


WHAT READERS ARE SAYING ABOUT KAREN KINGSBURY’S BOOKS

Karen’s book Oceans Apart changed my life. She has an amazing gift of bringing a reader into her stories. I can only pray she never stops writing.

Susan L.

Everyone should have the opportunity to read or listen to a book by Karen Kingsbury. It should be in the Bill of Rights.

Rachel S.

I want to thank Karen Kingsbury for what she is doing with the power of her storytelling — touching hearts like mine and letting God use her to change the world for Him.

Brittney N.

Karen Kingsbury’s books are filled with the unshakable, remarkable, miraculous fact that God’s grace is greater than our suffering. There are no words for Ms. Kingsbury’s writing.

Wendie K.

Because I loaned these books to my mother, she BECAME a Christian! Thank you for a richer life here and in heaven!

Jennifer E.

When I read my first Karen Kingsbury book, I couldn’t stop…. I read thirteen more in one summer!

Jamie B.

I have never read anything so uplifting and entertaining. I’m shocked as I read each new release because it’s always better than the last one.

Bonnie S.

I am unable to put your books down, and I plan to read many more of them. What a wonderful spiritual message I find in each one!

Rhonda T.

I love the way Karen Kingsbury writes, and the topics she chooses to write about! Thank you so much for sharing your talent with us, your readers!

Barbara S.

My husband is equally hooked on your books. It is a family affair for us now! Can’t wait for the next one.

Angie

I can’t even begin to tell you what your books mean to me…. Thank you for your wonderful books and the way they touch my life again and again.

Martje L.

Every time our school buys your next new book, everybody goes crazy trying to read it first!

Roxanne

Recently I made an effort to find GOOD Christian writers, and I’ve hit the jackpot with Karen Kingsbury!

Linda

When Karen Kingsbury calls her books “Life-Changing FictionTM,” she’s merely telling the unvarnished truth. I’m still sorting through the changes in my life that have come from reading just a few of her books!

Robert M.

I must admit that I wish I were a much slower reader … or you were a much faster writer. Either way, I can’t seem to get enough of Karen Kingsbury’s books!

Jillian B.

I was offered fifty dollars one time in the airport for the fourth book in the Redemption Series. The lady’s husband just couldn’t understand why I wasn’t interested in selling it. Through sharing Karen’s books with my friends, many have decided that contemporary Christian fiction is the next best thing to the Bible. Thank you so much, Karen. It is truly a God-thing that you write the way you do.

Sue Ellen H.

Karen Kingsbury’s books have made me see things in ways that I had never thought about before. I have to force myself to put them down and come up for air!

Tabitha H.
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DEDICATION


To Donald, my Prince Charming …

This is the fall we’ve been waiting for, my love. All our boys at our wonderful Christian school, and you there teaching and coaching in the midst of it all. For two decades I’ve watched other people’s kids be blessed by your talents as a teacher and coach, and now … finally … those kids will be our very own. I rejoice every day as I watch you and the boys drive off to school together. In this very short season, I can’t wait to see how God uses your time with our precious young men, in helping them learn, in mentoring them, in giving them the great privilege of being the coach’s sons. The list is long. I only know that after so many years of praying and dreaming about this time, I don’t want to miss a minute of it. Thank you for your faithfulness, my love. For consistently loving me and our kids, for always leading us back to the Lord again and again and again. Thank you for praying about this wild and amazing ministry of Life-Changing Fiction TM and for supporting me through every step. I love you more now than ever, if that’s possible. The music plays on, in this great scene in the story of our lives. Let’s keep dancing, keep singing, and keep falling deeper in love with every glorious day. I love you always and forever.



To Kelsey, my precious daughter …

I remember six months ago putting your birthday in my countdown clock on my phone and looking at the seconds as they fell away. Because even if I stared at those numbers for a long time, I couldn’t quite grasp that my baby girl would be twenty this 7 year. And now … here you are. No longer a teenager. Along the way of your wonderful childhood we ushered in so many beautiful chapters. Watching you grow to a toddler we lost the baby you once were. But we were dizzy with love over what we had gained. Then we watched you grow into a preschooler, chattering and tossing your long blonde hair and making best friends with our cat, Orky. Along the way we lost the toddler, but we were in awe of what we had gained. And it’s been that way with every stage of your life. We no longer have that sweet baby or the curious toddler. The precocious preschooler and the kind kindergartner are also gone. We’ve said good-bye to Kelsey the grade school girl, and we let go of the tomboy middle schooler with mud stains on her soccer uniform. The high school girl with braces on her teeth and a song on her lips has grown and gone away too. And yet there you stand, a part of all of those girls, but at the same time all grown up. A beautiful, faithful young woman. Kelsey, from the time you were very little we said you were one-in-a-million. Now that you’ve come this far, you’ve proven us right. You love God, you treasure your relationship with me and your dad and your brothers, and you are choosing to live for the Lord with every decision you make. We are so proud of you, honey. God’s great plans for your life are right here on the brink. Keep on, sweetheart. Because one day we’ll look back and remember the short time when you were a college girl, twenty years old, with all of life ahead of you. I love you so much, honey. You’ll always be my little Norm.



To Tyler, my lasting song …

I love that you are branching out, Ty, that you’ve taken time to write music and work on your piano playing. One of the highlights of this past year was the moment when you told me you absolutely knew God was leading you into a future of Christian music. Then watching you start to pen songs from the overflow of your heart, songs that talked about God’s greatness and purpose, His mercy and grace. How great is our God, that He would lead you in this direction. I’ve also seen your heart grow attached to the special friends in your life who love God as much as you do. Another gift from our Lord. I am so grateful for your place at our local Christian school! I’ve seen your faith become strong and personal, and I’ve watched you hold your shoulders back, head high as you lead with compassion and set an example for your peers. Keep pushing the limits, Ty. And as you take the stage for whatever’s next this year, know that I’ll be cheering you on. Let’s enjoy this coming season, and the ones that follow it. With your Dad there teaching you in so many ways, I see you becoming more like him with every passing season. Your music fills our home, and I can’t imagine the deafening silence that lies in the not-too-distant future when you go off to college. In the meantime, keep singing for Him. I am so proud of you, Son. I love you always.



To Sean, my happy sunshine …

I love your heart, Sean. I love that you are always looking for a chance to sidle up to me and talk about every topic that breezes through your heart. You and I can sit for hours talking about different job descriptions, or the state of our nation’s faith or political climate. We talk about God and heaven and why it is that some people won’t turn their hearts to Him. One of the things you’ve often said lately is that you don’t know how you’ll learn to be a grown-up. “What if I don’t know how to pay bills?” you’ll ask. Or, “I won’t have any idea how to run a house, Mom.” And sometimes, “I hope I make it as a pro athlete, because I’m not sure I can do anything else very well.” It touches my heart that you care so much about the future and what’s ahead. But our job — your dad’s and mine — is to help you relax a little. God will make the next step clear when it’s time for you to take it. Kids don’t become grown-ups all at once or overnight — even though it sometimes feels that way to us. God will walk you through it, and we will too. I guess the great thing is that you care so much. You’re a conscientious young man with a great heart for God. Not long ago I told you that as you got older, if you went to the public high school, you’d either end up very lonely — the way Kelsey was through high school — or you’d get dragged into the incessant partying and immoral choices of most athletes at our local school. I love how you’ve watched for whether I was right. Just the other day you said, “I’m so glad we’re going to the Christian high school. Remember what you said about being lonely? Well, last weekend the kids we know had a big party, and me and Josh didn’t get invited.” You had a knowing look in your eyes. “It’s because they know we won’t drink, Mom. So you were right about being lonely around that crowd.” I wanted to stand up and shout, “Yay for God!!” We are so blessed to have you boys starting high school with your dad at such a wonderful school. I can’t wait to see all the ways you grow in the coming years, and how you start to understand the details of life that today seem so elusive. And don’t worry about being a pro athlete, Sean. You’re great at lots and lots of things. I love you so much. Hold tight to Jesus. In life, He’ll help you suit up exactly where He wants you to play.



To Josh, my tenderhearted perfectionist …

Starting a new school and leaving friends you’ve known all your life is never easy. Yet you, my dear son, have made this transition with optimism and faith — and for that I will always be grateful. It was the same way when Dad homeschooled you boys for those years. You didn’t complain, but rather looked for the positive in each situation. That’s the case now, and I know that God will bless you for it. You have embraced the new kids at your Christian high school, knowing that it is a different situation than the one you would’ve found at our major public school. There won’t be crowds of kids, but there will be a class you’ll be close to, and pep assemblies that are more fun than what’s happening down the street. And there won’t be the constant pressure to drink and party, nor the assumption that as a star athlete you’ll have physical relationships with girls. For the most part, you will be surrounded by kids like yourself. In making this decision, your dad and I prayerfully asked God where you and your brothers belonged. God made it very clear. We know you would’ve been a standout athlete at the big public school, but that is not what this time in your life is about. We did not adopt you so that you could be popular or have your name in the headlines. Rather, we brought you here asking God that we might raise you as a godly young man, one who will honor Him and one who will lead your future family and generations to come with the faith and knowledge you learned here with us. Here’s the cool thing. You’ll be even more of a standout at your smaller Christian school. And you’ll be a leader too. I can’t wait to watch it all play out, Josh. I’ll be in the front row, cheering you on always. I love you so much! Hold on to Jesus!



To EJ, my chosen one …

What I love about you, EJ, is the way you’re always surprising us. You have the driest sense of humor in the family, often making us burst out loud with laughter at the things you say. Though you’re easily the quietest of the kids, you are very perceptive, knowing just when to say the right thing and finding perfect timing to put a smile on our faces. But the words you said the other day made me smile in a different way. One of your siblings was commenting that getting A’s wasn’t that important. As long as a class was passed, that was what mattered. You gave a puzzled look. “Not me. I say get the highest grade of all. That way you can do anything you want when you grow up.” Now, for some kids that might be the natural response or something they might’ve repeated based on a parent’s teaching. Not you. For years you would grow bored of school and we would struggle to keep you interested. Then, after being homeschooled by your dad, you had a change of heart. You try harder than anyone, and you look with anticipation for your report card. You’ve been on the honor roll at school for the past few years, and now I know why. You want the chance to grow up to be whatever you want to be. I couldn’t be happier about that, EJ. Whether God has in mind for you to be a pastor or a doctor, a politician or a civic leader, a businessman or a teacher and coach like your dad, you’ll go after the dream and you’ll get it. Because God will honor your determination to try. I’m so glad you’re finding your strength in Him. He is all that matters in the end. We are thrilled with all you’re becoming, all you desire to be. Keep your eyes on Jesus. I love you so much.



To Austin, my miracle boy …

What an adventure you’re just beginning, Austin. You and your brothers starting at a new Christian school, a place where you’ll make amazing memories and forever friends. I’m so glad you’ll be a part of this wonderful community, and I expect that this year is the beginning of a time when God uses you as a brilliant light for Him. You will be a leader at this school, as you have already been a leader for your friends at your elementary school. But even as I am thrilled with all that lies ahead, I still can hardly believe you are at the beginning of middle school. For the last year I’ve been calculating lasts. Your last back-to-school ice cream social — something that’s only done at the grade school. Your last open house, and your last chance to participate in the science fair. Your last time to have recess built into your daily routine. How can it be that my youngest child is no longer in grade school? As difficult as it is to see you grow, it is even more exciting to see all you are becoming. I think of the time at the beginning of last baseball season when the umpire pulled aside our coaches and said, “I love your catcher. I’ve never seen a boy in this league with as much character and good manners as that young man. Please … tell the rest of your team to take a lesson from him.” Wow, Austin. As happy as your dad and I are when you make an out at home plate or when you hit a home run, those things pale in comparison to the way you’re being a light for Christ. You grow to be a little more like your daddy every day. Something that must make your Papa smile up in heaven. Keep on, my youngest son. Keep Jesus first and know that I love you always and always.



And to God Almighty, the Author of Life, who has — for now — blessed me with these.
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Whenever I receive the completed paperwork for a Forever in Fiction winner, I read through the details of the life being honored in fiction — whether the person is alive or has passed — and I am touched by the real-life stories that come my way.

In Shades of Blue you will see three characters named through my donation of Forever in Fiction to various auctions. The first is Francesca (Frankie) Gianakopoulos, a six-year-old girl from Plainfield, Illinois. Frankie was chosen to be Forever in Fiction by her mother, Melissa Gianakopoulos, who won the item at the Trinity Christian School auction. Frankie is a petite girl with dark hair, dark eyes, and a short, sassy haircut. According to the people who know her, one word describes Frankie — angelic. People say they can see an angelic aura about her that is demonstrated in the way she looks at others, the way she speaks, and even the way she moves. She touches the hearts of everyone she meets.

At age three, Frankie was diagnosed with Idiopathic thrombocytopenic purpura — a blood disease that causes her to be severely bruised most of the time. Her blood count is constantly being checked. Although she is forced to deal with an illness she doesn’t understand, she has a very strong faith and loves life with a passion. She is especially fond of Lincoln Logs, Legos, and Hot Wheels cars, and she is best friends with all the boys in her class. She is a tomboy who loves seeing her grandparents in Las Vegas, and she is thrilled with visits to Disneyland. She needs to be careful she doesn’t get hurt, but that doesn’t stop her from playing with her older siblings — Lexa and Christopher. Frankie also loves reading and math. Despite her weekly visits to an oncology clinic, those who love her have committed Frankie to God, and they believe she is in His hands.

In Shades of Blue, Frankie appears as one of the kids in Emma Landon’s classroom. Because of her illness, Frankie helps Emma understand the value of life — no matter what. Frankie and Emma are very close, and Frankie’s faith is one of the factors that ends up helping Emma understand that she must find redemption if she’s to move on in life.

Melissa, I pray that your family will be blessed by the placement of Frankie in the pages of Shades of Blue, and that when you read this book you will always see some of your precious little girl here, where she will be Forever in Fiction.

Also honored in Shades of Blue is seventeen-year-old Kristin Palazzo. Kristin was born in October of 1989 and quickly became a loving little Daddy’s girl. Growing up, she loved her black lab, Mollie, her Grammy, and her cousins. She enjoyed taking trips to the American Girl doll store and staying at the family’s cabin in the mountains of West Virginia. She loved photography, cooking, reading, swimming, and creating artwork. She enjoyed taking close-up photos of flowers and God’s beauty in nature. She had long, straight, dark brown hair and brown eyes. She was tall and slender with a wonderful laugh and a lovely smile. Kristin was quiet, kind, adaptable, unpresuming, caring, creative, easygoing, perceptive, lighthearted, and intelligent. She was humble and never wanted to be the center of attention, and she loved the Lord with everything she had. She was close to her younger sister, Stephanie, sixteen.

When Kristin was ten years old, she got a virus, a simple case of pneumonia. Her condition worsened that night and she was air-transported to the pediatric intensive care unit at Hershey Medical Center. There, she was diagnosed with myocarditis, and she spent seven weeks on life support fighting for survival. Several times she went into cardiac arrest. Though doctors at first gave her a grim prognosis, her family and community rallied in prayer around her, and Kristin finally recovered enough to go home. But she did so with a very damaged heart.

Eventually Kristin was able to return to school, but with every year her heart grew larger and weaker. When she was in sixth grade, she accepted Jesus as her Savior and went on to be the sort of friend who prayed constantly for others — despite her medical issues. At one of her last doctor appointments, the staff told her that she had perhaps one of the largest hearts in the country, a truth that held more than one meaning for her family. Even so, her heart was functioning well enough that she wasn’t put on a heart transplant list. She was, though, limited in her daily activities. Just after her seventeenth birthday, Kristin was scheduled to have a pacemaker and a defibrillator implanted into her chest. In anticipation of the surgery, her friends at school threw her a pre-pacemaker party. Even though she didn’t like the attention, she loved the support and concern from her friends and classmates that evening.

Throughout the experience, Kristin learned not to get too upset about the small things in life. She was very brave and rarely complained as she tried to live as normally as possible. In fact, many people had no idea what she was going through medically.

The day after Kristin’s seventeenth birthday, she was taking a walk across the street when she went into cardiac arrest. By the time the ambulance got there, her dad had been performing CPR for thirty minutes. They got her heart started again and took her to Hershey Medical Center for six more weeks. They tried their best, but on November 26, 2006, she went home to be with Jesus. She was a junior at Lancaster Mennonite School, where her parents dedicated the Kristin L. Palazzo Gallery at the school. The gallery presently displays Kristin’s art, but also the work of other students. The people who loved her and knew her best like to say that Kristin will be a much bigger part of their future than their past.

At Kristin’s life celebration service with Mount Joy Mennonite Church in Mount Joy, Pennsylvania, more than six hundred people attended. Her favorite Bible verse, Psalm 46:1 – 2, was recited for all to hear. People left the Service that day forever touched by Kristin’s life.

Kristin’s life was honored Forever in Fiction by her parents — Rick and Lynne Palazzo, who won the item at the Lancaster Mennonite School Auction. I chose to make Kristin a student volunteer for Emma Landon’s grade school children, a role that gives Kristin’s character the chance to make an impact on Emma. Kristin’s love for friends and God, her faith and courage, make her another great example for the struggling Emma. I pray that Kristin’s life will touch many of you reading this book as well, and that her parents, family, and friends are honored by her placement in the pages of Shades of Blue, where her memory will live on Forever in Fiction.

Finally, in this book, Cassandra Rae Armijo will be honored as well. Cassandra’s life was very brief, but it was also brilliant. She was stillborn at just less than six months’ gestation. She had beautiful eyelashes, a cute nose, and she was a very active baby until the time of her death. Cassandra would’ve been the firstborn for her mother, the first niece and the first grandchild for her mother’s side of the family. She since has two brothers who will not meet her until heaven — Nathaniel and Micah.

Cassandra was placed Forever in Fiction by her aunt, Joanna Williams, the sister of Cassandra’s mother — Elisabeth Armijo. I chose to have Cassandra be the baby of one of Emma’s teaching colleagues. In doing so, Emma has the chance to see the reality of life that grows within a woman during a pregnancy. This helps to create an awareness for Emma about life and its sanctity. Joanna, I pray that you and your sister and your family are honored by the placement of Cassandra in Shades of Blue, and that you will always be touched when you see her in the pages of this book, where her memory will continue to touch hearts and change lives as she lives on Forever in Fiction.

For those of you who are not familiar with Forever in Fiction, it is my way of involving you, the readers, in my stories while raising money for charities. To date, Forever in Fiction has raised more than $100,000 at charity auctions across the country. Obviously, I am only able to donate a limited number of these each year. For that reason, I have set a fairly high minimum bid on this package so that the maximum funds are raised for charities.

If you are interested in having a Forever in Fiction package donated to your auction, contact my assistant, Tricia Kingsbury, at Office@KarenKingsbury.com. Please write Forever in Fiction in the subject line. Also, look for occasional offerings of Forever in Fiction on eBay — an attempt to give all my readers the chance to purchase this item while benefiting a charity of my choice.
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One

CREATING THE RIGHT SPIN USUALLY CAME easily for Brad Cutler, but this time he was struggling. Kotton Kids Clothing was the account of the moment, a lucrative campaign with a high-end product that should’ve been easy to work with.

He stared out the window and tried to focus. The stunning view from his downtown New York City office on the twenty-first floor of the Westmont Building was hardly conducive to figuring out family moments as they related to soft cotton clothing. Even so, the chaos of Manhattan wasn’t the problem. Brad could work anywhere, and on this day, creating a campaign should’ve been even easier. His office had been transformed, surrounded by soft pastel fabrics, instrumental lullabies, and poster-size images of children — all intended to take him from the frantic pace of the city into another world.

A world of babies and beginnings.

Brad turned away from the window and braced himself against the solid walnut table that spanned the center of the spacious room. Never mind that he didn’t have personal experience with babies. This account shouldn’t stump him. He believed in the product — Kotton Kids, a luxury high-end organic cotton clothing and bedding line for pampered babies and toddlers. Brad understood the assignment.

But between his understanding of the task and his ability to create unforgettable ad copy stood a virtual wall of stone. Brad couldn’t scale the jagged sides no matter how he tried, and worse, there was no logical reason for the barrier. Except maybe one. A sick feeling came over him and he closed his eyes. Earlier today he glimpsed the dance of shadows from long-ago days, the whisper of a memory from an old, almost-forgotten place in his soul.

He stared out the window and the feeling came around him again. The faint smell of summer sand on a North Carolina shore, the shades of blue where sky and sea blur, the feel of her beside him. A memory he hadn’t dared think about in years.

You’re losing your mind, Cutler, he told himself. What could any of that have to do with an ad campaign? Help me focus, God. He raked his fingers through his blond hair and glanced at the clock on the wall. Almost noon. In a few minutes his boss, Randy James, would stop in to see how he was doing, and Brad had no idea what to tell him. Randy James had trusted him with a project that could take the company to the next level this year … and for years to come.

Randy James. His boss, and in six weeks, his father-in-law.

He paced to the far end of the room where a display of the cotton product covered two chairs and the end of the table. The colors were soft, muted pinks and blues and tans. He picked up a plush blanket and ran his thumb along the satin edge. He’d come up with only a few slogan lines so far, and nothing he was crazy about. Babies deserve better … The words ran in his mind again and he edited them. Your baby deserves better. That was closer, but still not the slam dunk he was looking for. Because your baby deserves the best … He let the words hang in the hallway of his heart for a few seconds.

Whatever he chose, the president of Kotton Kids would be in the office Wednesday for the presentation. If the pitch wasn’t strong, Brad could lose the campaign. He lifted the blanket and brushed it against his cheek. Softest stuff ever, like a warm breeze across his skin. The product was brilliant. If he failed this assignment, the blame would be his alone.

But still the wall remained.

His eyes moved along the surface of the table, to the photos of the babies. Eight of them under a year old in various baby positions — crawling, stretched out with feet in the air, cradled in a mother’s arms. Brad imagined his fiancée, Laura, holding a baby in a blanket like the one in his hands. Because love is soft … the soft side of love … He tried to picture the words sprawled across a magazine ad, but he locked onto the eyes of one of the babies instead. A blonde little girl barely standing, braced against a coffee table. She was looking over her shoulder, and with the music and the blanket and his mind-set over the past few hours, there was almost something familiar about her innocent eyes. He shifted his attention to a little boy crawling across a plush carpet, head tilted up, eyes full of mischief. What would it feel like to have a baby look at him like that?

There was the sound of a sharp knock. Brad looked away from the little boy and dropped the blanket to the table. “Yes?”

Randy James opened the door and stuck his head inside, a grin stretched across his face. “You up for lunch? Two Times Square?”

“Uh …” Brad wanted to say no. It was Monday and he needed every hour surrounded by the cotton clothes and baby photos and lullabies, every possible opportunity to get a brilliant slogan on paper. But Randy didn’t ask every day, and Two Times Square was one of the nicest restaurants in the Theater District, meaning his boss had a reason for the invitation. There was only one answer. Brad smiled big. “Sure.” He hit a button on a remote control and the music stopped. “Of course.” He walked around the table, grabbed his suit coat, and followed his boss. The two of them could talk about the campaign over fish and salads. The change of scenery would clear his mind so he could think better when he returned.

Or maybe a good conversation would tear down the wall.

Two Times Square was situated above the lobby of the Renaissance Hotel. Quiet and elegant, the restaurant exterior was made entirely of glass with a view of Times Square that was as stunning as it was surreal. Like the place was hung in a quiet bubble above the craziness below. The maître d’ knew Randy. He sat them without a wait, and Randy ordered his usual — a bottle of Pellegrino and a shrimp cocktail to start. Brad agreed to the water, but not the appetizer.

Randy waited until they both had full goblets before taking a long sip and giving the table a light slap. “Six weeks.” He sat back, his face beaming. “All this planning and you and Laura will be married in six weeks.”

“Six weeks.” Brad’s heart lifted some.

“I can barely think, I’m so excited.” Randy chuckled. “Can you believe it’s already here?”

“Feels like we just announced the engagement.” Brad gazed through the sheet of glass at the traffic below. That could be it, right? The wedding? The planning and excitement, the countdown and communication with his family back in North Carolina. That might be interfering with his creative process. The wedding was on his mind constantly. He was marrying the girl of his dreams in a carefully planned outdoor ceremony. Then there was the elaborate celebration that would take place at the Liberty House Grand Ballroom across the river from lower Manhattan. All that and they were honeymooning on Grand Cayman Island, after which she would move into his New York flat. All his dreams were coming true over the next few months. Life couldn’t be more beautiful.

No, the wedding wasn’t the problem. Loving Laura James had never been a distraction, not even now with their big day drawing near. He lifted his eyes beyond the high-rise buildings, up past the enormous animated billboards with their lights and flashing messages that stood out even in daylight. If he squinted at the space between the concrete and steel, he could make out the New York sky. Never as blue as the one over Holden Beach. He blinked and a once-familiar laughter flirted with his senses in a distant sort of way. Without warning he missed home. Missed it more than he had in four springs at least.

“Brad?” Randy craned his neck a little closer. Concern flashed in his eyes. “You didn’t answer me.”

“Sorry.” A quick laugh, and Brad straightened himself. He took a long drink of water. “You got me dreaming about the wedding. The end of June.” Another laugh. “It can’t get here fast enough.”

Randy’s smile slowly returned. “Yes.” He relaxed into his seat. “Things are good, right? You and Laura? The wedding plans?”

“They’re great.” This time his answer came easily and honestly. “Laura’s amazing. I’m the luckiest guy ever.”

“You both are.” Randy picked up the menu, stared at it for a minute, and frowned. “Pumpkin soup. Strange choice for the middle of May.”

Randy had his usual — a half order of grilled halibut with sautéed spinach. Brad took the small chicken Caesar. Dinner was at the James’ house tonight, after Laura and her mother returned from making final preparations for the wedding. Brad couldn’t afford to be overly full.

Not until halfway through lunch did Randy set his fork down. “Tell me about Kotton Kids.”

Brad gave a slow nod, his mind racing. “Great product.”

“Definitely. Brilliant. With everyone going green, and the quality of the material. They’ll capture the market if we handle the ad right.”

“I agree.”

“We need to knock this one out of the park.” Randy dabbed the linen napkin at the corners of his mouth. “I was going through the product line earlier today. Makes me anxious to hold that first grandchild. In a Kotton Kids blanket, of course.” He laughed at his wit.

The mention of a grandchild made Brad’s stomach drop. He stared at his plate for a few seconds.

“So,” Randy tapped his fingertips on the table. He waited until he had Brad’s full attention again. “What’re you coming up with?”

“A few ideas.” Brad’s heart rate quickened. He took another drink of water. “I’m building the campaign around the softness of the cloth. Soft justifies the cost, in this case.”

“I like it.” Randy seemed satisfied with the direction. “Let’s meet tomorrow and look over what you have. The meeting Wednesday is only preliminary. Obviously at this point, you don’t need more than a basic slogan and a general campaign direction to keep the Kotton Kids brass happy.”

“Exactly.”

They finished lunch and a Towne Car picked them up outside the Renaissance for the return ride to the Financial District. Back in his office Brad took off his jacket, sorted through his four phone messages, and returned all of them. He saved the call to Laura for last.

“Hey,” he heard his tone soften at the sound of her voice on the other end. “How was your morning?”

“Perfect.” Her joy filled the space between them. “We confirmed the linens at the Liberty House. It’ll be stunning, Brad. Really. Lots of room to dance.” She barely paused for a breath. “And this afternoon … we’re taking a final look at my dress. I wish you could go.”

“With you?” He grinned, teasing her.

“No, silly. Not really.” She laughed. “It’s just … it’s so pretty.”

“Of course it is.” He couldn’t wait to see her later. Maybe picturing her in a wedding dress could pull his mind from the faraway place it seemed bent on visiting. He would be with her in just a few hours, but that wasn’t soon enough. He ached to hold her in his arms, feel her hand in his. “I can’t wait to see you.”

“Me too. We talked to the chef at the country club. He gave us a list of food choices. Seafood or a prime rib carving station.”

“Sounds great.” He closed his eyes and willed the hours to pass so they could be together. “I already know what I want.”

“What’s that?”

“You.” The meaning in his tone grew deeper. “You and always you. Only you.”

He could almost hear her smile. “Have I told you how much I love you, Mr. Cutler?”

“Tell me again.” He swiveled his chair and stared down at the busy street below.

“I’ve loved you since the day we met, and I’ve thanked my dad a thousand times for hosting that office barbecue.” A smile sounded in her voice. “You were talking about your faith, and how you wanted to live for God.” She took a quick breath. “I don’t know. We walked up that path and the sun was setting behind the dogwoods at the back of our yard. And somehow I knew I’d love you till the day I died. Because we believe in the same things, you and I.”

The nervous feeling was back. Brad swallowed hard and struggled to keep her from noticing. “I think I knew even before that.”

“Really?”

“Since the beginning of time.” He focused on the picture of her in his head. “Tell me about today.”

They talked another few minutes about the wedding. Laura promised to share more later about the details she and her mom had worked out that day. “Go back to work. By the way, have I told you my dad thinks you’re brilliant?”

“Well,” he chuckled. “Then I guess I really better get back to work.”

“And I better go see that dress.”

The call ended and Brad found the remote control. Gentle music filled the room again. He could do this. He could come up with a Kotton Kids slogan in the next two hours and prove to himself he was back on his game. The music led him out of his chair and over to the pictures, back to the product. He ran his hand over a snuggly looking one-piece outfit. Infant pajamas in pale blue. Softer than air.

Hmmm. Softer than air? He mulled the words over. Because love should be softer than air. No, something shorter. Love is softer than air. He focused on the photo of the little girl standing near the coffee table. The one with the familiar eyes. Because baby love is softer than air.

Those eyes. He looked away and the words fell apart. What was it about that face? He couldn’t possibly know her. He walked a few steps closer, and in a single beat of his heart he knew. He knew with everything inside him. It wasn’t wedding plans, or the pressure of a big ad campaign. It was the babies. And he thought of something else. It was the middle of May, so maybe … maybe there was another reason he was being drawn back to Holden Beach.

He pulled his phone from his pocket and checked the date, and there it was. May 15. He should’ve thought of this before. He stared at the phone and then leaned back against the wall of his office, his eyes closed. In a rush of emotion and heartache, every image on the table fled from his mind. It was May 15, and suddenly there was no ad campaign, no dinner later that night, nothing except the one, undeniable truth shouting at him from every side. The truth was this:

She would be nine today.



Two

THE HAPPY CHATTER OF TWENTY-THREE FIRST graders filled the North Carolina afternoon air and mixed with the breeze through the open windows, reminding everyone that summer was close. Very close.

Emma Landon surveyed her students and held up her hand. “Shh, class, let’s remember. We work quietly, okay?”

A chorus of, “Yes, Teacher,” came from the kids. They were working on a printing sheet, filling in the missing letters for simple rhyming words like cat and bat. Everyone but Frankie Giana-kopoulos. Frankie was finished long before the others, and now she was sweetly coloring a picture of a horse.

Emma wandered to Frankie’s desk. Jefferson Elementary School let out in a few weeks, and Emma always struggled with saying good-bye to her students. But Frankie would be one of the hardest to let go. The dark-haired little angel with the pixie cut and big brown eyes was a picture of life, a ball of energy who never quit on the playground or in the classroom.

“Your picture’s pretty,” Emma crouched next to the sweet girl. “I like how you used a lot of colors.”

“Know why?” Frankie flashed a toothless grin, her eyes sparkling.

“Why?”

“’Cause God gives us so many colors to use, Teacher. That’s why.”

God. Emma tried not to let the mention of Him dampen her mood. Instead she covered Frankie’s hand with her own, careful not to press too hard. “I think you’re a wonderful artist, Frankie.”

Again the girl smiled, her eyes dancing. “When I have time. ’Cause I like climbing trees and chasing boys too.”

“Right.” Emma did her best to look serious. “You might have trouble squeezing in enough time for artwork.”

“’Cause it’s a lot of sitting.”

“True.” Emma stood and gently patted Frankie’s shoulder. Bruises covered the girl’s arms and even the tops of her hands. Any pressure was too much for her. Which was why Emma couldn’t understand Frankie’s insistent belief that God was behind every good thing. God had allowed this beautiful girl to be born with an incurable blood disease, an illness that created a situation of constant danger for Frankie. Once a week she had to visit the oncologist for treatments that left her drained and sick. Even so, no amount of bruising could dim the girl’s bright spirit or her limitless hope.

Frankie lifted her eyes once more. “Teacher?”

“What, sweetie?” Emma stooped down again so she would catch every word.

“You’re a little sad.”

Emma felt her stomach drop to her knees. She forced a quick smile and tried not to react. Nothing was unusual about today. The order of events and assignments, her tone and the way she looked — all of it had been painfully normal. Emma had made sure of it. The day was almost over, and no one had said anything about Emma acting out of the ordinary until now. She swallowed hard. “No, sweetie.” She touched her fingers lightly to Frankie’s shoulder again. “I’m teaching today. I’m always happy when I’m here with all of you.”

Frankie squinted a little. “Yeah, but your heart still seems a little sad.” She gave a lighthearted shrug. “It’s okay, though, ’cause I prayed for you already. So God will make you happy again.”

The girl was as genuine as the Appalachian Mountains, and regardless of the words Emma was saying, the fact remained. Frankie was right. Emma had been sad since the moment she woke up, sad and certain that she could live a hundred years and still be sad on this mid-May day. And God? If there was a God, He wouldn’t let her off the hook by taking away the sadness. Not now or ever. Emma stuffed the thoughts deep inside her aching heart. She could hardly tell any of that to this precious child. She felt her smile become more genuine, felt the shock of the girl’s pronouncement wear off. “You really prayed for me?”

Frankie giggled. “Course, Teacher. I pray for you all the time.”

Emma was always learning something in Frankie’s presence. This afternoon was no different. “Well, honey, thank you for that. I’m very glad you pray for me.”

“You’re welcome.” She looked satisfied with herself, and with that she turned her attention once more to the horse picture and a green crayon that sat near the edge of her paper. She picked it up and began adding grass to the field.

Emma studied the girl a few moments longer. She moved on, checking in with a few of the other kids nearby before she noticed a flash of movement near her classroom door. She walked toward it and saw the face of Gavin Greeley, basketball coach for Wilson Middle School, two miles closer to the ocean. Why doesn’t he give up, she asked herself. He doesn’t know me. If he did, he wouldn’t even try.

As she reached the door, she looked back at her class. “You’re working very nicely, boys and girls, so let’s keep focused on our own work. Five more minutes and we’ll be done.” She steadied herself. When her guard was firmly in place, she opened the door and stepped outside.

Gavin had his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “Hey.”

“Hi.” The tone of her response was almost a question. Against her will, she felt her eyes dance a little. “Aren’t you at the wrong school?”

“Early release. Teachers’ meetings until three.” He grinned and did a slight shrug. “Our group’s already finished.”

“So you came here?” She leaned against the doorframe.

“I needed to drop off a few camp registration forms. Figured it was a sunny Friday afternoon. Maybe you’d be up for dinner at the beach.”

For a single moment, Emma imagined dinner with Gavin, sitting across from him, allowing herself to make small talk about their students and laughing at the funny way Gavin always had about him. The thought faded almost before it was entirely formed.

“I can’t.” She peered over her shoulder at her students. They were holding their own. Her mind raced for an excuse, so he wouldn’t take her rejection personally. “I have to stay late. Then I need to run on the beach. I’ve got that half marathon in November.”

“We can work around that.” If he was hurt by her answer, he didn’t show it. “I could, you know, sort of run along beside you feeding you grapes and sliced chicken. A little mustard so you don’t have to choke it down or anything.”

Emma studied him, the tall boyish man with the hopeful look. Years ago Gavin played baseball at Georgia Tech before coming back to North Carolina to teach history and coach middle school. He was thirty-two with the toned, muscled body of a college beach kid, sandy brown hair, tan skin, and green eyes she could easily get lost in.

But she wouldn’t let herself. Not now. Not ever.

A sigh hung on her lips and her smile felt as tired as her fa-çade. “Really, Gavin. I can’t. Not tonight.”

“Did I mention,” he took on a mock quizzical look, “I’m running in that same race?”

“Really.” She gave a mildly sarcastic nod.

“I am. Exact same one. Outer Banks Marathon.”

“Which means …”

He cocked his head, and his charm doubled. “Which means I could run with you, since, you know, I need to train too. We could push each other. Maybe hit the beach a few times a week so we’re ready.”

She pictured running alongside Gavin Greeley, making their way down the beach and passing the small white wooden cross, the one mostly covered by the tall grass that fanned out from the sandy knolls at the top of the shoreline. The cross she’d placed there. A shudder passed over her, but she didn’t show it. Instead she laughed and shook her head. “You’re good.”

“I could be better.”

“Not at running.” She shook her head and couldn’t keep from laughing. His persistence sometimes had that effect on her. “You’re just plain good.”

He feigned innocence about what other sort of good she might be talking about. “No, really. I’m not a runner like you.” He shifted, and a ray of sunlight splashed across his eyes, making them more brilliant than before. “Here’s the thing. If you push me, I might be really good.” He raised his brow and waited for her reaction.

“Gavin.” Her voice was the same one she used for her students.

“Right.” He drew the word out, nodding slowly. “Some other time, I mean. You could push me then.”

A pang of regret tugged at Emma’s heart but quickly passed. She narrowed her eyes. “Okay, seriously … you aren’t really doing the marathon, are you?”

“Actually?” His chuckle told her the ruse was over, that this was for real. “I’ve been training since March. I’m not much of a distance runner, so yeah, I’m doing the half marathon.” He flashed another grin. “Maybe we’ll see each other at the beach.”

Not today … please not today. She glanced again at her students and then took a step in their direction. “Maybe.” For a brief moment she hesitated and allowed a sincerity to her smile. “I appreciate the offer. Really.”

“Okay.” He gave another lighthearted shrug and took a step back. “See you around.”

Emma retreated to the safety of her classroom and raised one hand in his direction. She mouthed the words, “See ya.”

And with that, he was gone. Emma shut the door behind him. She turned to her students, and her eyes met Frankie’s. The little girl gave her a sad smile, almost as if she understood the battle raging inside Emma’s heart. As if whatever prayers the child had lifted to heaven on her behalf were only the beginning of her concern and knowing.

Again Emma walked slowly toward Frankie’s desk. “Okay, every one, if you’re finished, take your paper to the red folder on my desk and sit back down.”

Most of the students pushed back from their desks and skipped or walked their papers to the front of the room. Frankie stayed seated, her eyes still on Emma. What is it about her? And how come she looks at me like she can see straight through to my soul? Emma tried to seem composed and together, the way a teacher was supposed to. She stopped when she reached Frankie’s desk. “Everything okay, sweetie?”

“Yes, Teacher.” Her expression lightened some. “I was watching you, that’s all.”

Emma touched the girl’s pretty dark hair. “I’m okay.”

Frankie tilted her face, analyzing her the way only a child can. “Good.” She reached out and took hold of Emma’s fingers. “You’re the bestest teacher in the whole world.” Her eyes shone. “Know why?”

“Why?”

“Because you’re nice, and you look like a princess.” She gave Emma’s fingers a light squeeze and then she released them and struggled to her feet. Her arms were more bruised than usual. “I’ll take my paper up now.”

Emma watched the way Frankie’s first few steps were a struggle, marked by her constant, chronic pain. But three steps along she picked up her pace and looked like any other child. Pain never slowed Frankie, not as long as Emma had known her. She was proof that perfection wasn’t needed for life to be beautiful.

Her students were buzzing again, talking out loud and teasing each other, chatting about the weekend and who won the games at recess. Emma let them be. She went to her desk and straightened the stack of papers in the red folder. While the final minutes of the school day ticked away, she stared out the window.

It had been a day like this. Colder, of course. Less humid, maybe, but just as blue. The day that could’ve changed everything. Memories rushed at her, but she held them at bay. There would be time to think about it later. Down at the beach.

The bell rang and the children obediently lined up at the classroom door. Emma bid each of them good-bye and then settled back at her desk. Two hours later, when every paper had been corrected and filed, and when her classroom was as neat as it would get before school let out for summer, she headed home.

Emma kept the ragtop down on her old red Volkswagen Cabriolet. The salty summer air took the edge off her heartache as she headed southeast for the Holden Beach Bridge. But her solitude was short-lived. No matter how serene the surroundings, questions cut at her, toying with her, taunting her. What if she’d never … What if they hadn’t … How would it be today if …

She stopped at a light and something caught her eye. She turned and for a few seconds her breath caught in her throat. The stranger beside her was in a Dodge Ram pickup, and in that moment he looked like … well, he looked like him. Like a face from the past that she could never quite bring herself to forget. The way he might look now at twenty-eight. The same blond hair and rugged face, the same profile.

Crazy, she told herself. You’re seeing things. Ghosts from a time long past. She blinked away his memory and focused her eyes straight ahead. She’d never get through the evening if she didn’t find a way to stay here in the moment. Her soul hurt from so much thinking, so she leaned back against her headrest. Of all the days to see someone who looked so much like him. A sigh rattled around in the basement of her heart before slipping through her teeth.

She reached the crest of the bridge and gazed out at the deep blue Atlantic. At certain times of the year and from certain stretches of beach, a person could watch both the sunrise and the sunset from the island that made up Holden Beach. She turned right on Ocean Boulevard and savored the sun on her face, her dark hair whipping against her oversized sunglasses.

A few hundred homes made up the beach area, most of them double-wides set in a few blocks from the shore, condominiums with ocean views, and the handful of million-dollar houses set right on the water. Emma never drove home without reminding herself how good she had it, how fortunate she was to have a beach house on Dolphin Street, a block from the sand.

She could still hear her grandmother’s voice, calling her a week before her death. “I haven’t been there for you the way I should’ve,” her words were scratchy and stuck together. “It’s time I made up for it.”

The beach house was her way of making up.

Emma pulled into her driveway and surveyed the place. It was on stilts, faded white and gray with wood siding weathered by the sea air — the bleached-out look of most homes along the island. On either side of the front porch was a set of stairs that shot out like another pair of angled stilts. Emma put the car’s top up and shut the door. At a quick glance, her house looked sort of like an oversized sand crab, its legs jutting down at differing angles, sitting on a grassy section of sand that doubled as her front yard. The house was built in the late sixties, with a charm she wouldn’t have traded.

It wasn’t beautiful the way some beach houses were, but Emma didn’t care. She was a minute from the shore and the eight miles of sand where she could run until her heart no longer hurt. She knew every neighbor up and down Dolphin Street — including a couple of retired teachers who spent most days reading on their front porches. One of them was always up for an evening conversation and a cup of coffee. But tonight Emma was glad they were already inside.

Besides, she wouldn’t be alone. She had Riley, her red-brown lab mix, and two cats — Oreo and Tiger. And she had a plan. She was a year away from earning her master’s degree in education. After that she’d see about getting her administrative credential. Maybe one day she’d move to Wilmington or Raleigh and be principal of an elementary school. She loved her beach house, but if she got out of Holden Beach, she wouldn’t see her past around every corner.

She slid the long strap of her purse across her body and headed through the front door and into the living room.

“Riley! Here boy.” Through the window over the kitchen sink she could see a sliver of the Atlantic, and at this hour the sun sparkled against the distant water, beckoning her.

From down the hall came the sound of dog feet scratching against the worn hardwood, and Riley’s wagging tail smacking against the wall. He rounded the corner followed by Oreo, a black-and-white, feisty one-year-old kitty, and Tiger, a striking long-haired mix with exotic green eyes and a haughty personality. The three of them napped together on the couch in her room most afternoons, basking in the sun shining through the window and waiting for her to come home.

“Hi, guys. I missed you!” She gave them each a minute of her attention. Then she downed a glass of water and slipped into her running shoes.

She needed to get out, get to the stretch of white sand that made up her backyard. With the memories surrounding her today, there was only one place she wanted to be, one place that would give her any solace whatsoever. With Riley running alongside her, she headed for the water, to the familiar shore of Holden Beach. Where a lifetime ago it all began.

Where it all ended.



Three

THE WHITE WEDDING DRESS HUNG AGAINST the far satin-lined wall at Clea Colet’s on New York City’s Upper East Side as Laura James and her mother entered the fitting area. Laura’s breath caught in her throat and her fingers instinctively flew to her mouth. She couldn’t help herself. Now that the dress had been fitted, it was somehow even more beautiful than before.

“It is a dress for a princess.” The seamstress had a heavy Italian accent. She stood a few feet away, gazing at the gown, clearly satisfied. She turned her smile to Laura. “I don’t know if we ever have a more beautiful bride for that dress.”

“The lace … it’s exquisite, honey.” Her mother leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Like everything about you.”

Laura wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry or ask for a moment alone. But staring at the dress, at the elegant lace train that flowed from the silk and taffeta skirt, and at the shirred sleeveless bodice, she was suddenly taken back. Back to the day when she was thirteen and she talked her mom into buying a Bride magazine.

With the wedding plans taking up so much of her time, Laura sometimes caught herself saying she’d been dreaming about her wedding since Brad’s proposal. But that wasn’t true. She’d been planning for this, dreaming about it since she was in middle school, since her thirteenth birthday when her parents presented her with a promise ring and a prayer journal.

“Ask God for the right man,” her mother had told her. “And don’t ever settle for anything less than that special guy.”

Laura had taken her words to heart. A few weeks later the two of them brought home a copy of Bride magazine, and Laura had asked a simple question. “How come all the dresses are white?”

Her mom smiled. “White — for many brides — represents purity. Your promise ring means you’ve made a commitment, honey. To stay pure for your husband, so that one day when you wear a white wedding dress, it’ll mean something very beautiful.”

The memory faded as quickly as it had come. Laura linked arms with her mother. Then she cast a hopeful look to the seamstress. “Can I try it on?”

“Of course.” The slight wisp of a woman hurried to the dress and began removing it from the silk hanger. “You wore the proper underclothing?”

“I did.” Laura swapped a quiet giggle with her mom. They had been up and down Madison Avenue earlier that day looking for the right strapless bra and the perfect wedding attire for beneath the dress. What they’d found was beautiful, a mix of satin and lace, much like the dress.

Laura had put the undergarments on in the dressing room at Rose’s in the Fashion District, the shop where she’d found the bridesmaids’ dresses. Now, with the door to the fitting area closed, she moved to the small stage at the far end of the room, the one surrounded by tall mirrors on three sides, and she slipped off her T-shirt and jeans. At the same time, her mom helped the seamstress, as together they eased the dress carefully over Laura’s head.

“Oh, honey …” her mother stepped back, her eyes soft and wide. Tears welled up despite the smile that stretched across her face.

“You like, Ms. Rita?” The seamstress nodded at Laura’s mother. “A perfect fit, yes?” She tilted her head. “You look like someone famous, Miss Laura. Reese Witherspoon, maybe.”

Laura and her mother both smiled. The seamstress wasn’t the first person to compare her to the blonde actress. “Thank you.” Laura smoothed out the skirt and adjusted it so it settled evenly around her feet.

“I guess I never dreamed …” Her mom stared at her. “It’s perfect, darling. Definitely.”

The dress fit like it was made for her, which after the tailoring, it pretty much was. Laura stared at herself and at the reflection of her mother looking at her from a few feet back, and she knew she would remember this moment as long as she lived. This dress would in some ways represent her entire past and future as they came together in a single day.

Her wedding day.

“You’ve lost weight, a little, yes?” The seamstress furrowed her brow and pinched the satin fabric near Laura’s waist. “We take in another quarter inch?”

Laura laughed. “It’s fine. If I lost anything, I’ll probably gain it back with the craziness in the next six weeks.”

Her mom nodded thoughtfully. “Laura’s right. Let’s leave it. We can always adjust it the week before if we need to.” She pulled a camera from her purse and took photos of Laura, two from the front and a few from each side. “Your father will want to see you. He would’ve been here if he could have.”

“He’ll be home for dinner, right? He and Brad?”

“Right.” Her mother took a final photo. “Six o’clock on the back terrace. Marta’s making her skewered shrimp, steak, and grilled potatoes.”

“That’ll put the weight back on.” She smoothed out her skirt, loving how she felt in the dress, not wanting the fitting to end. “Daddy will love it. Marta too.” The full-time housekeeper and chef had been with them since Laura was eleven years old. The family loved her dearly.

The seamstress helped lift the dress over Laura’s head, and in a few minutes she was dressed again and back outside with her mother. She hadn’t talked to Brad since earlier in the afternoon, but she was looking forward to seeing him. She had no idea how she’d keep the details about her dress quiet.

Again she and her mom linked arms, and with the sun at their backs they walked more slowly down Madison Avenue. “You were a vision in that dress.” They both wore their sunglasses, but her mom’s dreamy expression was still easy to see.

“Remember when I was thirteen?” Laura looked up, her steps slow and thoughtful. “We bought that Bride magazine. You and I talked about my promise ring and white wedding dresses, and we looked at every gown in every ad. Remember?”

“I told you one day you’d have a fairy-tale wedding.”

“And I believed you.”

Her mother pulled her a little closer. “I’ve loved being your mom. You’ve given me nothing but joy since the day you were born, Laura. A part of me can’t believe you’re really getting married.”

Laura grinned, and she felt the thrill of love to the center of her soul. “I found my Prince Charming.”

“Yes.” They slowed to a stop and her mom pulled her into a tender embrace, one that didn’t notice the foot traffic and craziness of Madison Avenue. “You definitely found him.”




DINNER WAS ON THE BACK PATIO of the house where Laura had grown up, a six-thousand-square-foot estate situated on five acres in West Orange, New Jersey. The place wasn’t far from Essex County Country Club, and only an hour’s commute into Manhattan even at the peak of rush hour.

Laura helped Marta set the table. “I have pictures.” She couldn’t contain the thrill in her voice. “Mom took them at the fitting today.”

“Of the dress?” Marta squealed and then lowered her voice to a whisper. She was in her early fifties, a Polish immigrant with white-gray hair, bright blue eyes, and a vibrant faith. “When can I see them?”

“After dinner.” Laura looked back at the living room where Brad and her father were discussing one of their ad accounts. “Brad can’t know about them.”

Laura’s mother walked up with two platters of skewered shrimp. “The food’s ready. Smells delicious.”

“Thank you.” Marta walked around the table, adjusting linen napkins, making the table look just right. “How much longer for the men?”

“I’ll check.” Laura ran lightly back into the house. “Hey guys … dinner’s ready.”

“Be right there.” Her dad sounded upbeat. Whatever the conversation with Brad, it must’ve gone well. “We’re on our way.”

Outside, the velvet green lawn flowed from the custom wood deck off the back of the estate to the frame of trees surrounding the James’ property. The setting was like something from a movie, and Laura never took it for granted. That God would let them live here, with this life … that He would let her meet Brad — one of her father’s favorite ad executives — and that the two of them were six weeks away from a storybook wedding and a happily-ever-after life together. All of it was more than Laura could believe.

I don’t deserve this, Lord … Thank You. With all my heart, thank You.

The guys joined them and her father hugged her gently around her neck. “So you and your mother did some shopping in the city today?”

“We made final adjustments on the bridesmaids’ dresses,” Laura’s eyes danced as she looked at her mother. “And, well … let’s just say we got a lot done for one day.”

Brad locked eyes with her as he made his way around the table. The chemistry between them was tangible as he touched her cheek. “I missed you,” his whispered voice was meant for her alone. “I can’t wait to be married to you.”

His breath against her face, the way his skin felt against hers, Laura was instantly intoxicated by his nearness. Her parents were distracted by Marta, who was bringing the food out. Laura leaned in closer to Brad. “Six weeks feels like forever.”

Their eyes met again, but whereas Brad would usually make the moment last or maybe reach for her hand, this time he turned his attention back to her parents. “The steak smells amazing.”

Laura studied him for a few seconds, but then joined in the conversation around her. Nothing was wrong. How could it be, when they were in the final stretch of a year of planning for their wedding? She turned her attention to her father and the way he and Brad were chatting. Work could sometimes cause Brad to be quieter than usual, but tonight he was laughing and talking with her dad about the wedding. Everything was fine. They served their plates, and then her father motioned for them to hold hands around the table.

“Lord, these are the times of our lives, and we are grateful with every breath. Thank You for Laura and Brad, for the beautiful love they share and for the way they’ve lived their lives for You. No two young people deserve each other more, Father. For that and for this food, we thank You.”

The evening was warm and the breeze carried with it the smell of freshly mowed grass and the faint sweetness of distant blooming magnolias. Laura waited until the meal was over before she motioned to her mom to distract Brad.

Rita James was as much her best friend as her mother, a vibrant woman with dark blonde hair and an athletic physique from years of tennis and power walking through the neighborhood. She raised her eyebrows and winked at Rita. Then she took hold of Brad’s arm. “I have a catalogue in the car. Tuxedo styles.” She flashed Laura a quick smile as she led Brad away. “Laura had a few ideas about what you’d like, but come take a look.”

As soon as her mom and Brad were out of earshot, Laura took the small camera from her mother’s purse and gathered her father and Marta in a corner of the kitchen.

“What’s this about?” Her dad’s smile hadn’t faded since dinner.

“It’s her dress!” Marta was the first to Laura’s side. “Come on! Hurry!”

“Oh … right. The fitting.” He ambled over, but halfway across the kitchen he stopped. “Actually, I think I’ll wait till the wedding day. Something else to look forward to.”

Laura pictured her dad seeing her dressed as a bride for the first time here, in the house she grew up in. He was right. The surprise could wait. “Good idea.” She showed the photos to Marta.

The housekeeper drew a long, exaggerated breath. “Laura! It’s perfect.” She looked at each picture and then impulsively hugged Laura. “Sweet girl … no bride has ever looked prettier.”

They heard voices on the other side of the garage door, and quickly Laura slipped the camera back into her mother’s purse. Brad entered the kitchen first, a tux catalogue in his arms. He gave Laura a bewildered smile. “They all look the same.”

Her mom was a few feet behind Brad, and her eyes danced at the way they’d tricked him out of the kitchen. She cleared her voice. “I told him you’d help.”

Laura smothered a giggle and then turned a semi-serious expression toward Brad. “How about after our walk?”

“Definitely.” The confusion in his eyes eased. They worked with Marta to clear the table and load the dishwasher, and then they walked down the long winding driveway and onto the path toward the west end of the golf course. It was a walk they’d taken more times than Laura could remember, and with the sun setting she could hardly wait for some alone time with Brad.

They were halfway down the drive when he smiled at her. “The fitting went well?”

“It’s amazing.” She smiled. “I wish you could see it.”

“You’d make any dress beautiful.”

“You showed Marta pictures, right?” His eyes danced as they walked, their pace easy. “The whole get-Brad-in-the-garage ploy.”

“Brad!” She uttered a single shocked laugh. “What … were you standing at the door listening?”

He stopped and moved closer to her, brushing his lips against hers, a kiss defined by the restraint Brad had shown since they started dating. But one that took her breath all the same. “You aren’t good at keeping secrets.” He pressed his cheek against hers. “Not from me, anyway.”

“You can’t see it.” She hugged him close. “But it’s perfect.”

“Like you.”

She smiled and stopped herself from saying more. After a long pause she linked her hand with his. “What about your day? Dad mentioned a new ad campaign.”

“Yes.” A sudden tiredness sounded in Brad’s voice. “Kotton Kids. I’m sort of stuck on this one. Surrounded by baby pictures all day, and still nothing.”

They turned right and headed up a slight hill. “Baby clothes? Is that the campaign?”

“Not any old baby clothes. High-end, organic, produced in an entirely green facility, softest cotton ever. That kind of baby clothes.” Brad slid his free hand through his blond hair and sighed. “But nothing came to me.” He gave her a weary smile. “Just one of those days.”

“It’s weird … how we’ll be talking about baby clothes in a few years.”

She expected Brad to jump in with a statement about how he couldn’t wait, or how wonderful being a father was going to be. Instead he stayed quiet. After a minute or so, he gave her hand a soft squeeze. “Know what kept coming to me today? When I was supposed to be writing a campaign slogan?”

“What?” They kept walking. The path headed downhill here and leveled off a few blocks ahead.

“How we met.” He ran his thumb along the top of her hand, something he did when he was feeling sentimental. “How I knew in the first hour that there’d never be anyone as right for me.”

“Mmmm.” She pictured them drifting off by themselves at her father’s employee barbecue four years ago. “You told me you were earning your MBA at night. Remember?” She giggled. “You’d been working for my dad for a year and somehow I’d missed you.” His arm felt warm against hers. The sensation was wonderful. “You’re amazing at it, by the way. You could sell baby clothes to a bunch of frat guys.”

“Maybe.” He laughed, but the sound died sooner than usual. “Today was strange.” His pace slowed. “I couldn’t focus.”

She stopped and faced him, her actions more casual than concerned. She took hold of his other hand and let her eyes get lost in his. “Because of the wedding?”

“No.” His answer was quick, his face relaxed. “You and your mom make the details seem easy.”

“She’s been great.” Laura thought about the breadth and scope of pulling together a wedding reception for more than three hundred people. A wedding at the Liberty House in Liberty State Park, no less. The celebration would be covered by the local papers and topped off with a fireworks display at the edge of the Hudson River. Her father had spared no expense, and though they had a wedding planner, her mother had coordinated the photographer and videographer, the catering, and the invitations — which went out a week ago. “I love that she didn’t make a single decision without our input.”

“I’m not surprised.” He eased one hand free and framed the side of her face. “Your mom’s having a good time with this wedding.” The corners of his lips lifted some. “No question about that.”

“So it’s not the wedding?” If Brad was bothered, she wanted to know why.

He pulled her into his arms and ran his hand along the small of her back. “No. I promise.” When he eased back he kissed her forehead, and then rather than linger on her eyes, he took hold of her hand again and resumed their walk. He talked about Kotton Kids and a conversation he had with his dad, Carl, in North Carolina, and how he was looking forward to the honeymoon.

But he didn’t bring up the strange way he’d felt that day again.

Not until Laura was getting ready for bed did she realize he had never actually explained himself, never told her what was at the root of his feelings that day and why he’d felt strange. She remembered what he’d said during their walk, how she couldn’t keep a secret from him. She smiled at the truth of that statement. With Brad she was an open book, transparent in her feelings, the way she’d been from the beginning. But what about him?

An uncomfortable question bumped against her heart as she climbed into bed. Not that she had any reason to worry, but here was something she hadn’t thought about before. She couldn’t keep a secret from Brad, true. But for all their closeness and time together, for all their shared faith and dreams and the way she felt she knew everything about him, she wasn’t sure about this:

Could he keep a secret from her?
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