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To our precious families,


who continue to give us countless reasons to celebrate God’s faithfulness.


And to our Gracious Lord,


who has, for now,


blessed us with these.






Authors’ Note


The Redemption series is set mostly in Bloomington, Indiana. Some of the landmarks—Indiana University, for example—are accurately placed in their true settings. Other buildings, parks, and establishments will be nothing more than figments of our imaginations. We hope those of you familiar with Bloomington and the surrounding area will have fun distinguishing between the two.


The New York City settings combine real observation with imaginative re-creation.






Chapter One


Reagan Decker’s hands shook as she picked up the telephone and dialed.


The number was so familiar once, back in a time that seemed forever ago, before her world tilted hard off its axis and stayed that way.


She waited, her heart pounding in her throat.


One ring . . .


What will I say? How will they take the news?


Two rings . . .


“Hello?”


“Mrs. Baxter?” Reagan froze.


“Yes?” A slight pause. “Can I help you?”


“Uh . . .” She doesn’t recognize my voice. I must be crazy to call after so long. “This is Reagan. Reagan Decker.”


“Reagan . . . my goodness. It’s . . . been a long time, dear.”


Luke’s mother sounded strange, as though the mention of Reagan’s name had cast a shadow over the moment. Reagan considered saying a quick few words and then getting off. But that would never do. This was a call she’d had to make for one reason alone.


She couldn’t hide from Luke Baxter forever.


“Mrs. Baxter, I need to talk to Luke, please.” Reagan squeezed her eyes shut. A year earlier she’d been quick-witted and outgoing, but not anymore. The spark was gone from her voice. Luke’s mother had to notice. She drew a determined breath. “I have something to tell him.”
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His past had sprouted legs and was chasing him.


That had to be it. Luke had no other way to describe the breathless anxiety marking so much of his time. Sometimes he could almost hear footsteps pounding the ground behind him, and on days like that he would even turn around. As though he might see a person or a being, whatever was after him. But no one was ever there.


The feeling was always accompanied by memories, so Luke finally convinced himself the thing chasing him was nothing more ominous than his past.


A past that colored today and tomorrow and kept him inches ahead of a suffocating fog, a fog in which his new freethinking life was all but impossible.


At first the feeling had hit him every few days, but now it was almost constant. This morning it was worse than ever. Throughout Economics and Political Science and now in Modern History, it made Luke so restless he couldn’t concentrate.


The professor was diagramming something on the board, but all Luke could see were images of himself and his family the last time they’d been together before September 11. Little Maddie holding her hands up to him. “Swing me, Uncle Luke, swing me.” His parents arm in arm in the background. “How’s school, Luke? Have you heard from Reagan?”


With broad strokes, the professor ran his eraser over the board, and the images in Luke’s head disappeared. The man turned to the class and started talking, but Luke heard Reagan’s voice instead, the way he’d heard it that awful night when everything changed forever.


“It’s okay, Luke; I’ll call him back tomorrow . . . it’s okay . . .”


But she never had the chance.


Luke squeezed his eyes shut. He was ready to move on, right? Wasn’t that what he’d been telling himself? Then why were these memories dogging him so? With all the freethinking he’d been doing, all the clubs and organizations Lori had introduced him to, he should be consumed with life as it was. Not as it had been.


The professor changed his tone. He was saying something about foreign arms deals, but Luke wasn’t paying attention. A conversation kept playing in his head, the one he’d had with his mother a few weeks ago.


“You think you have it all figured out, Luke, but the Hound of Heaven isn’t going to let you go this easily.”


“The Hound of Heaven?” Luke hadn’t even tried to hide his frustration. His mother knew how he felt about God, so why couldn’t she let it go?


“The Spirit of God, Luke.” Her voice held no apologies. “When someone strays from the Lord, it’s usually the Spirit, the Hound of Heaven, that hunts him down and brings him back.”


The Hound of Heaven, indeed.


As if God—if there was a God—would care enough about Luke Baxter to chase him. Luke tapped the eraser of his pencil on his notepad. No, that wasn’t why he felt this way. He narrowed his eyes and focused on the professor. What was the man babbling about? And why was everyone else taking notes?


A tingling worked its way down his spine, and he shifted in his desk.


Maybe it was culture shock. After a lifetime of holding to one set of beliefs, he’d done an about-face, and some kind of fallout was bound to come. That explained the pounding in his chest, the breathlessness that sometimes hit him square in the middle of a college lecture, and the constant stream of memories. Memories that had a vise grip on his mind and soul.


Sure, it was a setback. But no need to tell Lori. She’d only blame it on the mind control his family had held over him for so many years. And he didn’t care to discuss mind control with her. He didn’t like the way it sounded. For all their shortcomings, all their narrow-minded ways of thinking, his family had not performed mind control on him.


Not hardly.


He’d been a willing participant, and though their beliefs were off base, his family loved him back then. They loved him still. That much he was sure of. But he was just as sure that he wanted to move on, to explore a world without absolutes and—what was it Lori called it?—an antiquated morality system? Yes, he was ready to move away from that.


“Mr. Baxter, I expect you to answer me the first time I call on you.”


Luke jumped in his seat. Two students sitting near him stifled their snorts of laughter. “Excuse me, sir?”


“I said—” the professor’s voice dripped sarcasm—“perhaps you could explain the significance of specific arms deals made in the late seventies?”


“Yes, sir.” Luke did a desperate search of his mind and came up blank. His fingers trembled and he coughed to buy time. “Sir, I don’t have that information at this time.”


Another bout of muffled laughter.


“Very well, Mr. Baxter; then may I make a suggestion?” The professor lowered his glasses and peered hard at Luke.


“Yes, sir?” Luke’s throat was dry. It was all he could do to keep from running out of the room.


“Either get more sleep or get out of my Modern History class.” The man raised his voice. “Is that understood?”


Fire filled Luke’s cheeks. “Yes, sir.”


When class was over ten minutes later, Luke was one of the first to leave the room. Not only because he didn’t want any further discussion with the professor, but because he still needed to run, to keep moving away from whatever was chasing him. His past maybe, or his prior convictions. Perhaps his unfamiliarity with all he’d surrounded himself with.


But definitely not the Hound of Heaven.
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Reagan didn’t visit Ground Zero often.


She looked out the back window of the taxicab as it rumbled south on Broadway, past boarded-up storefronts and American flags. It was late afternoon and she planned to finish up by dusk. A few more blocks and she’d be there. She narrowed her eyes and found a piece of the skyline far above. Daddy, if you knew how much we miss you. . . .


She’d attended two Ground Zero memorial services, and over time she’d come to accept that the pile of rubble and ash that once was the World Trade Center was now her father’s resting place. Still, as much as possible, she avoided going there. The roar of construction trucks and the meticulous sifting of debris didn’t seem to dim her gut-wrenching pain and emptiness at all.


But today was her father’s birthday. And since her mother wasn’t feeling up to the task, Reagan was going to Ground Zero alone. They rounded a corner and she could see the crater, the footprint the collapsed towers had left on the floor of New York City. Cleanup efforts were almost finished. Still, as far as they’d come in the recovery, they had weeks before they’d finish. Recovery crews were guessing they’d clear the area in May, some eight months after the terrorist attacks. But for now, a considerable crew still worked on the pile.


The cab was stuck at a light, and Reagan watched. Giant machinery growled, lifting sections of steel beams and crushed cement. Trucks pulled in and out of the area, hauling away one load after another. Her father had known his last moments here. She’d go to the strange memorial, the place where a cross section of steel beams had fallen in the midst of the debris and become a marker for all who passed by.


Since the collapse of the World Trade Center, the cross had been mounted on a platform near the pile of rubble. The place drew Reagan, as it had thousands of other mourners.


Her taxi pulled up as close as possible, and Reagan spotted the makeshift memorial. She paid her fare and stepped out. The cross stood out, circled with tattered teddy bears and bouquets of dying flowers. A few people stood nearby, heads bowed. Not far away was a bench, probably brought in by one of the volunteer groups, maybe left over from a memorial service. It was empty now, and Reagan walked to it and sat down.


She’d met her father here for dinner one evening and used her cell phone to call him from the street.


“Flash your light, Daddy, so I can see where you are.” She’d tilted her head back and watched. His office was on West Street, so she knew he was up there somewhere.


“Okay.” Her father chuckled and did just that. Three times and then three more times. “Can you see me?”


“Yes!” Reagan stared at the spot. “Now I’ll always know where you are.”


A nearby dump truck dropped its load with a crash. The ground shook beneath her feet, and the long-ago conversation faded. She still remembered the way her neck felt that day, bent just enough for her to see his office window.


Now she lifted her eyes higher and higher, until her neck felt the way it had that evening. She could see them still, the Twin Towers, even see the spot where her father’s office had been. Reagan closed her eyes so the tears wouldn’t come. They were inevitable, but she didn’t want them now. Not when she had so much to tell her father. So much to tell God.


God . . . amazing you and I are still talking, huh?


The slightest smile lifted her lips. How sad and different life had become. In many ways, she was closer to the Lord than ever before—a strange benefit in the wake of the death and tragedy surrounding her. What a shame Luke hadn’t handled it the same way.


Poor Luke.


Reagan heard herself sigh, and she opened her eyes. A bird drifted across the place where the south tower once stood, and a chill made its way down her spine. Every time she opened her eyes she expected them to be here, the Twin Towers standing tall and proud at the center of Lower Manhattan.


She blinked. How could they be gone? Both of them? She squinted as a memory played in her mind: the last time she and Luke had been up there, walking in the clouds, visiting her father in his office. A lifetime ago . . . as though it hadn’t really happened at all.


They’d been laughing about something—Luke’s dream of working there one day, wasn’t that it? Reagan narrowed her eyes a bit more. Yes. They’d been whispering about what type of office he’d have, and how it would be right down the hall from her father’s.


“I’ll have a water view.” Luke grabbed her hand, his chin high, eyes teasing as they stepped into the elevator.


“I’m sure they’ll offer you at least that—straight out of college and everything.” Reagan poked him in the ribs. “I mean, you’re Luke Baxter!”


Reagan blinked the memory away.


Now, instead of soaring towers, she saw only gray clouds. Rain was expected for that afternoon. More rain. After a gentle winter, the spring had been merciless—snow, freezing rain, and icy wind. So many days without sunshine had every New Yorker feeling the gloom.


“Where is he, God?” Her whispered question mingled with the smoky air and got lost in the relentless noise of a parade of dump trucks. “Why can’t we find him?”


Unlike some grieving people she’d talked to at church, Reagan didn’t need a body to feel closure. A ring, a wallet, a watch—anything of her father’s would be enough. Instead she had nothing. Just the certainty that on the morning of September 11, 2001, Tom Decker had been in his office some nine hundred feet in the air. And now he was gone.


Reagan and her mother had talked about it. He could never have survived the collapse. He probably died quickly and without pain, carrying thoughts of his family with him as he passed from this life to the next. But that didn’t make it easier—especially when no sign of him had been found.


During the holidays their family, along with hundreds of others, was given a wooden urn from the city, an urn filled with ashes taken from Ground Zero. It might have held her father’s remains. But then, it might have held just about anyone’s remains. Thousands of people were unaccounted for.


Reagan stared at the cross, and a sense of peace washed over her. “I know, God.” She bit her lip. Her voice lacked its former energy and spunk, and in this place it was little more than a whisper. “He’s not here. He’s with you.” Her voice cracked, and again she closed her eyes. “If only I’d . . .”


How could she and Luke have lost control like that? It was a football game, for goodness’ sake. She’d been tired from a day of classes and had conked out on the sofa for most of the second half. How did they go from that to lying there kissing? Why didn’t either of them have the sense to stop? The questions stockpiled in her heart, but they were nothing compared to the one that still ate at her night and day, seven months after the tragedy.


Why hadn’t she taken her father’s call?


The ring of the phone was God’s perfect alarm, his way of telling her and Luke they’d had enough. Time for Luke to go home, time for her to spend half an hour talking with her daddy. She’d had a choice. Luke almost seemed to want her to answer the phone, as if he were looking for a reason to shake off the passion and head home. But she’d let the machine pick up instead.


It had been the single worst decision of her life.


Reagan opened her eyes and studied the cross once more. In the wake of the collapsed towers on the afternoon of September 11, she took a bus from Bloomington, Indiana, where she’d been attending college, to her parents’ home in Upper East Side Manhattan. But how long was it before she went with her mother to church? Before she went weeping to the pastor’s wife? Three months? Four?


Guilt had eaten her alive before that encounter. But afterwards, after meeting with the woman for five days straight, Reagan grasped forgiveness and grace as she’d never done before, not even after a lifetime of believing. After that, God was merciful enough to take the broken pieces of her life and patch them into something beautiful again, and she gave her entire effort to the cause. For the longest time, that meant staying away from Luke.


Reagan simply hadn’t known what to say to him. He was bound to think less of her, the same way he thought less of his sister Ashley. Reagan had been nauseous and tired and struggling to work through the truth with her mother and brother. What she’d done had been one more blow, one more bit of reality to prove their lives would never be the same.


She had been her father’s princess. His one-in-a-million girl. How disappointed he would be if he knew what she’d done.


Tell him, please, God. Tell him I’m sorry for letting him down, but tell him I’m okay now. And tell him how much I miss him . . . please.


A Scripture flashed in her mind, one the pastor had shared with them yesterday: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.” It was the same verse the pastor’s wife had given Reagan when they’d first met together. The message was clearer than the space where the World Trade Center once stood. God understood her pain, and even now he was placing his holy hands on her weary shoulders, comforting her with a peace that passed understanding.


That was the reason she’d survived.


In fact, it was God’s peace that finally convinced her to call Luke earlier that week. When Luke’s mother answered the phone, Reagan’s tears were immediate, choking her, keeping her from speaking.


The moment Mrs. Baxter answered the phone, Reagan recognized something different about the older woman’s voice. She seemed . . . upset or nervous about something. Reagan pressed forward. “I . . . I should have called sooner, but . . . well . . .” She uttered a soft, exasperated huff. “I should have called.”


Mrs. Baxter was silent for a moment. “I’m sorry about your father.”


Luke’s mother could have said a dozen things. She could have chided Reagan for not calling sooner, or accused her of hurting Luke. If he told them what happened the night before the terrorist attacks, how they’d been together, the woman could have berated her for that as well. But Elizabeth Baxter was nothing if not kind.


When Reagan realized no verbal beating was coming, she swallowed and grabbed for the next thing to say. “Thank you.”


“Are you all right?”


“We’re doing better.” Reagan’s relief spilled into her voice. “How’s Luke?”


Again, silence. “He . . . he doesn’t live here anymore, Reagan.” Mrs. Baxter’s voice caught. “He’s having a hard time.”


Now, as she looked at the remains of the World Trade Center, Reagan’s stomach tightened the way it had when Luke’s mother first spoke those words. Luke never had a hard time at anything. He laughed and loved and breezed his way through life, from schoolwork to scholarships to his relationship with her. When they were together, the sun rose and set on Luke. Her heart had been so sure they’d stay together forever.


Reagan remembered gulping at that point in the conversation, desperate for some way to respond. “A hard time?”


Mrs. Baxter’s tone grew tight, pinched, and Reagan knew the woman was crying. “I’m . . . I’m sorry. This is very difficult.”


“You don’t have to tell me, Mrs. Baxter. I don’t have a right to know. Not after how long I’ve gone without calling.”


“It’s okay. I think you should hear it firsthand.” She hesitated. “Luke has walked away from . . . well, from everything we taught him. He isn’t acting like himself, Reagan. Since he moved out, he rarely talks to us. He won’t—” her voice was more in control again—“he won’t even come by.”


The news had torn across Reagan’s heart and knocked her into the nearest chair. It wasn’t possible. Luke Baxter? The boy she’d known would rule the business world, the boy with enough charisma to rule the country one day? The Baxter family’s golden boy, the baby of the group? How in the world could he walk away from everything that mattered most to him?


Reagan had been afraid to ask, but she couldn’t stop herself. “What . . . happened?”


Mrs. Baxter gave a quiet sniff. “He took up with a girl—very opinionated against God and our faith. He . . . he’s living with her now.”


Reagan had doubled over under the weight of Mrs. Baxter’s words. Luke was seeing someone else? Living with her? Had the love they’d shared before Reagan returned to New York mattered so little that he’d simply walked into another girl’s arms? The only reason she hadn’t spoken to him was because she’d been hurt and shocked, unable to think clearly under the burden of losing her father. And she’d been afraid . . . so afraid he wouldn’t feel the same about her after what they’d done.


She cleared her throat, but her words sounded like those of a stranger. “I didn’t know.”


“I’m sorry, Reagan.” Mrs. Baxter waited a moment. “Should I have him call you?”


Guilt all but smothered Reagan as the woman waited for an answer. Luke’s mother knew nothing of what had happened between Luke and her that Monday night. That much was obvious.


Her answer was quick and certain. “No.” She swallowed hard. “That’s okay.” She struggled to make sense of her jumbled thoughts. “In fact, Mrs. Baxter . . . don’t tell him I called. Please.” She paused. “Our relationship has been over for a long time. He has a right to go on with his life.”


“I think he’d like to know how you’re doing.”


“It doesn’t matter anymore. He’s . . . it’s over between us.” Her heartbeat quickened, and she couldn’t draw a full breath. If Luke was living with another girl, he must never know the reason she’d called. “Don’t tell him. Promise me?”


Luke’s mother hesitated, and when she spoke, her disappointment rang in her voice. “Okay. I won’t.” Her sigh tugged at Reagan’s heart. “But can I ask you a favor?”


“Anything.”


“Pray for him.” Mrs. Baxter sniffed again. “And one of these days, give him a call.”


Reagan pulled herself from the past and sat straighter. She had prayed for Luke all last night, and still she ached at her role in what had happened. Was it her fault? Had Luke walked away from his family, his faith, because she’d refused his calls?


She sighed. The possibility was too awful to worry about right now. Certainly the day would come when she’d have to face it, but not here, not now. She hadn’t come to Ground Zero to wrestle tormenting thoughts of Luke.


Once more, she gazed into the gaping hole where the towers once stood, concentrating on how the towers had looked—tall, dominating the skyline. Then she fixed her eyes on the place where she was sure her dad’s office had been. “Daddy . . . I’m so sorry this happened to you.”


The tears came, not in torrents or even streams, but just enough to sting the corners of her eyes. She blinked and waited until the feeling went away. She’d cried so much after September 11. Entire days had passed when she wondered if she’d ever go an hour without weeping. These days her eyes were usually dry, but the ache in her heart felt pretty much permanent.


She missed her father so much, missed the life they’d had before September 11. “I’m doing the best I can, Daddy.” She squinted and blinked back another few tears. “Happy Birthday.”


A dump truck rolled past just a few yards away. Reagan never took her eyes from the spot in the sky. “I miss you.” She caught three quick, jerky breaths, and this time she couldn’t stop the tears. Her whispered voice was thick. “I . . . I love you, Daddy.”


In response, her swollen abdomen tightened, and she rested her open hands across her belly, stroking the place where the baby grew within her. It’s okay, little one. Mommy’s all right.


 She was seven months pregnant—no surprise there. But until the test she’d been certain she was carrying a girl. Not so, according to the ultrasound. The baby was a boy. Reagan had already decided on a name.


Her tears stopped. She stood and stretched, wiping her fingers beneath her eyes and taking a final look at the towering metal cross. It was time to go home, time to help her mother with dinner. Besides, she needed her rest. She wanted the very best for her precious baby boy. A boy who would carry the name of both his grandfather . . . and his father.


A boy named Thomas Luke.






Chapter Two


Ashley had mixed feelings about the announcement Kari and Ryan were about to make that evening. No doubt they were getting married; the news could hardly be anything else. The Baxter dinner party that night would be filled with laughter and congratulations and remembered moments from when Kari and Ryan first met as kids. The group would eat Chinese food, celebrate with cake, and know in their hearts that two people couldn’t possibly be more meant for each other than Kari and Ryan.


For the most part Ashley was thrilled for her older sister. Ryan had loved Kari since she was sixteen, and this . . . this announcement, if that’s what it was, had been overdue for years.


But with Landon in New York City, Ashley’s happiness couldn’t be complete. She gritted her teeth. When would the announcement be hers, and when would life finally take on that happily-ever-after quality that always seemed to elude her? She ran a sponge over the last of the crumbs on the counter and stared out the window at her parents’ backyard. She’d spent so much time there as a teenager. The view was simple and striking, and in springtime it held a million shades of green. Maybe she’d set her easel up out back of the old farmhouse for her next piece.


She bit her lip and tilted her head, studying the scene for focal points and contrast. But the backyard images faded.


Why hadn’t she noticed Landon years ago? Back before she’d made a mess of her life? The answer came as easily as her next breath. Because she’d been afraid. Afraid Landon was too safe, afraid she wasn’t good enough for him. And so she’d gone off to Paris to prove she didn’t need him or anyone else. To show them all she could make it as an artist. Instead, she’d come home utterly defeated in all ways but one.


Paris gave her Cole.


Her young son was everything to her now—the music in every song, the poetry that rang in her heart, the inspiration for every one of her recent paintings. He was upstairs making a Lego creation, and any minute he’d bounce down the stairs to show her an alien rocket ship or a super high-powered flying speedboat. He’d inherited her creative bent, no doubt.


Ashley made a few more swipes across the counter, but her hand froze as she heard the back door open.


“Did you get the cake?” Her mother breezed into the kitchen and set a bag of groceries on the counter.


“Got it.”


“Perfect.” Mom was out of breath as she tossed her keys in the drawer by the kitchen desk and began unpacking. Green beans, canned soup, taco shells. Applesauce. “Go to the store for milk and find a dozen things you need. Always happens.” She paused and met Ashley’s eyes. “Where’s Cole?”


“Upstairs creating.”


“And the cake?”


“In the freezer.”


“Good.” Ashley’s mom straightened and sized up the kitchen area. “Thanks for cleaning up.” She blew at a wisp of dark hair, peeled off her jacket, and set it on the back of the desk chair. “The whole day was crazy.”


“No problem.” Ashley wrung out the sponge and stood it up near the kitchen sink. “They’re engaged, right? That’s the announcement?”


Her mother gave a light shrug of her shoulders as she pulled a pound of butter and a loaf of bread from the grocery sack. “I can’t tell.”


“Mom.” Ashley rolled her eyes and leaned against the counter. “The cake says Congratulations, Kari and Ryan. I don’t think we’re celebrating Kari’s new minivan.”


“Hey.” Her mom raised an eyebrow in her direction. “You weren’t supposed to peek.”


“So, I’m right.” Ashley wrestled the strange feeling in her heart. What was it? Jealousy? Loneliness? Whatever it was, she had to let it go. Kari deserved as much happiness as possible.


Her mother finished putting away the food and folded the brown bag. “They’ve always been perfect for each other.”


“They have.” Ashley dried her hands and tried to sound upbeat. “Need anything else?”


“Nope.” Her mother took a few steps and glanced at the dining room. “Everything’s perfect.” She faced Ashley again and her expression softened. “Okay, tell me. What’s wrong?”


Ashley headed toward the living room. “Nothing.” She shot a smile over her shoulder and then plopped down on the overstuffed sofa. “I couldn’t be happier for them.”


Her mother followed and took the rocking chair a few feet away. “You still think I can’t read your eyes, Ash.” She brushed her dark hair back from her face. “When’s the last time you talked to Landon?”


“Mother.” Ashley gave an exaggerated huff. “This isn’t about Landon.”


“Okay.” She leaned back and set the rocker in motion. “But when?”


Ashley stared out the window. She hated this, hated how her mother could read her. No matter how independent she’d tried to be over the years, she’d never been able to fool her mother. Ashley crossed her arms and caught her mother’s gaze once more. “A few weeks.”


Her mother looked like she might say something, but then she seemed to change her mind. In the silence, Ashley sucked in a quick breath and looked out the window again. “He’s busy, Mother. It’s New York City. If he doesn’t focus on his job, he’ll wind up like his friend.”


“Focus couldn’t have saved his friend’s life, honey. Nothing could’ve.”


“I know.” Ashley bit her lip again and thought for a moment about Landon’s friend rushing up the stairs of the south tower of the World Trade Center when the building collapsed that awful Tuesday morning. “You’re right. I’m just saying, Landon’s busy. Otherwise he’d call more.”


Her mother must have sensed that the conversation was over because she stood and took a sharp breath as she looked at her watch. “Everyone will be here in fifteen minutes. I’m going upstairs to check on Cole.”


“Okay.” Ashley waited until her mom had left the room; then she rested her head on the sofa back and closed her eyes. God, my attitude’s lousy, but Mom’s right. Why doesn’t Landon call? And how will it ever work out between the two of us with him in New York and me here?


She pursed her lips and opened her eyes again. What did the pastor say at church last Sunday? God’s timing wasn’t always our own. Ashley had caught her father’s eyes, and the two shared a knowing look. If anyone understood the heartache of waiting, it was her parents.


Luke had been gone for three months.


“He’ll be back one day,” her dad said when the church service was over. “All in God’s timing.”


But Ashley noticed his eyes were damp even as he spoke. The situation with Luke weighed on their parents every day. Since September 11, Luke told Ashley he didn’t believe in God, didn’t expect he ever would again. His relationship with everyone else in the Baxter family was strained if not absent, and her parents bore the brunt of the pain. Yes, her waiting paled in comparison to theirs. But still . . .


Landon needed to make a plan, to let her know when he’d be coming back to Bloomington. That way he could tell her if he planned to marry her somewhere down the road—like once he’d met his obligation to the FDNY. That would make the year go more quickly, wouldn’t it?


Dusk had come and gone, and darkness now fell over the April evening. The cold spring weather didn’t help Ashley’s mood. It only made it hard to get outside and paint. So, rather than be trapped in the house, she was putting in more time at Sunset Hills Adult Care Home. She loved the job, but she was restless, missing something she hadn’t quite been able to figure out.


Something—or someone.


Headlights flashed into the driveway, and two cars made their way toward the Baxter house. The party was about to start, and Ashley would do nothing but smile all night. Maybe, after an evening of pretending everything was okay, it actually would be. Even if her happily-ever-after seemed a million years away.
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The announcement came the moment they were seated for dinner, just as Elizabeth Baxter thought it would.


All eyes were on Kari and Ryan, and beneath the table Elizabeth squeezed her husband’s hand. “This is it,” she whispered.


John returned the squeeze and leaned close to her ear. “Finally.”


Seconds felt like hours, and the entire room seemed to hold its breath. Kari and Ryan shared a smile. Then Kari shifted a sleeping little Jessica to her other arm and turned to the family. “We were going to wait until dessert, but—”


Groans came from each of the other sisters—Brooke and Erin and Ashley. “No way, Kari . . .” Ashley jabbed a teasing finger in Kari’s direction. “Not after the big buildup.”


“Yeah, you’re killing us.” Erin’s eyes shone, and she looped her arm through her husband’s.


Elizabeth caught the exchange, and a wave of gratitude washed over her. Though she didn’t expect Luke to show up, at least the girls were doing well—Erin and Sam, Brooke and Peter, even Ashley.


“Okay, okay.” Kari held up her hands and giggled. She leaned back against Ryan and waited again until the room was silent. “Ryan and I have been talking about things.” She glanced up at him. “We’ve been meeting with Pastor Mark for the past month and—” Her voice broke, and she looked to Ryan for help.


Elizabeth felt the sting of tears in her own eyes as she watched them. Hadn’t it been yesterday when they were thirteen and fifteen, a couple of kids meeting each other for the first time at a neighborhood barbecue? And in the years that followed, hadn’t they all believed that someday it would come to this? Elizabeth swallowed back the lump in her throat, willing her daughter the strength to do the same.


“I’ve asked Kari to be my wife.” Ryan gave Kari a slight squeeze and the briefest kiss. “And she said yes.”


Erin’s squeal came first, followed by a chorus of clapping and congratulations.


“I knew it!” Ashley grinned and pushed back her chair, leading the way as everyone—even Cole—got up and surrounded the beaming couple and exchanged hugs and kisses.


“We’re getting married September twenty-first!” Kari cast a quick grin at Ryan, and then back at the others. “Isn’t that amazing?”


John exhaled and let his shoulders slump forward as he chuckled. “I couldn’t have kept the secret another minute.”


“Oh, Kari, it’ll be a gorgeous wedding!” Brooke put her arms around them. “I’m so happy for you guys.”


“And guess where we’re having it?” Kari leaned forward, her face wreathed in the undeniable look of a young woman in love.


Erin brought her hands together. “Here?”


“Yes. The ceremony and the reception.” Kari leaned back. “We want a big white tent where we can eat and celebrate and dance into the night.”


“A backyard wedding!” Ashley hooted and high-fived Brooke. “That’s perfect.”


Elizabeth slipped past the others and took Jessie from Kari. She laid her down on the sofa, covered her with a blanket, then stood next to John, just outside the circle of their children. They’d known about this for weeks, and they were content to let the others give their congratulations first. Elizabeth slid her fingers between John’s. “Did you ever think? I mean back when everything looked so awful a few years ago?”


“Actually . . .” John gave a thoughtful tilt of his head. “Yes.” The celebration going on a few feet away all but drowned his voice. “There’s never been anyone for Kari like Ryan.” He sniffed hard. “I can almost feel God smiling down at us.”


The congratulations continued, and when they were all seated again they shared sweet-and-sour pork, stir-fried vegetables, almond chicken, and steamed rice. Conversation about the wedding plans continued through dinner and on into dessert.


“So, who’s coming?” Ashley was helping Cole with his dessert, cutting it into small pieces. “I mean, are we talking small or most of Bloomington?”


Kari laughed, and she and Ryan took turns explaining that their wedding would be simple, no more than a hundred family members and friends. Though Kari had been married before, Ryan hadn’t, and he told the group that he planned to pay for the reception.


“Some of my football friends want to come.” Ryan grinned at John. “I think we’ll need plenty of table space.”


Kari wanted Brooke, Ashley, and Erin—her three sisters—to be her bridesmaids. “Long silky dresses with cap sleeves!” Kari’s eyes lit up. “How does that sound?”


“What about you?” Ashley flashed a teasing look at Ryan. “I’m sure you can’t wait to pick out just the right tux. And you need three groomsmen, you know. That’s the way it works.”


Ryan chuckled and gave Kari a light tap on the head. “Kari’s clued me in about all of that.”


“He even helped pick the colors.”


“Which are?” Erin leaned forward to get a better look at Kari and Ryan.


“Navy blue and silver.” Ryan gave a firm nod of his head; then he tossed Kari a doubtful look. “Or was it Essence of Blue and Pewter?”


Laughter rang out around the table. Elizabeth waited until it died down. “Did you decide on the groomsmen?”


“Yes.” Ryan grinned at Erin’s husband. “Sam, if he’ll do it, and Peter and Luke.”


A hush fell over the table.


John cleared his throat. “I’m sure that’ll be perfect.”


Elizabeth stared at her plate. The mention of Luke cast a quiet over a part of her heart, a tight, pinched feeling that choked out all other thoughts and feelings save one: He was gone. Her son, the golden boy whose laughter and promise had graced their home, was gone. No one knew when—or if—he was coming back.


She sniffed and worked the muscles in her throat to keep from giving sadness an edge. John was always so sure everything was going to work out. But what if it didn’t? Luke hadn’t shown up for this dinner party. What made John so sure he’d come to the wedding? Every week his absence made him feel more distant, less like the boy she’d raised. Less like he was even part of the family.


The conversation did a pinball bounce from the date and wedding party to the type of reception they wanted—formal, with assigned seating and a ballroom floor for dancing. But the details that had occupied so much of Elizabeth’s mind the last few weeks were suddenly small and unimportant compared with the fact that Luke hadn’t come. Elizabeth smiled and nodded and tried to look interested. But inside, in the hallways of her heart, she was reliving the phone call with Reagan.


How had the girl started the conversation? Hadn’t it been something about having some kind of news, something she wanted to tell Luke? But then they’d gotten to the truth about Luke’s new lifestyle, and talk had never gotten back to Reagan.


Elizabeth nodded at something Erin said about planning a wedding shower, but she was only half listening. What could Reagan have to tell Luke, and why had she been so adamant about not telling him she’d called? Had she been trying to get ahold of him to tell him she still cared for him, that she wanted to have another chance at a relationship? If so, then it was no wonder the news of his new girlfriend had frightened her off, made her want to never talk to Luke again.


The party wound down, and by eight o’clock Erin, Brooke, and Ashley were finalizing plans to meet with Kari the following week to scan the catalogues for bridesmaid dresses. Kari was the last to leave, and she gave Elizabeth a longer hug than usual. Ryan was buckling Jessie into her car seat in the truck, and John had gone upstairs, so Kari and Elizabeth were alone. For the first time that night, Kari’s eyes glistened with tears.


“I can’t believe it, Mom . . . I mean, really. After all these years, we’re getting married!”


“He’s perfect for you.” Elizabeth’s heart swelled as she cupped the side of Kari’s face. “Perfect for Jessie, too.”


“I know.” Kari wiped at an errant tear. “I think Tim would’ve been glad that Jessie and I are getting on with life.”


“Yes.” Elizabeth kissed her daughter’s forehead. “Everything’s going to work out just right.”


Kari hesitated for a second and brought her hand to her mouth. “Sorry. I didn’t think I’d be so emotional now.” She uttered a sound that was more laugh than cry. “The big announcement’s over.” For a moment she seemed to steady herself, and her eyes locked on Elizabeth’s. “But I wanted to thank you, Mom. You’ve . . . you’ve been amazing through this whole thing. You’ve always known what to say, what to do.” She sniffed. “You’re the best mom in the world. I want you to know that.”


Elizabeth’s throat grew thick. Mirrored in her daughter’s eyes were a hundred memories. Kari had shared each of them with her, every incident. She swallowed and the cloud of memories lifted. “It’s been a long road, my dear.”


“And you’ve prayed me through every inch of it.”


“Yes . . .” She gave Kari a wry smile. “The last few years have given your father and me calloused knees. But not just because of you.”


They were silent, both painfully aware of why the Baxter parents had been on their knees lately. Kari gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Don’t stop praying for him, Mom. Luke’s going to be okay. I feel it in my heart.”


“So does your dad.”


“And Dad’s always right.” Kari’s smile was sadder now, the sparkle in her eyes dimmer. “If Luke calls, tell him we missed him.”


When Kari was gone, Elizabeth dragged her feet up the stairs, one slow step at a time. She found John sitting near the fireplace in their room, staring at a photograph. As she came closer, she saw what it was. A framed picture of Luke and John on a hiking trip, taken a few years earlier when Luke was earning his Eagle Scout badge. The photo showed father and son, tired and happy at the end of the trip, their faces smudged as they stood side by side, their arms around each other’s necks.


John must have sensed her presence. He stood and returned the picture to the shelf near their bedroom closet. After a beat, he turned to Elizabeth. “He should’ve been here tonight.”


“Yes.” She went to rest her hands on his shoulders and soothe her thumbs against his neck. “It’s okay to miss him.”


He said nothing, merely hung his head.


“You’re always saying everything’s going to work out and that Luke’ll come home in God’s timing and that these things happen.” Her voice was soft. She knew her words were reaching the private places in his soul. “But you can’t fool me, John Baxter. You’re worried sick.”


John gritted his teeth and lifted his head just enough so that their eyes met. “I . . . I feel like a part of me won’t start breathing again until we get him back. The way he used to be.”


Elizabeth didn’t want to voice the obvious, that sometimes children make a choice to walk away and never return. That truth had hung like a sword over every conversation about Luke since he moved out. Instead she remembered once more her talk with Luke’s old girlfriend.


“Reagan called the other day.”


John straightened at the news, and his eyes searched hers. “Reagan?”


“Yes. She . . . she said she wanted to talk to Luke. She had something to tell him.”


“Did you tell her? About how he’s changed?”


Elizabeth nodded. “I had to. It didn’t seem fair after all these months to let her think he was the same.”


John opened his mouth, but only uttered a tired sigh. He took Elizabeth’s hand and led her to the love seat near the fireplace. Two logs blazed just beyond the fireplace screen, and the heat warmed the room. “Are you going to tell Luke?”


“That’s just it.” Elizabeth stretched out her legs, enjoying how her body felt next to her husband’s. Three decades, and she still reveled in the quiet intimacy of being alone with him. “Reagan practically begged me not to tell Luke that she’d called.”


“I thought you said she called because she needed to talk to him.”


Elizabeth leaned her head on John’s shoulder. “That’s what she said at the beginning of the call, but by the end—after she knew the truth about Luke—she didn’t want me to say a thing about her or the phone call.”


“Hmmm.” John was quiet. “Makes you wonder what she had to say.” He angled himself so he could see her better. “Are you going to tell him?”


“I don’t know.” Elizabeth slid to the edge of the sofa and held her hands closer to the fire. She looked at John over her shoulder. “Should I?”


He bit his lip. “Normally, I’d say no. If the girl doesn’t want Luke knowing that she called, so be it.” He turned and gave a long look at the photo of him and Luke. “But right now I’d do anything to get Luke’s attention. Anything at all.”


Elizabeth stood and faced her husband. It was the answer she’d hoped he would give, because ever since dinner she’d been desperate for a reason to call Luke. She felt the corners of her mouth lift in a tentative smile. “So, I should tell him?”


John stood and pulled her into a long embrace. When they were finished hugging, he drew back and uttered words strained with emotion. “Please, Elizabeth. Please tell him.”


She nodded and checked her watch. It wasn’t quite nine o’clock; Luke would be awake. Maybe if she let him know about Reagan’s phone call he’d snap to his senses, leave this new girl who’d filled his head with so many lies, come home, and pour his heart out to her and John. He could call Reagan and find out she still loved him, get back on track with his faith and his future, and everything would be the way it had been before September 11, before the World Trade Center collapsed with Reagan’s father still inside.


Elizabeth crossed the room and picked up the telephone receiver. It was a good idea, telling Luke about Reagan’s call. After all, he’d been different with her, different than he’d been with any other girl. Every other time when Luke had dated a girl, he’d done so more as a way to pass the time. “In like,” Elizabeth used to call it. “Luke’s in like again.”


Not so with Reagan. Something about her had made Luke’s eyes sparkle every day of the week, and Elizabeth knew exactly why. Luke hadn’t just liked Reagan Decker. He’d loved her.


He probably still did.


That alone was enough to make Elizabeth break the promise she’d made to Reagan. She drew a deep breath. Her hands trembled as she punched in her son’s new phone number and waited.


When the phone began to ring, she did something else, the only thing that would ever bring about the miracle their son needed.


She prayed.






Chapter Three


Luke spent an hour standing in front of the apartment window, but he didn’t see the lights of Indiana University. He saw a far different sight—the scene probably taking place across Bloomington at his parents’ house.


If the thing that had been chasing him was his past, then maybe it was time to let it catch him.


Kari and Ryan were getting married; that had to be it. And though Luke didn’t belong with the Baxters anymore, he was happy for Kari. Ryan had been Luke’s hero as far back as he could remember. Larger-than-life, high school football star, an athlete who’d earned a full-ride college scholarship and then a spot on the Dallas Cowboys. Ryan survived one of the worst injuries the National Football League had ever seen—all while keeping his faith.


Yes, Ryan Taylor was the best guy Luke had ever known, and until September 11 all he’d wanted was to be just like him. Okay, so he’d never play football in the NFL or even get beyond the intramural sports at IU. But still, he sort of looked like Ryan. Tall and strong, ready to bust up a room with a quick one-liner, blessed with social graces, and devoted to his faith. There were lots of ways he was just like Ryan.


Or at least he used to be.


He worked the muscles in his jaw. Lori was out again; she’d been gone all day to some seminar on self-directed spirituality. She was on a high-protein kick lately—only red meat, eggs, and boneless chicken. Something about getting fuel from the lower evolutionary rungs. The girl had so many approaches to eating he couldn’t keep track of them.


Homework helped him pass half the evening, but he’d finished his last bit of reading, and really, he should’ve gone to the party at his parents’ house. He couldn’t hide from them forever.


Eventually they’d have to accept that he was different now. They’d have to stop grilling him about his faith and stop asking when he would change back to the Luke Baxter they knew and loved. They could take him like he was or not at all. And if they couldn’t, well, what did that say about their supposed faith?


Luke wiped at a spot on the window where his breath had left a circle of steam. Tomorrow he and Lori would attend a campus function for the Freethinkers Alliance. The group intrigued Luke more than the other clubs Lori dragged him to. Even with his new mind-set—the one that wasn’t theistic in nature—some of the clubs she belonged to were downright wacky. Anger Diversion Art? One World Optimization? Luke shook his head. Voice of the Trees?


No, he didn’t fit into much of Lori’s world. But the Freethinkers Alliance—or FTA—now that was a group that sparked Luke’s imagination. Tomorrow’s message was “Removing Bias—Breaking Down the Walls to Freedom.” And later that month they’d spend a few weeks on the relativity of truth. Luke could hardly wait for that discussion, especially after a lifetime of thinking truth could be found only by walking through the doors of a church or living a life founded on some archaic book of letters.


Luke raked his fingers through his hair and turned from the window. The apartment was meticulously clean. Lori was a stickler for organization. Inanimate objects had a more powerful aura when they were put in their place. At least that was her theory. She had a fit if he left his clothes on the floor, and after a few arguments about the negativity of sleeping next to a pile of day-old clothes, he’d learned to hang them up.


A clock ticked in the background, and Luke sighed. The party would be over by now and he couldn’t help but wonder. Had they missed him? talked about him? shared with each other how lost he was now that he wasn’t exactly like them? He sank his hands in the pockets of his jeans and headed for the kitchen. A bologna sandwich would help take his mind off his family.


He was halfway to the kitchen when the phone rang.


Only a few possibilities existed anymore, since Luke had lost most of his old friends. And the new ones—usually they were too busy being enlightened to think about something as mundane as calling to shoot the breeze. It was a part of his old life Luke missed, the social part. Playing basketball with his buddies, catching a movie off-campus, hanging out at Art’s Attic for a couple games of pool.


Freethinkers didn’t spend their time that way; wasn’t that what Lori had said? Basketball was a source of unnecessary competition, the kind that eventually led to war; movies were tailor-made for nonthinking middle America and contained political agendas and influential stereotypes that were harmful to freethinkers. And playing pool at a bar? Uneducated cretins and male chauvinists, that’s who found fun in such simple pastimes.


So much for any of his old gang.


The phone rang a third time just as Luke picked it up and punched the On button. “Hello?”


“Luke? Hi . . . it’s Mom.”


Here we go. . . . He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Hello, Mother.” He took the phone into the living room and plopped onto the sofa. His father hadn’t called in weeks, not since Luke snapped at him to get out of his business. But his mom called no matter what, once every few days at least. So why did she have to sound so strained and frightened, as though he might hang up on her the moment he heard her voice? He cleared his throat. “How was the party?”


“Good. Ryan and Kari announced their engagement.” She hesitated. “The wedding will be September twenty-first.”


“I figured that was it.” Luke closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose with his free hand. Lori had his mother pegged. From the beginning, she’d said his mother emanated negative vibes. The whole vibe thing didn’t sit well with Luke, but it was hard to deny the tension between him and his mother.


“Ryan wants you to be in the wedding party.” Her voice trembled. “He wanted me to ask you about it.”


Luke squinted toward the window. “I’m not sure. Can I let him know in a week or so?”


His mother paused, and when she spoke again she sounded tired and old. “Kari’s your sister, Luke. Why wouldn’t you say yes?”


“Because.” He let his frustration out in a huff. “Maybe I don’t believe in marriage anymore, weddings and all that ’til-death-do-us-part stuff. And maybe I don’t want to stand up there dressed in some establishment-driven black tuxedo making a hypocrite of myself.” He eased back on his tone. “That’s why.”


“Well, then . . .” She didn’t seem to have an answer for that. “At least think about it. Ryan cares a great deal for you. It would mean a lot for you to be part of the celebration that day.”


“Fine.” He leaned forward and dug his elbows into his knees. His stomach hurt, but he wasn’t sure if it was the “bad vibes” or just the tension of his old life clashing smack against his new one. “I’ll let you know.”


“Thank you.” She paused. “Luke, I have something else to tell you.”


A dozen possibilities flashed into Luke’s mind. Something had happened to Ashley or Landon . . . Maddie was sick again . . . or his father was passing on an apology. He waited.


“Reagan called the other day. She wanted to talk to you.”


At those first two unbelievable words, Luke felt the blood drain from his face, felt his heart beating hard in his throat, sensed the room begin to spin. His mother couldn’t possibly have said what he thought he’d heard. Reagan had called? His Reagan? She’d called looking for him? After how long—seven months? The idea was insane.


While his mother was waiting for his reaction, he grabbed a quick couple of breaths. The blood was returning to his face, but in small amounts. “Reagan?” He hated the way he sounded fifteen again, as though all the progress he’d made in the past half a year had disappeared at the mention of her name. “Are you sure it was her?”


“It was her, Luke. She apologized for not calling sooner, and she—”


“Wait.” His voice rose a notch. “Start at the beginning. I want to know everything.”


“I’m trying. We . . . we didn’t talk long.”


Something ignited a warning flare in the desert of Luke’s soul. “Did you tell her about me? You know, that I was living with Lori?”


His mother’s hesitation told Luke everything he needed to know. “What was I supposed to say, Luke? That you were upstairs waiting for her phone call?”


Luke bent at the waist and rested his forearms on his thighs. “Please, Mom. Start at the beginning.”


“Okay. She apologized for not calling sooner, and then she asked for you. I told her you didn’t live with us anymore, and that a lot of things had changed. She asked what I meant, and I told her.”


“Told her what?” Panic joined the other emotions vying for position in Luke’s voice. “What exactly did you say?”


His mother drew a slow breath, and when she spoke, her tone was stronger than before. “I told her the truth, Luke. That you’ve walked away from us and your faith and everything you once believed. That you never even stop by the house anymore, and that you are living with your new girlfriend.”


The words hit Luke like so many bullets. “You told her that?”


“Yes.”


Luke sat back and tried to assess the damage. Reagan must’ve been shocked. She might’ve stopped loving him the night of September 10, but the news would still have been hard for her to hear. “What did she say?”


“I think she was stunned, to tell you the truth. She said she hadn’t known. When I asked her if I should tell you she called, she said no.” His mother sounded sure of herself now. “In fact, she begged me not to tell you she called.”


The room was spinning again. “She . . . she begged you not to tell me?” Why had Reagan called? What if the details about his new lifestyle were such a shock that she ran away again, maybe never to make another attempt to contact him?


“Yes.” A sad sigh traveled over the phone line. “I almost didn’t tell you. But then . . . when you didn’t show up tonight, I thought you should know.”


“Know what?” Luke couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t fathom the idea that Reagan had reached out only to draw back, probably further and more permanently than before.


“The way your new choices are affecting people, Luke. People you used to love.”


Luke heard a key in the door and a few seconds later, Lori entered the apartment. Her face was pale, and it looked like she’d been crying. Her shoulders bent forward a bit as she set her books on the table. She rested there for a moment and then joined him in the living room. Luke gave her a little wave, pointed to the phone, and held up a single finger. He covered the speaker with his hand. “Be off in a minute.”


She nodded, stretched out on the opposite sofa, and closed her eyes. Whatever the seminar had involved, her aura and vibe level certainly didn’t seem stronger. Luke looked away from her and focused on his mother.


“Mom, listen . . .” Luke forced his head to clear. The desperation was gone from his voice, and he felt the room right itself. Why had he reacted so strangely? After all, Reagan had been out of his life for months. Thoughts of her now would lead nowhere. “You did the right thing. She had to know someday.”


In the cat-and-mouse game he and his mom seemed to be playing, she was now the mouse again. “So . . . what are you going to do?”


“About what?”


“About Reagan. Don’t you think you should call her, Luke? At least make some kind of contact?”


“She didn’t want me to know she’d called; isn’t that right?”


“Yes, but—”


“Look, Mom, I have to go. Lori’s home. Thanks for telling me; you thought that was the right thing to do and I appreciate that.” They were out of things to say, and Luke wanted to get away. If Lori was sick, then maybe she needed him—and that had happened only a few times since they’d been together.


His mother ended the call with a flurry of declarations—that his father sent his love, how much everyone missed him, and of course the point she never failed to make: everyone was praying for him.


When he hung up, Luke turned to Lori and studied her for a moment. She was small and well built, and he was used to sharing a bed with her. But he’d never really been attracted to her, not the way he’d been to Reagan.


She rolled on her side and opened her eyes. “What’d your mother want?”


“Just an update.”


For a few seconds Lori looked like she wanted more details, but she let it go. A low moan escaped her, and she reached around and pressed her fist into the small of her back. “My lower vertebrae are killing me. I did a self-assessment and visualization on the way home, but the pain’s still there.”


Luke wasn’t sure what to say. Couldn’t she talk like a normal girl, just once? As intriguing as he’d found her in the beginning, these days more often than not she came across as a self-righteous, academic snob. Reagan never would’ve been so—


He caught himself, stopping the train of thought before it picked up steam. Breathe, Luke . . . forget about her and just breathe. “How was the seminar?”


Lori cast him an indifferent glance. “I didn’t go.”


Luke stared at the woman he was living with. “I thought you took off class to go.” He waved his hands in the air. “It was supposed to be this big deal, remember?”


“So . . . I took off class and went to the doctor instead.” She pulled herself up and locked eyes with him. “Is that okay with you?”


He drew in a steadying breath. “Listen, Lori, if something’s wrong, you should’ve told me. Maybe I could help.”


“I’m fine, Luke.” She crossed her arms, and for the first time since Luke had known her, she looked young and helpless, more like a little girl than a college coed intent on changing the world. “It was just a doctor’s appointment.”


“All day?” He wasn’t trying to fight with her, but she didn’t look well. “What is it, the flu? a virus?”


“Look . . .” She was mad now. Her eyebrows came together in a sharp V as she stood and stared at him. “It’s my body, okay? I find it offensive that you would even ask.” She gave a sharp breath through her nose and turned toward their bedroom. Near the doorway she tossed him a final look over her shoulder. “And don’t worry. It’s not contagious.”


Luke watched her go and felt no remorse. He headed for the window once more and stared out. Lately he spent half his time in front of that single sheet of glass, looking at the world outside their apartment, wondering how life had gone mad. What would make a person hijack a plane and fly it into a building full of people? That had been the turning point, really. His life would be forever marked by how it was prior to September 11. . . .


And how it was now.


He leaned his bare arm against the cold glass and tried to focus. Back cramps probably meant it was that time of the month for Lori. PMS was hard on her, though she hated to admit it. Some weeks she would wax on about the virtues of menstruation and how it empowered women. Other times she called it a curse, a challenge men knew nothing about.


Luke always wanted to laugh when she said that, but he didn’t dare. If anyone knew about PMS it was a guy with four sisters. But Lori wasn’t interested in his opinion—at least not on anything concerning a woman. He shifted and let his other arm rest against the glass. That had to be it, PMS, and maybe she’d been in for a checkup. Not that a checkup would take all day, but if she didn’t want to tell him where she’d been, then so be it.


Right now, he didn’t care.


He watched a car pull into the apartment parking lot and drop off a young couple. The two laughed as they waved good-bye and headed toward the front doors. Too bad Lori was sick. It would’ve been a great night to check out the action on campus. A concert, maybe, or a reading at the library. Life was about more than special-interest meetings, no matter what Lori thought.


Luke’s mind drifted and he closed his eyes.


Where did Reagan live these days? With her mother in New York, obviously . . . the place she’d run off to on September 11. But was she happy? Had she enrolled in school and continued her education? Did she work at a café somewhere waiting tables or had she taken time off to mourn the loss of her father?


His words to his mother flashed in his mind: “You did the right thing. She had to know someday.” Luke gritted his teeth. He wouldn’t call Reagan—definitely not. Not when she knew how he’d changed. Not when she’d been so clear about his mother not telling him about her phone call.


Why had she called, anyway? Wasn’t it enough that she’d refused his phone calls for months on end? She walked out on their relationship. What right did she have to try to find him now? He studied the sky above Bloomington and felt his anger dissipate. Maybe she needed to tell him something, something urgent. Maybe her mother had been hurt . . . or her brother.


He caught his reflection in the glass and realized how long his hair was. He used to wear it short, his style conservative and clean-cut. But Lori told him a man looked better natural, with long hair and a beard, that in the crucial academic years it was important not to stifle any of himself or the power within him.


So Luke had grown a mustache and a goatee, but he had drawn the line there. Beards bothered him, even if the lack of one left him powerless in his crucial academic years.


He took a step back and caught more of his reflection. Even now—months after he’d made the decision to become someone else—he had trouble recognizing himself. Wavy hair down to his jaw, the unruly goatee and wispy mustache. The only thing even a little familiar about himself was the look in his eyes, a look that even September 11 hadn’t been able to destroy.


A look that told him the truth about his feelings. No matter how often he lied to himself, he would always love a girl with long, blonde hair and a heart of gold; a girl who once told him she wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of her life with him. A girl who would’ve been Reagan Baxter.


If only things had worked out differently.
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