

But we’ll stick it out

If we’ve got each other

When it all feels too much

I know you’ll come running

For me

Through the highs and lows

We’ll find our way home

Family

Don’t know where this road will go

Or who we’re gonna be

As long as you are by my side

We can get through anything

So say a prayer

Take a breath

Turn around

Lift your head

It’s gonna be okay

Cause life has a way

Of pulling us under

But we’ll stick it out

If we’ve got each other

When it all feels too much

I know you’ll come running

For me

Through the highs and lows

we’ll find our way home.

Family

We’re family

I know you’ll come running

Family

I’ll say a prayer

Take a breath

Turn around

Lift my head

I’m gonna be okay.

Cause life has a way of pulling us under

But we’ll stick it out if we got each other

When it all feels too much

I know you’ll come running for me

Through the highs and lows we’ll find our way home

We’re family

Oh, oh, oh Family
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THE BOOK YOU are about to read is a prequel to my novel Redemption. Until now, Redemption was book one about the Baxter family. A quick look at the front of this book and you will see that I have written more than twenty novels about my beloved Baxters.

In recent years I have written stand-alone books with the Baxter family as minor characters—just so you could check in on them.

But always a piece of the story was missing.

Any time redemption comes into play, there is always a story that happens first. Life before redemption. The troubled times. Times of doubt and questioning and uncertainty. Moments when there is no way to see the good ahead or to understand the crazy turns life has taken or will take in years to come.

For that reason, in this book I will take you back in time to when the Baxter family was younger. A few years before Redemption. When life seemed to be going in all the wrong directions. It’s the setup for the trials ahead.

If you are new to the Baxter family, this book is the perfect place to start. If you have been with the Baxters from the beginning, then this book will fill your heart with answers and understanding. I promise, you will finish this novel loving the Baxters more than ever.

Enjoy!
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Outside Kari Baxter’s French bedroom window, storm clouds gathered in the early morning sky over Bloomington, Indiana. Dark and tinged in green. Tornado clouds.

The kind that could destroy a person’s life in a matter of seconds.

Kari’s heart pounded and she sat up in bed. Something was happening today… She thought for a moment and then she gasped.

She was getting married today.

That’s what was happening.

Her feet were instantly on the floor, her lungs grabbing at quick sharp breaths. Like she was running a race. Yes, she was getting married! How could she forget? It was Saturday, after all. Kari ran her fingers through her long dark hair and rushed to the window. At five this evening she would become Tim Jacobs’s wife.

How could that not have been the first thing on her mind?

Even before she opened her eyes?

Kari exhaled. Okay. Calm, she told herself. You didn’t miss it. Everything is fine. Her breathing slowed a little and she waited for that wonderful wedding-day peace and joy to replace her anxiety. Her heart raced and she kept waiting. And she waited some more. Then she dropped to the cushioned window seat at the base of the tall panes of glass.

Nothing.

Her eyes lifted to the stormy sky. Maybe that was it. What bride wouldn’t feel stressed by such terrible darkness overhead? On her wedding day? Like it was some sort of sign.

This was crazy. The weather couldn’t make or break her big moment. Even still, anxiety ran through her veins. Her breathing remained shaky. She closed her eyes and hugged her arms to her chest. God, help me. Please.

Across the room on the back of her door hung her wedding dress. Satin white with cap sleeves and a simple fitted bodice. Cascading tulle and a modest train. She and her mom and sisters had picked it out a week after Tim proposed. The girl at the shop called it a Cinderella dress.

A few times since then Kari had wondered if her decision had been a bit rushed. Impulsive because of the newness of her engagement. But in the last month she had talked herself into really liking the gown. A lot.

Yes, hers was going to be the perfect wedding.

Thunder rolled through the hills beyond Bloomington. The sound vibrated her window and even her soul. She was doing the right thing, marrying Tim. Right? Yes, she was. For sure. Tim was charming and intelligent and he made her laugh every time they were together. And he shared her faith.

That’s how they met, after all. At a Bible study on campus.

They would share a beautiful life together. She would support his new position as professor of writing and when she accompanied Tim to his many university events and parties, she could see herself hanging on his every word.

Kari could hardly wait!

She drew a steady breath. There. That was better. Her heart wasn’t racing as fast and she wasn’t panting. She leaned her shoulder against the window and watched the wind move through the trees. What if a tornado hit today?

Would that be a sign?

No. Nothing was a sign. She closed her eyes and exhaled. God had led her to Tim Jacobs and today when she married him she would be the happiest girl in the world. She looked at the sky again. Greens and blacks, swirling low.

Enough of this. She stood and walked to her gown. Everything was going to be okay. She ran her fingers down the length of it. Such a pretty dress. Then it hit her. This strange morning of wild emotions wasn’t because of the weather. There was a perfectly good reason. A troubling one.

His name was Ryan Taylor.

Kari walked back to her bed and lay down again. Her mom had invited Ryan’s mother to the wedding, which made sense. The two were neighbors. The Taylors had moved down the street when Kari was twelve. All through the seasons when Ryan had been the love of Kari’s life.

Right up until two years ago.

Since then, their mothers had stayed close. Another perfectly acceptable detail. Because Kari was over Ryan Taylor.

But with his mother coming to the wedding, Ryan had to know about it. Which meant three doors down he was waking up in his childhood home knowing that later today Kari was going to marry someone else. Despite the fact that for most of his life he had thought he would marry her. They had both thought so.

And something about that made Kari sad.

Like she should run out back to the path behind her house. Run through his yard, knock on his door and give him one last hug.

Even though it was his fault things hadn’t worked out.

She closed her eyes. This day was supposed to be a happy one. Didn’t her groom deserve her best? Be excited, she told herself. Don’t think about Ryan. The words had been her battle cry for the past twenty-four months.

Don’t think about Ryan Taylor.

After all, he had cheated on her. Left her to find out about his actions in the middle of his gravest hours. When his life and future hung in the balance.

Another clap of thunder shook her window.

A few months after Ryan’s betrayal, Tim entered her world. And all of life had been a whirlwind since. In the years when she was growing up and falling in love with Ryan, Kari had never imagined things would work out this way. With her marrying a different man.

Was her heart still unsure about this? Even now? On her wedding day?

She exhaled and a pit formed in her stomach. What an awful bride she was, questioning her commitment, doubting her intentions. Definitely… I’m sure about this. Absolutely. She was in love with Tim. She took a deep breath. Tim. Wonderful, kind, considerate Tim. Intelligent, well-read Tim. The brilliant writer and witty conversationalist.

Tim, the one she was marrying today.

Yes, her mind needed to be there. With her distinguished groom.

Images from the last few years came to life, and her recent past played out once more. After she met Tim at the campus Bible study, Kari came home and told her parents she had found a friend.

Only a friend.

He was in the last year of getting his PhD, teaching journalism students, and about to be hired full-time by Indiana University. But he was five years older, and Kari hadn’t even finished her undergrad degree. She hadn’t considered dating him. But they began meeting for coffee and then dinner. After all, professors and undergrads weren’t allowed to date.

“Be careful,” her mother had told her several times in those early days. “He’s falling in love with you, Kari.”

“No, Mom!” She didn’t see it. “He likes talking to me. I make him laugh. That’s all.”

Once, over dinner, Tim asked her a question she wasn’t expecting. “Tell me about him.”

Kari had blinked a few times. “What?… Who?”

“Him. You know, your greatest heartbreak.” He looked deep into her eyes. “I want to know everything about you, Kari. Even that.”

The memory froze there. Again her heartbeat came louder, faster, and she could see him. Her greatest heartbreak. The handsome face of Ryan Taylor. Did she still love him?

Even now… on her wedding day?

She rolled onto her side and let the memories come, let them soothe her nervous heart one more time. Ryan was a senior at Indiana University, and Kari a sophomore, the year his ability as a running back took the national sports scene by surprise. Before his graduation, Ryan was drafted in the second round by the Cowboys, and everyone celebrated.

After he moved to Texas, though, Ryan didn’t call as often. He seemed too busy for her. Kari tried to tell herself nothing had changed. After all, he still called, still told her he loved her whenever they talked. And that he missed her, and he would only ever love her.

One weekend during his first season with the Cowboys, Kari and a friend took a trip to Dallas to see him play. After the win, Ryan brought them to a team party. Kari had never seen so many beautiful girls—and all of them seemed to know Ryan. Discouragement whispered words of discontent on the flight home. He was bound to forget her. How could things work out?

They had entirely different lives, after all.

Despite her concerns, they didn’t break up. Ryan talked about coming home once the season wrapped up. He told her he’d spend a few weeks in Bloomington before summer training. And once she graduated, he wanted to marry her. “I love you, Kari girl. I always have.” He had said that every time they spoke.

She could still hear the sincerity in his voice. The warmth of his tone.

His injury was something none of them had seen coming. A single hit that ended his career. The Cowboys were playing the Bears at Soldier Field in Chicago that day. One minute Ryan was running like the wind, football tucked under his arm the way it had been all his life. Helping his team to a fourteen-point lead.

The next he was laid out on the field. Not moving.

Silence came over the stadium while trainers and coaches and medical personnel rushed to his side. In hushed tones the announcers talked about how Ryan Taylor’s injury looked serious, and how they wished Ryan would move even his fingers or toes.

But Ryan didn’t move at all.

He was driven off in an ambulance, and when the announcers revealed which hospital he was taken to, Kari and her father packed their bags and set out for Chicago.

After an almost silent four-hour drive, they met Ryan’s mother in the lobby of intensive care. Ryan was in surgery for a fractured vertebra in his spine and there was only the slightest chance he would walk again.

Kari remembered falling to her knees right there in the waiting room, begging God to heal the boy she loved. But even if Ryan were paralyzed, she had been sure she would never leave him. She would drop out of school and help him rehab. And whatever remained of Ryan Taylor, she would stay by him till the day she died.

That was her plan. Even when nothing was certain about the next few hours.

But in the morning everything changed. Ryan’s nurse told Kari something more shocking, more devastating than the report of his broken neck. “You can go see him in a little while.” The woman raised her eyebrows. “Right now his girlfriend is in the room with him.”

His girlfriend.

Adrenaline pushed through Kari’s veins and the floor beneath her feet turned liquid. Ryan’s mother had said nothing about a girlfriend. How dare the woman welcome them after their long drive and not tell Kari the awful truth? Ryan was seeing someone else. One of the girls from those parties, no doubt.

And that was that.

Without waiting to see Ryan, Kari and her dad left the hospital and drove home. From what his mother said, Ryan was still rehabbing, even now, years later. But he could walk and run. Last fall he’d even made another brief attempt at playing in the NFL.

Yes, God had granted Kari the miracle she had prayed for regarding Ryan’s healing. But that’s where her answered prayers ended.

A week after his injury, Ryan called. But Kari refused to talk to him, and so Ryan tried harder. Several calls a week in the beginning. A few times he even sent letters to her.

Her mother thought she was being coldhearted. “Talk to him, at least,” she had told Kari more than once. “Hear his side of the story.”

“His side?” The idea had seemed outlandish. “Mom, what side could there be? He’s seeing another girl behind my back.”

Her determination to avoid him never wavered. If Ryan could cheat on her after all they’d been through, then she was finished.

Kari glanced at her wedding dress again. She could still see Ryan sprawled out, motionless on the field. Playing football had been his life. Lying there on that cold Chicago grass, he had to have known that his playing days were over.

But since then Kari had often wondered who suffered more that day. Ryan had moved on, obviously. He was healthy, coaching in the NFL now, home for the summer. So maybe Kari had been the one truly paralyzed that day. Not her legs or her spine.

Her heart.

When Tim had asked her about Ryan that night at dinner, Kari had told him everything. How she had loved Ryan since she was in seventh grade, and how they had fallen in love his second year of college, after the sudden death of his father. And how his mom still lived three doors down. Kari even told Tim about that terrible morning at that Chicago hospital. When she found out Ryan was seeing someone else.

Tim listened and sympathized and his kindness warmed Kari’s heart. She had wondered if maybe she was falling for the professor.

A few weeks later at Kari’s graduation party, her mother found her in the kitchen. “I need to tell you something.” She looked worried. “Ryan Taylor is coming by tonight. I just found out.” Her mom hesitated. “Apparently he wants it to be a surprise.”

Kari would have none of it. How dare Ryan come by her graduation party as if nothing had happened? An idea hit her. Tim was already at the party. She pulled him aside and asked him the craziest question. “Would you pretend to be my boyfriend? When Ryan comes by?”

“Why?” Tim had looked unsettled at first.

“Because… I don’t want him to think I’m waiting around.” The request was her desperate attempt to come against Ryan’s surprise visit. As if he could come by her house like he’d done nothing wrong. She narrowed her eyes. “Ryan cheated on me. I want him to leave me alone. If… if he sees us together, he’ll know I’ve moved on.”

“Got it.” Tim nodded slowly.

Then he stepped up to her, put his hands alongside her face and kissed her. A kiss that took her breath and made her jump back—not sure whether to laugh or yell at him. “What was that?” Her heart skipped a beat.

“That’s yes.” He grinned at her. “Just getting ready for my role.”

They held hands the rest of the night, and when Ryan showed up, Kari introduced Tim as her boyfriend. Ryan looked like he’d been hit in the gut. He made polite small talk and after a brief stay, he left.

Only Tim never let go of her hand.

Sometime later, he admitted that his acting that night had been nothing of the sort. “I’m in love with you, Kari. I’ve been in love with you since the day I met you.”

And just like that her mother was proved right. Like always.

At first Kari wasn’t sure about Tim’s declaration. She was leaving soon for a six-month catalog-modeling job in New York City. This wasn’t the time to fall in love. But Tim had an answer for that.

“I’ll wait.” He took her hands in his. “However long it takes.”

Which was exactly what he did. Kari was flattered and moved by Tim’s determination and relentless pursuit. By the sound of his voice every time he called her during her months in New York.

Once he even flew to Manhattan so they could spend a day together.

They strolled through Central Park, and he impressed her with facts and bits of information about the city. When a thunderstorm hit, they ran for a cab and spent the rest of the day at Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum. He didn’t fly back to Indiana until late that night, after dinner in Times Square and front-row seats at The Lion King musical.

Tim Jacobs had her head spinning, for sure.

In those months of modeling, Kari hadn’t known if she felt the same way about Tim. But she knew one thing. Tim wasn’t going anywhere, not unless she asked him to leave. And unlike Ryan Taylor, he would never cheat on her. Not in a million years. He loved her too much.

And that became more appealing to Kari with every passing day.

After her time in New York she returned to Bloomington to model for a local boutique. Tim called the day she got home and they picked up where they left off. By then Tim had gone from student teacher at Indiana University to full-fledged professor. The more time they spent together, the more she felt herself falling for him. He knew obscure details of every world war and political time period. Funny stories and little-known anecdotes about Charles Dickens and Ernest Hemingway and Mark Twain. Like a walking textbook, his knowledge seemed boundless. She could listen to him for hours without getting bored.

He talked about ancient philosophers and theology and his dreams of writing a novel someday. His faith was a priority through it all, and after spending time with her family, Tim stopped attending services at the campus chapel, and began going to church with her every Sunday.

“This is where I belong,” he told her one Sunday. “Home is where you are, Kari. Every day I fall for you a little more.”

Over the next few months she officially became his girlfriend, and things grew serious. Tim talked about marriage and raising a family and sharing forever together. Most of the time Kari felt the same way.

One Saturday evening Kari sat down with her parents. “Tim and I… it’s getting serious.”

Even now she could remember how her voice hadn’t sounded perfectly excited or hopeful. That should’ve been her happiest conversation ever. Instead her tone was more matter-of-fact than awestruck.

Her mom had looked at her for a long while. “Are you asking us… or telling us?”

“Telling.” Kari’s answer had come quickly. But it wasn’t exactly the truth. She exhaled and glanced at her dad. “Does it seem like I’m asking?”

Her dad nodded. “It sort of does, honey.” He smiled at her. That look that always made her know everything was going to be all right. Her dad leaned closer. “How do you feel about him?”

“Well.” They had been in the living room. Kari was seated next to her mother. “That’s why I’m telling you.” She forced a laugh. “I’m happy. Because we’re getting more serious, of course.”

“We’ve always told you”—her mother’s voice was calm, full of peace—“whatever boy you give your heart to, we’ll give our heart to him, too. We’ll love who you love.”

Something in her mother’s tone caused the slightest discomfort for Kari. “But…?” She looked straight at her mother. “I hear a but in there, Mom.”

“Honey.” Her mom turned to her. “My only hesitation… is whether you have one.”

Kari rested her head on her mother’s shoulder. “Tim’s amazing.” She stared across the room at her father. “He really is. And he loves me.” Her voice fell a notch. “He absolutely does. Tim won’t ever need anyone but me.” She sat up straight again. “Which is something I could never say about Ryan Taylor.”

They talked for the next half hour about all the ways Tim had delighted her and honored her and treated her like a princess. But the whole time she had felt like she was convincing herself.

Before she turned in that night, her parents each hugged her. Dad gently brushed her bangs off her forehead. “Kari, it sounds like you love Tim very much.” He held her gaze a long time. “We’ll listen… if you need to talk again.”

“We’re both here for you.” Her mom kissed her cheek.

A few times since then they’d talked about Tim. There was never a reason why Kari shouldn’t love him. Why she should pull away from a guy who treated her so well. When he proposed to her over a candlelit dinner, her yes was out before he finished his question.

That had to mean something.

Since then she had worked hard to keep from thinking about Ryan, about how this season in her life was supposed to be about him and her. Most of the time Kari’s heart had no trouble believing she was in love with Tim. He would make a wonderful husband.

But whenever she prayed about marrying Tim, the Lord’s silence on the matter was deafening. She told herself that God didn’t always respond with a clear answer. But it was one reason she had just the slightest doubt about moving forward.

A doubt she hadn’t shared with anyone. One she tried to squash every time it reared its head. Tim was wonderful. Theirs would be a storybook life.

And later today, Tim would be her husband.

Kari sat up in bed again and smiled. Life would play out with love and beauty, with Tim caring for her and protecting her the rest of her life. Theirs would be a story marked by deep talks, and hours of laughter, and most of all a long happily ever after. She felt her heart gradually relax. Today would be perfect, whatever the storm held. With Tim she would never have to worry about where he was or who he was with. There would be no girlfriend on the side.

And always, at the end of the day he would come home to her.

Only her. For the rest of time.
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Elizabeth Baxter stood on the front porch of her family’s home and let the wind gust over her. Ominous wind. Dangerous. Foreboding. A shiver ran down her arms.

What was this terrible feeling?

Today was her second daughter Kari’s wedding. The ceremony was being held at the chapel on Indiana University’s campus. Dinner and dancing would take place in an adjacent hall. They’d be inside all day, whatever the weather.

No, Elizabeth wasn’t worried about the storm outside. She feared the one in her heart, the one building between her grown kids. That one had a far better chance of tearing things apart.

Especially today.

Elizabeth turned back inside and walked to the kitchen. Along the way she studied the familiar walls and windows, the rooms that housed a million memories. This was the Baxter house. That’s what they called the place. A white Victorian farmhouse with a wraparound porch and enough bedrooms for the five kids Elizabeth and her husband, Dr. John Baxter, had raised here. They’d moved in when their youngest, Luke, was just six years old. Back when everyone they knew wanted to be like the Baxter family.

When Elizabeth and John’s kids couldn’t get enough of each other.

A dozen years had passed since then and in that time the house had seen more laughter, witnessed more love and life than most ever would. Elizabeth leaned against the kitchen counter and breathed deep. These days, her family just wasn’t the same. Something had changed, and there was nothing she or John could do about it.

She stared at the cookies and chips on the kitchen table. After the reception, the family would return to the house for more celebrating. That was the plan. So what would these old walls hear today? Doubts about Kari’s choice of a groom? Arguing between the middle kids? Scoffing at God from the oldest? If Elizabeth’s bad feeling was right, this might be a day everyone would rather forget.

Even the house.

Stop, she told herself. Kari was getting married today. It was the happiest moment in her daughter’s life. Of course Kari had chosen the right groom. God, please, take this feeling of doom from me. I can’t bear it. Not now.

Thunder rumbled in the distance.

Daughter… I am with you. I go before you and behind you. I have loved you from the beginning.

The whisper caused Elizabeth to catch a quick breath. Lord? The wind screamed through the trees outside. Sometimes she was sure God was talking to her. He was with her. He loved her. But if this were one of those times, she still felt no peace.

No assurance.

The wedding was set to start at five o’clock. Ten hours from now. Kari’s high school and college friends would be there along with Tim’s colleagues from the university. Friends from church, several neighbors and their families. A hundred people in all. And of course Kari’s four siblings.

Brooke, Ashley, Erin, and Luke.

Kids who used to play together and share secrets and believe that nothing would ever change. Back when everyone in the family agreed: Your best friends were the ones sitting around the dinner table each night.

Elizabeth pictured them, the way they were. Their happy young faces. What had happened since then? Where had those Baxter children gone? And what would they think if they knew their parents’ gravest secret? That there weren’t really five adult Baxter kids.

There were six.

The sound of a car came from the driveway. Elizabeth peered out the window as John pulled up near the garage. A smile tugged at her troubled heart. Everything was better when John was home. Maybe he would say something that might ease her increasing dread.

A creak of the heavy wooden front door and a sudden burst of wind howled through the house. The door slammed shut and Elizabeth turned to see John, a bag of groceries under each arm. “Big storm coming.” A quick gaze out the window and John gave a low whistle. “Biggest storm in a while.” He turned to her and a grin stretched across his face. “I found the streamers. The white ones you wanted.”

Elizabeth watched him come closer, into the kitchen where he set the bags on the counter. A conversation about the tension between their kids could wait a few minutes. She closed the distance between them. Then she kissed his cheek and returned the smile. “You’ve always loved parties.”

“True.” A chuckle slipped from his lips. “Nothing better than celebrating our kids.” He put his hand alongside her face. “And now Kari’s wedding.” His eyes held hers. “Where did the years go, my love?”

She blinked and found two packs of streamers near the top of the first bag. “That’s what I was thinking.” She set the decorations on the counter. “Time never stops.” Her voice trailed off as she emptied the first brown paper bag. A bottle of ketchup and two more packs of hamburger buns. Mayonnaise and extra potato chips and cookies. Halfway through the second bag she felt John looking at her.

Their gazes held, and John’s blue eyes warmed the space between them. He was still so handsome. “Elizabeth… you’re doing it again.” He angled his head, clearly seeing her troubled heart. “I can see it.”

Her focus fell to the groceries again. How did he always know? She sighed. “I’m worried. I can’t help it. Every one of our kids is giving me a reason, John.”

“Honey.” He took hold of her hand. “Worry won’t change a thing. You know that.”

“Yes.” She closed her eyes for a long moment. “I’ll let it go. I will.” Her gaze found his. “It’s just… I have to help the girls get ready for the wedding in a few hours and I have… this feeling.” She sounded weary as her voice dropped. “I’m afraid of something I can’t see.”

“Afraid?” Concern deepened the fine lines on his forehead. He put his other hand on her shoulder. “That bad?”

“Yes. Even for our real oldest. The one we don’t know.” She looked to the dark clouds outside the window. “He would be twenty-eight next week.”

John drew her close. For a long moment he swayed with her. “His birthday and Cole’s are on the same day.”

“Yes.” Elizabeth closed her eyes and rested her head against his chest. “I love that you remember.”

“Our firstborn.” John drew back and looked deep into her eyes again. “I still can’t believe I never met him. The adoptive couple took him away too soon.”

“I hate that.” Tears stung at Elizabeth’s eyes. “I… I had no choice. My parents…”

“I know.” He kissed her forehead. “Shhh. We don’t have to go over it again.” He searched her eyes, her soul. “The social worker told you to move on, not to think about him.” His hand framed her face. “But that would never be your heart, Elizabeth.” He hesitated. “It’s never been mine, either. I won’t ever forget.”

“Thank you.” She leaned her forehead against his shoulder. It was enough to know John felt the same way, that he thought about their oldest son and remembered his birthday. Elizabeth looked at him once more. “It’s still my prayer, John. That I find him. If it’s the last thing I do.”

“Mine, too.” He held her a little longer. Then he stepped away and picked up one pack of the streamers. His tone lifted. “But for now, my dear, we have an after-party to decorate for! And a precious daughter who is about to have her dream wedding.”

“True.” Elizabeth basked in the way John made her feel. Like everything would be okay.

He raised one eyebrow. “And in the garage I have eight cases of pop that still need to be loaded into the van and taken to the reception hall.” He stopped and listened. The wind was getting stronger. “Is Ashley here?”

“Not yet. In an hour or so. I have Cole’s crib ready.” A smile caught Elizabeth off guard. “He’s the light of my days, that Cole. Such a happy little guy. He grins so big every time he sees us.” She opened one pack of streamers and stretched out the white paper. “If only I could say the same about his mother.” The words came before she could stop them.

John stepped back and leaned against the doorframe. He exhaled like this was a topic he didn’t want to talk about. Not with Kari’s wedding hours away. “Ashley tries.” Patience softened his words. “She’ll figure it out.” Again he closed the distance between them. He ran his hand over her still-dark hair. “Our daughter needs time. The same way we did at her age.”

He was right. Elizabeth put thoughts of their middle daughter from her mind. She held up the roll of streamers and remembered to smile. “A little tape and we’ll make this a party.”

Peace seemed to come over John as he helped her tack one end to the upper corner of the kitchen. Elizabeth felt him watch her as she twisted the thin white paper and stretched it to the opposite wall.

“You’re quiet.” John’s eyes were still on her. “I didn’t mean to shut you down.”

There it was. Another reason Elizabeth needed him so. When her heart hurt, he felt the pain. Even now, on a day of celebration. When they were supposed to be happy. If something was wrong with her, John would get to the bottom of it.

He raised his brow. “Talk to me, my love. What are you thinking in that pretty head of yours?”

Elizabeth taped the streamer into place and ripped it from the roll. “How much time do you have?”

“Forever. For you… always forever.” John wasn’t only saying what she wanted to hear. He meant every word. His tone told her that much.

And so while they put up the next streamer, Elizabeth spilled every concern from her troubled heart. “The kids… they’re so old now. Everything they’re doing, the decisions they’re making, the people they’re dating… It all matters. A wrong choice could ruin their lives.” She sighed. “I guess…” She taped another streamer to the high edge of the room. Then she turned and shrugged one shoulder. There was no hiding the sadness in her voice. “If I’m honest… this isn’t how I pictured things going.”

John took her hand. “Come outside. We have time.”

She set the roll of streamers on the floor. Then she followed him to the spot where they’d laughed and cried and celebrated through the years. The swing on their front porch. Despite the wind, the air was warm. Typical for this time of year. It was the approaching cold front that made the sky unstable. They settled in, side by side, and looked at the familiar view.

“Do you remember the first time we sat here? The night we moved in?” He wove his fingers between hers and set the swing in gentle motion.

An easy laugh came from her. “The moving van got hung up. We slept on the living room floor.”

“Yes.” He turned to her. “And when the kids were asleep we came out here.”

The distant storm was growing. A strong gust moved over them as the memories came to life. Elizabeth tilted her face to the sky and closed her eyes. “The kids were so young. Still in elementary school.”

“Ashley hated it at first. She thought she’d never make a friend.” John chuckled. “That girl has always taken the hard road.”

For the longest, most precious moment Elizabeth remembered them again, her kids at that sweet young age, the summer they moved from Ann Arbor to Bloomington. Brooke was thirteen and Kari was eleven. At ten, Ashley was already sure she was going to be an artist. Erin was just eight and Luke was six. With everything in her, Elizabeth tried to hold on to their faces the way they looked back then. Their voices and laughter and innocence.

Their innocence most of all.

But gradually the images faded and Elizabeth opened her eyes. “Back then… we would just have a family meeting and everything would be okay.”

“Ahh, the family meetings.” John’s smile held happy pieces of the past. “We’d pray and cry and talk it out.” He shook his head. “After that there was always a whole lot of laughter.” He put his arm around Elizabeth’s shoulders and eased her closer. “By the time the kids trotted off to bed, they were giggling and making plans for the morning.”

Elizabeth studied the familiar field in front of the house. The place where they’d held countless kickball games and Easter-egg hunts. She narrowed her eyes, seeing them again when they were little. “It doesn’t work like that with adult kids.”

“That’s it, then?” John ran his fingers over her shoulder and down her arm. “The kids are at it again? Something new?”

The clouds of anxiety inside her grew darker than the ones headed their way. “Yes.” She stood and walked to the porch railing. “Let’s start with Brooke and Peter’s broken faith… or Kari’s obvious uncertainty about the man she’s marrying. I could sense that even yesterday. And then there’s Ashley’s downward spiral.” She leaned back against one of the pillars and faced John. “Even Erin and Luke. Nothing is how it should be. How I believed it would be.”

“Their stories aren’t ours to write.” His tone was patient. No accusation rang in his voice. “When they’re in trouble, we pray and make ourselves available. And when things go right, we cheer from the sidelines.”

Why was he so sensible? Elizabeth looked straight at him. “You want the truth?” Thunder rumbled in the distance. Elizabeth looked over her shoulder and then back at John. “I’m afraid something terrible is going to happen today. A blowup like we’ve never seen before. Or maybe I’m afraid Kari is making… a mistake.” There. She’d said it. On her daughter’s wedding day.

Fear stood like a tangible force beside her. “What if he’s not the right one, John?”

“Honey… Tim is the right man. Kari wants to marry him. I talked to her a couple nights ago.” He paused. “Be specific. What’s happening?” John was an optimist. He had been one from the first time Elizabeth met him at a University of Michigan dance. Most of the time his positive spin set her world right again. But here he seemed to know that wasn’t what she needed. Instead he did exactly what she wanted in this moment.

He listened.

Elizabeth started with Brooke. Sure, she had married Peter West, her college sweetheart, and now they were both doctors. A few months ago they had even started their own shared pediatric practice. Elizabeth felt a pang of sadness. “But every week Brooke grows farther from God.”

John patted the spot beside him. Elizabeth joined him again and this time she leaned her head on his shoulder. She closed her eyes. “I took Brooke shopping last week. It was her rare day off and Peter called. Brooke didn’t think I could hear her.”

Elizabeth exhaled and the sound mixed with the wind. “I don’t know what they were talking about. But Brooke told Peter that science was a lot more reliable than a God no one could prove.” Elizabeth sat up straight and stared at John. “Our daughter actually said that.”

For a while neither of them spoke. The heaviness was definitely there for both of them. Once more John took hold of her hand. “I’ve sensed that, too. With Brooke and Peter.”

This time Elizabeth set the swing in motion. As if she could distance herself from the strangeness of the season. “And Kari… I’m telling you, she can frustrate me.” Elizabeth shook her head. “What’s she thinking? I mean… I will never understand why she walked away from Ryan Taylor. That boy loved her from the moment he first met her. A couple of kids right out there on that patch of grass.” She paused. “He still loves her.”

“Elizabeth… you know why.” John ran his thumb over her hand. “And be careful Kari doesn’t hear you. She’s marrying Tim today. Not Ryan.”

“Yes, because of his football injury. That other girl.” Elizabeth waved her free hand around like she was swatting invisible flies. “What if that was all a big mistake?”

They were quiet for a few minutes. John drew a slow breath. “It was good between them, wasn’t it?” He looked to the right, the direction where three houses down Ryan had grown up. “Neighbor kids who fell in love.”

“They were more than that.” Fresh tears blurred Elizabeth’s eyes. “At the hospital after he got hurt, you were there. I’ve heard what happened.” She blinked a few times. “He never got to explain himself.”

“And now—”

“Right. Now she’s head over heels for Tim Jacobs.” Elizabeth made a face. “Something about the guy bugs me. I get a bad feeling, obviously.” She let go a loud out breath. “I’m just not sure.”

A pensive silence followed. Tim was a young professor at Indiana University and for the past year, since Kari’s graduation, the two had been an item. But she seemed young to be dating a professor—even one just five years older.

“Does Ryan know she’s getting married today?” John winced a little.

“His mother’s coming to the wedding.” Elizabeth laughed, but the sound held no humor. “Of course Ryan knows. Also, Ashley ran into him at the coffee shop a week ago and told him. I think Kari’s still angry at Ashley for that.”

John stood this time. He walked to the railing and faced the front of their ten-acre yard. “That’s different now, too.” He turned and caught her eye. “Kari and Ashley. They used to be best friends. They never stayed angry with each other.”

Elizabeth rose to her feet once more and took the spot beside John. Always beside him. “You understand me, John. The deepest parts of me.”

“It’s all I’ve ever wanted.” They stood shoulder to shoulder. He glanced at her. “And Ashley?”

“Yes.” Elizabeth battled the onslaught of discouragement. “Ashley most of all.” They often talked about their middle child, how the last three years had been more heartbreaking for her than anything they could have seen coming. “She was only ten when she met Landon Blake.” Elizabeth glanced at him. “Do you remember that?”

“Her unlikely friend.” John slipped his arm around her again. “Things changed on that class field trip. When they got lost at the zoo.” John’s smile was tinged with sadness. “I remember.”

Three years ago it looked like Ashley and Landon would be together forever. But a series of tragedies had changed all that. Now she was a single mother, alone and without any interest in the young man.

“Landon will be at the wedding?” John raised his brow in her direction.

“He will.” Elizabeth was glad she’d seen him at church last Sunday. “At least he said so.”

“It can’t be easy for him.” John’s voice held the same heaviness weighing on her. “She’s pushed him away so often.”

“She’s ashamed. Embarrassed about what happened in Paris.” Elizabeth’s heart broke for her middle daughter. “The accident changed Ashley. It’s that simple… but she still loves Landon. I’ll always believe that.”

Elizabeth talked for a minute about Erin being lonely. “She’s young, but boys don’t chase after her the way they did the other girls. She feels like an outcast.”

“That’s hard.” John thought for a moment. “I need to take her to lunch next weekend. I haven’t done that in a while.”

“Please, do.” Elizabeth couldn’t shake her mood. “And then there’s Luke.”

“Luke?” John’s expression went blank. “What did Luke do?”

Elizabeth laughed. They’d had these talks since they first became parents, comparing notes and sharing insights about their kids. Praying for them. Cluing each other in on how things were really going.

This wasn’t the first time John had sounded unaware. “That’s just it.” Elizabeth crossed her arms. “He did nothing. Luke didn’t do anything wrong… and he knows it.”

“Ahh.” John nodded. “A little too smug for his own good. True.”

“Smug?” Elizabeth put her hands on her hips. “He’s downright arrogant, John. Luke criticizes everyone around him.” She blew at a wisp of her hair. “I’m worried about who he’s becoming. His attitude toward Ashley is ugly.”

“I know.” John kept his tone calm. “I’ll talk to him.”

Another clap of thunder rattled across the countryside. Closer this time. A shaky sigh came from Elizabeth. “I’ve been helping Kari plan this wedding for five months. I want it to be happy.” She turned to him again. “For her. For all of us.”

“I agree.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “Then maybe today isn’t the day to figure this out.”

“Probably not. Except for Kari.” She straightened. “She only has this morning to change her mind.”

“I told you…” John smiled.

“She’s excited. Tim’s the one. I know, I know.” Elizabeth felt tired. “I just hope she was telling you the truth.” She allowed a weak chuckle. “I feel better talking about it… Even if it didn’t actually accomplish anything.”

John pulled her into a hug and they stayed that way for a long while. “It gave you a chance to remember. How it used to be.”

“Yes.” A rush of tears filled Elizabeth’s eyes. Standing here on the porch always gave her time to remember. Especially today. When everything about her adult kids’ lives felt so uncertain.

She wiped at her eyes and settled herself. I trust You, God… with our kids. Even the one I had to place with another family. When it comes to our adult children please… help them follow Your voice.

All of them.

No answer resonated through the shadowy halls of her heart. But Elizabeth reminded herself of one very real truth. God could make a miracle out of any mess. Her kids’ worst choices and mistakes.

And her own.

It was why they were celebrating Kari’s beautiful wedding today. Because after she lost Ryan, God had cared enough about Kari to bring her a second love of her life.

Tim Jacobs was living proof.

At least Elizabeth hoped so.
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