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Dedicated to

Donald, my lover and playmate and best friend of all. With you, all of life is a dance and I can only pray the music continues for all time. Thank you for stating early on that the d word would not be part of our vocabulary. And thanks for modeling in Christ what it means to truly love.

Kelsey, my sweet girl, who stands on the brink of those tough and tender teenage years. Already you are old enough to understand love, to know that you're a one-in-a-million catch and to believe no one will ever love you like your daddy or your heavenly Father. You once said you wouldn't marry a boy unless he was like your daddy. Keep that, honey; believe me, your standard couldn't possibly be any higher than that.

Tyler, my dreamer and doer, who wants so much from life and whom God has chosen for great and mighty things. I will hear your voice singing to me on faraway nights when my hair is gray and our family days are but a memory. Thank you, buddy, for always making me smile.

Austin, my boy of boundless energy, better known as Michael Jordan. You defy man's wisdom each day by merely breathing. You grace our home with constant dribbling and shooting and slam-dunking, sounds that have almost made me forget those hospital machines in intensive care. Almost, but not quite. And each time your arms come around my neck, I thank God for the miracle of your life.

E.J. and Sean, our chosen sons, who have brought us all together in a common cause, a common love. Thank you for defining our family's eternal perspective and for giving us reason to celebrate God's plan. Remember, dear sons, although you did not grow under my heart you most certainly grew in it. I look forward to all that God has planned for you.

And to God Almighty,

Who has, for now, blessed me with these.
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a Time to Dance



There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven:. . . a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance.

-ECCLESIASTES 3:1,4



One

WITHOUT QUESTION,IT WAS THE MOMENT ABBY Reynolds had waited for all her life.

Beneath the Friday-night lights in the biggest college stadium in the state of Illinois, Abby's husband was on the brink of winning his second high-school football championship. Moreover he was about to do so largely on the talents of their older son, the team's senior quarterback.

Abby pulled her blue-and-gray Marion Eagles jacket tighter to her body and wished she'd brought a thicker scarf. It was early December, after all, and though snow hadn't fallen for more than a week, the air was biting cold. "Football weather," John always said. Cold and dry, straight from heaven. She stared beyond the lights to the starry sky. Even God is rooting for you tonighty John.

Her gaze fell across the field, and she picked out her husband on the sidelines, headset angled just so, body bent over, hands on his knees as he waited for the play to unfold. She could remember a million afternoons when his eyes had sparkled with laughter, but here, now, they were hard and focused. His face was the picture of concentration, lined with the intensity of the moment as he barked commands in a dozen directions. Even from her place high up in the packed stands, Abby could feel the energy that emanated from John in the final minutes of this, his most prized football game.

No doubt about it, coaching was his gift.

And this was his finest hour.

If only everything else hadn't gotten so— 

"Come on, Eagles. You can do it!" Abby's daughter, Nicole, clapped her hands and gritted her teeth, holding tighter to her boyfriend, Matt's,hand, every ounce of her energy focused on her younger brother.

Tears nipped at Abby's eyes, and she blinked them back. If only I could freeze time, here and now . . . She turned and squeezed her father's knee. "I can feel it, Dad. They're gonna win."

Her father, an old man who barely resembled the dad she'd grown up with, raised a shaky fist partway into the freezing night. "You can do it, Kade!" His hand dropped weakly back into his lap.

Abby patted her father's limp arm and then cupped her hands around her mouth. "Make it count, Kade. Come on!" Her fingers tightened into fists, and she tapped them in a fast, steady beat against her knees. Please, Lord, let him have this.

After tonight there were bound to be few moments of light for any of them.

"I kinda hate to see it end." Her father grinned at her through wet eyes. "All those years of football together. The boys amazing. Plays just like his father."

Abby focused her gaze on her son and the corners of her mouth lifted. "He always has."

"Mom, isn't it weird?" Nicole leaned her head on Abby's shoulder.

"What, honey?" Abby took her daughter's free hand and resisted the urge to close her eyes. It felt so good, sitting here in the thrill of the moment, surrounded by family . . .

"This is Kade's last high-school game." Nicole's voice was thick, filled with tender indignation, as though she'd only now realized a loss she hadn't prepared for. "Just like that, it's over. Next year he'll be at Iowa, and it won't be the same."

A stinging sensation made its way across Abby's eyes again, and she struggled to swallow. If only you knew, sweetheart. . . "It never is." 

Nicole stared down at the field. "I mean, this is it. After tonight he'll never play for Dad again." She glanced at the scoreboard. "All those practices and games, and in a few minutes it'll be over. Just a box full of memories and old newspaper articles."

The lump grew thicker. Not now, Nicole. Let me enjoy the moment. Tears clouded Abby's vision. Come on, get a grip. Life is full of endings. She squeezed her daughter's hand and uttered a short laugh. "We're supposed to be cheering, remember? They haven't won yet."

Nicole stuck her chin out and shouted as loud as she could. "Go, Eagles, come on! You can do it!"

Abby's eyes moved toward the field where Kade was at the center of the huddle, relaying his father's plays to the team. Third down and eight, twenty-five yards to go for a touchdown. There was just over a minute to play, and Marion was up by three. This touchdown—and Abby could feel in her gut that there would be a touchdown—would seal the win.

"Let's go, Eagles!" Abby clapped her mittened hands together and stared intently at the field as the play unfolded. Come on, Kade. Nice and easy. Like a hundred times before . . .

Her strapping son took the snap and, with practiced grace, found his place in the pocket, searching downfield until he saw his target. Then, in the fluid motion that comes from being the talented son of a storied football coach, he fired the ball, threading it through two menacing defenders to land, almost like magic, in the hands of a Marion receiver.

The home crowd was on its feet.

Over the din of ten thousand screaming fans, the announcer explained the situation: the Eagles had a first and goal on the three-yard line with less than a minute to play.

The opposing team called a time-out, and Abby breathed in slowly. If she could savor this moment, bottle it up or capture it forever, she would. Hadn't they dreamed of this time and place since Kade was born, first joking about it and then realizing with each passing year the chance of it actually happening? Dozens of yesterdays fought for her attention. The first time she saw John in a football uniform . . . the way his eyes loved her as they spoke their wedding vows and toasted to forever . . . Nicole playing in the backyard . . . the gleam in four-year- old Kade's eyes when he got his first football . . . the thrill of Sean's birth seven years later . . . years of meeting on the pier at the end of the day . . . the music that they—

A whistle blew, and the players took their positions.

Abby swallowed hard. Her family had spent a lifetime getting here—two decades of memories, many of them centered around a white-lined, hundred-yard field of mud and grass.

The crowd remained on its feet, but despite the deafening noise there was a quiet place in Abby's heart where she could hear her children's long-ago laughter, see the way John and the kids tickled and tackled on the Marion High field every day when practice was over. For years John had known instinctively how to involve their children in his role as coach, how to put the game behind him at day's end. The image and voices changed, and the stadium noise was only a distant roar.

"Dance with me, Abby . . . dance with me. "

There they were, on the pier. Dancing the dance of life, swaying to the sound of crickets and creaking boards long after the kids were asleep on nights when summer seemed like it might last forever.

A gust of wind sent a chill down her arms, and she blinked back the fading visions of yesterday. No matter how he'd betrayed her, no matter what happened next, there would never be a better father for her children than John Reynolds.

Another memory rang in her mind. She and John on the lake, adrift in an old fishing boat a year after Kade was born. "One day, Abby one day Kade'll play for me, and we'll go to state. All the way, honey Well have everything we ever dreamed of and nothing will stop us. Nothing. . ."

Now—in what seemed like the blink of an eye—they were here. 

Kade took the snap and raised the ball.

Come on, Kade. It's yours, honey. "Go, Eagles!" she screamed.

The ball flew from Kade's hands like a bullet, spiraling through the winter night much the way Kade himself had flown through their lives, a blur of motion. Come on, catch it. . . Abby watched as Kade's best friend, T.J., the team's tight end, jumped for the ball. Fitting, she thought. Like the perfect ending to a perfect movie. And she realized that everything about Kade and John and their football days—even this final play—had somehow been destined from the beginning.

It all seemed to be happening in slow motion . . .

T . J . wrapped his fingers around the ball, pulled it to his chest, and landed squarely in the end zone.

"Touchdown!" Abby's heart soared and she leapt up and down, her fists high in the air. "I can't believe it! We did it! We won!" She pulled her father and Nicole into a hug and high-fived ten-year-old Sean three seats down the row. "State champs! Can you believe it?" 

On the field the players kicked the extra point and then lined up for the kickoff. Fifteen seconds more and the Marion Eagles would be state champs. The Reynoldses' father-and-son team would forever be part of Illinois prep football lore.

John, you did it. . . you and Kade.

In honor of everything they'd ever been—of the beacon of light that had been their love, their family—Abby felt nothing but pure, unhindered joy for her husband.

Two tears spilled from the corners of her eyes and burned their way down her freezing cheeks.

Not now, Abby. Not when it's supposed to be a celebration. The crowd was shouting in unison: "Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . " 

As the stands emptied onto the field, a swirling blue-and-gray mass of celebration, Abby's father hooted like he hadn't since he'd been relegated to a nursing home. Sean bounced along behind Nicole and Matt as they rushed down the stairs to join the others.

Abby sat frozen in place, soaking in the moment. She searched the crowd until she found John, watched as he ripped off his headset and ran like a madman to meet Kade. Their hug put Abby over the edge, and the tears came in quiet streams. John pulled their son into a solid embrace that shut out everyone else: teammates, coaches, members of the press. Everyone but each other. Kade gripped his helmet in one hand and his father s neck with the other.

Then it happened.

While Abby was still savoring the moment, Charlene Denton came up behind John and threw her arms around his shoulders. A rock took up residence in Abby's stomach and began to grow. Not now... here in front of everyone we know. John and Charlene were easily fifty yards from Abby, but it made no difference. She could see the way the scene played out as clearly as if she were standing beside them. Her husband pulled away from Kade and turned to hug Charlene briefly. There was something about the way John brought his head close to hers and kept his hand on her shoulder that conveyed his feelings for Charlene. Feelings he had long had for her.Charlene Denton, fellow teacher at Marion High, Johns greatest stumbling block.

Abby blinked, and suddenly everything good and memorable and nostalgic about the night felt cheap and artificial, like something from a bad movie. Even the tenderest thoughts couldn't stand against the reality in front of her.

Abby's father saw them, too, and he cleared his throat. "I'll be fine here by myself, honey. You go be with John."

She shook her head, but her gaze never left her husband and Charlene. "No, I'll wait."

Her eyes were dry now, and anger pulsed through her, glazing her heart with hard, empty bitterness. Get away from him, lady. This is our moment, not yours. Abby stared at Charlene, hating her. Johns voice echoed in her heart once more, but this time his words had nothing to do with dancing.

And everything to do with divorce.

This was the weekend they'd agreed to tell the kids. The weekend they would shatter their family's mistaken belief that Abby and John were perhaps the most happily married people in all the world. Abby sighed. No matter how it felt to see John with Charlene, the reality was he could talk to the teacher or any other woman for that matter. In a few months, John would be single, after all. As would Abby. She hugged herself tightly, trying to will away the nausea that swirled around inside her. Why does it still hurt, Lord?

No magic answers came to mind, and Abby wasn't sure if she wanted to disappear or bolt down onto the field and join them so that Charlene would feel too uncomfortable to stay.

I thought I was past this, God. We've already agreed to move on. What's happening to me? Abby tapped her foot against the concrete stadium floor and shifted positions, hating the way the other woman seemed unfettered, lovely and young and without the burdens of two decades of marriage. What was this feeling assaulting her? Jealousy?

No, it felt more like regret. Abby's pulse quickened. It couldn't be, could it? What was there to regret? Hadn't they both realized the place they were in, the place they were headed?

Or was this how it would always feel to see John with another woman?

Her vision clouded over, and again she heard John's voice from long ago. "Dance with me, Abby . . . dance with me. "

The silent words faded from her mind and she blinked back fresh tears. One thing was certain: if this was how being divorced was going to feel, she'd better get used to it.

No matter how much she hated it.



Two

THE STADIUM WASEMPTY, STREWNWITH CRUSHEDGatorade cups and and gray hung from the student section, proof that the Marion Eagles had indeed been there, that John and Kade had accomplished their lifelong dream and won a state championship together.

Abby wandered down the steps to the field and across the grass toward the locker room. John would still be inside, talking to the press, going over the games great plays with the other coaches, picking up after his team.

Savoring the moment as long as possible.

There was a bench just outside the visitors' door and Abby sat down, gazing across the empty field. Kade, Nicole, Matt, and Sean were holding a table for them at Smokey's Pizza a block down the street from the stadium. Abby's father was waiting in the car. She studied the muddied lines and the way the goalposts stood proudly erect on either side of the field. Had it only been an hour ago that the place had been packed, an entire crowd holding its collective breath while Kade threw the final touchdown?

Abby shivered and buried her hands deep in her pockets. The temperature had fallen, but that had little to do with the terrifying cold that reigned in her heart.

A Marion assistant coach walked out and stopped when he saw her. "Hey,Abby." A smile took up most of his face. "How 'bout them Eagles." 

She chuckled softly. No matter what painful twists her life was about to take, she would remember their football days as absolutely wonderful. Every player, every coach, every season . . . all of it a mosaic of memories she would cherish forever. "Amazing. A dream come true." 

The man huffed slightly and shook his head, gazing into the winter sky. He was the biggest coach on staff, a former lineman with a reputation for getting in kids' faces. But here in the quiet shadows of a stadium void of cheering fans and the guttural grunts of sixty teenagers in full warrior gear, Abby noticed his eyes glistening with unshed tears. He cleared his throat and caught her gaze. 

"If I live a hundred years, I'll never forget the way John and Kade worked together tonight. They're magic, those two." He crossed his arms and stared up at the stadium lights, trying to compose himself. In a moment, he looked at her again. "What a ride, Abby, you know? I'm just glad I got to be part of it."

"Me, too, Coach." The corners of Abby's mouth lifted slightly as a layer of tears clouded her vision. She gestured toward the locker room. "Is he almost finished?"

"Yep, last reporters left a few minutes ago. He's just getting his things." The coach smiled at her again as he set off. " W e l l . . . see ya next year."

Abby nodded, afraid her voice would betray her if she tried to speak. There wont be a next year for us . . . for me.

When the coach was gone, Abby thought about John, about their wedding more than twenty-one years earlier. What had happened to the people they were back then, the people who had walked through fire together and come out stronger on the other side?

Forget it, Abby. The coach was right. It was over now; she was just glad she'd been a part of it. Abby wished with everything in her she could go back in time, even an hour back to the moments before the final touchdown when John's long-ago dreams all were coming true.

All but one.

Five minutes later, John came through the door and saw her there.

Abby thought of Charlene, her arms around John after the game. Do I hug him like she did? Do I nod politely?

There was an uncomfortable silence while he held her gaze.

"Abby . . . " He spoke softly, but every word was coated in exhilaration. "We did it!" His eyes sparkled with an electricity that would take days, weeks to diffuse, and it beckoned her in a way she was powerless to resist. As sure as gravity, they came together, and Abby circled her arm around his neck, burying her head against his shoulder.

"I can't believe it! State champs!" She savored the comforting feel of his heart thudding inside his chest, and it occurred to her that months had passed since they'd hugged this way.

"I know." He pulled back, his eyes as full of life and hope and promise as they'd been two decades earlier.

There was a smudge of mud on his cheek, and she erased it gently with her thumb. "Best in the state, you and Kade. Amazing."

He drew her to him again and they stayed that way, their bodies close, swaying slightly. His arms securely around her waist, hers holding on more tightly than usual.

Every moment was steeped in a desperate finality.

John pulled away first, and Abby hugged herself to ward off the sudden chill. "Could you believe that last touchdown?" He grabbed his gym bag from the bench and grinned at her. "Kade was something else . . . "

Abby smiled back. "Beautiful."

John stared out at the field as if he were watching a replay in his mind. "I've pictured this day ever since Kade first learned to throw." 

They started walking toward the stadium steps, their feet keeping time in a familiar rhythm. John swung the bag up onto his shoulder."Abby, about this weekend . . . "

The rock in her stomach grew. "What?" 

He studied the ground. "I don't feel right about i t . . . what I mean is, the kids . . . " His eyes found hers as they kept walking. "I don't care what the counselors say; we can't tell them now." His forehead was creased with concern. "Not after tonight. They'll be celebrating right through Christmas, Abby. They have a right to that."

Abby felt her shoulders tense as a burst of nervous tension spewed into her veins. "They have a right to know the truth." 

His eyelids were heavy with sorrow. "We'll tell them soon enough." His steps slowed and he stared hard at her, begging her to understand. "Come on, Abby. This is the happiest day in Kade's life. And before you know it, Christmas'll be here. Can't it wait?"

She stopped walking and stared at her husband, one hand on her hip. "What are we supposed to do, John? Pretend forever?"

His jawline hardened but he said nothing.

Stop, daughter. A kind word turns away anger.

Abby heard the still, small voice somewhere in the distant corners of her soul, but she shook her head. John had brought this on, after all. Why cover for him now? 

"What good does waiting do?" She crossed her arms and huffed."We should've told them last month." She hesitated. "You can't be the good guy forever, John." Dont say it, Abby . . . "Even if you are state champs."

"Here we go." John removed his Marion High baseball cap and dug his fingers through his damp, dark hair. "What do you want, Abby? A fight? Right here on the fifty-yard line?" 

She thought of a dozen quick comebacks but held her tongue."I'm just saying we should have told them by now. For goodness sake, John, we're filing in January. They won't know what hit them if we don't say something soon."

His face twisted, and she thought he might cry He looked like a little boy who'd lost his best friend, and for a crazy instant she wanted to take him in her arms and beg him to stay, beg him to break it off with Charlene and love only her, Abby, for the rest of his life. Her heart softened. Were both wrong, John. Isn't what we've built worth another try? But before she could find the courage to voice the words, the feeling vanished. I must be crazy. Were too far gone for second chances. . .

Nothing is impossible with God, My child.

Abby closed her eyes. That time she was sure the silent voice in her heart belonged to the Lord. We tried. You know we did . . . But even You would grant me an out in this situation . . . Your word says so, doesn't it?

I hate divorce, daughter . . . Nothing is impossible with—

It's too late . . . Her eyes opened. "Listen, I just want to get through this."

He was still watching her, but his sadness had changed to determination. "We can file in February. We've waited this long. Let s get through Christmas."

The image of John and Charlene taunted her. "Ho ho ho," she whispered.

"What?" Johns voice rose a notch.

She cocked her head. "Let's just say I'm not in the mood for the holidays."

John gritted his teeth. "I swear, Abby, all you ever think about is yourself. It's Christmas, remember? That used to mean something to you.

Don't do this to me, John. Dont pretend like it matters when it doesn't. Images came to mind of her and John wandering the hallways of their house in recent years . . . silent, tense, loveless. "Yeah, back when I used to mean something to you. "

They stood planted there, face to angry face, the chasm between them growing with each breath. Abby broke the silence first. "Don' make me the bad guy. I don't want to ruin their Christmas, either." She gestured at herself. "I'm just trying to be realistic."

"Selfish, you mean?" He was struggling to keep his voice down.

"No, realistic!"Her words were little more than a hiss. "I hate pre­tending!"

The muscles in Johns jaw flinched. "You think I like it? I'm not talking about us here, Abby. I'm talking about the kids. We'll tell them after the holidays, and that settles it."

He started walking and Abby wanted to scream. "Wait!"

John stopped and after a beat, turned back to her. "What?"

She exhaled, struggling to control the emotions that rocked her heart. She couldn't imagine another moment trapped in a house with John while he was in love with another woman . . . and through Christmas?

Then it occurred to her that the holidays were apt to be busy, anyway. Her shoulders slumped. Oh, what did it matter? Maybe John was right. Maybe it wouldn't hurt if the kids had less time to get used to the idea. Maybe she could survive waiting for their sake. As long as the divorce came quickly after that. "Okay . . . fine. After Christmas." She hesitated. "But keep your hands off Charlene in public, will you? At least until after we've told the kids." 

John's eyes widened and his anger became indignation. "What'sthat supposed to mean?"

"Come on . . ." Her mouth hung open. Why did he insist on lying to her? What was the point? "It means I have no intention of looking the other way while you run around with your girlfriend just so we can give the kids a happy Christmas." 

John took a step toward her, his expression growing hard as flint."You know, I'm sick of you blaming this on Charlene. Our decision to divorce is separate from my friendship with her. It's because you'vechanged . . . we've both changed." He sighed and stared into the moonlit sky, and she wondered if he were searching for answers—as she'd done so many times. She watched his jaw work and knew he was trying to control his temper. "We're not the same people we were, Abby."

She rolled her eyes. "Don't tell me it's not about Charlene. No matter how much we've changed we could've worked it out; we had an obligation to work it out. But when you took up with Charlene, it was time to get out." She uttered a short laugh. "I mean, come on, John. Dont tell me you aren't having an affair with her when I walked into your classroom and found her in your—"

"That was a hug!" John spat the words at her. "I told you she was upset about her . . . " His voice trailed off, and Abby felt her blood pressure rise a notch. How dare he deny it when she'd caught him in the act? When she'd been hearing about John's relationship with Charlene from a dozen different sources ever since then?

"A hug? Really?" Her voice dripped with sarcasm. "And what was she upset about tonight when she was hanging all over you in front of ten thousand people?" 

John's body hunched forward, as though the fight had left him."Forget it." He buried his hands deep in his pockets and resumed walking, his strides long and purposeful. "Believe what you want."

Abby was furious. He was lying, of course. Like he'd done a hundred times before. She jogged the few steps to catch up and fell in place beside him again. "I believe my friends, and they've seen the same thing I have."

He said nothing, his eyes straight ahead as he continued up the stadium steps toward the car.

Jerk. "Fine, don't talk to me. Just don't make a scene with her, okay? If we wait 'til after the holidays, at least give me that."

They were at the top of the stairs. John stopped and glanced at his watch. "Whatever." His voice was void of any emotion. "I'll meet you back at the hotel in a few hours."

"What?" Abby's heartbeat doubled. Don't do this to me, John, not tonight. "You're coming with me. The kids are waiting for us." 

Even before John answered, Abby knew she'd pushed him too far.Her husband was staring down the street, lost to her and their children and all that had given them reason to celebrate an hour earlier."The coaches are meeting at the pub down the block. Tell the kids I'll see 'em later."

 Then without making eye contact, without the slightest appear ance of remorse or regret, without even a single look back, John walked off into the night. Abby stood stone still, watching him go.

Turn around, John. Come back and tell me you love me; tell me this is crazy and that somehow everything's going to be okay.

He kept walking. Make him stop, Lord; the kids need him tonight.

Silence.

She watched as John looked for traffic in both directions, jogged across the street, and headed further down the sidewalk. Fine. Let him leave. Turning, she blinked back tears and refused to entertain the ache in her heart. It was time she got used to seeing him walk away.This was all they had left now, all they would ever be: two people, two strangers, walking alone in separate directions into the cold, dark night of their future.

She knew it; John knew it.

And sometime after Christmas, the kids would know it, too.



Three

THE MOST WONDERFUL THING ABOUT GROWING up on a private lake, at least as far as Nicole Reynolds was concerned, was not the endless grassy hillside that spread from their back door toward the water or the old wooden pier where they gathered so often for diving contests and sing-alongs. Those things were wonderful and would always be a part of the fabric of her family's lives, of course. But the most amazing benefit was the trail that wound its way through shadowy thickets of trees and brush, then back out into the open along the water's edge. As children, Nicole and Kade would ride their bikes around the water pretending they were explorers in a foreign country or journeying across enemy territory to reach a safe place—usually the lakeside home of one of their friends.

At twenty, Nicole was too old for imaginary play and romps through the woods, but she still cherished the old trail. Nowadays it was the place where she and Matt Conley could get away from the demands of college life and walk hand in hand, sharing ever more about themselves.

Years earlier, Nicole had liked the path best in summer when the ground was warm and the leaves in full display. But now, with Matt by her side, there was something magical about walking the three-mile trail even in the heart of winter. 

That afternoon, a Wednesday nearly three weeks after Christmas, Nicole got home from classes early, started a fire, and fixed lunch.Matt would be there in less than an hour with something important to tell her. Something very important. She pulled the bread from the refrigerator and ripped two paper towels from the roll. His voice came back to her, urgent and certain, telling her that no matter what else happened that day, they must meet right after classes.

Her palms were sweaty and she rubbed them on her jeans.

I'm not worried. She thought about that for a moment. What did she have to be worried about? She and Matt had been inseparable since meeting at the university's debate club two years earlier when he was a senior. Every day since then had been more wonderful than the last, and the relationship they'd started had been filled with romance and laughter. Their struggles were typical for people their age—people determined to serve God and put Him first. For that reason they'd set boundaries soon after their friendship turned to dating. But never—not once in two years—had Nicole feared Matt might break up with her.

It can't be that. 

She reached for the mayonnaise, opened it, and grabbed a knife.Matt was always so thoughtful, surprising her with her favorite smoked-turkey-and-swiss-cheese lunches, bringing her wildflowers, giving her space when she had to cram for an English exam. 

She thought about the bond between her and Matt, and a deep ache formed in her chest. He didn't want to see someone else, did he?No, it isn't possible. They were too good for each other. Matt was twenty-four, in his final year at law school, an athlete with a brilliant mind and a way of making her feel taken care of. He was strong and determined and very much in love with her. Though Nicole knew he found her physically attractive, Matt seemed most drawn to the way she made him laugh. Nicole had been a cheerleader in high school and thrived on silliness and smiley moments. She was playful and affectionate and loved closing his textbooks, pulling him outside, and having an impromptu snowball fight or a walk along the frozen trail.He was her pillar of strength; she was his reminder that life was meant to be savored.

They were perfect together. Weren't they?

Is there something wrong with our relationship, something I can't see?

Be still and know that I am God, daughter.

Nicole drew a slow, deep breath. She loved the way God spoke to her, swiftly and with loving authority, in a quiet voice that echoed from someplace in the depths of her soul. For years she and the Lord had been this way, and the certainty of His presence, His voice, brought an intimacy to their relationship that was the very rock upon which Nicole was building her life. If God wanted her to be at peace over this meeting with Matt, then deep inside she knew she had nothing to fear.

Thank You, Lord. Just keep my heart from beating out of my chest, okay? The curiosity's killing me.

Throughout lunch, Matt's eyes danced and he seemed about to burst with excitement. But he talked only about his classwork and current projects. At first Nicole played along, but when they finished their lunch she wiped her mouth and set her napkin down hard.

"Okay . . . stop."

He grinned at her. "What?

She could feel a smile playing at the corners of her lips, but she huffed anyway. "You had something very important to tell me, remember? That's why we're here." 

He sat back in his seat and gazed out the window, his eyes twinkling as he drew a long breath. "Let's see, something important. . ."He murmured the words under his breath, as though trying to jog his memory. "What was i t . . . ?" 

Nicole's exasperated grunt filled the silence and she grabbed his right arm with both hands, pulling on him like a petulant child."Matt, this isn't funny. I'm serious, come on. I've been waiting all day."He grinned at her but said nothing. 

She huffed. "Okay fine, I'll guess. You're moving to Antarctica to take up ice fishing? Moving to Zimbabwe to be a missionary?Quitting law school and joining the circus?" 

They both laughed and their foreheads came together. "You're funny—" he wiggled his nose against hers—"did you know that?"

"And you're a brat." Her voice was a whisper, their faces still touching, and in an instant the mood changed. Matt cradled the back of her neck, adjusting her head so that their mouths met in a kiss that started out sweetly but filled with urgency in very little time.

Flee!

The Lord's voice was clear, as it always was in times like this. An empty house, a warm fire, snow falling gently outside with no one expected back for more than an hour.

They pulled away and studied each other, their faces inches apart.

"Let's take a walk . . . " Matt's voice was thick.

"Now? I thought you wanted to talk?" Nicole caught her breath and sat back in her chair.

He nodded, motioning toward the backyard. "Out there. On the path."

Nicole shrugged. "Okay." They moved in reverent silence into the backyard and onto the trail, each enjoying the presence of the other, remembering their kiss minutes earlier. Then as though he'd planned it, Matt stopped and kicked the snow off a fallen log. He took his scarf from around his neck, laid it over the soggy wood, and looked deeply into Nicole's eyes.

"Sit." It was not a command, but part of some sort of mesmerizing ritual Nicole couldn't recognize and had never taken part in.

She dropped slowly to the log and stared at Matt. "Okay . . . " 

Moving in what seemed like slow motion, Matt reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a tiny package wrapped in gold paper. It glittered in the shadows, and suddenly Nicole had trouble feeling her arms and legs, like she was floating somehow, living out a dream she'd carried with her since she was a little girl. Tears stung at her eyes, and she moved her gaze from the package to Matt's face."Matt?" Her voice was barely audible, but full of love and questions and disbelief.

Without hesitating he bent down and planted one knee firmly in the snow as he held out the gift for her to take. Gingerly, her gloved hands shaking, Nicole took the box and stared at it. Could it be? Had he chosen today to ask her? Dear God, help me open the ribbon . . .

She worked her way through the paper, pulled out a blue velvet box, and opened the lid. The diamond ring inside captured the light and sprayed brilliance in a thousand directions as Nicole's breath caught in her throat. It was a wedding set, a single solitaire engagement ring and a matching wedding band with a trail of tiny diamonds across the top. Oh, Lord, I cant believe it. Tears clouded her vision and she blinked, sending a steamy trail down both cheeks."Oh, Matt . . . " She pulled him to her and held on until he gently freed himself and caught her gaze with his eyes.

"Nicole Michelle Reynolds, I love you more than life itself." He gently brought his hand to her face and brushed away her tears with his gloved thumb. "I've loved you since our first day . . . and I love you more each time we're together."

He paused, and two more tears spilled onto her cheeks. So this was i t . . . he was asking her the question.

Thank You, God. Thank You for this man. 

She waited while he considered his words. "All my life I've been afraid of commitment, afraid that if I promised myself to a woman I'd wind up like my father one day . . . angry and alone and . . . well, pathetic, I guess." He smoothed a tendril of hair from her eyes."Then I met you." 

There were a hundred things Nicole wanted to say, but she was silent, memorizing the moment, soaking it in because she knew she'd never forget it as long as she lived.

"I see the way your parents have built their love for . . . what, twenty-one years now?"

Nicole nodded, a smile punctuating her tears.

"Twenty-one years." Matt shook his head. "Amazing." Tenderness shone in his eyes. "What they have together, Nicole, I want that for us, too. A family and a house where traditions and memories are built, where we can make a life together that will last until God calls one of us home."

Her happiness spilled over and a gleeful laugh escaped her. "Oh, M a t t . . . I love you so much!" She tried to hug him again but he put his hand up, stopping her from coming closer. Studying him, she saw that his eyes were wet. In all the days and months they'd spent together, she'd never seen him so serious. 

"Nicole, I want you to be my wife." He framed her cheekbones with his fingertips, and she felt so safe in his powerful gaze. "I've asked your father, and he's given us his blessing." He paused for what seemed like an eternity. "Will you marry me?"

The tears came harder now, and she threw her arms around his neck, holding on as she would the rest of her life. How precious and perfect and beautiful were God's plans for His people. To think that her mother had prayed for her future husband hundreds of times over the years and now here he was. She was ready—pure and whole the way God intended—to cleave to Matt and become his wife. Just like her mother had prayed. She could hardly wait to tell her parents.

Oh, Lord, thank You . . . Im overcome with gratefulness. We can tell my parents at the family meeting this week!

"Yes, Matt." She would remember this moment as long as she lived. "Yes. I would love to marry you . . . "



Four

IT WAS FRIDAY NIGHT,HOURS BEFORE THE FAMILY meeting, and Abby was exhausted beyond belief. Despite a series of joint sessions with their counselors, she and John had refused to come to any sort of last-minute agreement. Instead, they'd met at a restaurant outside of town and talked through the details, finally settling on a scenario that would work well enough for the future. 

Abby would stay in the house; John would find a place of his own.The kids were old enough that custody wouldn't be an issue. Sean would stay with Abby during the week and with John on weekends or holidays—whenever he liked, really. Otherwise life would go on pretty much the same. Kade would move to a dorm at the University of Iowa sometime that summer, and Nicole would continue living at home while she took classes at Southern Illinois University.

Abby's tiredness was understandable. For years she and John had been merely going through the motions, pretending to be happily married, but these last few weeks Abby had been repulsed by their charade. She'd found herself wanting to scream at John, the kids, anyone who would listen that she was sick of her life being little more than an act. The children had been caught up in their Christmas excitement, what with Sean's new skis and Kade's specially made class ring, complete with the insignia declaring him state football champion. Nicole was wrapped up in her life, working through the tougher classes that came along with being a junior and spending nearly all her free time with Matt. 

As John had predicted, the excitement of a state title was still very much the buzz of family conversation. He continued to field weekly calls from reporters and other coaches wanting to congratulate him and compare plays, hoping perhaps that some of Coach Reynolds s success might rub off or spark an idea that would play out in their own lives.People seemed to think John had the answer for everything, everyone.

Everyone but her. 

Abby exhaled slowly and pulled an old flannel nightie from her dresser drawer. She and John still shared a living space, but not a bed.Not for months now. She would dress in the bathroom, brush her teeth, and when she was sure the kids were asleep or too busy to notice, she'd sneak down the hall to the guest room. She'd always been the first one up in the morning, so none of them had ever caught on.

It was early and John was at a league meeting that would last until after ten o'clock. Just as well. I'll be asleep before he gets back.

A bitter wind howled outside as she slipped out of her clothes, donned the nightgown, and realized her feet were cold. One of these days I'll have to buy my own socks. But for now, this one last night anyway, she could use his. They were bigger and thicker and kept her feet warm even on the coldest nights. 

After they told the kids about the divorce, John was going to talk to one of his coaching buddies about staying at his house for a while, until the whole thing was final and he could find a place of his own.Either way, he planned to be out of the house within a week. Abby slid the drawer open and dug her hands inside, looking for the thickest pair of socks she could find. Instead, her fingers felt a folded piece of paper. She pulled it out, staring at it. Hadn't she just cleaned the drawers a few weeks ago?

Her heart began pounding in her chest, shouting at her to drop the wrinkled note and avoid the message inside. She ignored the warning. Perching on the edge of her bed, Abby unfolded the piece of paper, which bore handwriting that—though not her own—clearly belonged to a woman. She began to read.

John, thanks for talking with me the other night. I dont know what I'd do without you. I mean it. You're the best friend a girl could ever have. Abby doesn't know what she's losing. Anyway, I'll meet you early Friday like usual. Cant wait to see you. Love, Charlene.

Abby stared at the note as angry feelings galloped about in her gut. Unable to stop herself, she read it a second time—then she ripped it in half and in half again, and again and again until she could no longer recognize any of the woman's words.

She couldn't decide whether to race for the bathroom or punch a hole in the wall. In the end she did neither, only stayed there on the edge of the bed, imprisoned by the hurt in her heart. How could you, John? Cant you wait until after the divorce? Isn't what we shared worth at least that?

Abby could hear her husbands voice, indignant and defensive whenever she'd brought up Charlene's name: "She's just a friend . . . just a friend 

She huffed as her eyes scanned the shreds of paper. Just a friend . . . what a joke. Booster club members had reported to Abby several times that they'd seen John and Charlene together in his classroom.And at least once a person had walked in and found the two locked in an embrace. "She was having a hard day . . . she's all alone . . . she's just a friend. "The excuses were endless. 

Fine. John could be all the friend to Charlene he wanted after tomorrow. As long as he moved out and stopped the terrible lie he'd been living these past few months.

She scrunched the pieces up and moved into the bathroom, dropping them in the toilet and flushing them. On the way out she caught her reflection in the mirror. Was she not pretty enough? Had she gained weight in the past few years?

Abby studied herself and knew it wasn't a weight problem. She wore the same size-seven jeans she'd always worn, and at five-foot-eight she was thinner than most women half her age. She walked the treadmill early each morning and was careful about what she ate.

It has to be my age. 

She scrutinized her skin and saw the visible pores and fine wrinkles that hadn't been there ten years ago. How old was Charlene, anyway?Thirty-two, thirty-three? Abby anchored her fingertips along her hairline and lifted up, watching as her face took on a look she was more familiar with, the look she'd had as a teenager and young woman.

Was that what their love had come to? After surviving so much, celebrating so much, after raising a family together . . . had it really come to this? To losing her husband because the skin on her face showed wear?

I gave you those years, John . . . 

She took a step back and studied herself again. Her hair was a mass of short stylish layers that still turned men's heads. Old men, maybe, but men all the same. And with a little help from the salon, her hair was still blonde. Abby angled her face this way and that, trying to see herself the way John saw her. Okay, so she'd just turned forty-one, so what? Charlene would turn forty-one someday, too.That couldn't be the reason things hadn't worked between them.

Abby frowned. She was being ridiculous. Their breakup had nothing to do with looks. It was because their marriage had become an old sock years ago, threadbare in all the important places and too worn out and stained to bother saving.

She turned away from her reflection and padded through the bedroom door, down the hall to the guest room. Without turning on the light, she shut the door and climbed into bed.

She was fast asleep in a matter of minutes.

An autumn wind blew through the trees knocking leaves of every shade and color onto the walkway that surrounded an oversized stadium. Abby was inside yelling, "Go, Blue! Come on, John, you can do it!"He waved at her from the huddle, an impressive six-foot-four quarterback with dark hair and aqua blue eyes—by far the best-looking player on the field.

"Wait a minute, Abby . . . I have something to tell you . . . something to tell you." John drew his arm back and threw the football into the stands where it soared and dipped and finally landed in Abby's hands and became a bouquet of pink-and-white baby roses.A grin worked its way across Johns face, and Abby noticed that the other players seemed frozen in time. Then, as though it were the most normal action in the world, John raced up the stadium steps toward her, his uniform clanking and jostling about as he came. He drew closer, and the crowd and bleachers and football team disappeared. In their place was a well-dressed congregation staring straight at them, smiling and motioning for her and John to move closer to each other.

"So, Abby, will you marry me . . . huh? Will you, Abby?"

She looked, and instead of his uniform, John was wearing a black tuxedo. She glanced nervously at her jeans, then shrugged and began reciting her vows.

"I, Abby Chapman, promise to love and cherish— "

But before she could finish, a doctor ran into the church waving his hands and shouting, "Its a girl! It's a girl!" Behind him came three nurses, the middle one carrying a tiny baby. The church crowd vanished, and they were in a hospital room. Abby was sobbing, crying as though her heart was being torn in two and she took the baby from the nurse. But it wasn't the baby at all, because now Nicole was standing at her side, and John was holding their daughter's little-girl hand. The new baby, the one in Abby's arms, wasn't moving, wasn't breathing.

"I dont know what happened. She was taking her nap just like every other day and when I went to wake her up she was—"

"A boy, Abby. Can you believe it? We got ourselves a boy!"

She looked down. The dead baby was no longer there, and Nicole was older now, dancing in her ballet costume, doing toe-raises and spins and singing a song Abby couldn't understand. Without warning Nicole's spins became a whirlwind, and the whirlwind became a tornado, angry and menacing and building with each passing moment. In the distance Abby could see her mother, smiling, waving.

"Congratulations, Abby, you've got yourself a real beaut there. Congratulations, Abby . . . Congratulations . . ."

The tornado switched directions and headed for Abby's mother, shaking the ground and filling the air with the sound of a thousand blazing freight trains.

"Mom! Help yourself. . . run! Get out before it kills you!" 

Suddenly the room was empty except for a hole in the ground.John crawled out of it holding the baby boy in his arms. Kade . . .it was Kade; Abby knew it. She ran a finger over the infant's forehead and then saw Nicole climb out of the hole as well.

"Nicole, you're okay!"She hugged her daughter, convulsing with tears and stroking her golden hair. Before Nicole could say anything the baby in John's arms let out a loud sound and Abby turned to him. Only now he was three years old, and he and John were having a burping contest in the middle of the living room. Abby looked at John, and they both laughed until tears were streaming down their faces. She glanced out the window and saw that their house was in the middle of the football field. Through the fifty-yard line ran a street where Nicole was sitting, playing in the middle of the road unaware of the car speeding straight for her . . .

"Nicole!" Abby's voice echoed into the night and she was deathly afraid, utterly alone until she felt the arms around her. Warm, strong, reassuring arms. John's arms. He's here . . . he's come. She turned and hugged him close. Oh, John, I love you . . . thank God you're here . . .

Instantly they were bathed in Friday-night-football lights, standing in the end zone at Marion High. Slowly a distance began to grow between them, leaving John on the field and her in the stands—in the back row—squinting to see what was happening. The crowd was frenzied, and the Eagles were down a touchdown in what Abby knew was the biggest game of the year. Halftime . . . it must be halfiime.

Over the loudspeaker someone was reading a letter.

"Mr. Reynolds, I think you re the worst man who's ever coached football Maybe our boys might win a game or two if they could get someone at the wheel who knew what he was doing. . . knew what he was doing. . . knew what he was doing. . ."

The words echoed across the field, and Abby ran down the stairs as fast as she could toward John. Only it took longer than usual, and she was forced to run for what seemed like hours until finally she closed the gap between them. Then, with everyone watching, she wrapped her arms around his neck. "It's okay, honey . . . God has a plan in this. It'll be okay . . . you've got a gift and one day the whole world will know it. . . " 

Suddenly she was in the school weightroom, heading for John's office, finding him at his desk. "John . . ."

There were tears in his eyes when he turned to her. "Don't tell me, Abby. It's been hard enough already, please dont tell me . . . don't tell me . . . don't tell me . . 

She came up behind him and placed her hands on his shoulders."It's my job to do this, John . . . even if it's the worst news you'll ever hear. I have to tell you . . . "

Without warning there was the sound of a stadium exploding with the cheers of thousands of football fans. "And now—"the stadium announcer bellowed over the crowd—"the state of Illinois would like to award to Coach John Reynolds and the Marion Eagles the honor of—"

John stopped him before he could finish. "What I really want," he said, "is my dad. He's supposed to be here. Maybe if someone could find him . . . find him . . . find him. "

"Congratulations! Here he is . . . " Only the voice no longer belonged to the announcer, but to another doctor . . . one in a green coat and strange glasses. And Abby wasn't in the stands, she was on an operating table. "It's a boy . . . a boy . . . a boy "

Sean smiled at his parents and gave them the thumbs-up sign. But before Abby could hold him or savor the downy fuzz of his newborn cheek, they were all in the car, the old sedan they'd driven back when they were newly married. At the stoplight John pointed to a building up ahead. "What's that, Abby? I've seen it before but I cant remember . . . can't remember . . ."

It took her a minute to recognize it. The building was their church, the place where they'd taught Sunday school together, where they'd taken their children when they were young. Only it looked different now, and John was wrinkling his brow. "That's not what church looked like, Abby . . . Are you sure? Are you sure?"

They stopped the car and climbed out, and she held Nicole's and Sean's hands while Kade stood with John, and suddenly a crack in the ground developed between them. It began to grow.

"John! Quick, jump!"

He stared strangely at her. "You jump, Abby. I like it on this side." 

"But it's better over here! I like my side. Come on . . . jump!" Her voice was shrill, filled with panic as the distance between them continued to grow at an alarming rate. Eventually she couldn't make out what he was saying, just that he was trying to talk.

"Come on, John. Don't you care about me? Jump! Jump, John! Before it's too late!"

Nicole started to cry, and Sean closed his eyes. "I'm scared, Mommy. Make him come back. Make Daddy come back . . ."

Then John grabbed a long piece of rope and though the space between them was widening more with each passing second, he heaved it with all his might and it spanned what was now a canyon. In a blink, the rope became a sturdy footbridge.

"I've changed my mind, Abby. I'm coming . . . I'm coming!"

Without waiting another moment, John and Kade ran as fast as they could across the bridge. They were almost there, almost to the safe place where Abby and Sean and Nicole waited, when the bridge began to give way. Kade caught his father's arm and the two jumped the remaining feet, barely landing on solid ground.

"Oh, John, you could have been killed. . . "Abby ran to them and hugged first Kade, then John. "You should have stayed over there where it was safe."

He caught her eyes with his and drew her close, kissing her the way he had when they had first fallen in love. "I had to be with you, Abby I love you! I'll always love you . . . always love you . . . always love you . . ."

His words repeated, over and over again— " . . . always love you . . . always love you . . . " —but his voice changed, and Abby pulled back, studying him.

No! It can't be. . .

Abby untangled herself, frantic. Instead of John holding her, it was a dummy made up to look like him. ". . . always love you . . . always love you . . . " There was a recording playing from inside the life-sized doll, and as Abby moved backward, her heart racing, the dummy fell to the ground, eyes open. ". . . always love you . . . always love you ..."

Abby's scream pierced the night and she shot straight up in bed, gasping for breath, her heart racing faster than ever before. What had happened? What had she just lived through? A dream?

No, a nightmare. A terrible, terrible nightmare.

She shook her head, trying to clear the strange words and images that had consumed her night. Everything about the dream—the voices and feelings, the way her body had felt wrapped up in Johns arms—all of it had been so real. She struggled to catch her breath.

In the still of the night, she glanced at the clock on the bedside table. Four-fifteen. Bits and pieces from the pictures in her head still played in her mind, and she sank back down onto the pillow. Had any other two people been through as much as she and John and then decided to throw it all away?

Abby didn't think so.

And, in the quiet hours before she and John would sit down with their children in the home where they'd been raised and tell them about the divorce, Abby grieved for all they'd been, all they'd done, all they'd never be again after today.

The grieving turned to quiet weeping. She sobbed in a way she hadn't done in years until she heard the early morning stirrings of John in the kitchen making pancakes and the kids taking showers down the hall. Feeling as though she'd aged decades overnight, Abby dragged herself from bed, wiped her tears, and drew a deep breath.

There was no point dwelling on the past. It was time to face the future.
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