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Noah’s Crossing Series

Noah’s Crossing is a small fictional town in northwestern Wisconsin with church ice cream socials,
summer carnivals, and Fourth of July parades. It’s the kind of town where everyday people struggle
to learn to love God and each other. What better backdrop for heroes and heroines to fall in love?
Carol Voss’ stand-alone inspirational romances set in Noah’s Crossing include:
INSTANT DADDY
AFTER THE WEDDING
LOVE OF A LIFETIME
DADDY NEXT DOOR
A BABY FOR SARAH
LEAH’S HOPE (coming soon)

After the Wedding
A worried wife…
At eighteen, Mary Reynolds was too young to get married. At least that’s what people said. But
she loves her new husband, and she is sure they will be happy forever… even if becoming a wife
means she needs to grow up fast.
A nervous husband…
Rick Reynolds has bitten off a lot to chew; a new marriage, medical school, and a move half way
across the state. But the thing that scares him is what he’s asking of his young wife… that she
leave everything and everyone she knows and loves. Because if she can’t bring herself to go with
him, what is he going to do?
On the brink of the rest of their lives…
Setting up a new life together can be a mighty task. Will Mary and Rick’s love be enough? Or will
they need God’s help to make their sacred journey into a happy ever after?

After the Wedding is the touching follow up to the novel Instant Daddy, and is part of the Noah’s
Crossing series by Carol Voss. After the Wedding is approximately 35,000 words.

Where can I go from Your Spirit?
Or where can I flee from Your presence?
If I ascend into heaven, You are there
If I make my bed in hell, behold, You are there.
~Psalm 139:7-9

Chapter One

“Just pack twelve of everything.”
“Twelve of everything?” Mary plopped the pile of sweaters on the bed beside stacks of her
jeans and tees and her parents’ two huge, half-filled suitcases and looked at her husband…
Yes, husband.
She could still hardly believe it. She thumbed the gold band on her ring finger as if it might
have disappeared or something. Nope, still there.
She really was Mrs. Richard Thomas Reynolds—Mary Louise Reynolds. And she was almost
as in love with her new name as she was with the most handsome, kind, thoughtful, smart, totally
amazing man in the whole universe who’d given it to her. She drew in a breath of awe mixed with
a ton of excitement and a smattering of nervousness.
Well, a bit more than a smattering maybe, plus a whole lot of confusion.
It was totally weird to stand in the middle of the lavender-scented bedroom she’d lived in for
eighteen years surrounded by cheerleader pompoms, track trophies, her collection of Breyer
horses, and posters of Jennie Simpson and decide what to take with her and what to leave behind.
How should she know what she’d need now that she was supposed to be a grown-up?
Which was why she’d asked Rick to help. He had been packing for four years while he went
to college, hadn’t he? But twelve of everything? Was he really paying attention to her, or was he
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still playing with his smartphone?
Phone nowhere in sight, he met her eyes. “Any fewer and you’ll have to do laundry way too
often.”
She hadn’t given laundry a thought. “Where will we do our laundry?”
“I saw coin-operated machines in the basement. Going to a Laundromat is the pits.”
“So we have to pay to wash our clothes?”
He nodded, a smile curving his oh-so-kissable lips.
She melted the same way she’d been melting ever since they met at their younger brothers’
track meet when they were both sophomores. Rick at the university in Eau Claire, she at Noah’s
Crossing High School.
She gazed into his dreamy hazel eyes and seriously considered throwing herself into his arms
and forgetting about packing. She was his wife, after all.
Trouble was, the packing would still be waiting. And if they were going to get on the road
early tomorrow as they’d planned, she was pretty sure the mature thing would be to follow through
with the packing as they’d planned, too.
She tossed him a little smile and packed a black cardigan that would go with everything, then
threw in the cream one as well. “It’s June. I shouldn’t need more than two sweaters.”
“We’re not just taking a trip, Mar. We’re moving.”
“But the apartment is so small.” She wasn’t convinced he fully understood how ridiculously
tiny it was.
“You wanted the cute one, remember?”
“It is so cute, isn’t it? And it almost fits into our budget, too. Plus being on a bus line and close
to campus. It’s perfect.” She realized she was gushing, something that always seemed to baffle
him, and did her best to dial it back. “But it is tiny.”
“With a good-size storage locker.”
“I’m not storing my out-of-season clothes in the basement. I saw spiders.” She shivered.
“We’ll spray insecticide.”
“Are you serious? We don’t want our things anywhere near insecticide. That can’t be healthy.
And do you really want to reek?”
“I have a fan. We can air out the place after we spray.”
He always had a practical answer when she started to freak out about something, one of the
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countless things she loved about him. But spiders and insecticide near their clothes? Not
happening.
Leaving the final sweater decision for later, she thought about shoes and moved to the
beautiful oak library card index that took up an entire wall in her bedroom. She slid open a drawer,
took out a gray pump she’d bought for their graduations just weeks ago, shut the drawer, opened
the one below it, and took out the other shoe to the pair.
“Ah, you keep your shoes in that index thing.” He sounded as if he’d solved a mystery.
“Skinny ones. I can’t fit most of my shoes into the drawers.”
“How many drawers are there?” He began counting.
“A hundred and twenty.”
“That’s a lot of skinny shoes.”
“Most of the drawers are empty.”
“Why empty?”
“The only things that fit are socks, makeup, hair stuff, and jewelry, which I don’t have very
much of.”
“Don’t forget, skinny shoes.”
She took a plastic bag from an index drawer.
“And plastic bags…” He pointed at the one in her hand.
She put the pumps into the bag, then laid them in the suitcase. “Gray’s neutral, should go with
just about everything. You know, in case I need to dress up for something.”
“Why don’t we take that big index? It will come in handy for storage.”
“Are you kidding?”
“No. Why?”
“It’s too big to get into our apartment.”
He gave the index a onceover. “No, it’s not.”
“Even if we get it inside, the bedroom’s too small.”
“We can put it along the wall you see when you first walk in.”
“In the living/dining/kitchen room?”
“Yeah. It will look nice there, don’t you think?”
“Where will we put the couch?”
“Not there, unless you want us to hit our head on that slanted ceiling every time we stand up.
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Anyway, we don’t have a couch, do we?”
“Not yet. But do you really want to sit on the floor?”
“Why not? We can get a couple beanbags. And just get some of those floor pillows.”
“Floor pillows?”
“You know. Like those big ones we used when we read to the kids you used to babysit with.”
“Oh.” She envisioned the Hulk and Wonder Woman. Not exactly the look she was hoping for
in their cute little apartment. “Those are kids’ pillows.”
“We’re still kids. At least, you qualify.” He’d always teased her about her “kid status”
whenever they’d been tempted to make love before they were married. She gave him a sassy look.
“Not anymore.”
He laughed. “Hallelujah.”
She laughed with him and considered throwing herself into his arms again. Same problem.
When would they get the packing done?
“Take what you need and what makes you happy, Mar. We’ll figure out where to put it when
we get there.”
She eyed the clothes and suitcases on the bed. “But it’s June. I think we need to focus on
taking summer things now, don’t you?”
“You’re going to need warm clothes this fall. Madison isn’t that far south of Noah’s
Crossing.” He turned to the door. “I’ll get those boxes from the car.”
“Why can’t we bring summer stuff home and take winter stuff back with us when we come
home for Thanksgiving?”
“Mary.” He gave her that patient tone of concern that always cued her she was about to receive
the benefit of his four more years of experience. “Remember when we talked about the heavy load
I’ll be carrying in med school this year?”
“Of course I remember.”
“Well… I doubt I’ll be able to get away for Thanksgiving.”
“You won’t get holidays off?” The idea was ridiculous.
“I doubt it. At orientation, they warned us to count ourselves lucky if we have a few hours to
sleep.” He rolled his shoulders as if to relieve stress. “But it’s only a three-hour drive, so unless
we have icy roads or a blizzard, there’s no reason you can’t drive home without me for
Thanksgiving and Christmas.”
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“Christmas, too?”
“We’ll have to see.”
“Well, just so you know, I’m not leaving you alone for the holidays.” She moved closer and
reached for his hand. “That would be awful.”
He clasped her hand and drew her closer. “You never know. Maybe we’ll even enjoy getting
away from each other for a few days by then.”
Taken aback, she studied his eyes for any sign of teasing and saw none. Sometimes, his
practical outlook just went too far. “I’ll never feel that way.”
“Oh, babe, I won’t either.” He squeezed her hand. “I’m only trying to look for the positives
here. This year is going to be a real juggling act with my summer job and then med school.”
“The summer job you hate.”
He winced. “I need to work all the hours I can get. We need the money.”
“I know, but still…”
“We’ll be together.” His insanely handsome features melted in a smile. “I wouldn’t have it
any other way.”
“Me neither. And just so you know, I’m not ever leaving you in Madison without me.”
He shot her a doubtful look. “Don’t you think you’re going to miss your family? And they’re
going to really miss you.”
Her stomach hollowing out, she refused to give in to the sadness that had been trying to pull
her down ever since they started home from Madeline Island this morning. Sadness made no sense.
Their wedding Saturday had been perfect. Their honeymoon on Madeline Island… a dream
come true. Sure, it was too short, but she’d loved every second of their incredible days and nights
of being together and loving each other.
None of that awful loneliness of being apart, with Rick in Eau Claire at college while she was
still in Noah’s Crossing. None of the dread of having to separate ever again. So what was her
problem?
“You’ll need more boxes. It will only take me a couple minutes to get them.” He gave her a
quick kiss and strode out.
It looked like packing was going to be more complicated than she’d thought. She sighed, a bit
relieved to have a few minutes to get herself together. She loved Rick with her whole heart, was
deliriously happy to be his wife, and desperately wanted to be with him.
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In spite of them both being too young to get serious, according to parents, relatives, friends.
Well, just about everybody.
And she totally agreed.
Pre-Rick.
But nobody knew better than they did that falling in love wasn’t a matter of timing. Or age.
And nobody knew better than they did that love would not wait until she graduated from
college and Rick from med school like everybody advised either. Not when every minute apart
was a struggle to breathe until they could see each other again.
It was just that whenever she thought about leaving the farm, her family, everything she’d
ever known, she felt sick inside. You’d think she was still a little girl.
She wasn’t.
She’d married the love of her life. She had the most wonderful husband on the planet. And on
their wedding night, he’d introduced her into full-fledged womanhood, a glorious adventure she
was looking forward to exploring forever with him.
Rick was her everything.
And no way could she let him or anybody else see what a baby he’d married.

Rick patted Scout’s broad Labrador head as he strode across the Phillips’ June-green lawn in the
warm sun. Beautiful day. Too bad he and Mary couldn’t still be soaking up rays on one of the
Madeline Island beaches instead of having to drive back to Noah’s Crossing and pack up their
stuff.
But packing now would get them on the road early tomorrow and give them time to move into
their apartment and get a little acclimated before he had to start his summer job Monday. Then
time would be tight. But their budget would be tighter, especially after his work-study project fell
through, and he’d had to take what work he could find.
Cashier at a big-box store.
What a letdown after achieving a pre-med degree. At least they’d promised to schedule him
for as many hours as possible. He needed to earn as much money as he could this summer. There
was no way he’d be able to work once med school started in the fall.
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Leaning into the hot interior of the Toyota Camry he’d spent weekends making Mary-worthy,
he grabbed a stack of boxes from the back seat. The car turned out pretty awesome for the most
part. Sure did beat the old Buick he’d driven back and forth to Eau Claire on weekends all through
college. Every weekend after he met Mary.
He loved that car, but he’d pretty much worn it out. He hoped the Camry would span the next
few years. Money, time, and peace of mind would all be at a premium. He sure didn’t need any
unforeseen surprises leaping out at him. He had no illusions. He was a good student, but not
brilliant, and med school was going to require everything he had.
Arms loaded with boxes, he slammed the car door shut with his hip and started back toward
the house. He sure hoped he could make it all work. It wasn’t as if a wife had ever figured into his
med school plans or even his imagination.
That had changed on a sunny day two years ago when he’d caught a glimpse of a girl across
the track field in Noah’s Crossing. He couldn’t help smiling when he remembered the way she’d
drawn him to her side, the way she’d looked up at him when he’d reached her, the way she’d
smiled that smile that still stole his breath every time.
Nothing was ever the same. Not for him. Not for her.
The only questions between them had involved how they could find a way to be together.
He’d asked her to marry him the night of her junior prom. Blurted it out in the middle of the dance
floor because he just couldn’t hold the words in any longer.
Thank God her parents had finally given them their blessing. But only if he and Mary would
agree to wait to get married until after she graduated from high school.
Turned out, his parents had been trickier. Of course, his parents, professors, buddies, frat
brothers had all tried to persuade him that marriage was the last thing he needed. At least, they had
before they met Mary. But once they saw how the two of them were together, they didn’t have all
the answers anymore. Just like he didn’t.
One answer he did have. He loved Mary. More than the single-guy stuff his friends told him
he was going to miss out on. More than travel or adventures with those friends. More than the free
ride Dad had threatened to withhold if Rick got married before he graduated from med school. He
could feel his blood pressure rising at that thought, so he shut it out. Truthfully, he loved Mary
even more than going to med school.
Once he’d met her, there was no way he could live without her. Period. End of story.
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He grinned. He couldn’t wait to carry her over the threshold of their place. She liked all that
traditional stuff, and he loved to surprise her and watch her light up.
Life with her was going to be a blast.
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Chapter Two

Warm sunlight winked through branches of the towering hickory tree. The smell of grilled burgers
filling the air, Scout patrolled the perimeter, keeping a watchful eye for a bit of dropped food. And
the Phillips clan sat around the big picnic table in the backyard, sharing a meal as they’d been
doing in one form or another for all of Mary’s eighteen years.
But after tonight, nothing would ever be the same.
How could it be? Next time Mary saw her brothers and parents, they’d be visiting her or she’d
be visiting them. A chill shook her. When would she even see them or the farm again? When would
she ride Jazz? Or take Scout for a run? Or pet Elsa or play with her adorable kittens?
She sniffed, suddenly acutely aware that her most pressing problem was just how she was
going to get through this meal without bursting into tears and ruining it for everybody.
“Have you heard from Jessie or your Aunt Liz?” Mom asked a tad too brightly.
Mary shook her head. “Why?”
Mom smiled. “Peter asked Jessie to marry him.”
“Wow! That’s amazing news! When did that happen?”
“Actually, he asked her in the gazebo the evening of your wedding.”
“That’s fantastic! She must have been so surprised!” Happy tears pricking her eyes, Mary
scrambled off the picnic bench and did two perfect cartwheels across the yard before she
remembered her new grown-up status and collapsed on the third.
Apparently, growing up was going to take her a while to get used to. Frowning, she climbed
to her feet, walked back to the group, and sat down again. At least cartwheels were better than
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tears. Everybody was laughing, including Rick. Even if Mom was a little teary-eyed.
Tears were never part of her mother’s MO unless family was involved. Obviously, Mary
wasn’t the only one who was struggling over things never being the same. Before she let herself
dwell on that insight, she switched focus. “I’m so happy for Jessie and Peter. And little Jake. Aunt
Liz and Uncle Max must be so thrilled.”
Mom nodded. “And very grateful. That family has been through so much.” She dabbed at her
eyes with her napkin.
Mary swallowed around a lump in her throat.
“How’s the packing going?” Dad asked.
“It’s complicated.” Mary stared at the grilled burger and homemade fries and salad on her
plate and willed it to all magically disappear.
“We’re thinking about taking the library card index that Mary refinished,” Rick said.
“That’s a great idea,” Mom said. “I know it means a lot to you, Mary. And you can store things
in it.”
Mary couldn’t help a frown. “But it’s so big and the drawers are so small and I’m not sure
what we’ll put in them.”
“I have tons of things we can put in those drawers,” Rick said.
“Like what?” Mary asked.
“My shaver. Tools. Lots of stuff.”
“What kind of tools?”
“Hammer, screwdrivers…” He frowned.
Had he run out of things already?
“It’s perfect for recipes,” Mom offered. “And scissors.”
“DVDs,” Caleb said.
“How about your baseball cards?” Elijah asked Rick.
Baseball cards? Mary turned to Rick. “Are you taking your baseball cards?”
Rick looked a little puzzled for a moment. “Some of my prized ones, maybe. But they’re in
notebooks, so they won’t fit in the card file.”
“Something wrong with your burger, Mary?”
“It’s yummy, Dad.”
“How do you know when you haven’t taken a bite?”
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Oh. Mary raised her eyes to meet his. “Because they’re always yummy.”
She reached for the burger, took a bite, and gave him a nod to confirm it was, indeed, yummy,
even if she wasn’t a bit hungry. How she was going to eat the entire thing, she had no idea. She
glanced at Rick.
He smiled.
Melting as usual, she swallowed her bite of burger. But the problem of all that food on her
plate still loomed. It was way too much to discreetly drop on the ground for Scout. “Can you eat
some of my burger,” she whispered.
“Really?” he whispered back. “Why?”
“Not hungry.”
“What’s wrong?”
Did something have to be wrong? Couldn’t she just be not hungry? She rolled her eyes
heavenward.
He looked up as if trying to see whatever was up there, then gave her a blank look.
“Never mind.”
“You’re never not hungry,” he whispered.
“Is something wrong?” Mom asked.
Wishing she’d never started the whole thing, Mary chomped another bite of burger.
“Rick? What’s wrong?” Mom pressed.
He shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“Mary?” Dad jumped in now.
Mary swallowed her food. “I’m just not super-hungry, so I asked Rick if he’d like part of my
burger, that’s all.”
“I’ll take it if you don’t want it, Rick,” Caleb chipped in.
“Hey.” Elijah elbowed his older brother. “You said you’d help me bulk up to make the football
team this fall. I need that burger more than you do.”
No surprise there. At seventeen and fifteen, her brothers never stopped eating. Mary grasped
her knife and began cutting the burger in half.
“Mary, eat your burger. Your dad has more warming on the grill for whoever wants them.
Unless…” Mom squinted at her. “Are you coming down with something?”
“I’m just not hungry, that’s all.”
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“The only times you haven’t been hungry in your whole life, you’ve either been coming down
with the flu or you got chickenpox. So why aren’t you hungry?” Mom reached across the table,
apparently bent on feeling Mary’s forehead for fever.
Mary jerked back. “Mo-om. This is exactly why I didn’t want to say anything. It’s no big
deal.”
“Sorry,” Rick said under his breath.
“Why didn’t you want to say anything?” Elijah asked.
Mary glared at her younger brother. “Because I didn’t want Mom to make a federal case out
of it, okay?”
“So Rick.” Dad focused on his new son-in-law. “When do you start that new job of yours?”
Mary almost groaned out loud. Dad, really? Hadn’t she told him Rick hated talking about the
job? Um, maybe not. She looked at Rick to see how he was taking it.
“I go in Monday morning for training,” he said a little tightly.
“I suppose the registers are all on a computer system now?”
Rick nodded. “Guess so.”
Mary shifted uncomfortably, hoping Dad dropped the subject sooner rather than later.
But Dad hadn’t finished. “What happened with that work-study thing?”
Mary coughed. The work-study thing was an even sorer subject. Dad was really on a roll.
Thankfully, Rick’s phone broke into "Best Day of My Life."
“Sorry.” He looked down at the readout, then at her. “It’s Jenna.”
The Group! How would she ever live without talking to them several times a day? As she
reached for the phone, Mom’s raised eyebrow reminded her of the no-technology-at-the-table rule.
“I’ll call her back after supper.”
With a loud bark, Scout took off across the yard.
“No need, sis.” Caleb grinned. “They’ve landed.”
Harper’s dad’s big red SUV rolled to a stop in the driveway. Jenna was the first to jump out
and run across the yard, arms wide, Scout trotting beside her. Mary’s other two besties since
kindergarten spread out behind Jenna and the Lab.
Mary had never been so happy to see them in her entire life, and not only to get out of eating
supper. “Excuse me.” She scrambled off the picnic bench, raced to meet them, and flung her arms
around Jenna.
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“You didn’t think we’d let you get away without seeing you, did you?” Angela asked as she
took her turn to hug Mary.
Mary hugged Harper in turn.
“So how was the honeymoon?” Harper asked.
All three girls went quiet to listen to Mary’s answer.
Mary knew very well Harper wasn’t asking about Madeline Island or its beaches. The Group
had had almost as many conversations about what to expect on the honeymoon as they had about
preparations for the wedding. Feeling older somehow, Mary smiled. “Amazing.” She smiled more
intensely to convey just how much they should look forward to their honeymoons in the future. “I
mean… everything. Totally.”
They all sighed as if on cue.
“Hey, guys.” Rick stepped close to Mary and put his arm around her.
She leaned into him, so proud to be loved by him.
He pressed her to his side. “Good to see all of you.”
The Group hemmed and hawed and twittered a bit, almost as though they were unsure how to
relate to the Rick they’d all known for two years. Were they embarrassed because Mary had said
their honeymoon was amazing? Again, she felt older and somehow wiser. Very strange.
“Sorry to barge in on you like this,” Jenna called to Mary’s family still finishing dinner at the
picnic table.
“Hungry?” Dad asked.
“Thanks, but we’ve already eaten,” Jenna said.
“We have plenty of fresh-picked strawberries for sundaes,” Mom announced.
“Strawberry sundaes?” Jenna loved sweets.
“Mmm,” Angela purred, also a sweets fan.
“Come on, guys,” Harper said. “We didn’t come to have sundaes.”
“Oh, yeah.” Jenna seemed to remind herself. “We’re going to our hangout one last time.”
They were planning to go to Jessie’s Diner? Mary swallowed, not sure how well she’d handle
another last time celebration of her leaving. “I’m not very hungry.”
“Don’t worry,” Harper said. “We’ll eat enough for you, too.”
“We’ve also got cookies,” Caleb offered. He’d taken Jenna to homecoming last fall to Mary’s
surprise. They’d gone out a few times since then, but Jenna was going to college in Eau Claire this
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fall, so who knew what would happen?
Caleb took it upon himself to bring the plate of cookies over to The Group. Nobody ever
turned down Mom’s famous chocolate chip cookies. Each girl took one, thanked Caleb, and teased
her brother about missing them this next year when they all went away to college.
But not even Mom’s cookies could tempt Mary. She just wasn’t hungry. She felt the pressure
of Rick’s hand on her back and turned to him.
He smiled into her eyes. “I have to go to Dun Harbor to pick up the U-Haul and my stuff.”
Had he forgotten? “And we need to say good-bye to your parents,” Mary reminded.
“Why don’t you spend this time with your friends, Mar?” Rick asked.
Sure, she wanted to spend time with her friends, but she was Rick’s wife now. She needed to
do the grown-up thing and go with him to tell his parents good-bye. “But we planned to say goodbye to your parents together.”
“They’ll understand. Who knows when you’ll get to see your whole group again?”
“But…”
“We’ll take good care of her,” Harper promised.
“I’ll give my parents your best.” Rick pulled her closer and gave her a quick kiss. “I love you,”
he whispered.
“I love you, too. And I’m going with you.”
“No need. Honest. Just call when you want me to pick you up.” He turned and strode away
like it was no big deal.
But it was a big deal. A very big deal. They’d agreed she’d go with him, and she wanted to
follow through. Why didn’t he get that? Why wouldn’t he listen? Besides, this was their first
separation since they’d been married. Did he realize that?
She turned to run after him, a thought stopping her. Yes, he was her husband now, but that
didn’t mean she owned him, did it?
Maybe he wanted to tell his parents good-bye without her.

Inside Jessie’s Main Street Diner, with its long counter, cheery, red-covered stools, and clusters of
tables, The Group huddled in a red booth around four servings of pie ala mode. Two strawberry14

rhubarb, one apple, one raspberry per usual.
Familiar smells of coffee and homemade desserts mixed with lingering spices Jessie used to
flavor delicious dishes that filled her diner with hungry people from morning to night. Jessie’s
food—or that of previous owner Della—had seen The Group through the best and the worst of
times ever since they were old enough to walk around Noah’s Crossing without a parent to
supervise them. So, of course, it was only fitting to be here together now.
Even when food, which apparently included her favorite strawberry-rhubarb pie, was still the
last thing on Mary’s mind. How could she eat anything when she seemed to have a permanent
lump in her throat? And Rick scrapping their plans and taking off without her wasn’t exactly
boosting her mood either.
“So…” Harper focused on scooping a dollop of ice cream along with a bite of raspberry pie.
“You know we’re all dying to hear details about your honeymoon, Mary.”
She’d given them the overall picture. She might have known Harper wouldn’t be satisfied
with that. “Madeline Island is great. Nice beaches. And we stayed in a fantastic—”
“Oh, come on. All we’re gonna get is a travelogue?” Harper grumbled.
Jenna met Mary’s gaze and crossed her eyes. “Harper…”
“What?” Harper frowned. “We’ve always talked about everything. Now that we finally have
a non-virgin in The Group, you’re suddenly not curious anymore?”
Knowing how well Harper’s sharp voice carried, Mary glanced at the Taylors sitting at the
nearest table. Sarah Taylor’s parents. The Sarah Taylor who owned Sarah’s Gifts and Drugs, where
Mary had been filling in on Saturdays the last two years. Thankfully, they seemed deep in
conversation.
Still… she couldn’t help wanting to guard the special privacy and wonder she and Rick shared.
Even from her friends. “Making love is wonderful. I don’t know what else to tell you.”
“It’s not like we don’t know kids in high school who are already doing it,” Harper grumbled.
“You mean, the ones who are experimenting? Kind of using sex almost like a form of
recreation?” Jenna asked.
“Guess we’ll have to ask them,” Harper huffed.
Mary squirmed a little. She sure didn’t want her friends getting the wrong information, did
she? Was she right to want to protect her and Rick’s privacy? Or was she withholding information
her friends needed to know? “Do you have questions for me?”
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Jenna and Angela looked at Harper as if waiting for her to respond.
Harper shifted her position and stared at the table, obviously considering what to ask now that
she had the floor.
“Is it… you know…” Angela, who planned to be a nurse, asked a little shyly.
Mary frowned, unsure what she was asking.
“Painful?” Angela whispered.
Mary considered one of the questions they’d all worried about and gave a little nod.
“Really?” Harper looked alarmed.
All three frowned.
Uh oh. Too honest? “It was just that I was in too much of a hurry,” Mary rushed to explain.
“So you slowed down and… everything was great?” Harper asked.
Mary paused. How honest was she willing to be? She looked into the trusting faces of her best
friends in all the world, the girls with whom she’d shared everything that had ever happened. How
could she not be honest with them? “Not exactly.”
Harper’s eyes went wide. “No?”
“Well…” Mary sighed. Loudly. How had she gotten herself into this? “It’s just that… slowing
down can be easier said than done.”
“Oh.” Jenna frowned.
“Sooo…” Angela looked worried. “What happened?”
Frankly, it was none of their business. Mary opened her mouth and closed it again to consider
how to explain without saying too much.
The girls looked at each other, then turned to Mary.
“Well, he… I… We…” Mary shook her head. “There was just so much going on all at the
same time… “Things were… overwhelming.”
Her friends stared at her wide-eyed.
She took a long, steady breath and reviewed what she’d just thrown out there. Obviously, a
lot more than her friends had bargained for on the way to the wonderful she’d promised. But she
wanted to give them honest information that would help them, so what was the most important
takeaway? “But Rick was so patient and loving and gentle…”
“Did you have an orgasm or not?” Harper blurted as if that’s all she needed to know.
Flinching, Mary figured the Taylors were probably listening by now, but she couldn’t bring
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herself to glance at them to find out.
“Well, did you?” Harper pressed.
Mary gave a nod.
“Wow!” Harper was obviously impressed.
Probably not nearly as impressed as Mary had been. She couldn’t help a little smile.
“But you’re saying… if Rick hadn’t been patient and loving?” Jenna asked.
Mary nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly.”
“So love is very important.” Jenna sighed and took another bite of her strawberry-rhubarb pie.
Didn’t Jenna always “get” her? Well, at least more often than the others.
Harper paused with a forkful of pie halfway to her mouth. “But we have to remember that
Rick is four years older, which gives him more maturity and probably experience with girls, too.”
Mary considered a moment. “The only girl he’s ever mentioned is the one he dated in high
school and broke up with when she wanted to get more serious. I told you about her.”
They all nodded.
To Mary’s relief, the conversation slowly steered to plans on how often they would come
home for weekends.
“How about you, Mary? When will you guys be here?” Jenna asked.
Much to her humiliation, tears sprang to her eyes. “It will depend on Rick’s schedule.”
Jenna reached over and patted Mary’s shoulder. “But if you aren’t in classes fall semester,
your time should be pretty flexible, right?”
“I won’t really know how flexible it will be until I get a job.”
“Well, we should all be home for sure for Thanksgiving, right?” Angela asked.
Everybody agreed.
Mary bit her lip. “Rick thinks he’ll be too loaded down with work.”
“On Thanksgiving?” the girls asked in unison.
Mary did her best to explain Rick’s demanding med school schedule. It didn’t help that she
had to keep brushing away tears leaking from her eyes. Thankfully, Rick wasn’t here to see them.
She sure didn’t feel very grown up whenever she let herself think about leaving everything and
everybody she’d ever known, let alone not knowing when she’d be back.
“When will we see you then?” Harper squinted as if trying to figure out this complication she
hadn’t expected.
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“You’ll come home before school starts this fall, right?” Jenna asked.
“Yeah,” Harper agreed. “We have to get together before school.”
“Rick can’t keep you all to himself. We won’t let him,” Angela said firmly.
“He would never try to do that,” Mary defended.
Jenna took a napkin from the dispenser on the table and thoughtfully handed it to Mary.
“Thanks.” Mary dabbed at her tears. Everybody was looking at her for answers. What was
wrong with her? Why couldn’t she come up with anything but tears? This was ridiculous.
Especially when they all knew she hardly ever cried.
One by one, the girls glumly stared at their empty plates, including Mary’s. The three had
already shared her pie ala mode.
“Graduating from high school sucks,” Harper grumbled.
“Moving away sure does,” Mary agreed. “But I wouldn’t be married to Rick if I hadn’t
graduated.”
“I can’t remember,” Jenna said. “Why is he going to med school at the University of
Wisconsin when the University of Minnesota is closer?”
“Out-of-state tuition would be a lot more expensive,” Mary answered. “Rick says there’s no
reciprocity program between Wisconsin and Minnesota for med school. Not for several other
graduate programs, either.”
“Bummer,” Harper grumbled. “We’re going to miss you like crazy, Mary.”
“I’ll miss you guys, too.”
“But you’ll have Rick,” Harper pointed out.
She would, but he’d be working super-long hours this summer to save money. And once he
started med school, he expected to have very few hours to even sleep. What was she going to do
then?
She was going to get a job, that’s what. At least for the summer and the fall semester.
Trouble was, she’d been too absorbed in track meets and Rick and wedding plans to worry
about test scores and transcripts and college application deadlines. Besides, even though Mom and
Dad planned to pay for her tuition and books, she and Rick would need to cover rent and living
expenses.
But at the moment, she had nothing lined up for the foreseeable future except to keep up their
tiny apartment and look for a job.
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But Harper waited for an answer, so Mary nodded and smiled through her tears. “Yes, I will
have Rick. And you guys will have each other in Eau Claire.”
The conversation turned to when the girls were likely to hear who’d be sharing dorm rooms
at Eau Claire, whether or not somebody’s parent would cave on providing a car for them to make
weekend trips home, and what necessities they planned to take to campus with them.
Mary realized changes were coming for everybody whether they were ready for them or not.
But The Group would be changing together.
And she was already beginning to feel a little like an outsider.
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Chapter Three

Deep shadows accented hills and valleys of the lavish June countryside spreading out through
Rick’s windshield, a smorgasbord of opportunities waiting to be explored on a normal day. Too
bad the envelope burning a hole in his glove compartment made this day anything but normal.
Five days into his marriage, and he’d just lied to his wife. Technically, this lie was based on
a lie by omission on his wedding day, which was, no doubt, even worse. He must be setting a
record of some kind.
He blew out a deep breath of guilt.
Sure, the lies involved old family business he’d already dealt with, or so he’d thought. His
family business. But now that they were married, the outcome directly involved Mary just as much
as it did him.
No question, a good husband would have talked it over with his wife before “handling it.” But
good husband or not, handle it he had to the minute he faced his father.
Simple. Clean. Once and for all. No compromise. It was the only effective way to deal with
Dad’s manipulation.
He deliberately shut his mind to further internal debate. Instead, he clicked the radio to the
rock station. Cranking the volume to full blast, he willed sound to pound away his guilt as he
navigated the curving rural roads to Dun Harbor to pick up the U-Haul he’d rented.
Twenty minutes later, he stuffed the offensive envelope into his jeans pocket, strode to his
parents’ house, and swung through the back door into his mother’s kitchen. “Something smells
great!”
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“Hi, honey.” Mom lifted a magazine-perfect pie from one of her fancy wall ovens and set it
on the counter.
Rick closed the oven door and swooped her into a hug. “What kind of pie?”
“A new peach chiffon recipe I’ve been wanting to try.” She stretched to give him a kiss on the
cheek. “It’s good to see you, but where’s Mary?”
He released her. “She wanted to come with me, but I promised I’d give you her best.”
“Oh.” Mom gave him a lukewarm smile. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
Might just as well get the ball rolling. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you and Dad alone.” He
fished in his back jeans pocket and pulled out the envelope addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Rick
Reynolds in his mother’s fanciest handwriting.
She frowned, obviously recognizing the envelope.
“Where’s Mary?” Dad strode into the kitchen.
“He wants to talk to us alone,” Mother said in her most pinched, disapproving voice.
“Oh?” Dad’s focus narrowed on the envelope in Rick’s fingers, then shifted to meet his eyes.
“We can’t accept this,” Rick said simply.
“We? Or you?”
“We.” Technically, a fib. But united fronts were all Dad understood. Just ask Mom. Besides,
Mary pretty much deferred to Rick where his family was involved. He’d have to go with that.
“Why not?” Dad scowled. “It’s our wedding gift to you and Mary.”
Rick shook his head. “No, it’s not. Gifts don’t have strings attached to them.”
“Neither does this.”
Rick narrowed his eyes. “It did the last time we discussed it. What’s changed?”
Dad closed his eyes for a moment as if carefully choosing what to say. “We had to make sure
you were giving your decision the serious thought it deserved.”
Mother cleared her throat.
“More accurately,” Dad corrected, “I had to be sure you were thinking things through.”
Rick had heard enough. “It was a threat pure and simple. Put off getting married for four more
years or forfeit the free ride through med school. I made my choice. It’s done. End of story.”
“The money’s there. It’s yours. That account is the fact that’s not going away.”
“I’m not playing games with you, Dad. Mary and I will be leading our lives the way we want.
No money and no strings.”
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Dad shook his head. “It doesn’t have to be that way. We want your life to be easier than ours
was.”
“We’ll be fine.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Mom sputtered. “You’re both too stubborn for your own good.”
Dad hung his hands on his hips. “So you need help carrying your bargain mattress and box
spring out to the U-Haul or not?”
“I would appreciate that, yes.” Rick set the envelope gingerly on the kitchen island, turned,
and led the way up the stairs to the storage room.
Very few words were spoken by either of them during his moving-out process. No surprise.
After all, he had been moving in and out through four years of college in Eau Claire, coming home
every weekend only the final two after he met Mary.
It wasn’t until he was back on the road that the significance of what he’d done without
discussing it with his wife buried him in guilt and scared him to death. He had no idea how Mary
would take the whole thing.
Driving past the big church in Noah’s Crossing where they’d been married, a thought struck
him. During his and Mary’s pre-marriage counseling sessions, Pastor Nick had loaned them a
book, and Rick had almost forgotten to return it. Spotting Nick mowing the grass at the house he
lived in next to the church, Rick pulled to the curb.
Pastor Nick looked up from his task and gave him a friendly wave.
Rick grabbed the book from his glove compartment, climbed out of his car, and strode across
the lawn to meet him.
“Back from your honeymoon?” the pastor asked.
Rick smiled. “Just this afternoon. We’re planning to head to Madison tomorrow.”
“So the whirlwind continues for you and Mary.”
“Pretty much.”
“What gives?”
Rick held out the book. “I want to return the book.”
“Tell you what, why don’t you keep it? Sacred Marriage is my wedding gift to you and Mary.
It’s not a book you can easily absorb. I hope it will be a reference you can refer to over the years
ahead.”
“Thanks. We’ll do that.” Rick thought about Pastor Nick’s open-ended invitation to him and
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Mary to stop by for a talk whenever they wanted or needed to.
“Things going all right?” Pastor Nick asked.
“Well…” Before Rick realized it, he was laying out his father’s manipulations to keep him
from getting married, ending with the envelope and his decision that would affect Mary as much
as it would him that he’d failed to mention to her.
“Why do you think you were so reluctant to talk to her about it?”
“I didn’t want to let my parents’ action affect our day or our honeymoon.”
“Then why didn’t you discuss it with her on your trip home?”
Rick thought about the question and came up empty. “I don’t know.”
“How do your father’s manipulations make you feel, Rick?”
“Angry. Mostly that it worked for so long with me. And now that I see it for what it is, I won’t
let it go on. Period.”
“Well, I think you need to come clean with Mary about this. But you already know that, don’t
you?”
He frowned.
“It’s eating you. Don’t you think Mary will notice?”
“She knows me pretty well.”
“If you don’t tell her what the problem is, she’s going to think it’s something she did. It’s been
my experience that women often think like that. Especially, women who do the right thing, like
Mary. Besides, you married her, Rick. Being honest and trustworthy is at the very base of a good
marriage. Remember? Only God and your hard work can establish the sacred history He has called
on you two to carry out.”
“Yeah. Thanks.”
“Any time.”
“You better be careful with that invitation. I’m only five days into my marriage, and I’ve
already messed up.”
“You haven’t messed up yet because you are going to talk to Mary right away, aren’t you?”
“Right. But what do I do if she doesn’t react well?”
“Remember to pray about it first, so you approach her in the right frame of mind. Then how
she reacts is up to her. You worry about your responsibility in the marriage, and trust Mary to take
care of hers.”
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Rick nodded as if the pastor’s words made perfect sense. But pray about it first? So now, he
not only had to figure out how to tell Mary what he’d done. He also needed to figure out how to
tell God?

Blinking back tears, Mary stood on the top step of Jessie’s Main Street Diner waving good-bye to
The Group until Harper’s dad’s big red SUV turned the corner. When would she see them again?
Since Rick hadn’t answered her text telling him she was ready to be picked up, she’d called
Caleb. Who she would call if Rick didn’t answer his phone in Madison, she had no idea. Now, she
dabbed at her eyes with a tissue and went back inside to wait for her brother.
The girl who’d waited on The Group met her, key in hand. “I need to lock up on my way out.”
“I didn’t realize it was closing time. Is Jessie in the back cleaning up?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll just go back and talk to her.”
The girl frowned.
“I’m her cousin. It will be okay.” Excited to congratulate Jessie, Mary ducked through the
colorful, butterfly-covered curtain separating the main diner from the back room.
Jessie looked up from scrubbing a large roaster in the sink. “Mary!” The roaster splashed into
the water as Jessie grabbed a towel to dry her rubber-gloved hands, then threw her arms around
Mary.
“Congratulations!” Mary hugged her back.
“Thanks.”
“I’m so happy for you!” Mary stepped back. “Were you surprised?”
Jessie beamed from ear to ear. “Completely surprised!”
“Have you set a date?”
“It will be soon. The wedding will be at Peter’s friends’ house so Scott can be Peter’s best
man. You know, his friend with ALS. Maggie will be my maid-of-honor in spite of it being the
busiest time for her landscaping business.”
Mary laughed. “I’m sure Maggie wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
“Of course, my parents would like to do a big wedding with all the trimmings, but Scott’s
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health is too precarious. Besides, Peter’s schedule is so hectic at the lab. And we don’t want to
wait until he’s able to hire more people and train them and everything. When did you get back
from your honeymoon?”
“Early this afternoon.” Mary smiled. “It was wonderful.”
“I’m so glad.”
“But hey, we’re talking about you and Peter. You still haven’t said when you’re getting
married.”
“Can you keep a secret?” Jessie dropped her voice as if somebody could be listening.
Mary raised her hand to her lips and turned an imaginary key to lock her imaginary vault.
“Well, I’m driving to Madison Friday so we can apply for our marriage license.”
“Really?” Mary’s eyes flew wide open as she realized what that meant. “You need to use the
license within thirty-five days after you apply!”
Jessie’s smile turned brilliant.
“Wow! Wow! Wow!”
Jessie laughed. “Peter will commute on weekends, and we’ll live in my little apartment that
I’ve been fixing up over the diner until I can sell the diner. Then Jake and I will move to Madison.”
Mary could hardly believe her ears. She opened her mouth, but no words came out, which
never, ever happened. Tears flooding her eyes, all she could do was reach out and hug Jessie for
all she was worth. She was so happy for her, and she had no idea how to explain just how much
knowing she and Rick wouldn’t be alone in Madison meant to her.
A loud knock came from out front.
“That’s probably Caleb. I have to go.” Mary gave Jessie a quick hug, ducked through the
curtain, and hurried to meet her brother.
The sun was sinking behind the horizon as Caleb drove Dad’s pickup down Main Street. “You
want me to take you to Dun Harbor to find Rick?”
“No. I still have packing to do at home.” She studied her brother, who usually had more
important things to do than to taxi his big sister around. Was he going to miss her, too? Would the
bond they had continue when they hardly ever saw each other? Or would they drift apart? “After
I move away, will you call and text me to let me know what’s going on with you?”
“Do you want me to?”
“Yes, silly. I’m going to miss you.”
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“You sure?” He gave her a suspicious look.
“Yes. Won’t you miss me? At least a little?”
“I probably won’t ever be late for the school bus again now that you won’t be hogging the
bathroom in the mornings.”
“I never hogged the bathroom.”
He shot her an are-you-kidding-me look. “Plus I won’t have to share driving the truck with
you or have to drop you off or pick you up at a minute’s notice or listen to your music or put up
with The Group—”
“So you’ll miss me a lot.”
He chuckled in a manly voice she still sometimes failed to recognize as her little brother’s
even though it had changed at least two years ago. “It’s gonna be weird.”
“For me, too,” she admitted. “I’ll miss—” The lump in her throat stopped her.
“You’ll have Rick.”
“But he’s going to be really busy. I’ll need to figure things out myself.”
“Don’t you always?”
Did she? Maybe. Wasn’t she often the one who came up with a plan with The Group? So what
was her plan for Madison?
Trouble was, she didn’t have one. She didn’t even have a clue where to start. “But here, I have
you and Elijah and Mom and Dad and The Group in my life.”
“You still have us. You just won’t see us all the time, that’s all.”
That was a lot. Tears stung behind her eyelids, but she blinked them back. Caleb would never
let her hear the end of it if she blubbered all over him.
She bit her lip and tried to think of something positive.
Jessie. Mary wanted so badly to tell Caleb the news Jessie had shared about her wedding, but
the vault was the vault.
Soon, though, she’d sometimes see Jessie in Madison. And that was something she could
share. “Jessie told me she and Jake will move to Madison after she and Peter get married.”
“What about the diner?”
“She’s planning to sell it.”
“Who’s going to buy it? I mean, it’s not like a lot of people in Noah’s Crossing can cook like
Jessie or Della can.”
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“Mom comes close.”
“Yeah, but how would Mom fit running the diner into all the stuff she already does? Not going
to happen.”
Mary’s positive thought taking a major dive, she did her best to face the truth. “Selling it will
take forever, won’t it?”
“Probably.”
Tears stinging again, Mary grasped for the last thread of joy she could always count on to lift
her mood. Her animals. “You will make sure you exercise Jazz, won’t you?”
Silence.
“Take him for a run sometimes? You know how anxious he gets if he doesn’t get enough
attention.”
Caleb grunted.
“And remember to throw the ball for Scout to retrieve.”
Silence.
“Don’t forget to play with Elsa and her kittens.”
More silence.
“If you don’t handle the kittens, they’ll grow up wild,” she prodded.
“Knock it off, Mary! You told me all that stuff fifty times.” He shot her a scowl. “I’m on it.
They won’t even know you left.”
“Don’t say that!” Tears burst their dam.
“Oh, come on, sis. I’m sorry. You know they’ll miss you like crazy.”
Now, he was only trying to make her feel better. But what if he was right? What if the animals
all forgot her when she wasn’t around every day?
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Chapter Four

Caleb turned into the farm, Scout bounding down the driveway to greet them, no barking involved
since he recognized the truck.
Mary had been riding or driving or walking that gravel driveway into the farm her whole life,
and she’d pretty much become farm-blind. But not today.
Now, a vision of the neighbors raising the machine shed crowded her memory. She must have
been about six, and she’d gotten into a physical fight on the playground with Billy Bunker when
she bragged their new shed was the biggest pole barn in Wisconsin. Billy said his was, even when
everybody knew he lived in town and didn’t even have a tractor, let alone a machine shed.
Then the time the tornado ripped the roof off the barn filled her mind. Neighbors had helped
Dad and her brothers raise the new one and crown it with the beautiful twin rooster-crested cupolas
she loved. Where in Madison would she ever find neighbors like the ones in Noah’s Crossing?
She turned her attention to the white, green-shuttered farmhouse, Mom’s window boxes
overflowing with ivy vines and red geraniums. It was the most beautiful home she could ever
imagine being privileged enough to grow up in.
Tears blurring her vision, she did her very best to lock each detail in her memory bank so she
could pull it up when she needed it. Then she scrambled out of the truck and made a break for the
barn, Scout racing beside her.
“Hey, I thought you had to pack,” Caleb yelled after her.
Packing would just have to wait.
Her spirited paint gelding nickered when she approached his stall. She rubbed his soft muzzle,
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her salty tears mixing with her kisses. “Hey, Jazz boy. Ready for a ride?”
He tossed his head as he always did.
Mary hustled through a quick brushing and hoof picking, then bridled and saddled him in his
western gear. She climbed aboard, made him walk until they cleared the barnyard, then let him trot
for a bit to loosen up while Scout ran easily beside them.
Relaxing into the gelding’s familiar gait, Mary usually let her mind drift while she passively
observed the familiar landscape. Today, she purposefully noted every jutting rock carried there by
a long-ago iceberg, every rut etched into the rolling hills by the elements, every skittering
chipmunk, darting rabbit, and scolding wren.
The wind in her face always made her eyes water. Now, it also made her intensely aware of
time passing in a way she’d never experienced before. It wasn’t only that she wanted to remember
this place, this ride, these sensations when she moved to Madison.
She wanted to remember them forever.
Sure, she’d ride Jazz here in the future, hopefully many times, and with Scout running
alongside, too. It wasn’t the place or the activity that would change.
She would.
She’d be Rick’s wife. She’d be a college student eventually.
She’d be a woman. A strong one, she hoped. And someday, a mother.
But she’d never again be the same girl she was right now, would she? It was exciting.
Exhilarating. And more than a bit sad.
Jazz slowed at the spring-fed creek, where Scout lapped water. Mary allowed Jazz his usual
drink before Scout led the way to the deer-worn trails through the woods. The twilight made the
air cooler and damper than earlier in the day, and the play of shadows was giving way to
approaching darkness the deeper they went. But the rich, earthy smells always gave her a sense of
peace. She soaked up the quiet, the rhythmic clop of Jazz’ hooves and the rustling of leaves the
only sounds.
Finally, the light of the meadow ahead beckoned through the trees. Jazz gave a short snort of
anticipation. Bursting into the wide-open space, she gave him the cue he lived for. He responded
with the burst of pent-up energy she loved, and they were off, streaking across the meadow, Scout
falling behind. Cool wind in her face, Mary gave herself over to the smooth gait and drifted in the
sheer joy of the ride.
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Her anxieties and emotions began to calm down. Thoughts and ideas fell into place and made
more sense. The things she needed to take with her and those she had to leave behind seemed a
little clearer.
God was here. She could feel Him more than anyplace else, even in church. There were always
so many things going on in church, she was often distracted. But here, He had her total attention.
And she knew without doubt, leaving home would be the hardest thing she’d ever done. “God,
I really need your help.”

“This thing weighs a ton.” Rick painfully stretched out arms and shoulders that felt like he’d just
wrenched them from their lodgings.
On the other end of the giant library card index, Caleb was going through similar stretching
exercises. “We could have used Dad or Elijah’s help coming down those porch steps.”
“Sorry I was in so much of a hurry.” Rick peered at the barn. “How long has she been gone,
Caleb?”
“A while. She’ll be back soon.”
Rick worked his neck to try to relieve the knot. “What if she’s hurt or something?”
“Why would she be hurt? She knows what she’s doing out there.”
“Yeah.” Still, he stared at the barn, hoping to see her. A couple fireflies blinked at him. “But
it’s getting dark.”
Caleb looked up at the sky as if he’d just noticed. “Plenty of light left. What’s wrong with
you, man?”
Rick jammed his hand through his hair, beyond frustrated. “I need to talk to my wife.”
Caleb raised his hands as if to calm Rick down. “Hey, fine by me. I’m going to get a drink of
water before we move this thing any farther. Want me to bring some for you?”
“Sure. Thanks. Sorry. Didn’t mean to bite your head off.”
Caleb shrugged, jogged up the porch steps, and disappeared into the house.
Rick closed his eyes and took a deep breath, irritated with himself for lashing out at Caleb. It
wasn’t Caleb’s fault Rick was feeling so guilty. Which probably had a lot more to do with his
worry than Mary’s safety did, like he’d led Caleb to believe.
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He needed to tell Mary what he’d done.
Problem was, he had no idea how she’d take it. She never kept things from him, especially
things that directly involved him. How had he ended up not discussing the whole thing with his
wife? How was he going to explain his actions to her?”
A sharp yip from Scout alerted him. He looked up to see Mary closing the barn door.
He took off to meet her.
She swiped her hands across her face. “Hi.”
“You’re crying?”
She gave a nod.
He drew her into a hug, kissed the top of her head, and just held her. “Did you say good-bye
to your animals?”
She nodded against his chest.
She’d be leaving everything she’d known. She needed to be able to trust him and depend on
him now more than ever. How could he tell her that he’d let her down? He wouldn’t blame her if
she refused to go with him. What would he do then? Because no way was he leaving without her.
She backed out of his arms, and they walked toward the house, holding hands. “What is the
card index doing out here?”
“Your boxes and suitcases weren’t ready to load, so we decided to load the index.”
“I didn’t think we were taking it.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s not a good use of space in our tiny apartment. Remember? We talked about it.”
“But we decided to take it. Remember, we all talked about storing things in it.”
She gave her head a little shake. “You decided, apparently.”
“I thought we did.”
Mary’s mother opened the screen door behind them. “You two need to ask questions and listen
to each other until you understand what the other one is saying.”
He and Mary just stared at each other.
“Good communication is the only way to lay a solid and lasting foundation for your marriage,”
Mary’s mother went on.
Communication? Could she see into his soul? Did she somehow know about the envelope
from his parents? He gave her a respectful nod. “Yes, ma’am.”
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“Shall we talk about the card index in my room, Rick?” Mary asked. Too bad the card index
was the least of his problems. He followed Mary into the house. Once inside the bedroom, he
closed the door behind him and turned to her. “I really thought we’d decided to take the index.”
“Do you want to take it?”
He thought about it for a couple seconds. “It’s cool. And it makes you happy because your
grandpa gave it to you. So yeah, I think we should take it.”
“And you assumed I’d be okay with your decision.”
Rick wanted to pull her into his arms and make everything all right again, but now that her
mom had identified their communication problems… “Uh, aren’t you okay with taking it?”
“Honestly, you never gave me time to decide. I think that’s my mom’s point. She’s big on
respecting each other.”
Whoa. “You think I don’t respect you?”
She hesitated, her gaze flitting to his mouth as if she’d like him to kiss her and just gloss over
the whole thing.
Something he would gladly do. He started to reach for her. But wait a minute. After talking to
Pastor Nick, he could see how glossing over things instead of dealing with them could turn into
bigger problems down the road.
“We need to talk about this, Mary. Please?”
She looked away. “Okay.”
“And?”
“Mostly you do… respect me.”
He blew out a breath. “When don’t I respect you?”
“It’s not your fault, Rick. Mom says I often let you make decisions for me.”
Did Mary know about the envelope, too? He shook his head defensively. “Often?”
“Not just you,” she clarified. “Her and dad, too. Sometimes it’s because I don’t care about
something or need more time to think about it. But sometimes I just go along because I think it’s
what the other person wants.”
He scratched his head. “Are we still talking about the card index?”
“The card index is one of the things I haven’t decided about yet. But—” She bit her lip.
“But?” he prodded.
“Earlier…” She sighed as if talking took a lot of energy. “Earlier… I really wanted to go with
32

you to tell your parents good-bye.”
He stared at her. She knew, all right.
“I told you I wanted to go several times.”
He closed his eyes. “I’m sorry, Mar.”
“You thought I’d rather stay with my friends?”
He opened his eyes. “Well… yeah… but…”
“But I’m your wife and your parents’ daughter-in-law now, Rick.”
“I know that. Why didn’t you make me listen?”
“I thought maybe you wanted to tell your parents good-bye alone. It’s okay if you did. I just
want you to be honest and tell me things, okay?”
He pressed his fingers to his forehead. “You’re my wife. I always want you with me. Except—
”
“Except that everybody thinks I’m too young? Especially your parents?”
“I know you’re not too young, Mary.” He gave his head a hard shake, trying to figure out what
to say. “My parents don’t think that… well… my dad still might. But it’s irrelevant. We’re married
now, in spite of Dad’s plan to manipulate me.”
“Manipulate you? What do you mean? Are you talking about your med school money?”
He grasped her hand and kissed it. “There’s something I didn’t tell you about that.”
“About the money?”
“Oh, Mary…” He shook his head. “I didn’t plan to keep it from you. I just… put off telling
you. And then—”
“Rick… you’re scaring me. What are you talking about?”
He looked deeply into her eyes. She didn’t know? “Remember when my dad threatened to cut
off the money unless we waited to get married until after I graduate from med school?”
“How could I forget?”
“And I told him no deal.”
She nodded.
“Well…” He took a deep breath. “My parents gave us an envelope at our wedding reception.
Inside was the med school account signed over to us.”
“Really?” Her eyes widened in surprise.
He gave a derisive little laugh. “I couldn’t believe they were bringing that whole thing up
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again on our wedding day. I refused to let it spoil our day or our honeymoon, so I pushed it aside
and didn’t deal with it. Then today, I knew I couldn’t put it off, but I hadn’t even talked to you
about it.”
She shook her head as if to verify his words. Then a smile bloomed over her face.
“So you don’t have to work as a cashier this summer? And I can see if I can still apply for
college for the fall semester?”
Rick stared at her for a second. She thought he’d accepted the money? “Mary… I returned the
account and the strings I feel come with it.”
She frowned.
“Oh. I thought you meant—”
“Yeah. I shouldn’t have made that decision alone. Not when it affects your life as much as it
does mine. I mean, we’re going to both be pinching pennies for a long time because of my
decision.”
She just looked confused and upset.
He groaned, remembering the rest of it. “My father asked if the decision was ours or just mine.
I told him it was ours.”
“But…”
“Yeah. I know. I’m so sorry to disappoint you. I didn’t respect you as my wife today.”
Mary pressed her lips into a smile and gave her head a little shake. “I’m proud of you, Rick.”
“Proud?”
“For standing up to your dad. And you were right. The decision is ours. It was the only one
we could make, wasn’t it?”
He could swear the weight of the world just left his shoulders. Blowing out a breath, he pressed
his hand along her smooth jaw. “I love you.”
“I love you, too. But I do expect that we will talk out our decisions from here on.”
“Every single one. I promise I’ll do better.”
She melted into his arms the way he loved.
“I couldn’t ask for anybody more perfect for me, babe.”
“Me neither,” she whispered.
“So, I’ll have Caleb help me bring the index back to your room.”
She drew a deep breath. “It will take up a ton of precious space in our apartment, but it does
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make me remember how proud Grandpa was of me for refinishing it. He said it looked like a
professional job. And you like it, too?”
“I do.”
“Can you fill at least a third of the drawers?”
“Piece of cake.”
“Then load it up.”
He gave her a high five. “Good decision.”
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Chapter Five

Sometime around midnight, Mary finally climbed into her three-quarter-size bed and stretched out
beside a dozing Rick. He’d collapsed after loading everything into the U-Haul except the last
suitcase, which he’d moved to the floor to allow her to finish filling it with last-minute things in
the morning.
He reached for her and drew her into his arms. “Is this little bed perfect, or is it just me?”
“It’s perfect.” She snuggled closer.
“You smell great. Did you just take a shower?”
She nodded. “So we can get an earlier start in the morning.”
“Good thinking. Tired?”
She nodded. “You?”
“Exhausted.”
“Did you set the alarm?”
“Six a.m.”
“Yikes.”
“Sweet dreams.” He gave her a soft kiss.
“To you, too.” She cuddled into his warmth. “You’re so much better than sleeping with a bed
full of teddy bears.”
“Thanks,” he murmured sleepily.
She giggled and drifted off to sleep.
You’re too young to get married. You’re just a kid.
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Waking to jeering laughter, Mary sat straight up in bed and peered into the dark. “Who’s
there?”
“Just me, babe,” Rick mumbled beside her.
She listened for more laughter, more voices. Only silence answered.
“Come back to sleep.” Rick pulled her down beside him again.
She must have had a nightmare. She lay there, wide awake, insecurities on full alert.
No money for Rick’s med school because of her?
Guilty.
No savings to speak of to help with finances?
Guilty.
No plan to help her husband in any way?
Guilty.
Too young!
Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.
But she wasn’t too young. She wasn’t. Hadn’t Rick said so?
Totally unable to relax, she remembered not eating supper and decided she was hungry. She
waited to be sure Rick’s breathing had evened out in sleep, then lifted his arm, crawled carefully
out of bed, and headed for the kitchen.
She hit the light switch, took the milk from the fridge, and carried the jug, a glass, and the
cookie jar to the table for a serious binge. Who knew when she’d have access to Mom’s chocolate
chip cookies again?
With a low groan, Scout rolled over in his bed and watched her through slitted eyes.
“Am I disturbing you?”
His eyelids drooped, finally losing their battle to stay open.
“I’m gonna miss you, buddy.” She filled the glass, dunked a cookie, waited until it was
perfectly saturated, then popped it into her mouth and let it melt on her tongue. Amazing. She
reached for another cookie.
Peter’s schedule is so hectic at the lab. We don’t want to wait until he’s able to hire more
people and train them and everything.
Jessie’s words. Mary smiled, happy all over again for her cousin. And elated that Jessie and
little Jake would be moving to Madison, no matter how long it might take for her to sell the diner.
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“Thank you, God.”
She enjoyed another perfectly dunked cookie and began the process again. Jessie had said she
was coming to Madison Friday so she and Peter could get their marriage license. Maybe they could
get together then?
Peter’s schedule is so hectic at the lab. We don’t want to wait until he’s able to hire more
people and train them and everything.
Jessie’s words still hung in Mary’s mind. Was she missing something?
Wait! She dropped her cookie into the milk and slapped her forehead. Peter was hiring more
people for the lab!
Hadn’t Rick’s job as a cashier at a big-box store been a huge letdown after he’d worked so
hard to graduate from college? But a job in Peter’s lab wouldn’t be a letdown, would it? Maybe it
would even pay more, too.
She jumped up, almost upsetting the milk/cookie mixture. She set the glass firmly on the table
and hurried to her room. She couldn’t wait to tell Rick. She slammed into the bedroom. As she
was about to pounce on her unsuspecting husband to share her exciting news, the time suddenly
dawned on her.
It was the middle of the night, he was sound asleep, and hadn’t he said he was exhausted?
As exciting as her news was, she supposed it could wait until morning. By then, maybe she
could even figure out a plan to go with it, a solid one that would stand up to Rick’s practical
standards. She took a deep breath and marched back to the kitchen for more cookies. She needed
energy to think.
She settled at the table with a fresh glass of dunking milk, plucked a perfect cookie, and
submerged the perfect portion as she concentrated on finding the perfect plan.
After thinking and dunking half the cookies in the jar, Mary found herself nodding off at the
table around five a.m. and decided to call it a night. She was pretty sure she’d worked out a good,
solid plan.
At the moment, she was too sleepy to be sure. She shuffled down the hall to her room, carefully
crawled back into bed beside her husband, and fell asleep before her head even hit the pillow.
What seemed like five minutes later, Rick’s smartphone blared “Best Day of My Life.” Mary
wanted to throw the ridiculously expensive gadget through the window and deal with the
consequences later… if she could only reach it.
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Instead, she pulled her pillow over her head and concentrated on breathing through the worst
sugar-induced headache she’d ever endured in her life. Miraculously, the cheery tune died almost
as soon as it kicked in, and she sank thankfully back into her coma.
“Up and at ’em, my beautiful sleepyhead,” Rick’s deep voice purred. “I brought you coffee.
Your mom says you ate most of the cookies last night, so you probably have a headache. She says
coffee will help. But it’s after eight, so it’s time to get on the road, don’t you think?”
Stirring from her stupor, Mary recognized tension bracketing each word her new husband
uttered. She tried to see him, then realized she needed to fight her way out of covers and pillows
she’d buried herself in if she ever wanted to see his amazingly handsome face again. Finally, she
squinted through the bright light at the light of her life. “Morning,” she said feebly.
He squinted back. “There you are. So what’s going on with you, babe? When we went to bed
last night, I thought we had a plan.”
She groaned as everything came rushing back in vivid Technicolor. Set six a.m. alarm, get on
the road early, nightmare, cookie binge, Jessie’s words, big breakthrough…
Exciting new plan!
She opened her eyes on a brand-new day with endless possibilities to explore. She took a deep
breath. “Rick…” She put all the meaning into his name that she could project to let him know how
profound her revelation was about to be.
“Here’s your coffee. It’s really hot, so be careful you don’t spill it or burn your mouth.”
She accepted the coffee and took a careful sip. “Rick…
“Yes, Mary,” he answered in that profoundly patient voice he used when she was pretty sure
she was twanging his last nerve.
“Jessie told me Peter is hiring people for his lab.” She waited for his amazing hazel eyes to
light up.
“Good for Peter. How long do you think it will take you to be ready to get on the road?”
“Don’t you see what that means?” she prodded as she took another sip of the scalding coffee.
“What means?” He peered at her as if he had no idea what she was talking about.
“Peter is hiring people.”
“And that is relevant how?”
“Have you or have you not been totally unexcited about your cashier job, either the pay or the
countless hours you will have to work in order to make the money we need?”
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“I’m just glad I finally found a job,” he said a tad grumpily.
“Doesn’t a lab job sound more interesting? I mean, at least it’s in the medical field, right?”
“Sure, but…”
“Won’t a lab job pay more per hour?”
“Probably. Depends on the job, I suppose.”
“Wouldn’t it be nice to spend more time with me than working as a cashier every hour you
can possibly work?”
Rick narrowed his eyes. “Are you saying Peter offered me a job?”
She shook her head. “Not yet.”
“He’s going to offer me a job?”
She shook her head again. “But why wouldn’t he offer you a job? You just achieved a
bachelor’s degree, are planning to begin med school, you’re brilliant, and you’re almost related.”
“The only time I’ve ever met the man is in the reception line at our wedding.”
“Did you like him?”
Rick shrugged. “Seems like a good guy. Must be if Jessie likes him, right?”
“Well, let’s build on that.”
He laughed. “You’re serious?”
“Very.” She gave him a little smile. “I have a plan.”
“Of course you do. Let’s talk about it in the car.”
She shook her head.
He took a deep breath. “Why not?”
“Because if we’re going to make our plan work, we’re going to have to postpone our move to
Madison until—”
“Mary,” he said in an accusing voice. “Postponing this isn’t going to make it any easier.”
“Just until later today.”
“We’re all packed, and we’re leaving this morning.”
She bit her lip.
He narrowed his eyes. “Mary… don’t you dare cry.”
“But you don’t understand—”
“I understand this is the first time you’re leaving home, and it’s rough. But last night, you
seemed ready, and today, you’re not. I honestly don’t know what to do about that.”
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“Last night, we didn’t have our plan yet.”
He thought a moment as if trying to put things together. “What plan are you talking about?”
“Well, Jessie’s coming to Madison Friday to see Peter, so I thought we could ask them to
come to our apartment for a nice dinner so you can get to know Peter and talk to him about a job
at his lab.” Her plan was solid. And practical. But was it practical enough for Rick?
He stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. “You lost me at dinner Friday. You do realize this
is Thursday, right?”
“Of course.”
“So you’re thinking we won’t move everything into our apartment until later today, Thursday,
and we’re having guests for a nice dinner Friday evening?”
She nodded. “We’ll use those wonderful new dishes and glasses and silverware we got as
wedding presents.”
“But everything’s in boxes.”
“We’ll just unpack.”
The little line between his eyebrows deepening, he blew out a breath. “But we don’t even have
a table to put the dishes and glassware on. I suppose we could order pizza or something we can
eat—”
“On the floor?”
He frowned.
“Peter is a respected doctor and scientist, Rick. We can’t invite him for dinner and expect him
to sit on the floor to eat.”
He pressed his knuckles to his forehead.
Mary hoped he wasn’t getting a headache, too. “When Mom looks for something to buy for
the house, she always starts at Fred’s Antiques and Collectibles. She says he has the best prices
and loves to bargain. Maybe we can find a table and chairs there that we can afford.”
“There’s no room in the U-Haul for a table and chairs.”
She hadn’t thought about that. “Then we’ll have to get a bigger trailer.”
“I don’t think that’s even doable.”
“Maybe you can find one while I have my mom teach me how to cook.”
“Today?”
She nodded.
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“So today we’re buying a table and chairs to serve dinner on, unloading and reloading
everything into a bigger U-Haul if we can find one, and you’re learning to cook?” He closed his
eyes. “Mary, it doesn’t make any sense.”
Obviously, she needed to accept the fact that her amazing new husband couldn’t see the
possibilities in her plan. She summoned every bit of practicality she owned to do a better job of
presenting her brilliant plan to her very practical husband.
“But just think, Rick… if you get a job in Peter’s lab, you’ll be happier, more fulfilled, and
make more money plus be able to spend more time with me in building a solid foundation for our
marriage before you start med school. We have the opportunity to change our life for the better
here. What doesn’t make sense about that?”
He closed his eyes and sighed. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but whether we can pull
it off or not, it might actually make a strange kind of sense. Provided…” He looked at her as if to
make sure she was listening.
“Provided,” she prodded.
“Provided we get everything done and drive to Madison this afternoon. That way, we’ll have
all day tomorrow to unload and get things set up the way we want them.”
“Done.” Mary couldn’t be absolutely sure what she’d just agreed to, given her sugar crash and
sleep deprivation, but Rick had agreed to her plan, so she wasn’t inclined to quibble details.
Instead, she tossed him a smile and downed the entire mug of cooling coffee. If she was going
to get everything done on three hours of sleep, she was pretty sure she was going to need lots of
caffeine to make it happen.

42

Chapter Six

“What do you think of this one?” Fred of Fred’s Antiques and Collectibles rubbed his hand over
the top of a white metal table with steel legs. “Authentic retro. Very popular right now with the
younger crowd.”
Mary gave the table a once-over. “It reminds me of tables you sometimes see in the movies.”
“My mother has a table like that by the dryer in the basement. She folds clothes on it.” Rick
bent to look at the price tag and gave Mary a little shake of his head.
“I think we need a wood table,” Mary said. “The kind that has leaves you can add to make it
bigger if you have more people.”
“Then you’re looking for more of a dining table than one for a kitchen?” Fred asked.
“Do you have any like that?” She glanced around at the sea of couches and chairs and stools
and trunks and dressers, spotting the flat top of a table in the middle of the large, crowded room.
“What about that one over there?”
“Let’s go look at it.” Fred led the way.
The closer they got to the table, the bigger it seemed to grow. “The wood is gorgeous, but it
would never fit in our apartment,” she decided.
Rick looked at the price tag hanging on one of the legs. “It doesn’t fit in our budget either.”
“You know, I think there are a couple downstairs that might work well. Let’s have a look at
them.” Fred led the way again.
“Should we talk about a budget?” Mary whispered to Rick on the way down the stairs.
“Cheap is our budget,” Rick said. “I think Fred has figured that out and is taking us to the
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bargain basement.”
“Oh. I hope you’re right.”
“Ah, here’s the one I had in mind.” Fred wiped his hand across the dusty top of the table,
exposing a couple serious stains and several rings obviously left by glasses.
“But it’s damaged,” she pointed out as if it wasn’t obvious.
“Nothing deep that a little sanding and re-staining couldn’t take care of,” Fred said. “Do you
like the table?”
“Size is good, don’t you think, Mary?”
She nodded.
Rick looked at the price. “Might be a contender if we can talk about the price.”
Fred grinned. “How about twenty dollars off?”
“Make it thirty off, and you have a deal.” Rick smiled at Mary. “Provided my wife likes it.”
Mary smiled back. Hearing him refer to her as his wife was probably something she’d get
used to, but right now, it was huge. Playing the part, she stepped back to get a better look at the
legs and overall appearance of the piece of furniture in question. “Except for the stains in the finish
on the top, it really is a pretty table. Are there any leaves?”
“No leaves, I’m afraid. But you could comfortably seat six people without them,” Fred said.
“What about the future though? We won’t live in the tiny apartment forever.”
“True,” Rick agreed. “But if we can afford a bigger apartment in the future, we’ll probably be
able to buy a bigger table, too.”
“Or you could have leaves made for this one,” Fred said helpfully.
Mary took a deep breath, her gaze flitting around the area for another possible choice.
“This one is perfect,” Rick declared.
“Except for the blemishes we have to sand and stain,” Mary said.
“Right up your alley.” Rick smiled. “You did a gorgeous job on that index.”
“Thanks, but we want it to look nice for Friday night.”
“A tablecloth would work fine until you have the time to refinish the top,” Fred said.
“Deal?” Rick raised an eyebrow.
“Do you have any chairs that match?” Mary asked.
Fred shook his head. “None that match, but I do have chairs that will go with it, and they’re
priced to sell. How many do you need?”
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They picked out six chairs, a small dresser to make up for the anemic closet in their bedroom,
and Rick and Fred bargained for twenty minutes, as if they were both enjoying it. Even as time
edged closer to when her mother would be home from her quilting group at church and ready to
teach Mary how to cook.

Leaving Caleb helping Rick unload the too-small U-Haul, Mary hurried up the porch steps. She
couldn’t be sure if she was excited about Mom teaching her to cook or very, very afraid. Probably
a mixture of both.
But Mom was willing to take the time out of her busy day to teach her. So once inside the
house, Mary closed the door behind her and opted to be excited.
Mom, on the other hand, appeared a tad afraid as she glanced around the kitchen as if looking
for anything sharp with which Mary could injure herself or anybody within close proximity. “So
tell me, after all the times I have threatened or coaxed or tried to bribe you to learn to cook before
you got married, what suddenly changed your mind now?”
“Um…” Mary considered how best to tell Mom her plan without divulging Jessie’s reason for
coming to Madison Friday. Simple and straightforward often worked best. “Jessie’s coming down
to Madison to see Peter, so Rick and I stopped by the diner this morning and invited them to dinner
Friday.”
“Dinner?” Mom looked horrified. “This Friday?”
Mary nodded.
“What aren’t you telling me?”
Didn’t she always know? “Nothing else you need to know. Honest.”
Mom gave her that steady look Mary was pretty sure was designed to make her squirm until
she blurted out whatever she was holding back. Unfortunately, it usually worked.
But Jessie’s secret was hers to tell, not Mary’s. “All I want is to learn one special dish.
Something I can put together beforehand, shove in the oven, pull it out when the timer says it’s
time, and serve.”
“You have eaten Jessie’s food, haven’t you?”
Mary blinked. Mom knew very well she had.
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“She’s an amazing cook, Mary.”
“So are you.”
Mom took a deep breath. “But I’ve been cooking for almost twenty years for your dad and
you kids. I’ve had a lot of practice. Learning to cook is more of a marathon than a sprint.”
“I’m not expecting to learn how to cook in general right away. I know that will take time. But
what about something like lasagna, maybe? Is lasagna very hard to make?”
“Lasagna is pretty easy. And very good if you choose your ingredients well.”
“How do I do that? Choose my ingredients well?”
“You follow a recipe. I have a great one for lasagna right here.” Mom began shuffling through
her recipe box. “I’ll go through it with you step by step, then you can make it with me standing
right beside you to help if you need it. Ah, here it is.” Mom lifted out a card and handed it to Mary.
Mary looked it over.
“And here’s a recipe for a simple salad that’s delicious with lasagna.” Mom handed her the
second card as well. “You can take pictures of the recipes with that fancy phone Rick gave you for
graduation, can’t you?”
“I’ll get it.” She made a dash for her room, found the phone, and was back in no time, snapping
recipe pictures. “So does pretty easy mean I can’t ruin it?”
“It’s hard to ruin lasagna, Mary. Just be sure you take pictures of both sides of the cards.”
“Good point.” Mary snapped away until she was sure she had clear images.
“What about dessert?” Mom asked. “Maybe buy ice cream?”
Mary nodded. “Ice cream goes great with your chocolate chip cookies.”
Mom shuffled through her recipe box until she found what she was looking for, picked another
card from the file. “Here’s the cookie recipe. I was planning to send the fresh batch in the cookie
jar with you, but there aren’t many of those left.”
Whoops. “Sorry.”
“You just enjoyed them early, that’s all.”
“At least I’ve helped you make them a couple times.” Mary saw a frown flit across her
mother’s eyes.
“Yes, you have.” Mom’s frown grew.
Uh oh. Mary could only hope Mom wasn’t remembering the time Mary had forgotten the last
tray of cookies in the oven and gone off for a run. Who knew burned cookies could smell so bad
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and make so much smoke? She’d had to help Mom scrub and repaint the kitchen after that debacle.
Mom sighed. “Mary, I’m having serious second thoughts about this dinner. I hate to say it
again, but if you want to learn to cook and bake things people want to eat, you need to practice
just like you need to practice distance running and cartwheels.”
“You’ve been saying that since I was a little girl.”
“Because it’s true.”
“But there was just never time.”
“Because it was never important enough for you to make the time.” Mom pursed her lips. “It
wasn’t even important enough over this past year when we were planning your wedding. I tried to
tell you that either you or Rick would have to learn to cook. You can’t eat out every night on
students’ budgets.”
“I will practice cooking while Rick’s working this summer until I find a job. It’s just that
cooking this meal for him and Jessie and Peter is very important to me.”
“I can see that.” Mom took the big lasagna pan from a lower cupboard.
“Where can I buy a pan like that?”
“You can have this one. We’ll fill it with lasagna, so you can just pop it in the oven for your
dinner tomorrow. You and Rick will have your hands full with moving and getting organized.”
Mary frowned.
“I’m thinking,” Mom went on, “we need to bake a batch of cookies for you to take with you
and use for dessert.” She began hustling around the kitchen accumulating ingredients, bowls,
utensils.
Mary gave her head a little shake. Apparently, Mom hadn’t gotten the concept Mary was going
for on this dinner project. “Mom…”
“You can get the cookie sheets,” Mom said in her staccato, work-mode voice.
Over the years, Mary had learned that interrupting her mom in work mode was never a good
idea, but… “Mom…”
“The cookie sheets are in the pantry, bottom shelf where they always are.”
“Mom…”
Mom set the flour canister on the counter with a decided thump. “What is the problem?”
“I kind of want to do this dinner myself.”
Mom turned to her. “We’ll just mix up the cookies quick, so they can be baking while we
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work on the lasagna together.”
“I really would appreciate you showing me how and giving me recipes and tips, but I want to
make the food myself.”
Mom peered at her as though trying to read her mind.
Mary met her eyes. Fighting her insecurities tooth and nail, she gave her mom a very serious,
very sincere nod. “I’m sure.”
Mom’s eyes welled with tears, her expression melting into her loving smile. “Oh, Mary, I’ve
been so worried about you. I mean, about you taking on so many changes so young. But you’re
growing up, aren’t you?”
Mom actually thought Mary was growing up? Feeling herself beaming, she flew into her
mother’s arms and hugged her. “I’m trying.”
“I can see that. I am so proud of you, honey.” She gave Mary one of her mama bear hugs
before offering her a tissue and using one herself.
Apparently, Mom was not only giving her blessing to Mary and her planned dinner for Jessie
and Peter, but putting it squarely where it should be… in her and Rick’s hands. She couldn’t help
a little shiver of excitement.
She only hoped Mom’s confidence in her carried her through leaving home as soon as Rick
and Caleb got back from Eau Claire with a bigger trailer.

Mary packed the final tray of cooling cookies in the box with the others since Mom had barreled
ahead with her baking plan. Mom had also done a thorough job of demonstrating how to make
lasagna and packed the beautiful results in the cooler for Mary to shove in the oven when the time
came.
Had she not understood Mary wanted to do it herself? Or was she unable to stop doing what
she’d always done? Either way, emotions in the kitchen were already running so high Mary just
hadn’t had the heart to stop her. Nor to go through the entire explanation again.
What in the world was taking Rick and Caleb so long to get back from Eau Claire? All their
stuff sat in the driveway waiting to be loaded. Everything but the cooler that held the lasagna and
the box of cookies. Mom had wisely reminded her to stack those in the kitchen to keep Scout from
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sniffing them in the driveway and giving in to temptation.
Dad had been puttering in the yard, and she’d seen Elijah hovering near the barn. Clearly, they
were putting everything on hold and gearing up to say good-bye.
If Rick and Caleb didn’t get there soon, everybody was going to explode. At least she was.
She spotted a huge truck turning into the driveway, surprised when the passenger waved.
“Caleb?” He and Rick had finally made it? But what were they doing with a huge truck? She
darted out the door and headed for the driveway to find out.
“Hey, Mar.” Rick strode around the giant truck. “You think this will hold everything?”
“I think it might be overkill.”
“Only one they had left in Eau Claire, I swear.”
“But how will we get the car to Madison?”
“You’ll drive it.”
“Are you kidding?”
“Why would I be kidding?”
“I’ve only had my license for a year.”
“Because you practiced way more than you needed to before you felt ready for the test,
remember?”
Of course she remembered. Did he remember that the issue of whether or not she was ready
to take the test had been the closest they’d ever come to an argument?
“You’re a very good driver, Mary.”
“Maybe around Noah’s Crossing, but I’ve never driven on the interstate. People drive so fast.”
“We’ll go slower with the truck, and you can just follow me. You’ll be fine.”
Easy for him to say. “Do you think so?”
“Absolutely.” He put his hand on her shoulder.
His touch made her feel a little calmer. “But how will we communicate if one of us needs to
stop? We can’t text each other if we’re driving.”
“Right. We’ll use our signals to communicate that we want to pull off at the next rest area for
whatever reason. Sound good?”
She nodded again, but the thought of driving on the interstate still made her very nervous.
“How did the cooking lesson go?” Rick asked.
She hesitated. “Good. Our Friday dinner will be lasagna and a salad and chocolate chip
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cookies with ice cream.”
“Wow. Sounds good. Ready to leave as soon as Caleb and I get this stuff loaded?”
Leave. She was beginning to hate that word. She swallowed hard and managed to nod.
“Good girl.” He strode to the back of the truck, opened it, then bent and grasped one end of
the new box spring his parents had been storing since she and Rick bought it and a mattress on a
big sale in January. “Can you get the other end, Caleb?”
Caleb hurried over and picked up the spring as Rick asked.
Suddenly, Dad and Elijah were loading the mattress and Mom was carrying the cooler from
the kitchen in a synchronized effort to help get them on the road.
Mary felt frozen in place, just watching and waiting, every nerve in her body screaming for
everybody to just slow down. It was too soon. Couldn’t they see she wasn’t ready? What if she’d
never be ready? What if she couldn’t do it?
Then Mom and Dad were in the middle of the group, giving her and Rick one giant lesson of
last-minute parental instructions as if they were trying to cram every second with valuable things
they might have forgotten to cover over the past eighteen years. Dad ended with the short prayer
from 2 Thessalonians 3:5 that Pastor Nick had used for Rick and Mary’s wedding. “May the Lord
direct your hearts into God’s love and Christ’s perseverance.”
God’s love and Christ’s perseverance. How could they go wrong with that? “Thanks, Dad.”
He wordlessly swooped her into one of his dad-sized hugs that always melted her heart.
Of course, she bawled like the baby she still was. Hugs from her teary Mom and her tall, stonefaced brothers did nothing to stop the tears. And hugging Scout as he licked away her tears
completely broke the dam that had been hanging on by a frayed thread.
She made a break for Rick’s car, climbed in behind the wheel, and started the motor. Getting
on the road was her only thought. It was either now or never. She shakily backed out of the
driveway and onto the road.
Rick quickly finished his good-byes to her family, waved to her, dove into the big truck, and
pulled in front of her.
Desperately blinking away tears to see where she was going, Mary drove slowly after him.
She tried to look back. But she hadn’t adjusted the mirrors, so she couldn’t see all she was
leaving behind. She could only follow her new husband away from life as she’d always known it.
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Chapter Seven

Mary’s tears gradually slowed and her shaky confidence in her driving built as she drove the next
thirty miles on familiar country roads. With the beautiful June day and one of her and Rick’s
favorite stations playing on the radio, she could almost forget that every mile was carrying her
farther away from home.
But she still had the love in her heart for the farm, her family, her friends, and her pets, didn’t
she? She’d always have that. And she’d have memories and pictures to remind her of their love
until she saw them again. And lots of phone calls and texts until then, too.
But twenty miles on the interstate with the steady drone of traffic whipping around her as if
she were standing still at sixty miles an hour seemed like an eternity. Her fingers were seriously
cramping.
Spotting a blue sign alerting her to a rest area ahead, she tripped her signal to let Rick know
she wanted to stop. She watched for his answering signal, willing it to start blinking. Hadn’t he
said they’d use their signals to communicate? So why wasn’t his signal blinking?
She started to merge with the rest area lane. But Rick was not merging. His signal still was
not blinking. What if she stopped at the rest area and he went on without her?
Panicking, she scrapped the rest area idea and veered left to get back onto the highway.
Horns blared.
Tires squealed.
A car sped by so close she could see the horror on the man’s face.
Mary cringed, time standing still as she waited for the jolt of impact. No way could he avoid
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hitting her. Could he?
What about you, Mary? What can you do?
As if waking from a daze, she yanked the steering wheel right, swerving into the merge lane.
Tires squealed again. Hers? The car on her left? Or the truck on her right bumper darting to go
around her?
Then it was quiet except for the steady pounding drone of traffic. Shaking so hard she had
trouble gripping the steering wheel, she seemed to suddenly be drifting in a sea of silence.
Was it really over? Had she and everybody else come through that nightmare of blaring horns
and squealing brakes without ending up in a pile of twisted metal on the highway?
The problem was, she was fully committed to the rest area lane whether she wanted to be or
not. Finally, she dared to look for the big U-Haul speeding toward Madison without her.
Rick quickly merged into the rest area lane just ahead, his signal now blinking as well.
She ignored the arrow directing cars to a different lot, and followed Rick’s truck instead. No
way was she going to risk letting him out of her sight.
When she pulled into the spot alongside him, her heart was still racing with no sign of slowing
down. She turned off the motor and just sat there taking deep breaths and hoping she wasn’t having
a heart attack.
Rick jerked open her car door, his handsome face frozen in anger? Fear? “Mary. Are you all
right?”
She shook her head, willing away threatening tears with every ounce of her being.
Rick grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the car and into his arms. Shaking nearly as much
as she was, he held her like he’d never let her go. “Thank God you’re all right. I saw you in the
rearview mirror. You scared me half to death.”
She held on for all she was worth. “I was afraid we’d get separated.”
“I didn’t see your blinker. We’ve only been on the interstate for twenty minutes, Mar. It never
occurred to me that we’d need to stop so soon.”
“My fingers were cramping,” she whimpered.
“Your fingers?” He took one of her hands and gently massaged it. “You were gripping the
steering wheel too hard.”
“I… hate…” She swallowed a sob. “Hate… driving. Hate it.”
“On the interstate,” he finished for her. “I know.”
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“No.” Mary shook her head. “You don’t know. I hate… driving.” She glowered at the car,
inwardly vowing to never get back in the evil thing as long as she lived.
Rick kept massaging her hands. “You were doing great, Mar.”
She shook her head, stubbornly digging in her heels. “I’m never driving again.”
He turned her around and massaged her shoulders with his big, gentle fingers. “I should have
listened to your fears about driving on the interstate.”
She nodded.
“I’ll give your dad a call.”
“Dad? Why?”
“To tell him we’re leaving our car here. I’m sure one of your parents will drive it to Madison
and take a bus home. Or maybe Caleb.”
Mary frowned, not liking his idea at all. But she just couldn’t drum up any enthusiasm to get
back in the car, let alone get back on the interstate.
Was she really going to let her parents rescue her? Or worse, her little brother, who’d never
driven on the interstate as far as she knew?
What kind of baby was she?
Obviously, a tearful, pathetic one. One with no backbone and no shame.
Poor Rick. What must he be thinking of her?
Mary didn’t even want to imagine, based on her own opinion of herself right now.
She took a deep breath, pulled up her big-girl pants, and chucked her sniveling attitude. No.
More. Tears. No more baby behavior. She was Rick’s wife. And it was time to act like a grownup. “Don’t call my dad.”
Rick’s hands stilled on her shoulders. “Why not?”
“I’ll drive.”
“No. Nothing’s worth risking your life, Mar.”
“But I have twenty more miles of interstate driving experience under my belt than I did
before.”
Rick turned her to look at him, concern etching his handsome face. “Your parents don’t want
you taking chances any more than I do, babe. They won’t mind driving the car to Madison for us.”
“They’re very busy people. Besides, I can do this. I know I can.”
“I’m calling your parents.”
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“You don’t believe in me anymore?”
“That’s not fair. You know I believe in you.”
“Then prove it. Besides, what happened to respecting your wife?”
He narrowed his eyes.
“I’ll be fine. Honest. But I do have one request. No, two.”
“What are they?”
“First, check at every rest area turnoff to see if my signal is blinking.”
“I can do that. What’s the second request?”
“Will you synchronize our radio stations so we can listen to the same music?”
The tension on his face melted in a smile. “Sure. And I’ll program our Madison address into
our phones, too, so you can’t possibly get lost even if we get separated. I should have thought
about that before.”
Lost? Separated? She hated the sound of that. But Rick was making sure that wouldn’t happen,
wasn’t he?
Ten minutes later, she carefully merged onto the interstate behind his big orange-striped truck,
Phillip Phillips assuring her she wasn’t alone in “Home,” her new favorite song. Knowing Rick
was listening to the same radio station made her feel less alone. Eventually, she even found herself
easing her chokehold on the steering wheel.
Unfortunately, the closer they got to Madison, the more traffic grew until Mary’s fingers were
cramping like crazy. She watched for a blue sign to signal a rest area, but none materialized, so
she just kept driving and driving and driving. Not even listening to her and Rick’s favorite music
or knowing he was listening to it, too, helped.
“Sometimes misery is misery, so you might just as well grovel in it.” She mimicked Coach
Thompson’s voice along with the words she always said when anybody whined about running in
bad weather. Wind and cold rain were the worst.
Was endless driving on the interstate her new worst? Either way, if the only way to get through
it was to hunker down and grovel, she already knew how to do it.
Eventually, Rick’s signal began to blink.
They were finally here? She cheered as she followed the big truck down a ramp, around
several curves, and onto another highway with somewhat slower traffic. At least, she figured
slower traffic might be the reason the loud drone of tires on pavement had hushed to a dull roar.
54

They’d made it off the interstate. And all in one piece. Another cheer.
Driving the streets of Madison, she was completely convinced every car in the entire city was
on the move. Finally, she followed Rick’s truck through a residential area she recognized. They
couldn’t be too far from their cute little apartment now.
Smaller houses, some with open porches, many with glassed-in porches, lined the streets.
Most had neat little yards squared off by sidewalks leading to the door and flowers lining the
walks, much like Noah’s Crossing.
She followed Rick around a curve, a colorful sign announcing Henry Vilas Zoo catching her
eye.
A zoo not too far from their apartment? How perfect was that? She could hardly wait to visit
the animals. She cheered her biggest cheer yet.
They cruised slowly down streets with smaller homes mingled between beautiful, old, larger
homes, then morphing into mostly larger homes with flower gardens taking up much of the meager
front yard space. How cool was that? How many of the houses were broken up into apartments for
students like the one that housed the apartment she and Rick would soon call home?
Then she spotted it.
The stately, three-story gray house with porches across the entire front of the first two stories.
She focused on the third floor. On the cute, little balcony along the front, where she and Rick had
agreed to put the hammock they’d bought on sale. She squinted at the adorable side dormers that
looked out of their tiny bedroom with its charming slanted ceilings, a shiver of excitement
frolicking along her nerves.

With not a parking place in sight, Rick double-parked in front of the huge, old home where he and
Mary had rented an apartment. They’d finally made it, and he couldn’t stop grinning.
He killed the motor and jumped out of the truck. Making sure cars could safely get by the
truck, he strode to collect his wife. He had a very important ritual to carry out.
She whirred down the window. “We can’t park here, can we?”
“Cars can get by us. Turn off the motor.”
She frowned.
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“Come on, Mar. Aren’t you excited about seeing our apartment again?”
She nodded enthusiastically and turned off the motor.
He opened her car door. Grasping her hand, he tugged her out of the car and into his arms.
“Congratulations, Mrs. Reynolds. You just earned your master’s degree in driving.”
She beamed up at him. “Piece of cake.”
He laughed. “No kidding, Mary. I’m proud of you.”
“Thanks.” She ducked her head. “Me, too, a little bit.”
He lifted her effortlessly into his arms, her delicate bone structure nudging his protective
tendencies.
She laughed. “What are you doing?”
“I’m carrying my new wife over the threshold, what else?”
“But our apartment is on the third floor.”
“Oh, ye of little faith. Do you think you married a weakling?”
“I know I did not.”
He took the porch steps two at a time to impress her. Wasn’t even breathing hard halfway up
the flight of stairs.
At the second-floor landing, just a tad maybe.
Halfway up the next flight of stairs, breathing became more of an issue.
By the time he made it to the third floor, he was seriously questioning his judgment and his
wife’s weight.
She hung on tight while he gasped for air, adjusted her in one arm, and dug in his jeans pocket
for the apartment key. Finally, he somehow got the door open without dropping her and carried
her through. “Welcome home.”
“My hero,” she breathed as she wrapped her arms tightly around his neck and gave him the
passionate kiss he deserved for his heroics.
Grasping a breath of much-needed oxygen, he kissed her back with enough intensity to let her
know how much he’d been wanting to kiss her.
She responded in kind.
Thankful to finally be alone in their own place, he deepened his kisses and let himself get lost
in her.
A loud knock on the door made them both jump and jolted them back to the reality of a man
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in a uniform filling the open doorway just behind them. “Campus police,” he announced.
“Oh, no,” Mary whispered. Fluttering with obvious embarrassment, she twisted to get down
from his arms.
He planted her solidly on the floor but kept her close in the circle of his arms. “Sorry, Officer.”
He cleared his throat. “I guess we forgot to close the door.”
“I wouldn’t have climbed two flights of stairs to find you if the door was the only thing you
forgot,” the man said. “I assume you two are responsible for the vehicles languishing in the middle
of the street down there?”
“We couldn’t find a parking space,” Rick explained. “We just got married.”
“Congratulations,” the officer said drily.
“Thanks. This is our new apartment, and we need to move our stuff in so I can drop off the
truck.”
“Doesn’t mean you can just hop out of your vehicles and leave them in the street.”
Not the best way to start off with the local law enforcement. Nor with Mary. Hadn’t she
warned him? Oh, boy.
“Where you from?”
“Noah’s Crossing. A small town up near Eau Claire.”
“They do have laws there, right?”
Rick almost laughed, but Mary stiffened at the policeman’s remark and Rick saw no humor
in the man’s face. So he kept his gaze steady. “Yes, Officer.”
“I don’t think you realize how lucky you are that I’m campus police. If I was city, you’d be
picking up those vehicles from a tow yard in the morning and paying a hefty fine to get them
back.”
Thankfully, that hadn’t happened.
“Do you have stuff to unload in the car?” the officer asked.
“Yes,” Mary said in a tight voice Rick had never heard before.
“Well, unload it onto the sidewalk, then follow me to a parking lot a few blocks from here.
After rush hours pass, there should be free street parking closer to this building. Meanwhile”—he
pointed at Rick—“you get the truck unloaded and get it out of there before somebody crashes into
you.”
“Okay. But we’re not familiar with the city, Officer. I don’t want my wife taking the car to
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some lot and having to find her way back here alone.”
Mary turned to look at him. “I have my smartphone, so if I get lost, I’ll call you.”
He shook his head. What was she thinking? “I’ll park the car.”
The policeman’s radio crackled. “I’d love to stand around and listen to this argument, but duty
calls. Just figure it out, get downstairs, and let’s get this done so I can be on my way.” The officer
turned and started down the hall. “I won’t wait long,” he tossed back over his shoulder.
Mary shot a worried look at Rick. “You should have listened to me.”
He pulled her close. “Carrying you over the threshold was worth it.”
“Not if we cause an accident.”
“We won’t cause an accident. We’re in plain sight. But I’ll drive the car to the lot, and we’ll
unload when I get back.”
She swallowed and shook her head.
“Mary, you’ve never been on your own in a big city before in your life.”
“I have my phone. If I get lost, I’ll call you.”
“No way.” He grasped her hand, intent on talking some sense into her. “We don’t know who
lives around us. I’m not risking some dude grabbing you. Your parents would never forgive me.
I’d never forgive myself.”
She gave him a withering look. “I’m not a preschooler.”
“A preschooler?” Where had that come from?
She planted her hands on her hips, clearly taking a stand. “If I can drive on the interstate and
through Madison during rush hours, I can certainly park the car a few blocks away and find my
way home again. Now, let’s get downstairs before the officer leaves without showing me where
the parking lot is.” She turned and marched out of the apartment.
Rick squinted at her tone. She sounded as confident as she did after she’d run a good race. He
liked it.
But not when her safety was at stake.
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Chapter Eight

Mary set to work unloading the lasagna cooler, the box of cookies, and other special things from
the car that she hadn’t wanted jostling around in the U-Haul.
Rick joined in, occasionally glancing at her with a frown on his face, probably thinking up
arguments to convince her to let him take the car to the parking lot.
She hated disagreeing with him on anything, but she could do this. She knew she could. And
she wanted to do her part like a grown-up. So she did her best to ignore him and stick to her plan.
They emptied the car in no time. She climbed in behind the wheel, started the motor, and
waited for the officer to notice.
Rick strode to the driver’s window and handed her a credit card and a fistful of change. “In
case there are parking meters.”
“Oh. Right.” Okay, she didn’t know city things yet. She slipped the card into her jeans pocket
and dumped the change into the cup holder. “Thanks.”
“You have your smartphone?”
“Right here.” She patted her back jeans pocket.
He leveled a serious gaze on her. “You don’t have to do this, Mar.”
“Yes, I do. You can’t do everything.”
He frowned. “Be smart.”
She nodded. Seeing the police car pull away, she followed, nervously watching for landmarks
to help her find her way back to Rick. After parking in the lot, no meters in sight, she ran the six
blocks back, admiring the beautiful flower gardens along the way. Some of them were really
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creative with wrought iron and stained glass or driftwood pieces.
Approaching the big gray house again, she spotted boxes and furniture Rick had unloaded
onto the sidewalk while she was gone with a little thrill of vindication. She had been right in her
decision, even if he had been too worried to see it at the time.
He emerged from the box of the truck, pushing a stack of boxes down the ramp on a thing
with wheels, and grinned when he saw her. “You made it.”
“I did. And you’ve gotten a lot of stuff moved out of the truck while I was gone.”
He chuckled, obviously getting her point. “I’ve cleared a path so I can start working on moving
the card index.”
“I can’t lift even a corner of that thing.”
“You’re off the hook.”
“But you can’t move it alone.”
“If I can just get it down the ramp a few inches at a time, I can take the truck back to the UHaul place so we don’t have to pay another day’s rent. But I’ll have to get help to move it into our
apartment.”
“Up all those stairs? You’ll need a lot of help.”
He nodded. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there. Want to man the dolly?”
“Dolly? That’s what you call the wheel thing?”
“That’s what it is. A moving dolly. Although one of the guys at the U-haul place called it a
hand truck.”
“Sure, I’ll man the dolly.”
He skillfully gave the dolly a quick jerk back and left the three stacked boxes standing beside
the others lined up on the sidewalk.
“How did you do that?”
“I’ve been practicing. Start with one box.”
She tried not to grimace. “Have you forgotten that mechanical things are not my friends?”
“Not mine, either, but I got the hang of it. You will, too.”
“Okay. I’ll give it a try.”
“That’s my girl.” He strode up the ramp.
She grasped the dolly handles and followed him into the back of the truck. She loaded a
medium heavy box onto the ledge, wheeled it down the ramp, and unloaded it beside the stacked
60

ones on the second try.
Buoyed by success, she loaded two boxes on her next trip, which proved a lot more difficult
to unload than just one. Mostly because the box was marked wedding presents, and some of them
were breakable. So to be safe, she lifted the top box and set it carefully on the sidewalk.
By her eighth or ninth return trip, the boxes, suitcases, and furniture small enough for her to
carry had made it to the sidewalk.
Unfortunately, Rick was working up a serious sweat, but he’d managed to move the card index
only a foot or so closer to the top of the ramp. “You need help with that thing.”
He stopped straining his lovely muscles, jumped down off the truck to stand beside her, and
swiped his arm across his face. “You think?”
She handed him the bottle of water she’d taken from the drink cooler.
He drank it down.
She loved watching him do that. Sure, she guzzled water after a track meet, but never the
whole bottle like Rick and her brothers did. And she always felt self-conscious and awkward doing
it. But guys just owned it. And they looked so good doing it. Strong. Manly. She smiled. One of
the things all the girls in The Group agreed on.
Rick crunched the bottle in one hand, swiped his arm across his mouth, and gave her a puzzled
look. “What?”
She ditched her smile. “Oh, nothing.”
His eyes widened a tad, a slow smile spreading over his face as he realized she’d been
appreciating him. “Want to take a break?”
She pointedly glanced around at the mess they were standing in the middle of, her focus
holding on the truck still double-parked in the street. “Our officer friend would be so impressed.”
Rick laughed. “Let’s give the card index some thought while we get the rest of this stuff off
the truck.”
So they hauled and carried until the truck was almost empty. Now, they both stood on the
sidewalk frowning at the only thing that stood between them and paying another day’s rental fee
for the truck.
The card index.
Mary just shook her head. “Solid oak.”
“Caleb’s a big guy, and we struggled to get it in the truck.”
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She sighed. “Maybe we can sell it.”
“Sell it? What are you talking about?” Rick looked genuinely shocked.
“If we can’t even get it off the truck, let alone into the apartment, what are we going to do
with it?”
“Let’s start getting stuff up the stairs. Maybe we’ll think of something.”
“That’s what you said before.”
“Any other strategy in mind?”
She shook her head.
He grabbed the dolly, slipped it under a stack of boxes, and headed for the porch.
Mary watched him pull it up the porch steps with the help of a gizmo on the bottom. “That’s
pretty cool.”
“Stair climber. Smooth, huh? I’ll be back in a few minutes. Guard our stuff, okay?”
Not okay. She didn’t want to stand in the middle of the sidewalk and guard anything. She was
tired and hungry and hurt all over. But Rick probably did, too. So she nodded anyway.
He and his dolly load of boxes disappeared into the building.
She glared at the card index looming near the top of the ramp, sank onto the bottom porch
step, and tried to look inconspicuous as she watched students and other people walk around the
stuff in the middle of the sidewalk. Many seemed to take the whole thing in stride; others studied
things as if assessing their value.
She couldn’t believe all the stuff they’d decided they couldn’t live without. Why hadn’t they
spent more time considering how much effort it would take to get it all inside their apartment?
“But hey,” she could hear her track coach’s voice in her head. “It’s only a matter of putting
one foot in front of the other and not giving up.” Ms. Thompson had been right, hadn’t she? And
Mary had the leg muscles, track ribbons, and trophies to prove it.
A skinny, clean-cut, backpacking student jogged up, veered to dodge the table, and stopped
at the bottom of the steps to look down at her. “Need help moving in?”
“Yes!” She jumped up to face him. “Mostly, my husband needs help moving the library card
index down the ramp so he can return the truck so we don’t have to pay another day’s rent.”
“I can relate to that. Be right back with the cavalry.” He took the porch steps two at a time and
slammed into the house.
A couple minutes passed before Rick jogged down the steps, carrying the dolly in one hand
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and rubbing the side of his head with the other. “Almost broke my neck on that slanted ceiling.
Concentrating so hard on steering the dolly, I forgot all about the thing.”
Uh oh. He’d mentioned he could have a problem with the slanted ceiling when they were
deciding whether or not to rent the apartment. “You okay?”
“I will be, I think.”
She couldn’t wait to give him the good news. “We have help with the card index.”
He glanced to the truck, then back at her. “Where?”
“A student just raced inside. Did you meet him on the stairs?”
“I didn’t see anybody. Did you get his name?”
She shook her head. “He said he’d be back with the cavalry.”
“You sure he wasn’t pulling your leg?”
She thought a moment about the clean-cut student’s honest demeanor. “He was very sincere.”
Rick jutted the dolly under another stack of boxes, pulled them to the porch, and began pulling
them up the steps with the help of the stair climber.
“You don’t think he’ll be back, do you?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I hope he will.” He disappeared inside the building again.
“Be careful with the ceiling,” she called after him. She just couldn’t believe the student would
not follow through. If she’d so totally misread him, the city was definitely not a place she wanted
to live. Ever.
When Rick jogged down the steps again with still no sign of the student, Mary’s hopes fell
even lower for the entire city. At least Rick wasn’t rubbing his head after this trip. What sounded
like a herd of elephants pounded down the stairs and two big, burly guys crashed onto the porch,
the student a few steps behind them. “Took me a while to wake them up, but here’s the cavalry I
promised.”
Mary was sure her smile, inside and out, couldn’t get any bigger. Her faith in the city and its
people was totally restored.
With an easy smile, Rick strode up the steps and reached out to shake the student’s hand.
“Rick and Mary Reynolds.”
“Blade Connors. Thane Masterson and Bob Carey.” He pointed to each of his friends.
Rick shook their hands as well.
Mary raised her hand in a wave from the bottom of the steps.
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“Thane and Bob like showing the rest of us that all the hours they spend weight lifting can
come in handy,” Blade said. “And Mary says you can use some help.”
“We sure can,” Rick agreed.
So Thane and Bob carried the heavy card index down the ramp. And as soon as Rick took off
to return the truck before the U-Haul place closed for the day, they carried the piece up all the
stairs. Mostly avoiding hitting their heads on the slanted ceiling, they set it where Mary indicated.
Exactly where Rick had envisioned it… along the wall you saw when you entered the
living/dining/kitchen room.
“Rick was right. It’s perfect there.”
Blade pulled a dolly full of boxes into the room.
Bob and Thane thundered down the steps as if taking an unspoken cue.
“What’s going on?” Mary asked.
Blade looked up from unloading the dolly. “We want to clear the sidewalk before your
husband gets back.” Careful to avoid the ceiling, he picked up the dolly and headed for the door.
“Why?” Mary finally found her voice.
“To help our new neighbors. Besides, it’s fun.” He jetted out of the room.
Before Mary could even begin to get her bearings, Bob and Thane powered in with the box
spring.
“Bedroom?” Bob headed for the two doors ahead of him.
Mary nodded. “Door on the right. Just put it on the floor. We don’t have a bed frame yet.”
“Who does?” Thane asked.
After twenty minutes of pure action, Blade announced the sidewalk was clear.
Mary could hardly believe it, except that the tiny apartment seemed to be bursting at the seams,
especially with Blade and his big friends in it. “Thank you, guys. Rick will be blown away when
he comes back.”
“All in a day’s work.” Bob headed for the door.
Rick swung the door open. “Our stuff’s gone!”
They all burst out laughing.
Rick’s confusion turned to amazement as he looked around. “You moved us in?”
“We left finding a place for all this stuff to you,” Thane said. “That’s the hard part.” He
followed Bob out the door, Blade on his heels.
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“Stop them, Rick. We can’t just let them leave after all they’ve done for us. How can we thank
them?”
“No idea.”
She thought about her brothers’ love affair with food. About the lasagna and box of cookies
Mom had sent along. “We have food.”
“But that’s for our dinner with Jessie and Peter, isn’t it?”
“We have to grocery shop tomorrow anyway, and I have recipes to make more food for
dinner.”
“You sure?”
“We need to thank them.”
“Hey, guys.” Rick took off to catch them.
Mary smiled. They were doing the right thing and thanking their new friends for all their help.
Besides, now she could do her own cooking for Rick and Jessie and Peter like she’d wanted to do
in the first place.
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Chapter Nine

“This is so exciting!”
“Grocery shopping?” Rick asked in his most practical tone. “Is it exciting because we’re
grocery shopping at eight a.m.? Or shopping in a store that stays open twenty-four seven?”
“It’s our first time grocery shopping. And for our very first apartment.” She swept into the
store like Mary Tyler Moore swept into Minneapolis. Mom was a fan of the reruns.
The noise, the hustle, the sheer volume of the place stopped her mid-sweep. Not only would
the space cover several football fields, it was like each product had exploded to include every
brand and variety known to humans.
“Wow.” Rick looked around as if he’d never seen anything like it either. He grabbed a
mammoth shopping cart from one of the lines of carts that stretched on forever. “This must be
what a grocery store on steroids looks like.”
“It’s not a grocery store. It’s a huge carnival.” She dug in her bag for her smartphone, then
studied her list. “How will we find what we need?”
He started pushing the shopping cart down an aisle with bread piled high on both sides. “When
did you have time to make a list?”
“While you were taking your long, leisurely shower this morning.”
“Hey… most of that time I was looking for the shower curtain and putting it up. We need
bread, right?”
“For us, and rolls for tonight.” She looked around for the brand Mom always bought. “I don’t
see anything I’ve ever seen before.”
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He snagged a loaf off the shelf. “Here’s an eight-whole-grains one.” He read the label and
tossed the loaf into their cart.
“Ohhh, cinnamon bread,” Mary moaned. “I love cinnamon bread.” She grabbed a loaf,
glanced at the label to impress Rick, then added the delicious bread to the cart.
“Lotsa sugar,” he warned.
“Actually, not too bad.”
“Compared to chocolate chip cookies?”
“True. Both are totally worth the sugar though, and should be staples in any good diet.”
“You do realize doctors and their spouses are required to eat healthy.”
“Required? Now you tell me?”
“You didn’t read the fine print on the marriage license?”
“Every word. No mention of eating… healthy or otherwise.”
“Hmmm. What is in the fine print then?”
“Legalese. You wouldn’t understand it, being in the medical field and all.”
“Oh, you’re planning to be a lawyer now?”
“A judge, actually.”
“You serious?”
She shrugged. “Who knows? I’m just a kid.”
He laughed. “Yeah, I’m beginning to see how that works now.”
She giggled.
“Excuse me,” an older man said a tad testily.
“Sorry.” Mary flattened herself to the bread shelf to allow the man to get past them.
Rick swept his frowning gaze over the shelves. “What kind of rolls are we looking for?”
“Lasagna is Italian, so I guess we should look for Italian rolls.”
They walked the full length of that aisle and the next two without finding one pack of rolls,
let alone an Italian one.
“They must shelve rolls in a different section of the store,” Rick decided. “Looks like we’re
transferring into produce. We need salad stuff, right?”
Mary stared in awe. The produce section was totally mind-boggling in both size and variety.
“I’ve never seen so many fruits and vegetables to choose from. I don’t even know what a lot of
them are. Do you?”
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“Those are avocadoes.” He pointed. “My mom uses those to make guacamole.”
“That great dip she makes that I like so much.”
He nodded.
Looking for romaine for the salad, Mary wandered over to a giant display of various-colored
and oddly shaped things she hadn’t known existed. Did Jessie know about these? Probably. Still…
Rick held up a pinkish-white oblong vegetable. “Says it’s a watermelon radish, an heirloom
Chinese radish, also called red daikon.”
“Wouldn’t it be fun to try that with Jessie and Peter?”
“Sure.” He reached for a plastic bag, scooped in a few watermelon radishes, and laid them in
the cart.
A cactus-looking thing with tight clusters of bright green cone-shaped heads caught Mary’s
eye. She pointed. “How about some of that, too?”
“Broccoli Romanesco,” Rick read. “Milder than regular broccoli with a delicious nuttiness.
Also called Romanesque cauliflower. Sounds good.” He reached for another plastic bag.
“Oh, and look at the reddish-purple 'dragon' carrots.” Mary read the placard. “They have
yellow-orange interiors. We need some of these, too.”
Turned out, each section of the massive store held fascinating discoveries and choices. Given
that Mary had lived in Wisconsin her entire life, she probably shouldn’t have been surprised by
the vast assortment of cheeses. But she was. “My mind is udderly blown.”
Rick laughed. “I can’t believe you said that.”
“You just wish you’d said it first.”
“Right,” he said drily. “So how close are we to finishing the list?”
“Well… we have about twenty more things to get.”
“According to our track record so far, that means we’ll probably end up with twice that many
items. We need another cart.”
So Mary got to push her own mammoth cart around the store, which proved to be more of a
challenge than she’d anticipated. By the time she pushed it across the parking lot behind Rick and
his cart, she finally got the hang of it. Of course, the wide-open space helped her out immensely.
She paused long enough to check the time on her phone, then hustled to catch up. “Good thing
we got up so early. But two hundred and sixty-seven dollars and twelve cents? Blade said this store
was the cheapest place in Madison to buy groceries.”
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“Groceries cost a lot, Mar. And we had to buy everything. Plus we bought a bunch of things
to try.”
She’d never given the cost of groceries a second thought. Of course, she hadn’t had to because
Mom and Dad had taken care of them and all her other essential things, too.
She’d had the luxury of using money she earned or received as gifts for anything she wanted.
She should have saved more. “Do we have enough money? I have four hundred three dollars and
eighty-seven cents in my savings account.”
He stopped at their car, unlocked the trunk, and began to unload. “We’re fine for now. But we
should probably work out a budget.”
“A budget?” It sounded so official and adult. “Good idea. Yes. Let’s do that. Soon.”
They filled the trunk and most of the back seat with bags of groceries, returned the carts to a
line of others contained in a metal-runged cow-stanchion sort of thing, and took off out of the
parking lot, mission accomplished.

Unable to find parking near their building, Rick dropped her off in front, helped her unload all the
groceries, then drove away.
She decided not to risk leaving most of the groceries on the sidewalk while she carried bags
to their apartment. Instead, she carried the groceries up the steps to the porch, set them all inside,
carried them all up two flights, and began setting them inside the apartment.
Rick jogged up the stairs a little out of breath. “Man, parking so far away is really a pain.” He
grabbed a couple bags, carried them inside, and plopped them on the only section of the counter
that wasn’t covered with boxes.
“I need counter space to unload the sacks.” Mary set the bags she was carrying on the floor
and began unloading them.
Rick quickly moved his sacks to the floor and strode to get more.
Mary unloaded groceries as she tried to figure out which cupboards would hold dry goods,
canned goods, dishes, glassware, and pans. Finally, forced to concede what she’d suspected all
along, she threw up her hands. “We don’t have enough cupboards.”
“I’ll take the canned goods down to our storage locker.” Rick started loading cans back into
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bags.
“Wait. I have to keep what I need for the lasagna.”
He unloaded the cans again.
She stacked groceries together to clear a space on the counter and began accumulating
ingredients for cookies and lasagna.
He shoved sacks of food into cupboards.
“We need to take things out of the bags so we can see what we have,” Mary said. “And we
have to wash the inside of the cupboards and let them dry before we put stuff in them.”
“Sounds like you’ve done this before.”
“Mom has let me help her clean cupboards since I was five. I thought it was fun then.” She
hunted down the bucket Mom had filled with cleaning supplies, took out the contents, and began
filling the pail under the faucet.
Rick stepped close behind her and put his arms around her waist. “Has it fully registered yet
that we’re really living together in our own place?”
Smiling, she leaned back into his warmth. “I like it.”
“Me, too.” He bent and kissed her neck. “I especially like that I can kiss you anytime I feel
like it, and nobody’s around to interrupt us.”
Water overflowed the pail. She turned off the faucet. “You are seriously distracting me.”
“Good to hear.” He turned her in his arms, pulled her close, and kissed her until her mind
registered only the overpowering sensations he inspired in her.
Floating in a haze of Rick, she returned his kisses as she clung to her amazing new husband.
Breathing her name, he lifted her into his arms and began carrying her.
Realizing he was taking her to their bedroom, she broke the kiss. “Rick… we have to get
things done.”
“Yes, we do.”
“Unpacking and cooking things.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll help you. We’re a team now, remember?”
She could never resist his gorgeous hazel eyes, most especially when they gazed so adoringly
at her. “I love you, but—”
“There’s a ‘but’ attached to your ‘I do’?”
“You don’t understand how much time everything is going to take.”
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He squinted. “So much for my seductive powers.”
“Your seductive powers are working just fine, and you know it.” She slipped down and out of
his arms.
“Hey, no fair.”
“Don’t you dare talk to me about being fair. Right now, I don’t need a seductive husband, I
need an efficient one.”

“What time are Jessie and Peter going to be here?” Rick looked at his phone, obviously for the
time.
Mary blinked away the effects of chopping an onion. “Around five, she thought.”
“Didn’t we get a kitchen clock from somebody for a wedding present? There’s already a nail
over the sink for me to hang it.”
“The clock is in one of the boxes marked wedding presents. I have no idea which one.”
He dragged in a breath. “How long do cookies take to bake?”
“A while.”
“What about lasagna?”
“I need to brown the sausage, ground beef, garlic, and onion, put the sauce together, then the
meat sauce has to simmer for an hour and a half, and once I get the lasagna layered, it needs to
bake for almost an hour, so I—”
“That’s a lot of work and time.”
“Mom says real cooking takes a lot of time. And her cookies and lasagna are so good.”
“They’re fantastic, but do you have time to make it all today? I mean, it’s already noon, and
we can hardly get into our apartment, let alone cook in the kitchen. Honey… can’t we just go
someplace for lasagna with Jessie and Peter?”
“No way.”
“Why not?”
She couldn’t believe he was asking that. “You know why not.”
“Because you want to prove yourself to Jessie?”
“What? No. Because you want to ask Peter for a job.”
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“I can ask him for a job just as well when we’re eating in a restaurant. And with less stress.
And you don’t have to prove yourself to Jessie, you know. She already knows how awesome you
are.”
He was sweet… but wrong. She’d just turned eighteen, had a ton to prove to everybody, and
he and Jessie were at the top of the list. “After all our planning and hard work, you know you’d be
disappointed if we took the easy way.”
“Not a bit.”
“I don’t believe that for a second.” She strode the two steps to the sink and added hot water to
the pail still sitting in the sink.
“So it’s full steam ahead?”
“Absolutely. Will you please scrub out the cupboards while I work on the food?”
“Can’t we set stuff in the cupboards and scrub them later?”
In answer, she stepped out of his way and waved him in to take charge of the bucket.
He frowned. “Okay. But on one condition.”
She squinted.
“You choose to make either the lasagna or the cookies. There is definitely not enough time
for both.”
Her turn to frown. And consider his practical viewpoint given her tendency to pretty much
ignore time whenever she could get away with it. Yes, he probably did have a point on the time.
Besides, they still had the ice cream for dessert. “Okay. I choose lasagna.”
“And you really do think we can pull this off?”
“Didn’t you say we’re a team?”
“Absolutely.”
Liking his answer, she plucked the sausage and ground beef bundles from the sea of groceries
all around her, her mind scrambling to remember which box held the Dutch oven and garlic press
they’d also received as wedding gifts.
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Chapter Ten

Three hours of concentrated hard work later, Rick took a pile of empty boxes downstairs to the
recycling dumpster, surprised that it was raining. As he trotted up the stairs, he spotted a grocery
bag still sitting near their apartment door, so he peeked inside. “Great.”
He strode into the apartment that was actually beginning to emerge from a moving zone, the
meat sauce bubbling on the stove filling the place with wonderful smells of garlic and onion and
tomatoes. He’d even found the clock and hung it over the sink. “Smells great in here. Starting to
look like home, too.”
“Good.” Mary looked up from setting the table with the new dishes he’d helped her unpack,
then dried while she’d washed. “Why are you all wet, and where did you get the bag?”
“Raining out there, and found the bag in the hall.”
“What’s in it?”
He set the bag on the counter, removed a carton of ice cream, and took off the top. “Warm,
liquid ice cream. Yum.”
“Ohhh. Nooo. There goes our dessert.”
“Well, at least we don’t have to worry if the ice cream will fit in our tiny freezer.” He poured
the creamy substance down the drain.
She scrunched up her face. “What else is in that sack?”
“Yogurt, chicken thighs, and gelatin cups.”
“Wasted money. How could we have forgotten the bag in the hall?”
“We did have a lot of them. I’m chalking it up as another casualty of no parking space.”
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“I wonder where Peter and Jessie will park?”
“Peter lives in Madison, doesn’t he? He probably knows his way around.”
“Jessie went to college here, too, so maybe they’ve found favorite spots they’ll share with us.”
She studied the set table, adjusted a couple glasses.
“The table looks great, Mar.”
She tossed him a pleased little smile. “I love our new things, don’t you?”
He grinned. He loved anything that made her happy.
She bolted for the kitchen, stashing dishes, decluttering counters, and generally clearing the
decks. “Have you thought about when you’ll talk to Peter about a job?”
He shrugged. “I figure an opportunity will present itself.”
“What if it doesn’t?”
“Why wouldn’t it?”
“I mean, if an opportunity doesn’t open up, do you have a plan?”
“He’s doing important research on neurological diseases.”
“So you’re thinking that’s how you will open up the subject?”
“I’m interested, so yeah, guess so.”
“When are you thinking you’ll do that?”
Man, she was really uptight about this. “Like I said… whenever the opportunity presents
itself.”
“Do you want me to say anything?”
He gave her a look. “Like what?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.”
“Relax, Mar. I don’t want him to feel like I’m trying to manipulate him into giving me a job
or something.”
“Manipulate him?” She gave him a serious frown. “He’s looking for good people to fill his
jobs. Who better than you? But how will he know you’re available unless we tell him your
situation?”
“Thanks for the pep talk.”
“I just want everything to go really well.”
“It will. Try to relax and have fun, okay? How’s the lasagna coming along?”
“Great. It’s going to be the best you’ve ever eaten. Or close. I hope.”
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“Looking forward to it. That sauce smells delicious. I’m starving.”
“Me, too. We’ve pretty much forgotten to eat today. That never happens.”
“Too much on our minds. But man, I can hardly believe it’s beginning to look like we’re going
to pull this off.”
“I need to take a quick shower. Then I’ll put the lasagna together and get it in the oven before
I can relax.”
“Home” burst from Mary’s phone.
She looked around as if confused for a moment. “Oh, I forgot. I set up Phillip Phillips’ song
as my phone alert.” She reached for her phone.
Rick smiled. “‘Home’?”
Smiling back, she put the call on speaker. “Hi, Jess.”
“Hey. We’re driving around your place in the rain unable to find parking. Any ideas?”
“What?” Mary mouthed to him before replying to Jessie. “You got done early?”
Rick grimaced dramatically.
“Yes. Things went so smoothly, and we can pick up the license in five days.” Jessie laughed
excitedly. “We can’t wait.”
“Awesome,” Rick said.
“Congratulations,” Mary said. “You’re on speaker, so Rick knows now, too.”
“You could have told him.”
“I was afraid to even think about it around Mom because you know if she found out, she
wouldn’t have been able to keep it from your mother.”
“They do read each other’s minds.”
“Mom’s pretty good at reading mine, too.”
“Uh oh.” Jessie laughed. “So what about parking?”
“There’s a lot about six blocks from our place that we’ve used when we can’t find on-street
parking. Otherwise, you’ll have to drive around until you find one. Parking is the worst. Is it raining
hard?”
“It’s not too bad right now. We’ll keep looking for a spot or find the lot and hope it’s not full.
See you soon.”
“Okay.” Mary clicked off. “No time for a shower,” she mumbled.
“You didn’t tell me they were getting their marriage license?”
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“It was Jessie’s secret, not mine.” She turned in a circle, as if unable to figure out what she
was looking for.
“We need to talk more about keeping secrets later. You need to get the lasagna together before
they get here?” Rick asked.
She nodded and dove for the lasagna pan. “I still need to cook the noodles.”
“Let’s hope they don’t find a parking space right away.” Careful to avoid the slanted ceiling,
he lifted a stack of empty boxes, maneuvered them through the door, and thundered down the stairs
with them.

Mary checked the recipe. Following Mom’s detailed directions, she filled her biggest pan with
water, lightly salted it, and set the pan on the stove burner to come to a boil. Then she combined
ricotta cheese with egg, parsley, and a half teaspoon salt, set the oven to 375 degrees Fahrenheit
to preheat, and added the lasagna noodles to the boiling water.
Rick hauled a couple of yet-to-be-emptied boxes and the huge suitcases into the bedroom,
then began carrying full boxes down to the basement storage locker.
She zoomed around, washing fresh vegetables and tucking things away while the noodles
cooked. After nine minutes, she removed them from the stove and began pouring them in the
colander in the sink to drain.
“Here you are,” Jessie said.
Mary dropped the pan in the sink along with the noodles, tipping the colander precariously.
Thankfully, the small sink kept it upright enough to keep most of the noodles from spilling out.
She grabbed the pan and finished pouring noodles into the colander.
“We didn’t mean to startle you,” Jessie said.
“I didn’t realize Rick left the door open. He’s carrying boxes down to our storage locker.”
Leaving the noodles in the colander for the moment, Mary flew across the room to give Jessie a
hug. “Do these go downstairs?” Peter pointed to several large boxes.
“Yes, but—”
Peter leaned down and hefted one of the boxes with a grunt. “Must be books in this one.”
“Probably Rick’s books”,” Mary said. “But you don’t have to—”
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Peter stood to his full height only to grunt again as he banged his head on the slanted ceiling.
“Sorry,” Mary squeaked.
Peter frowned at the ceiling as if trying to figure out what had happened, then strode through
the open door. “No problem.”
“Rick has problems with the ceiling sometimes, too.” Mary shot a worried look at Jessie.
“Don’t worry. He seemed fine.” Jessie glanced around the living/dining/kitchen. “You’re
already looking pretty settled. What a cute little apartment.”
“Thank you. You really do look amazing, especially with rain sparkles in your hair.” Mary,
on the other hand must look like a slob. She hadn’t even had a chance to brush her hair. But Jessie
had seen her looking worse after track meets. Especially at the end of one hot-weather meet when
she’d vomited at her feet. So, messy or not, she hoped she looked better than that.
“I’ve never been so happy.” Jessie smiled. “Our lives are already coming together. Peter’s and
Jake’s and mine. And now, we actually have our marriage license.”
“I’m so happy for you.”
“Thank you. I can’t believe you’re cooking dinner for us when you’re just moving in, Mary.
I didn’t even know you could cook.”
“I’m learning. I mean, we need to eat, and we don’t have enough money to eat out all the
time.” She sounded like her mother.
“You’ve already set the table. Cute table, by the way. Can I help?”
Jessie shook her head. “You and Peter are our guests. Would you like a Pepsi?”
“Sure. Can I get sodas for everybody?”
Mary hurried into the kitchen part of the room. “I’ll do it, Jess. You always wait on me. I can’t
wait to hear about your plans for the wedding.”
“Something smells really good.” Jessie followed her. “What are you making?”
“You smell the meat sauce for the lasagna.”
“Great choice. Peter and I both love lasagna. Your mom’s recipe?”
“Yes.” Mary grabbed a can of soda from the refrigerator.
“Even better. Your mom makes a mean lasagna.”
The chocolate chip cookies Mom had sent along, the ones Mary had given away, flitted
through Mary’s mind along with the melted ice cream. She decided to skip mentioning dessert
altogether. Instead, she handed the can of soda to her guest.
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Jessie reached for it.
Mary immediately spotted something new on her cousin’s finger. “Your ring! It’s gorgeous.”
Jessie’s smile lighting up the room, she held out her hand to allow Mary a closer look. “Isn’t
it? Peter gave it to me before we went to the courthouse to get our license. You’re the first to see
it.”
Mary took in the large pear-shaped diamond surrounded with smaller diamonds. “It’s
amazing. I’ve never seen such a beautiful ring.”
Overhearing the excitement on their trip back for more boxes, Peter and Rick joined them.
Peter put his arms around his bride-to-be and smiled at her, obviously as happy as Jessie was.
“Wow, it is amazing.” Rick met Mary’s eyes. “Someday.”
“I love my gold band.” Mary gave him her megawatt smile.
He beamed.
Mary looked back at Jessie. “We’re honored to be the first to see it. And you must have set
the date if you got your license.”
Jessie smiled up at Peter.
“We’re planning next Saturday at my friends’ place,” Peter said. “Provided Scott’s health
cooperates that day.”
“Wow! That’s coming up fast,” Rick said. “Speaking of time, how’s the lasagna coming,
Mary?”
She frowned, realizing she had yet to put it together. “I have to get it in the oven.”
“Go ahead, Mary. We’ll talk more about the wedding later,” Jessie promised.
Mary turned to rescue the noodles from the colander. Good thing Mom had told her to add a
tablespoon of olive oil in the water to prevent the noodles from sticking together.
The men left to take the last of the boxes down to the storage locker.
Thankfully, layering ingredients into the lasagna pan went much quicker than it had with Mom
coaching her yesterday. Soon, she covered the lasagna with foil, making sure the foil did not touch
the cheese, like her mother showed her.
Then she shoved the lasagna pan into an oven so tiny she held her breath until she was finally
able to push it in. A problem that had never even occurred to her.
She quickly set the timer on her smartphone for twenty-five minutes to remind her to remove
the foil for the last twenty-five. Then she dashed to the refrigerator for the plate of unusual
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vegetables she’d washed earlier and the container of hummus she and Rick had bought to dip them
in.

In the basement storage locker, Rick shoved boxes together to make room for the two more he and
Peter unloaded. “I think Mary and I brought too many things with us.”
“Looks just about right,” Peter said. “It all fits.”
“Doesn’t leave us room to get in here and organize though.”
“True. But you’ll probably be able to combine things and cut down on boxes when you do.”
Rick nodded. “We haven’t had a chance to do any of that yet.”
“Sounds like you’ve been pretty busy. And Jessie said you start a work-study job soon and
med school in the fall?”
“Right.” Seemed the opportunity to talk about jobs was already presenting itself. “Med school
this fall, but unfortunately, the work-study fell through.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
Might just as well throw his situation out there. “It’s disappointing not to be working in the
medical field, but I was only able to get a job at one of the big-box stores. We need the money.”
“With so many students in the area, I’m sure that job wasn’t easy to come by either.”
Rick nodded, unsure about where to take the conversation from here. If Peter had jobs Rick
might qualify to apply for, he’d probably say something, wouldn’t he?
“Trenton Labs opted out of the work-study program a couple years ago,” Peter said. “We
invest too much training in our people for short-term employees to be either cost- or time-effective
for us.”
That pretty much answered the job question. Rick couldn’t help being relieved he’d let Peter
take the lead. “I hadn’t thought about training costs.”
“Ah, yes. Too bad funding and budgets play such a huge role in saving people’s lives.”
Rick nodded. “I had an overview chorus that got into funding and budgets a bit. I have so
much yet to learn.”
“Be prepared for an exciting, exhilarating, exhausting time of your life that will sometimes
challenge you almost beyond endurance.”
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“I hope I’m up to the task.”
“You seem to have a level head and a maturity about you that should serve you well. And you
have Mary to come home to, so you’re already ahead of most of your colleagues.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence. I’ve often been criticized for taking on more than I can
handle, especially by getting married so young.”
“By single guys who haven’t figured themselves out yet?”
Rick chuckled. “Sometimes.”
“I used to be one of those guys. Work was my whole life before Jessie and Jake came into my
life and saved me from myself.” The emotion in Peter’s voice was unmistakable.
Rick wasn’t sure what to say. “I’m glad they did, man.”
“So am I. You’re a baptized Christian, right?” Peter asked.
Surprised by the question, Rick nodded.
“I’m planning to become one. Any advice?”
Rick didn’t even have to think about it. “I’d talk to Pastor Nick. He’s Mary’s and Jessie’s
pastor in Noah’s Crossing. Mine now, too.”
“He married you, right?”
Rick nodded. “I got to know him through Mary, and he counseled us as a couple. He’s very
approachable and open to questions about God and being a Christian. Also about relationships.
Mary and I were so young we had a lot to figure out. Still do. Pastor Nick has helped us both.”
“Is he married?”
“No. He’s not.”
Peter gave him a little smile. “Do you think that could be one of the reasons he has a clear
head about relationships?”
Rick chuckled. “Could be part of it. He gave us a book I highly recommend called Sacred
Marriage that goes into a lot of issues Mary and I hadn’t even thought about. Good reference book
to keep for the future, too.”
“Thanks, Rick. I’ll look for it. We done down here?”
“Sure are. Thanks for your help.” Rick locked up, then turned and followed Peter up the stairs.
Well, the job question was answered. And whether he wanted to or not, he wouldn’t be working
for Peter.
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But they’d had a very informative and interesting conversation. Jessie had chosen very well.
Peter was one of the most straightforward men Rick had ever met.
He liked him. He liked him a lot.
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Chapter Eleven

Mary, Rick, and their guests sat around the table in the living/dining/kitchen, tasting the unusual
vegetables they’d bought for the occasion.
She’d made a quick salad. She’d put the rolls on a tray, ready to warm them when the lasagna
came out of the oven. And the delicious aroma of Italian spices filling the small apartment gave
her a real sense of triumph not too different from winning a race.
But cooking was more personal than a race because she could share it more with others. And
the way it was smelling gave her confidence they would enjoy eating it. Her stomach rumbled in
anticipation.
She watched Peter take a cautious bite of watermelon radish, waiting for his expression to tell
her if he liked it or not.
He gave a little smile. “Pretty good.”
Jessie nodded. “I like those, too. Red daikon, you said?”
“Yes,” Rick said. “Or watermelon radish. An heirloom Chinese radish.”
“What did you call this cactus-looking one?” Jessie asked. “Broccoli Romanesco or…?”
“Romanesque cauliflower,” Rick answered.
“And don’t forget to try the ‘dragon’ carrots,” Mary said.
“What would you think of serving these fun vegetables at our wedding?” Jessie asked Peter.
“Fine with me.”
Mary laughed. Who knew her idea would be such a hit? In fact, the only thing not going
according to plan was Rick asking Peter about a job. He was probably waiting for exactly the right
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time.
The alarm she’d set on her smartphone pinged. She jumped up, hurried to the kitchen, and
struggled to pull the lasagna out of the tiny oven. So she left it in the oven and tugged the tinfoil
off the lasagna using the fancy oven mitts that had been a wedding gift.
The delicious smells wafting around her made her seriously doubt she could wait for the
lasagna to bake another twenty-five minutes before she could eat it. She was starving, Rick had
said he was starving, and probably Peter and Jessie were, too.
So she nudged the oven setting several notches higher to speed up the cooking time. She
carefully set her timer for fifteen minutes rather than twenty-five and hurried back to join the group
talking about Jessie and Peter’s wedding plans. She sure didn’t want to miss that.
“Maggie’s bringing the flowers, of course,” Jessie said.
Mary smiled. “Then they will be amazing.”
“I know,” Jessie agreed. “She always goes all-out, just like she did for your wedding.”
Mary nodded, remembering how beautiful the flowers and her whole wedding were. It had
been like a real-life fairy tale.
“There will just be Scott and Karen and their pastor and Jake, of course, and Maggie, and
Jessie’s parents,” Peter explained. “And we’d love it if you and Rick can come.”
“Really?” Mary’s heart overflowed with happiness. “We’d love to come.”
“We worried Rick might have to work,” Peter said.
“I work that morning, but I work all week, too, and they’re not big on paying overtime.”
“Scott and Karen are looking forward to meeting both of you,” Jessie said.
Rick smiled. “We look forward to meeting them, too.”
Everybody was so happy and enjoying each other. And they’d soon be getting the food on the
table and eating. What better time for Rick to ask Peter about the jobs he needed to fill? Mary tried
to catch Rick’s eye. Finally, she succeeded and gave him a little nod to go ahead.
He subtly shook his head.
What was that supposed to mean? After all their planning and hard work, he wasn’t going to
ask about a job? Or was he waiting for her to say something first? She’d watched married couples
strategize like that. Mostly, Mom and Dad with her and her brothers. Was that what Rick expected
she’d automatically know to do? See? This was exactly why she’d tried to get him to work out a
plan with her.
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“Mary, your food smells delicious,” Peter said.
“She made lasagna,” Jessie said excitedly. “He’s right. It smells so good I can’t wait to eat
either.”
“It’s almost ready.”
Rick smiled his approval.
“It’s so much fun getting to know Jessie’s family,” Peter said. “Just getting to know people
we enjoy. I’m really looking forward to spending time doing more of it once I’m able to fill the
jobs I’ve received grant money for.”
The moment was like it was tailor-made for Rick to mention the job. So why wasn’t he saying
anything? He had to be waiting for her to start it off. “Jessie mentioned that filling those jobs will
make things so much easier for you.”
“We’re looking forward to more time together.” Peter’s smile for Jessie said more than words
possibly could.
Mary waited for Rick to pick up where she’d left off now that she’d gotten the ball rolling on
the job thing.
He didn’t.
So she launched. “I don’t know if Jessie told you that Rick’s work-study job didn’t come
through, so he’s wasting his pre-med degree working as a cashier this summer.” She glanced at
Rick to take over from here and add whatever he thought he should add.
He scowled at her as if she’d said the dumbest thing she’d ever said in her life.
Why isn’t he doing his part?
“Tell him, Rick.”
“Rick and I talked about Trenton Labs downstairs, Mary,” Peter said quietly.
“Oh. Fantastic. Then you know… that’s why we needed to talk to you. He would be great at
your lab. And it will solve your problem and ours, right?”
“Mary…” Jessie didn’t sound like herself. “Is that what this is all about? Asking Peter for a
job?”
Heat flushing her, Mary gave her head a little shake. “Um… it’s not the only reason.”
Jessie turned to Peter. And raised her eyebrows.
Mary cringed at the embarrassment on her cousin’s face.
“Don’t blame Mary,” Rick said. “She’s just a kid. I should have told her it was a bad idea.”
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Mary stared at him. Her heart stuttered in her chest.
“Don’t be upset,” Jessie soothed. “It’s okay.”
Mary sniffed, her eyes beginning to sting. “No… It’s obviously not okay.”
“Calm down, babe.”
“I’m not a little girl who needs to be coddled.”
“There’s no harm done here,” Peter said in a calm, even voice.
Mary sniffed again. It was almost like— Was something burning?
“Fire!” Rick’s chair crashed to the floor, his head banging into the slanted ceiling. Rubbing
his head, his face a mask of tension, he raced around her.
Jessie and Peter stared in disbelief.
Mary turned to see flames shooting from the stove. Oh, no. Not her delicious lasagna.
But why not? Everything else was going up in flames, so why not her lasagna?
The fire alarm split the air.
Jessie and Peter rushed to the kitchen to help Rick.
Mary stood up and peered through the thickening haze of smoke at the surreal action unfolding
in her little kitchen.
Rick jammed his hand into one of her fancy new cooking gloves and reached through flames
shooting from the oven, apparently trying to reach the controls on the back of the stove.
Then the horrifying truth hit her. She’d turned the tiny oven too high. The fire was her fault,
too.
Don’t blame Mary. She’s just a kid. I should have told her it was a bad idea. Rick’s words
screaming in her ears as loud as the fire alarm, Mary ran out the door and down the stairs. She
burst outside, rain pelting her. She blinked it away and kept right on running.
Where? She had no idea.
Just away.
Away from the smoke.
Away from the failure.
Away from the proof that she really was too young, too clueless, a disaster.
She’d embarrassed and humiliated two of the most important people in her life. Embarrassed
and humiliated them badly enough for them to see just what a clueless kid she really was.
One of them… her very own husband. The very man who’d promised only six days ago to
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love and cherish her all the days of his life.
The only times she’d ever seen him angry before were with his father over trying to manipulate
him. Oh, and when referees or umpires made bad calls during ball games, but those times were
part of a game.
This was a ton different. This had nothing to do with his father or a game. And she was the
one who’d made the bad call.
Her feet beat a steady staccato on the sidewalk as she splashed through puddles in the biting
rain. Plants and flowers that looked so beautiful in the sun now reached out to grab her legs as if
trying to trip her. A blaring horn jolting her, she squinted at a car streaking past and realized she
was crossing a street.
Soaked to the skin and breathing hard, she kept on running, glancing around her for anything
that looked familiar and seeing nothing she remembered. So now, she’d managed to get lost, too?
She didn’t even have Scout to protect her if she happened to get into one of those bad areas in the
city that Rick worried about.
And she’d forgotten her smartphone, another thing he’d be angry about. Then again, if she got
really, really lost, she’d never see him again, would she? She cried even harder at that thought.
But up ahead, through her tears and the rain, she made out what looked like a gold cross jutting
into the threatening dark gray sky. A church spire slowly took shape in the looming clouds
overhead. And she’d never needed to talk to God so badly in her life.
Running on, she finally reached the old-fashioned white church, winded and in need of a rest.
She blinked the rain from her eyes and stared through the gloom at the wood-framed stained-glass
windows, trying to make out shapes or forms. Even through the rain, she could tell the glass looked
extremely old, but the only shape she recognized was a communion goblet at the very top.
Looking for the entrance, she wound her way along the side of the building, up the steps, and
under an overhang that shielded her from the rain. She grasped the door handle.
The door didn’t budge. She pushed, then pulled. Neither one worked.
Really? They locked God’s house in Madison? She read the small placard near the door,
announcing OPEN TUES AND THURS EIGHT A.M. TO FOUR P.M.
She plopped down on the wet cement in the protective alcove. If only she had Scout to keep
her warm and lick away her tears. A middle-age woman with a big red-and-white-striped umbrella
slowed to watch her as she walked by on the sidewalk.
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Avoiding the woman’s curious gaze, Mary looked down and waited for her to move on. Two
young women hurried by. One of them stared directly at Mary, turned to the other, then both turned
back to stare at her. A man jogged by, obviously in a hurry to get out of the rain. Mary didn’t
think he even noticed she was there.
Doing her best to pretend she was invisible, she concentrated on trying to silently talk to God.
Rick and Jess hate me. I’m sorry I embarrassed them. And I’m sorry I set fire to our dinner.
What’s wrong with me, God?
A low moaning sound rode the rain.
What was that? She listened hard. Nothing.
I’m a total failure at being a grown-up. I’m sorry about that, too, but no matter how hard I
try, I can’t seem to get things right.
What is wrong with me, God? And how do I fix it?
The low moaning sound caught her attention again.
Is that an animal? A lion, maybe? At the zoo?
Another low moan gave her the direction.
She abandoned the alcove. Ignoring the cold rain again pelting her face, Mary jogged down
the steps and followed the sound.
The moan grew more intense as she ran past a little café bathed in orange. At the corner, she
realized the rain was slowing when she passed a young man stapling a plastic-wrapped paper to a
pole proclaiming a lost iguana.
Mary crossed the small, divided street and spotted the colorful Henry Vilas Zoo sign she’d
seen on the way to their apartment yesterday.
She squinted through the mist at animals carved around the periphery of the sign and painted
in vivid colors. A pair of lions, a tiger, and a rhinoceros shaped the left side. A giraffe’s head with
its long, curved neck formed the right side, a flamingo and… a ram maybe along the edge, and a
swimming otter painted at the bottom. Did all these animals actually live here?
The moan was more of a roar now, and Mary made a sharp left and ran through a parking lot
with only a few parked cars, anxious to find the owner of that mournful sound. Was it nearing
feeding time or something? Or was the lion protesting its confinement?
She made out a high chain-link fence ahead. Then she spotted tall green pillars supporting a
large overhead marquee guarded by palm trees with an expressive monkey on one end and palm
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trees with a regal tiger on the other. The marquee announced Henry Vilas Zoo.
But the tall chain-link gate was closed.
“No.” Disappointment flooding her, she grasped the cold steel and tugged as if she could open
the giant gate using sheer force of will.
No good.
Mary peered through the fence.
The first building appeared to be a concession and gift shop. The winding asphalt path
undoubtedly led to buildings and structures holding the animals. Which one held the roaring lion,
she had no idea.
“I’ll be back,” she promised.
A louder roar answered as if he/she could hear her and understand her words.
Reality settling heavily on her shoulders, Mary looked around, then turned right and continued
her run. When the wide asphalt path split into two narrower ones, she glimpsed trees and picnic
tables in both directions. But the right-hand path led back to houses. She caught a glimpse of
brighter sky through the trees on the other path.
Mary veered left.
She passed a children’s playground, a looming structure turning out to be the shoe from the
kids’ rhyme about the old woman who lived in a shoe. Mary didn’t have the children, but she
understood the not-knowing-what-to-do part only too well.
Focusing on the lighter sky summoning her through the trees, she followed the curving path,
splashing through giant puddles as she ran. Cold water hitting her legs reminded her that she was
wearing her brand-new running shoes. But what did it matter? She couldn’t get much wetter, could
she? At least the rain had stopped.
She soaked up the quiet, her hollow footfalls the only sound as she pounded over a long
wooden bridge. Water lay quietly underneath, lily pads floating without a care in the whole world.
She ran a span beside the lily pond, then over another wooden bridge. The rich, earthy smells
always gave her a sense of peace.
Finally, a flood of bright light beckoned just beyond the trees. She thought about Jazz. About
his pent-up energy when he saw the light of the meadow through the trees. About his surge of
power when she gave him the cue he lived for.
But Jazz wasn’t here. And when she broke from the trees, there was no meadow. Instead, the
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light-blue sky fused seamlessly with the blue lake ahead, and the sun shimmered through ribbons
of a rainbow hanging over the water.
Mary ran faster. Cool breeze in her face, she ran like the wind.
Would God be waiting for her up ahead?

Rick stopped to catch his breath. He’d been pounding through the rain, looking for Mary for over
half an hour. Down a few blocks, over, then down a few blocks on the next street, trying to do a
sweep. He was covering a lot of ground, but she probably was too. And at a faster pace.
Where was she? Was she lost? Was she hurt or in danger? If she was going to take off, why
hadn’t she taken her smartphone with her?
No doubt, she’d been too upset to give it a thought. But now, she was out running in a strange
city in a downpour, with no safety net.
She’d been out here too long. She had to be lost. And it would be dark in a couple hours. He
swiped his arm across his eyes to see better and grabbed his phone from his back jeans pocket. He
needed to call somebody for backup. But who?
Her parents knew her better than he did, didn’t they? But how could they help? What could
they do three hours away?
Maybe they’d have some idea what she’d do if she was upset. Where she’d go. Sure, at home,
she’d ride her horse. In Madison, who knew?
But was he really ready to admit to her parents that he’d lost their daughter? He peered through
the rain at the thick, low-hanging clouds with no end in sight.
Yes. Yes, he was. He hit speed dial.
Immediately he clicked off.
He couldn’t tell her parents what had happened. Hadn’t Mary been humiliated enough?
Wasn’t that why he’d refused Peter and Jessie’s offer to help look for her? Because he was finally
thinking about how Mary might feel?
If only he’d thought about her feelings earlier. After he’d talked to Peter, why hadn’t he taken
her aside and explained the job was off the table? He could have avoided the whole embarrassing
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mess. He splashed through a major puddle, cold water squishing through his running shoes to bathe
his already icy feet.
He wouldn’t have been able to avoid all of the mess, though. The fire would still have
happened. How Mary had managed to cram that huge lasagna pan in that tiny oven, he didn’t
know. Nor why she’d set the oven to its highest temperature. That didn’t seem right either.
He groaned.
What had he been thinking? He’d actually called her a kid and claimed responsibility for her?
When had his ego completely taken over his good sense? He glanced at the ominous sky overhead
and hit another number on his speed dial.
“Hey, Rick, how’s it goin’?” Pastor Nick’s upbeat voice greeted.
“Not so great, I’m afraid.”
“How can I help?”
Rick gave his pastor friend a brief rundown of the situation, ending with the stupidest words
he’d ever uttered that had sent Mary running. “Honestly, I intended to defend her, not to throw her
under the bus. I didn’t even realize what I’d said until I saw the shock on her face.”
Nick paused as if gathering his thoughts. “Have you prayed about this?”
“Not yet.”
“Too ashamed?”
“Absolutely. How did I manage to mess things up? I really do want to make Mary happy, so
why do I do and say things that do the opposite?”
“Remember what Gary Thomas says in Sacred Marriage?”
He thought a moment. “What if God designed marriage to make us holy more than to make
us happy?”
“Exactly. He believes the frictions of an honest marriage are meant to grind down our rough
edges.”
Rick frowned. “Somehow, that doesn’t seem very helpful right now.”
“No rough edges that need grinding?”
“Too many I didn’t even know I had.” Overwhelmed with his own stupidity, he thumped his
fist against his forehead. “What if Mary can’t forgive me this time?”
“You have the perfect number of rough edges for Mary, Rick. And she for you. Remember
that, and don’t worry so much. I’m sure Mary is worried if you can forgive her, too.”
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Rick shook his head. “You think so?”
“She cares as much as you do.”
“Yeah.”
“So get on your knees, man.”
He gave his head a miserable shake. “I have no idea why God would want to hear from me
right now.”
“He always wants to hear from you. Especially when you need Him.”
He shut his eyes, ready to admit the truth. “I don’t know what to say to Him any more than I
know what to say to Mary.”
“Ask for forgiveness. Then listen. He’ll help you figure out what to say to Mary.”
Rick blew out a breath, unsure what he’d wanted to hear when he called. Only that he was
pretty sure he hadn’t heard it. “I thought maybe you’d—”
“Me? How would I know what you should say to your wife? Only you and God know that.”
He wished he did. But if he did, he wouldn’t have needed to call.
“Rick, remember in our pre-marriage sessions when we talked about you and Mary inviting
the Holy Spirit into your relationship every day?”
Rick let out a breath. He’d learned a lot in those sessions, and he got the concept of the Triune
God. But the Holy Spirit wasn’t exactly a household name to him, like it probably was to Pastor
Nick. “Not entirely,” he admitted.
“I know you have a lot on your mind, but this invitation is very important. And sooner in your
marriage, rather than later. In fact, invite Him with Mary every morning and every evening, so
you’re both clear that the Holy Spirit is in charge. Can you do that?”
“I’ll try.”
“Do or do not, there is no try.”
Rick let out a little laugh. “You’re quoting Yoda?”
“I believe in keeping it real.”
Rick remembered the scene. Luke trying to raise his fighter from the swamp, growing
frustrated, about to give up when he hadn’t yet fully committed to making it work. “Got it, Pastor
Nick. Thanks.”
“Can I expect a report on your results the next time we talk?”
“Absolutely.”
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“I look forward to it. Now, have your talk with God, and go find Mary.”
“Thanks again.”
“Any time.” Pastor Nick clicked off.
Rick tucked his phone back in his pocket, blew out a breath, and jumped in. “I guess it’s up
to us, God. Well, You. I’m feeling pretty worthless. I’m totally out of reasons why Mary would
want me anywhere near her after what I said. I can only imagine how much I hurt her. And in front
of Jessie and Peter?” He groaned. “Forgive me, God. She’s way too good for me, and we both
know it.
“And now, she’s out here all alone, lost, and afraid, and in danger. Because of me. Please,
please keep her safe. And please lead me to her.”
Rick took off running again, each footfall beating out a prayer. “Please keep her safe. Please
lead me to her. Please forgive me for hurting her. Please help her forgive me… eventually, anyway.
Please keep her safe. Please help me find her…”
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Chapter Twelve

Perched on top of a picnic table near the lake, Mary watched a mother duck and her five ducklings
glide effortlessly across the water and imagined their little webbed feet paddling underneath. A
frog blipped into the water nearby. A turtle moved slowly along a log leaning out over the water,
apparently looking for a spot to soak up the last rays of the day now that the sun was trying to burn
off the haze of humidity.
She hugged her knees to her chest and raised her face to the warmth filtering through the
clouds. Thankfully, it had stopped raining. But now that she wasn’t running, she couldn’t quit
shivering. Of course, her clothes were still wet, so what did she expect?
“It’s so beautiful and peaceful here, God. Thank you. Why can’t I feel You anyplace but in
nature? What is wrong with me?”
Was she just too young to see or understand things? Or was she causing the chaos around her?
That’s what she was afraid was the case.
God had given her everything she’d ever needed or wanted, including Rick, and she was
messing it up. And she didn’t know why. Or how to stop. “Please, God… please show me.”
“Mary…”
She caught her breath at Rick’s voice. Turned. Looked into his tear-filled hazel eyes. And
burst into tears herself.
He gathered her in his arms and held her. “Thank God you’re safe. You can’t just go running
off alone in the city. Especially not someplace as remote as this.”
Not even knowing how much he hated seeing her cry could stop her sobs. “God is here.”
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“I know. But God is everywhere, Mar.”
“But… I feel Him here.”
“I feel Him when I’m with you.”
His words only made her cry harder. “See? I… get… that part… wrong, too.”
He gently kissed her temple. “I’m the one who gets things wrong. I don’t know how or why I
end up hurting you. I love you. Hurting you is the last thing I want to do. You have to believe me.”
Doing her best to reclaim a bit of dignity, she pulled away, mopped her face with both hands,
and tried to focus through blurry, swollen eyes.
He flinched when he looked at her.
“I must look pretty… scary.”
He hesitated. Closed his eyes. Opened them. “Can you please forgive me?”
“You can’t help the way you feel.”
“The way I feel?”
“That you have to take”—she gasped a quick breath—“responsibility for me.”
His eyes widened. He shook his head. “No, Mar. That’s not at all how I feel.”
She frowned. “But you said—”
“Oh, Mar!” Taking a step back, he grasped his head between both hands as if he didn’t know
what else to do with it. “I have no idea why those words came out of my mouth. I worry about you
because I love you. But I’ve never… would never… have never, ever felt responsible for you. Not
in the way it sounded. You have to believe me, babe.”
Her own head felt like it was about to explode. “Then why did you say—”
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I don’t know why I said such a stupid thing. I think I was
embarrassed.”
“I embarrassed you.”
“Never. None of it was about you, Mary. I like Peter. And I think… maybe… deep down, I
didn’t want him to feel that I thought he was dumb enough to allow me to manipulate him.”
She swallowed. “Is that how your father makes you feel?”
“Dumb? Yeah, I guess it is.” He blew out a breath. “Anyway, we’re done with the ‘you’re just
a kid thing.’ No more of that, not even joking around.”
Why? His behavior was totally confusing her.
“I love you. I love that you are my wife every single minute of every single day and every
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single night. Got that?”
“But I let you down.”
“What are you talking about? You’ve never let me down.”
“Oh, now see? That’s not true. What about tonight… What about my plan…”
“You mean our plan?” He gave her a sliver of a grin.
She shut her eyes. “It was dumb.”
“It wasn’t.”
“I put all that pressure on us to have Peter and Jessie for dinner and everything along with
moving and—”
“Hey, we got a lot done. And it was fun to have them. We got to celebrate their engagement
with them, and being invited to their wedding is pretty awesome.”
“I don’t think we should go, do you?”
“Why wouldn’t we go?”
“Jessie’s… She’ll probably never forgive me.”
“Jessie wasn’t mad.”
“I saw her face.”
“They both wanted to help me find you. They’re great people, Mar. They’re not going to let
something like this get between family, and neither are we.”
“Jess shouldn’t have to deal with me, not on her wedding day.”
“What if we go early so we can both apologize before the wedding.”
“But—”
“That would work, wouldn’t it?”
“I don’t know… Maybe.”
”As for the job thing, that was my fault, Mar. Peter and I talked about it downstairs. He said
short-term employees don’t make economic sense for Trenton Labs. So working for him was never
even a possibility. I should have told you that right away.”
“I shouldn’t have assumed you were waiting for me to bring it up. But there’s the lasagna,
too. I was so hungry I turned up the oven too high, I guess.”
“I’m blaming that dinky oven. How did you ever get that huge pan into it?”
“It wasn’t easy.”
He gave her a crooked little smile. “No, I don’t suppose it was.”
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She sneezed. “If you won’t let me apologize, then how can you forgive me and trust my next
plan?”
“Your next plan? What’s your next plan?” he said a tad cautiously.
“When I have one, I mean.”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“Forgive me?”
“Trust you.”
“Well, to begin with, I obviously didn’t have my facts straight.”
“So your facts were sketchy. I love you for trying. And I loved your plan. It gave us direction.
Got us out of Noah’s Crossing when I was beginning to wonder if I was expecting too much.”
She swallowed against the lump in her throat. “You mean because I’m only eighteen?”
“Leaving home is huge, no matter how old you are. And yes, you’re eighteen, a very brave
eighteen. I thank God for that. I have no idea what I would have done if you hadn’t agreed to marry
me. But you did.”
Mary wasn’t sure how she still had tears to cry, but her eyes misted. “Sorry.”
“Why?”
She swiped at her cheeks. “I know you don’t like it when I cry.”
“I can deal with tears, okay? I want to see them. Well… you know what I mean. What I can’t
deal with is you running away. Please don’t ever do that again. Promise me?”
She started to nod and stopped. “I don’t want you to see me when I’m so upset I can’t stand
myself.”
“You had every right to be upset by what I said, Mary.” He stroked her arm. “It’s just that, if
you run away, we can’t talk it out. You have to tell me what you need.”
She shook her head, desperately not wanting to hurt his feelings, but the truth was the truth.
“Rick, I need home.”
He clasped her hand as if she might take off running at any second.
“I need my family, my pets, the farm, the woods, The Group…”
He gave her a long, sorrowful look. “You need me to take you home.”
Her mouth flew open before she could stop it. “Nooo.”
“No?” He squinted at her. “But… you just said—”
“I was only trying to explain that I need things you can’t always provide. But I need you more.
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I always need you more.”
“Thank God.” He gave her a fleeting little smile. “Because I sure need you.”
“The thing is that sometimes… I’m just not able to use my words.”
He frowned, apparently worried this was going to be one of those times.
She had to make him understand. “No matter how hard I try, sometimes I just can’t seem to
help being a teenager.”
And there it was. Right out there hanging in the air between them.
He reached out and stopped a tear with his finger. “Believe me, Mary, I’ve been very aware
you’re a teenager since the first day I met you. A high school sophomore, for crying out loud? Too
cute and strong and honest for words, but way too young for a cool college guy.”
“Super-cool, sweet, adorable, strong, amazing college guy.”
His eyes told her he was loving every word. But he didn’t reach for her like he usually did
when she praised him.
“The point is, babe… if I could have talked myself out of loving you, I would have done it.
But my love for you only gets stronger every day. Trust me, nothing you ever do can change that.”
Tears distorted his wonderful face. Loving, happy tears this time.
“Oh, Mar, we’re going to make our marriage the strongest one on record because we’re going
to invite the Holy Spirit into our relationship every morning and every night so we can’t possibly
mess it up. Okay?”
She smiled through her tears, loving him more than ever for wanting to put God at the center
of their marriage. “Like the book suggests?”
“Yeah. Like that. Let’s read that book again, too.”
“Good plan.” She reached her arms around his neck, leaned in, and planted a long, lingering
kiss squarely on his lips. “I love you. And I want to be the wife you deserve.”
“You are, Mar. And more,” he whispered in her ear as he pulled her close. He kissed her neck,
her chin, her jaw, gradually working his way closer to her waiting lips until she thought the
suspense might just kill her.
Finally, he rewarded her patience by drawing her into the deepest, most passionate kiss she’d
been fortunate enough to be a part of yet. “Rick,” she said breathlessly.
But the intensity on his face told her he was no longer in the mood for words. “Let’s go home.”
She nodded. Sometimes words could be overrated.
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Chapter Thirteen

By the time Jessie and Peter’s wedding rolled around the following Saturday, Mary and Rick were
happily establishing the habit of twice-daily appointments with the Holy Spirit. Sometimes, they
read Sacred Marriage or the Bible together, too. Or just talked. It was amazing all the things they
didn’t know about how the other one felt. Really important things.
And they were learning that when the Holy Spirit was involved, keeping secrets seemed to be
off-limits.
“Welcome.” Brown eyes sparkling, Jessie’s best friend, Maggie McGuire, beamed as she
stepped back to allow Mary and Rick to enter the Kenyons’ small, flower-scented foyer.
No wonder it smelled like flowers. There was barely a square inch of space that wasn’t covered
with pink and white peonies mixed with delicate roses. They were gorgeous.
And so was Maggie in a soft pink frock that perfectly accented her toned, petite figure and
striking copper hair.
Mary couldn’t help feeling a tad underwhelming in her blue cotton sundress and neutral gray
pumps. But her appearance was not the important thing. The important thing was to remember that
the Holy Spirit would carry her through her apology to Jessie now that she’d suddenly turned into
a nervous wreck.
The plan was to split up and deliver heartfelt apologies. Rick to Peter, and Mary to Jessie. If
things went well for all involved, Mary and Rick would stay for the wedding. If not, they would
leave immediately. No way did they want to mess up Jessie and Peter’s wedding.
“Everybody’s gathered in the sunroom except for Jess,” Maggie said. “She’s finishing getting
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ready in the bedroom so Peter doesn’t see her before the wedding. But she wants to see you, Mary.”
Hoping that was a good sign, Mary shot a look at Rick.
He squeezed her hand. “I’ll talk to Peter in the sunroom and meet you there?”
Mary hesitated. What if—
“Better yet, I’ll meet you right here.” Rick gave her a little smile. “It will be fine.”
Hoping he was right, she followed Maggie down a short hall.
Maggie knocked lightly on the bedroom door. “Mary’s here.”
Jessie opened the door, a total vision in her stunning, formfitting white lace wedding dress, a
huge smile on her beautiful face.
Mary smiled, but tears filled her eyes as she reached to hug her favorite cousin. “You look
amazing, Jess.”
“Thank you. I’m beyond happy to be marrying that amazing man. And you and Rick being
here for our special day means the world to both of us.”
Relief swept through her at Jessie’s attitude, but Mary still had an apology to make. “I am so
happy for you. But I couldn’t be more sorry about the last time we saw each other.”
Jessie’s smile faded. “It was lovely, Mary. Well… except for the fire. And especially for the
words I said when I didn’t fully understand the situation. I just wanted Peter to see how great you
and Rick are. And of course, he does. I’m so sorry, sweetheart. You didn’t deserve any of it. Please
forgive me?”
Mary shook her head. “I’m the one who needs to apologize, not you.”
“You have nothing to apologize for.”
Mary frowned. “I should have talked to you directly about the job idea.”
Jessie sighed. “Okay, I forgive you if you’ll forgive me. Deal?”
“Thank you. I love you.”
Jessie opened her eyes wide and fanned her face with her hand. “Don’t make me cry! We
haven’t taken the pictures yet!”
“Sorry!” But Mary’s eyes were already disastrously swamped.
“I love you, too, Mary. And we’re good, right?”
“Very good.” Mary reached out and hugged her again. Thank you, Holy Spirit.
Jessie returned her hug. “I’ll see you in the sunroom in a few minutes.”
“Can’t wait.” Mary reached for the doorknob. She closed the bedroom door behind her and
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hurried to meet Rick in the foyer.
He gave her a smile. “Peter’s great. Everything good with you and Jessie?”
“It’s wonderful.” She beamed up at him.
“Good.” He offered his arm and escorted her into the Kenyons’ flower-bedecked sunroom
filled to the brim with the few excited, chattering guests. The sweet scents of lush bouquets of pink
and white peonies mixed with delicate roses in this room, too, thanks to Maggie and her amazing
green thumb.
Mary hugged her Aunt Liz and Uncle Max and gave little Jake a kiss. He was just so cute in
his short pants showing off his chubby, little knees.
She looked forward to babysitting with the little guy again, hopefully soon. She’d babysat
with him enough back home to know he didn’t think much of bedtime or naps. But he loved his
little trains, unda-ducks in the swing, and splashing in puddles, his little pool, the tub, the lake.
Any body of water would do.
She hoped Peter and Jessie planned to give Jake brothers or sisters. Wouldn’t that be cool? It
would be triple cool if she and Rick raised their kids at the same time Peter and Jessie did, but
Rick refused to even talk about having kids until after he graduated from med school. Of course,
he was right. But still…
Rick guided her over to Peter.
Peter smiled, bent to give her a hug, then introduced her to his friends, the very frail but
smiling Scott, who sat on the couch, holding hands with his wife, Karen.
“I’ve heard good things… about you and Rick.” Scott shakily adjusted the tube in his nose
that led to a black machine making a swooshing noise on the floor beside him, either giving him
oxygen or helping him breathe in some other way.
“We’ve heard good things about you and Karen, too,” Mary said sincerely. “I’m so glad you’re
feeling well today.”
“God made sure of it.” Radiance shone from Scott’s wan face as he looked deeply into Mary’s
eyes, his gaze bright, intense. “This day is the most important day… in Peter’s and Jessie’s lives.
Today… they pledge… to make each other whole. Like Karen and I did… twelve years ago.”
Mary realized Scott had to stop talking every few words to breathe. Was she tiring him out?
Should she discourage him from talking or something? She glanced at Karen.
Karen’s smile was almost as radiant as Scott’s as she gazed at her husband.
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“Like you and Rick?” Scott asked.
“Rick and me? Yes. We were married two weeks ago today.”
He nodded.
Peter leaned down and kissed Scott on the forehead, then Karen. “I’m getting my cue from
Maggie.”
Karen pressed her hand to her heart.
Peter motioned for Mary to take his spot beside Scott, and Rick stepped in behind her and
clasped her hand.
Peter took his place, tall and strong and very handsome in his deep charcoal suit, white shirt,
and patterned tie with pink swirls. His best accent and obvious delight was his miniature son, Jake,
now perched on his arm, all twenty months of him.
Never more beautiful, Jessie walked into the sunroom on Uncle Max’s arm. She carried a
bouquet of soft pink peonies and white roses accented with baby’s breath and gazed at Peter with
so much love she brought tears to Mary’s eyes.
Nobody deserved love more than Jessie did.
“Mommy!” Jake pointed at Jessie. “Daddy Pedo…” He patted Peter’s cheek, then pointed
again. “Mommy!”
Peter grinned. “I see her, Jake.”
“Putty?”
“Very pretty.” Peter handed Jake to his Grampa, took Jessie’s hand, and they walked together
to stand in front of Scott and Karen’s pastor.
Maggie sang “The Lord’s Prayer” in her clear, rich voice.
“Thank you, Maggie.” The pastor smiled at the small cluster of family and friends. “The Bible
lays out a clear plan for us in Genesis 2. ‘And the Lord God said, [It is] not good that the man
should be alone; I will make him an help meet for him… Therefore shall a man leave his father
and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.’
“And we get very specific advice on how we are to carry out our marriage vows in Ephesians
5:33: ‘Nevertheless let every one of you in particular so love his wife even as himself; and the wife
[see] that she reverence [her] husband.’ In that light, Peter and Jessie have written personal vows
for each other.” The pastor gave Peter a nod.
“Jessie…” Peter smiled into her eyes. “You have opened up a whole new world to me that I
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never even hoped I could be part of. One of family and community and of God himself. And of
His gift of love between a man and woman that I could never have imagined as a possibility. I am
home. There are no words to describe the admiration and love I have for you. And today, you make
me the happiest man in the universe by becoming my wife.”
Mary’s tears broke free.
Rick pulled her close and offered her a tissue he pulled from his suit jacket pocket, apparently
figuring she might need one.
What a husband. She wasn’t even embarrassed by her tears because there wasn’t a dry eye in
the house. She even saw her practical husband blink a few times too many.
“Jessie?” the pastor cued.
Jessie smiled at Peter, tears streaming down her beautiful face. “Peter… my love, father of
our child, I thank God every day for making you the man you are, and for bringing you into our
lives. I love you with all that I am and will ever be. Thank you for loving me unconditionally. I
can’t wait to be your wife.”
“Please join hands.” The pastor turned to Peter. “Peter Sheridan, do you take Jessica Chandler
for your wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer,
in sickness and health, until death do you part?"
"I most definitely do,” Peter stated with conviction.
The pastor turned to Jessie. “Jessica Chandler, do you take Peter Sheridan for your husband,
to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness
and health, until death do you part?"
“I do.” Her face lit up in a big smile.
Beautiful. Mary appreciated hearing the vows again. She’d been so nervous and excited at her
own wedding she hardly remembered saying them.
The rings were presented, blessed, and exchanged.
“And now, I pronounce you husband and wife. Peter, you may kiss your bride.”
Peter swept Jessie into a very significant kiss.
“May I present Mr. and Mrs. Peter Sheridan,” the pastor announced.
The little band of loving relatives and friends burst into applause.
Rick swept Mary into a kiss of their own.
Mary caught a glimpse of Karen and Scott and Aunt Liz and Uncle Max doing the same thing.
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There was just something about weddings that made kissing irresistible.
“Me, me.” Jake’s small voice cut through the room.
Maggie snatched him from his Grampa’s arm and peppered his chubby little cheeks with
kisses.
Mary laughed into her amazing husband’s eyes. “Jake never wants to be left out.”
“I don’t blame him.”
God was here.
Mary could feel Him all around her in this little room filled with love.
“That is what we’re doing,” she whispered to Rick. “What Scott said earlier. We are making
each other whole, no matter what. Aren’t we?”
“No doubt about it.” Rick smiled. “Whole and holy.”
Maybe that was what marriage was really about. A lifelong process of growing together, not
just a romantic, one-day event and a honeymoon. And she and Rick and Jessie and Peter were just
beginning their sacred journeys, as Pastor Nick called it. She looked up at her husband. “It’s a
beautiful wedding, isn’t it?”
“No wedding will ever be as beautiful to me as ours.” Rick hugged her to him. “Best days of
our life ever since.”
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Dear Reader,
Mary Louise Phillips… Reynolds has achieved several milestones in the jolly month of June. She
turned eighteen, graduated from high school, and married the love of her life. To her credit, nobody
knows better than she does that she’s jumped into the deep end of the pool.
Doubly to her credit, she’s searching for God. And the young couple had the good sense to seek
pre-marriage counseling with Noah’s Crossing’s own Pastor Nick. Unmarried himself, Pastor Nick
relies heavily on the Bible. Also assigned reading for any couple wanting to build a loving, lasting
relationship, old and new alike, is Sacred Marriage by Pastor Gary L. Thomas.
Peter and Jessie (Instant Daddy) have put the book on their reading list as well. After hearing
from a number of readers who wanted to see more of Peter, Jessie, and Jake, I hope you enjoy
being part of their big day. And don’t forget, Jessie’s best friend Maggie McGuire also has her
story coming up in Love of a Lifetime
I hope you enjoyed reading the beginning of Mary and Rick’s journey in After the Wedding. As
always, I love hearing from readers at carolvoss.com. And if you like visiting Noah’s Crossing,
please leave reviews on Amazon and Goodreads to let others know. I read every single one.
Grace always,

Carol Voss

Please Enjoy this Excerpt from

LOVE OF A LIFETIME

For if you forgive men when they sin against you,
your heavenly Father will also forgive you.
—Matthew 6:14

Chapter One

He’d prayed all the way from Brazil to northwestern Wisconsin for God to spare his nonna, even
when God and he both knew his prayer was a selfish one.
Warm wind buffeting him, Tony Stefano leaned the Harley into the big curve and braced for
his first glimpse of Nonna’s Victorian in ten years. He roared round the corner, and there it stood.
Tall. Proud. Unbending.
Like his nonna.
A lump caught in his throat. He felt just like he had when he’d left at seventeen…trapped in
circumstances he had no clue how to handle. Nonna’s demands. His overwhelming feelings for
Maggie McGuire. And the final straw…Sheriff Bunker’s accusations.
He gave his head a shake as if he could shake off the past and focused on the crisis at hand.
According to Maggie’s brief email, Nonna had fallen down the stairs and injured her leg and who
knew what else. A shock. Somehow he’d thought his grandmother would live forever.
He had to see her one last time. He needed to ask her forgiveness before she went to meet her
maker.
Gut churning, he took the turn into the driveway. Tires popped gravel. He braked to a stop
beside the polished gray-and-white Suburban Maggie’s dad had let him drive a few times. He
couldn’t believe she still had it. It must be a classic by now.
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Hitting the kill switch on the Harley, he lifted off his helmet and squinted up at the sagging
roof of the old house. Chipped paint and rotting windowsills. Keeping up a big, old house was like
pouring money down a hole. But Nonna had always kept the place looking good with little cash,
plenty of hard work and sheer determination. By the looks of it now, she was running low on all
three.
Why hadn’t she cashed those checks he’d sent?
At least her flowers were going stronger than ever. The place was draped in them, the air sweet
with a fragrance that reminded him of Maggie. She’d loved Nonna’s flowers, especially the roses.
He peered through hundreds of pink ones climbing the arched arbor over the brick walk and caught
a glimpse of copper hair.
Maggie.
His jaw clenched down on feelings he’d buried long ago. But he couldn’t deny seeing her
again filled him with anticipation mixed with…sheer terror. Pretty much the way she’d affected
him ever since he’d hit town when he was six, and she’d been four. He climbed off the bike and
ducked through the roses.
She stood near the back steps, hammer in hand, boards helter-skelter around her bare feet, a
yellow T-shirt and worn, torn jeans skimming her curves.
He should have guessed she’d grow into a striking woman with those new-penny curls and
big, brown eyes. Eyes filled with trust and belief in him those years growing up when they were
the only kids for miles. Innocent eyes that had reminded him of his protective side.
Except for the day he’d betrayed her trust and taken her innocence. Sure, he’d been a headover-heels-in-love kid of seventeen, but she’d been only fifteen. He’d asked God’s forgiveness,
but he doubted he’d ever forgive himself.
“Tony?” Maggie squinted at him as if she couldn’t be sure who he was. “You came home?”
“I started out as soon as I got your email.” Stopping in front of her, he tried to prepare for an
answer to the question he feared asking. “How’s Nonna?”
“She’s slowly improving. The hospital in Eau Claire transferred her to the new rehab center
on the other end of town yesterday.”
Relief flooding him, he breathed a silent thank-you and grinned. “That’s great news.”
A frown flitted across Maggie’s face. “She’s very unhappy. She expected to come straight
home from the hospital.” She brightened a little. “But seeing you will cheer her up.”
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He hoped so. Now all he had to do was figure out what to say to her. “I need to set things right
with her.”
“It’s about time.” Maggie’s face crumpling, she reached for him. “I’m so glad you came home
to see her.”
He swept her into a bear hug, her fresh scent touting hours outdoors. Memories of innocent
kisses popped into his mind. Did she still taste like strawberries?
She pushed away, swiping at her eyes, a soft pink tinge flushing her cheeks and neck.
She was blushing?
“Your nonna’s missed you so much.”
What about you, Maggie? Have you missed me? Had she thought about him like he’d thought
about her?

Read the rest in Love of a Lifetime,
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