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Noah Carter’s paramedic uniform felt like it was made of

lead. His black work boots, too. Like gravity had doubled 

down on him. Or maybe it was something else. Maybe his 

heart was trying to kill him.

He deserved it.

The rolling green grass of Bloomington’s Rose Hill 

Cemetery came into view. Already Noah could feel the 

serenity of the place. He parked his old gray pickup in 

the back lot and cut the engine. It was the second day of 

November.

The last day of his marriage.

Clouds gathered in the distance. Big storms forecast 

for Indiana. No surprise. There wasn’t a single sunny 

thing about this chilly afternoon. How could it have 

come to this? What had gotten so bad that he would 

walk away from Emily Andrews?

He loved her. He still loved her.

Just not when they were together.

Noah pressed his back muscles into the worn cloth 

seat and stared out over a sea of tombstones. This was 
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where he needed to be. Perspective ruled supreme in a 

cemetery.

Especially this one.

His heart had led him here, to this place of death and 

defeat. The reason was obvious. For a long time now he 

could feel his heart turning on him. In the last two years, 

though it kept him alive, it had become a separate being, 

pulling away from the rest of his body. So that with 

every beat he could feel the struggle, the fight. His heart 

digging its claws into him and dragging him down, press-

ing against him. Spreading destruction and discourage-

ment like arsenic through his veins.

If his heart was going to kill him, the job was almost 

done. He was moving across town tomorrow.

Noah climbed out of his truck and zipped up his 

blue paramedic jacket. Breathe, Noah. Just breathe. His 

shift at the firehouse had been longer today, and on the 

way out he’d run into the new fire chief, Landon Blake.

Last day of his marriage. He runs into Landon Blake, 

of all people.

The guy was the poster child for a perfect marriage. 

He had a slew of kids, including a niece they were rais-

ing. But every time Noah saw Landon and his family at a 

picnic or party, the man looked head over heels in love 

with his wife.

The chief was a Christian, Noah knew that much. 

Bible verses hung on the walls of his office. His faith 

showed in his actions. The man was intentional about his 

staff, always asking the guys about their home life.
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This afternoon was no different.

“You doing well?” Landon had asked him. “Every-

thing okay with the family?”

Why the chief would ask that today, Noah would 

never know. Unless God, Himself, put the question in 

the man’s mind. Whatever the reason, Noah wasn’t 

about to open up there at the station. What could he 

say? Everyone’s favorite Internet couple was calling it 

quits?

Noah hadn’t breathed a word about the pending split. 

He certainly wasn’t going to talk about it with Landon 

Blake. “All’s well, Chief.” Noah hadn’t even slowed his 

pace. Just waved at the man and walked right on past.

Conviction tightened its hold on Noah.

Never mind, he told himself. What’s done is done. Ev-

eryone would know soon enough. Emily didn’t look up 

to him. Didn’t respect him or believe in him. She was 

jealous of the fans Noah talked to online, and she no lon-

ger felt loved. End of story.

He glanced at the swirling clouds over the cemetery. 

The news would surprise everyone, of course. It would 

make headlines. Most of their followers would be devas-

tated by the breakup. Especially people who found a rea-

son to stay married because of what they saw in Noah 

and Emily.

But the person it would’ve hurt most of all would 

never know.

Sweet Clara.

A cold wind blew across the rows of tombstones and 
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washed over Noah. He turned up the collar on his jacket 

and pushed into it. He didn’t come here much anymore, 

but today a visit seemed only right. Because Noah wasn’t 

just leaving Emily and their two kids. He was leaving 

Clara, too.

Even if she wasn’t alive to know it.

Three inches of rain had fallen in the last few days, so 

the ground was soft as Noah moved into the plotted 

field. Four rows in, six gravestones over and there it was. 

Noah stooped down and brushed off the marker.

Clara Andrews. 1990–2016

Tears stung at the corners of his eyes. Dear Clara. He 

leaned back on his heels and stared at her name. You’re 

whole now. Your body is perfect, the way your spirit always 

was. Noah breathed deep and turned his gaze to the sky 

again. “You take good care of her, God.” His whisper 

blended with another gust of wind. “No one ever loved 

You more.”

Clara had been Emily’s younger sister. Just as beauti-

ful, but born with cerebral palsy. She walked with braces 

and crutches and struggled to speak a clear sentence. But 

she was golden through and through. Everyone loved 

Clara, but Emily most of all. Their father left home 

when Emily was ten, and eight years later their mom 

died when her car got trapped in a flash flood.

After that, Emily raised her sister. Clara was always 

happy, always well loved because Emily took care of her 

with a fierce sort of protection. As if her own life de-

pended on it.
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It was why Noah had fallen in love with Emily in the 

first place, there in the cafeteria at Indiana University.

Those were big-time football days for Noah, back 

when he was a star quarterback for the Hoosiers. His 

world revolved around his teammates, his NFL dreams 

and his personal successes. He might never have noticed 

Emily if it weren’t for Clara.

Noah turned his attention back to the tombstone. 

“This isn’t how it was supposed to go, Clara, girl.” He 

sighed. Gravity pulled hard at him again. “You tried to 

warn me.”

She did. A year before the seizure that took her life, 

Clara had come to him with her iPad. In her own en-

dearing way, she had struggled to ask her question. Just a 

couple words. “Too . . . much?”

Clara lived with them. She had from the time Noah 

and Emily married. And that day her words were not a 

complaint or a criticism. They were simply a question 

formed from the innocence of her soul.

On the iPad was Noah’s Instagram account. @When 

_We_Were_Young. The account that had blown up when 

the two of them got engaged. The one that allowed them 

to buy their house. The one that paid the bills.

Clara had held up the device and looked from the 

smattering of stunning photos to Noah. Then she’d said 

the clearest sentence Noah had ever heard her say. 

Standing a little taller, leaning on her crutches, she spoke 

straight to him. “Noah . . . Emily . . . needs you.”

The implication was clear. Clara believed that her sis-
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ter didn’t need one more perfect social media post or an-

other thousand people following them, obsessed with 

their life. Emily needed Noah. At the time he only 

smiled at Clara and nodded. “Of course she needs me.” 

He didn’t blink. “We all need each other!”

Noah felt then the way he still felt today. He had 

never set out to become Internet famous. None of them 

had. But from the day he asked Emily to marry him, the 

world had been drawn to them. A million people on In-

stagram alone looked forward to every update. What 

they were doing that day, what they might say to each 

other, the way they parented their kids, the flowers that 

lined the walkway to their front door.

Every single detail about their life and love.

From the beginning Noah had been in charge of 

posting. It was his Facebook page people followed, his 

Twitter account, his Instagram. He was responsible for 

keeping the posts inspirational. Engaging. Beautiful.

How many people had Noah and Emily’s story helped 

along the way? How many followers had found their way 

back to faith and family? Their social media presence was 

important. The world needed people like them.

Noah gritted his teeth. Emily used to feel the same, 

thankful for a platform to share Bible verses or encour-

agement. But sometime after Clara died, Emily changed. 

Posting about their lives no longer felt fun and meaning-

ful. She didn’t care how many likes or retweets they got, 

or whether their numbers were growing.

As if their story was no longer worth sharing.
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Noah took a heavy breath and stood, his eyes still on 

Clara’s grave. Never mind that their social media ac-

counts netted them six figures a year. Or that Noah 

could work far fewer hours at the fire station on a good 

month of Internet income.

They were making a difference. Which was why 

Noah wouldn’t give it up. Their story was touching 

hearts and changing lives. Wasn’t that the point? Wasn’t 

it worth the effort? Noah still thought so.

Even now.

Not Emily, though. She thought their whole plat-

form had become one big farce. Nothing but smoke and 

mirrors. That the faces they wore for the public were not 

the faces they wore around the dining room table.

Or in the bedroom.

Ever since Emily’s change of mind, tension grew like 

weeds where love had once flourished. And there was 

nothing either of them could do to change the fact. The 

more Noah tried to convince Emily to smile for the cam-

era, the more closed off she became. She accused him of 

being more concerned with their mostly female follow-

ers than with the life the two of them were really living.

He could still hear her frustrated criticism as far back 

as two years ago. “We used to post about our happy life. 

Now we’re forcing life for the happy posts.”

The temperature was dropping. Noah exhaled. “I 

don’t know, Clara.” His words came in a broken whisper. 

“Maybe I should’ve listened to you.” He still wasn’t sure. 

What was wrong with sharing their love with the world? 
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And how come Emily was jealous of the fans? Of course 

he needed to respond to their followers.

Noah could still think of a hundred reasons why 

their social media presence was a good thing. Emily 

couldn’t think of one.

“But that’s just a part of why we’re splitting.” He 

moved his toe along the edge of Clara’s gravestone. “It’s 

so much worse than that, Clara.”

For months now their differences about posting on 

social media had paled in comparison to something else. 

These days, Emily no longer thought Noah was real.

“You only need me for one reason,” she had told him 

a week ago. “So that you can stay in the public eye.  

@When_We_Were_Young.” She looked mean. Like she 

hated him. “Well, Noah, we aren’t so young anymore. 

And this isn’t love. It hasn’t been for a long time.”

He had tried to reason with her, tried to keep his 

cool. “That’s not true, Emily.” His voice betrayed his frus-

tration. “Think about where we started. It’s still that way 

with us. At least it could be.”

But she wouldn’t let up. “It doesn’t matter where we 

started. It matters where we are now.” Her eyes were flat. 

“We’re a show. Nothing more.”

Noah clenched his jaw. If that were true then maybe 

they were doing the best thing: taking a bow before 

things got truly ugly. Before the kids suffered.

The kids. Gravity doubled down.

Aiden was four and Olivia, two. Neither would re-

member the show, as Emily called it. They would also 
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never know the joy and security of having both parents 

under the same roof. Which was maybe also a good 

thing. Better not to know their parents fighting and 

scratching and clawing at each other.

Better to see a more beautiful picture of their 

mommy and daddy after the divorce. When they had 

separate addresses. Noah squinted toward the distant 

trees. Kids rebounded. At first they’d notice that Noah 

wasn’t around as much, or that they had to go to a dif-

ferent place to see him.

But time would heal even that. Another gust of wind 

blew over him. Yes. The kids would be fine. He was con-

vinced. As for their social media, he would take a break, 

of course. And then he’d start it up again. Focus more on 

the followers and ways to encourage them. Less about 

him. Nothing about Emily.

The clouds were darker now, the next storm almost 

overhead. Time to go home and do the one thing he 

never thought he’d do. Pack up his bags and leave the girl 

of his dreams.

Noah stooped down once more and spread his hand 

over his sister-in-law’s name. “I’m sorry, Clara.” His eyes 

welled up again. “If I could have found a way, I would’ve 

loved Emily forever.” He blinked a few times so he could 

see. “I’m sorry.”

Clara once had a game she liked to play with Noah. 

She’d limp toward him, her eyes lit up. That big one-in-

a-million grin stretched across her pretty face. Then 

she’d tilt her head. “Forever, right?”
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“Forever and ever,” Noah would say.

“Daddies don’t . . . always . . . leave.” She had said it a 

thousand times since the day Noah and Emily married. 

They knew their lines by heart, he and Clara.

“Not this daddy.” Noah would put his hand alongside 

Clara’s cheek. “Not ever.”

It was Clara’s game because deep down she needed 

reassurance. Needed it every day. Seeing her own father 

leave had altered her life. Never mind her limited abilities, 

she understood the loss. And because of that there was 

one thing she desperately wanted for her beloved sister.

That Noah Carter would never, ever leave.

His heart wrestled within him. Clara, forgive me. He 

ran his fingertips over the granite letters in her name, 

and as he did he could see her again, the sparkle in her 

blue eyes, the innocent crooked smile. Clara never be-

lieved she had special needs. Never let cerebral palsy 

stop her from caring about people. She couldn’t do a lot 

of things, but Clara definitely knew how to love.

She did it so well that back then Noah couldn’t 

imagine their home or their lives ever being anything but 

beautiful. Couldn’t imagine love running dry. The way it 

had now.

Once more he stood, and with a final look at Clara’s 

grave, he turned his back to the wind and walked toward 

his truck. He had rented an apartment across town, his 

new home starting tomorrow. The third day of Novem-

ber. Four days before their eighth anniversary.

So far he had no furniture, which suited him. He’d 
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sleep on the floor—penance for finding a way to fail 

Emily. Then when his new reality became something he 

could live and breathe under, he’d haul himself to a fur-

niture store and get the basics.

All while wishing God had shown them a different 

way, a way to save their marriage. For Emily to stop 

snapping at him and for him to find a way to reach her. 

But that prayer had gone unanswered like so many oth-

ers in the last year. Noah stared at the stormy sky once 

more. Clara wouldn’t be here beneath the cold wet mer-

ciless dirt if God had answered their prayers.

A quick step up into his truck and Noah set out for 

their house in Clear Creek, where they still lived as a fam-

ily. Where they were still a they. The four of them, for one 

more night. After he moved out, Emily and the kids would 

live there. But they wouldn’t live there. Never again.

The house was three blocks south of their friends 

Ryan and Kari Taylor. The Taylors were maybe in their 

early forties, and every Wednesday night they led a Bible 

study. A year ago it was something Emily looked forward 

to every week. Noah tagged along because that was what 

Emily wanted.

Now the two of them hadn’t been to the study in 

over a month. Once they decided to end things, when 

they were sure there was no going back, no saving their 

marriage, they stopped attending. No point hanging out 

with people committed to staying together.

Yes, Ryan and Kari Taylor were two more people he 

was about to let down. Two more on a growing list. Kari 
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was the sister of Ashley Baxter Blake, his fire chief’s wife. 

So in no time everyone at the Bible study and at the fire-

house was bound to know what had happened. How  

@When_We_Were_Young had fallen apart.

Noah kept his eyes on the road. Rain began to pound 

against his windshield and he could hear words in the 

rhythm. You don’t have to do it . . . don’t have to do it . . .

don’t have to . . .

As if all of heaven were crying because this was the 

very last night Noah Carter would live under the same 

roof as his family.

Three bolts of lightning shot down around him like 

so many well-aimed spears. Noah slowed his truck in the 

deluge and flipped his windshield wipers up a notch. 

Was God trying to tell him something? Sending lightning 

to get his attention? However bad this storm, it was 

nothing compared to the one raging inside him.

At home, Noah pulled into the garage and walked 

through the back door. He took off his boots and stood 

there, listening for their voices. Emily and Aiden and Oli-

via. In another life he would’ve called out to them, anx-

ious to see their faces. Ready to hug their necks.

But not today.

His family wasn’t home. They were spending the 

evening with Ryan and Kari.

“Anywhere but here,” Emily had told him last night. 

“Watching you pack.”

The memory of her broken voice twisted Noah’s 

heart again. He didn’t blame her.



1 3W H E N  W E  W E R E  Y O U N G

A month ago he had been called out to a wicked car 

crash. Four girls flying down Highway 37 south toward 

Bloomington. The driver must’ve gotten a text, because 

she crossed the centerline and hit a semitruck. Head-on.

Only a handful of times had Noah responded to a 

call as horrific as that one. The driver died with her 

phone still in her hand. The girls in the backseat, too. 

Just the female in the front passenger seat lived long 

enough to be taken to the hospital.

Noah remembered removing her broken, battered 

body from the wreckage. As they loaded her into the am-

bulance he had one thought: the girl was never going to 

make it. And she didn’t. Died halfway to the emergency 

room. But he would never forget the way her body felt 

in his arms. Gasping for breath, heart barely beating, 

death minutes away.

The same way Noah’s marriage felt tonight.

No wonder Emily didn’t want to watch.

He walked through the kitchen and down the hall 

toward the bedroom. Emily hadn’t slept here for a long 

time, though Noah had offered. Her spot was in the den 

now, on the sofa. Better than trying to sleep in their bed, 

she had told him. With or without him. At least until he 

moved out. The kids had never noticed, and the arrange-

ment was easier on everyone.

The silence between them was too loud for either of 

them to get much rest.

When Noah reached their room he grabbed on to 

the doorframe and stared at the bed, the place where 
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their love had once been the center of their universe. 

Some mornings he would wake and watch her sleep, her 

long, blond hair, the way it fell in waves past her shoul-

ders, her flawless profile and pretty cheekbones.

He’d lie there like that, just watching her, waiting for 

her to open her pale blue eyes. People said Emily looked 

like Kate Hudson. Noah thought they were wrong. 

Emily Andrews was far more beautiful. The most beauti-

ful girl Noah had ever seen.

Once upon a yesterday, he would take her hands in 

the morning and pray for her, asking God to protect her 

and bless her day. He exhaled. When was the last time 

he’d done that? The last time they’d prayed together 

about anything?

Noah couldn’t remember.

Deep breath. You can do this. His suitcases were on 

the floor, empty and ready. He picked up one, then the 

other and set them on the bed. Sadness pressed in 

around him again. For a long moment he stared at the 

comforter, the pillows. He ran his fingers over the famil-

iar softness.

Here was where they had loved and laughed and cud-

dled their babies on long nights. Noah straightened and 

blinked a few times. Now it’s just a place to pack my bags.

Already he had packed up his home office—all ex-

cept his computer. And a few boxes he had in his closet. 

The rest of his things were in the garage waiting for him 

to toss them into the bed of his truck tomorrow. All he 

had left were his clothes.
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Noah walked to his dresser and opened his top 

drawer. He pulled out two handfuls of socks and tossed 

them in one of the suitcases. Then he returned for his 

T-shirts, but as he reached toward the rear of the drawer 

something sharp pierced his finger. He pulled his hand 

back and rubbed at a tiny spot of blood.

“What in the world  .  .  .” He pulled the drawer out 

further.

Only then, as the light hit that spot, did he see what 

it was. A sinking feeling churned at Noah’s stomach. He 

stepped back and shook his head. No way. The room 

began to spin, and Noah grabbed the dresser to steady 

himself. Really? Now, when he only had hours left in his 

own home, when all that remained was to pack up the 

essentials? Now, he would find this?

The pin was part of a boutonniere. The one he had 

worn on their wedding day.

Noah picked it up and looked at it, studied it. Crazy, 

because he had searched for this a year ago and couldn’t 

find it. He had thought it would make a good social 

media post for their seventh anniversary.

Now it was nothing more than a marker. Like the 

stone over Clara’s grave. Here lie the remains of Noah and 

Emily’s marriage. Thunder shook the house, but it was 

nothing compared to the silence. Nothing compared to 

the flower in his hand.

Dried and crumbled, sharp enough to cut him. And 

long since dead.

Just like their marriage.
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Up until now, Emily Carter hadn’t told anyone Noah

was leaving. She rarely talked to her dad, and Noah’s fam-

ily lived in London. Conversations with them didn’t go 

deep and were every few months at best.

But for all the ways she’d held the sadness inside and 

hidden it from her private and public worlds, today it 

would all come to the surface. Because in an hour, Emily 

and the kids would go to Ryan and Kari Taylor’s house. 

Kari was onto them. She knew something was wrong 

with Noah and Emily.

Of course the other reason their breakup was about 

to be public was more obvious.

Noah was moving out tomorrow. He was headed 

home to finish packing.

Which was why at five o’clock that evening Emily 

buckled Aiden and Olivia into their car seats and took 

them to Chick-fil-A for dinner. Two boxes of chicken 

tenders later, and the three of them pulled into Jackson 

Creek Park. The rain was holding off for now. So for the 

next half hour she pushed the kids on the swings.

Anything but head back home.
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“Higher, Mommy!” Aiden’s cheerful singsong voice 

cut through her sad thoughts. “All the way to the moon!”

“You got it, buddy.” Emily didn’t have to pretend 

with the kids. They made her happy even now. When her 

world was falling apart. “To the moon and stars!”

“Yes!” Aiden kicked his feet toward the sky.

“Me, too.” Olivia was in the baby swing beside her 

brother. She grinned at Emily. “Swing, Mama. Swing high.”

Emily stood between the two, pushing Aiden, then 

Olivia. They chattered with each other, Aiden asking 

Oli via if she ever wanted to fly like a bird and Olivia gig-

gling. Like Aiden was the funniest person in the world.

The sky was darker now. Emily lifted her eyes to a 

break in the clouds. If only we could stay here. Lost in the 

innocence of a swing set and playground. If only time could 

freeze, here and now.

While she and Noah were still married.

“Higher, Mommy! Please.” Aiden grinned at her.

“Good manners, buddy.”

Emily kept pushing, kept answering like she was 

hanging on every word. But all she could feel was the 

past swirling around her, washing over her like a rogue 

wave, consuming her. One thing was sure. The storm 

about to move over the park was nothing like the one 

they’d been walking through for more than a year.

The crazy thing was even now, no one knew. Not 

until tonight.

So many people would be shocked.

The online world would be, of course. None of their 
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followers would’ve seen this coming. But more than that, 

the people who actually cared about them. The ones 

they did life with. They would be stunned. Emily 

glanced at the adjacent jungle gym.

The playgroup moms hung out here twice a week. 

Just a dozen mothers from Clear Creek Community 

Church with kids the same age as Aiden and Olivia. 

Emily talked to a few of them on a regular basis. Every 

couple days at least. For the last four weeks she had or-

dered herself to tell them the truth. But the words sim-

ply wouldn’t come.

Their social media following meant that even those 

friends saw Emily as the other half of everyone’s favorite 

former football player, Noah Carter. No, her friends 

didn’t talk about her public persona at coffee dates or 

playtimes with the kids. Only one of them had ever even 

brought it up.

But they all knew.

Emily was Internet famous. A term she had never 

liked and now hated.

In the virtual world beneath the glass of every laptop, 

computer, iPad, and smartphone, people felt like they 

knew Noah and Emily. Masses had followed them from 

the day they got engaged. They loved them with heart 

emojis and commented that Noah and Emily were 

#goals for the rest of them. They retweeted and reposted 

and shared everything Noah ever uploaded on their vari-

ous social media formats.

Because like other social media stars, up until now 
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Emily made her living helping Noah create pictures and 

pretty words about their practically perfect family. Their 

enviable love.

So how was she supposed to tell her friends that the 

perfection was only in pictures? That Noah was no lon-

ger the guy he’d once been. Or maybe he’d never been 

that guy at all. He didn’t love her anymore. That much 

was for sure. All they ever did anymore was fight.

Yes, at home things had fallen apart and  .  .  . well, 

now she and Noah were calling it quits. No more 

picture- perfect love. No more social media.

Aiden’s voice broke the moment. “The clouds are 

scary.” He stretched his legs, gathering speed on his way 

up to the sky.

“Yes.” Emily’s heart felt every word. “They are scary, 

baby. But we’ll be okay. We will.”

Emily checked her watch. Five-thirty. By now Noah 

would be home, packing his clothes. Since yesterday, his 

two large bags had been sitting against the wall in their 

bedroom. Right about now he’d be grabbing stacks of 

jeans and sweaters and dress shirts and tossing them into 

his suitcases. Like he was about to take a fall vacation.

Instead of undoing every bit of love they’d ever 

shared.

“I’m ready for the slides.” Aiden looked back at her 

from the swing.

Olivia nodded. “Slides, Mama!”

She helped them down and watched as they ran to 

the structure in the middle of the playground. Usually 
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she stayed close to them on the slides and bridges and 

monkey bars. Not today. The equipment was safe.

Emily took a spot on the nearest bench. “I’m right 

here.” She waved at them.

Both kids waved back.

If only she could get a grip on her thoughts. What 

was happening and what was she doing here? When her 

whole life was falling apart? Kari Taylor was the only one 

who suspected trouble between them. Emily and Noah’s 

involvement in the Taylors’ weekly group started a year 

ago, when Kari had approached her one Sunday after 

church. Something about the woman reminded Emily of 

her mother.

“You should join us,” Kari had said. Then she had told 

Emily how the meetings worked. An informal conversa-

tion first and sometimes a dinner. Then the six or eight 

couples would sit around the Taylors’ living room and 

open the Bible.

“The focus is marriage. How we can love better 

and why marriage is worth the fight.” Kari had looked 

deep into Emily’s eyes. “I think you and Noah would 

love it.”

The truth was they needed it.

Olivia waved at her from the top of the slide. “Hi, 

Mama!”

Aiden was right behind her. “Don’t worry, Mommy. 

I’ve got her.”

Emily smiled. “You’re a good boy, Aiden. Such a nice 

brother.”
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The memory from a year ago was still right in front 

of her. Clearer than the kids.

Back then Emily and Noah had thought they could 

save their marriage. They were sure of it. The two of 

them dated every week or so and always tried to find 

common ground. More often than not, though, their 

evenings ended with a social media post for the public 

and silent tension for the two of them.

A deadly combination.

So when Emily had jumped at the offer of a Bible 

study group focused on marriage, Noah had been less ex-

cited.

“It’s too personal.” Noah had looked alarmed from 

the minute Emily brought it up. “People will study us. 

They’ll think we’re in trouble.”

Emily had stared at him a few beats before stating 

the obvious. “We are in trouble, Noah.”

“Exactly.” He had paced the kitchen that Sunday 

night. “The other couples will figure it out. And then . . . 

everything we’ve worked for . . .” He shrugged. His voice 

sounded weary, like that of someone three times his age. 

“Look . . . I don’t want people in our business.”

“You what?” Emily’s laugh had dripped with sarcasm. 

She had taken a step closer, narrowing her eyes. He 

couldn’t be serious. “You don’t want to lose what we’ve 

worked for? Fame? An imaginary illusion? Is that all I 

mean to you?” She had wanted to leave, take a drive and 

figure out what she was supposed to do next. But the 

kids were asleep upstairs. So she had tried to reason with 
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him. “You don’t want people in our business? Are you 

kidding me, Noah?”

She had turned her back on him and then after a few 

seconds she’d spun around and faced him, glaring. “Peo-

ple are always in our business. That is our business, right? 

Inviting people into our business and giving all the 

world—”

“Okay!” He had yelled loud enough to wake the kids. 

“I get it.” Upstairs Olivia had begun to cry.

“Nice, Noah.” Emily had leaned on the kitchen 

counter. “Wake the baby.”

“Stop!” He’d lowered his voice, but his anger had filled 

the room. “Enough!” He was seething, his face red. Like a 

sea of fighting words were pushing to escape his lips.

“What does that mean? Enough?” She had still been 

angry, too, but she found a quieter voice. Upstairs, Olivia 

had settled back down. “Enough what?”

“Enough of you trying to convince me.” He had ex-

haled and taken a step closer. As he did the fight began 

to leave him. “We can go to the Bible study.”

She had stared at him, at the flash of darkness in his 

eyes and the tight line of his lips. She had a lot more to 

say. Like the fact that going to a Bible study for married 

couples shouldn’t be this hard. Or that if the invite 

caused him to be so angry, maybe it was too late already.

But Emily had kept quiet.

“Will you do me a favor?” Instead of rage, Noah’s ex-

pression went flat. His shoulders sank as his request 

came. “Can you hide it?”
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“Hide what?” She couldn’t tell where the hurt stopped 

and the anger began.

“This.” Frustration filled his eyes and he waved his 

hand around in the air. As if he were trying to clear away 

the poison between them. “Hide . . . this. Whatever this 

is. Please.”

And so they had.

The memory stopped short as Aiden ran up to her. 

“Is the storm coming, Mommy?” Olivia was close behind. 

Aiden looked around, clearly nervous. “Or can we keep 

playing?”

Emily studied the clouds. It was getting darker, but so 

far no rain. “You have time. A few more minutes.”

“Yay!” Aiden took his sister’s hand and they ran back 

to the slide.

Like coming to the park, the weekly Bible studies 

had become their routine. Ryan and Kari Taylor’s 

seventeen- year-old daughter, Jessie, would come to the 

house each Wednesday to watch the kids so Emily and 

Noah could fake it. Hide it.

Week after week after week for the past year.

They would spend those two hours chatting with the 

other couples about their workdays and deadlines and 

kids and houses. They would eat dinner with the appro-

priate laughter and speak kind words for Kari Taylor’s 

cooking. Kari was part of the Baxter family. Everyone in 

Bloomington knew and loved the Baxters. It was easy to 

find nice things to say.

Then when their Bibles were open, Emily and Noah 
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would take turns reading right along with everyone else. 

Once on the short way home, Noah had stopped the car. 

“Just two things that really matter, right?” He had looked 

so handsome, so much like the Noah she had fallen in 

love with. His eyes had held a glimmer of hope. “Love 

God? Love people? Right?”

“Right.” Emily had watched him. Wishing things 

were different.

“Then why  .  .  .” Noah’s look had gotten deeper. A 

look of heartbreak and defeat. His voice fell to a broken 

whisper. “Why can’t we love each other? The way we 

used to?”

Emily had no answers. Not then and not now. She 

could hardly remember why they had fallen in love in 

the first place. As if their suffocating marriage had 

changed her. The way it had long since changed him.

Some Wednesdays after meeting at the Taylors’ 

house Emily would sense progress. Even a little. Times 

when he would take her face in his hands and brush his 

cheek against hers. He would whisper words he hadn’t 

said in forever. “I love you, Emily. We can do this. We 

can.”

But the trying and failing and hiding it from their 

friends all came to an end last month. They stopped 

going to Bible study and about that time Noah sat her 

down after the kids were in bed. Then he spoke words 

she never thought she’d hear. “Emily  .  .  . I rented an 

apartment.”

The ground turned to quicksand, and Emily won-
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dered if she might slip between the tiles and die right 

then and there. It took a minute to find her voice. 

“You . . . what?”

“I’ll move out the third of November.” His tone was 

gentle. “We both know it’s our only option. For the kids.”

For the kids? Emily hated that phrase. Did Noah re-

ally think divorce would be good for their babies? How 

could that even be possible?

The broken moments of their recent past stopped re-

playing for a minute. Emily watched the kids taking 

turns on the slide.

Noah had explained himself a dozen times since 

then. Aiden and Olivia were young. They would never 

know what they’d lost. Never remember the family they 

once had, or what it was like living together in the same 

home. That had to be better than raising them together 

in a world of fighting and bickering. Better to be apart, 

Noah had said a dozen times. Where their lives could be 

full of light and love. In two separate happy homes.

A chill ran down Emily’s arms. Thunder sounded in 

the distance. Light and love? Two separate happy homes? 

How could Noah think this divorce would lead to that?

Her response had been the same every time Noah 

brought it up. The only way for the kids to win was for 

them to win. Pure and simple. They needed to find a way 

back to what used to be. That long-ago time when love 

was real and they were real. When everything didn’t 

have to be an opportunity for a viral post on Instagram.

Emily thought about their social media name. The 
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one that was famous. @When_We_Were_Young. If only 

they could remember what that felt like. The two of 

them and only the two of them. Another rumble of 

thunder. “Okay, kids. Time to go.”

“One more time, please!” Aiden was at the top of the 

slide. Olivia, too.

She smiled at them. Aiden looked so much like 

Noah. “Okay. One more.”

Her breath felt heavy as she exhaled. Deep down, 

Emily knew this suffocating ending was killing Noah, 

same as it was killing her. Neither of them wanted their 

marriage to die. But here they were.

And tomorrow Noah Carter, the only man she’d ever 

loved, would leave and start a new life. Because the 

bridge between them had long since been shattered, and 

they had no way to the other side.

Emily imagined the scene in the morning. When 

Noah Carter drove out of her life. If her heart was still 

beating tomorrow at this time it would be a miracle.

Rain started to fall as Emily slung her bag over her 

shoulder and lifted Olivia into her arms. Aiden stayed 

close beside her as they headed to the car. On the way 

they passed the four plastic dinosaurs. The ones Olivia 

liked best.

“Dinoars, Mama!” She pointed as they hurried by. A 

whimper came from her. “Dinoars!”

“Not now, sweetie.” Emily sped up her pace as an-

other clap of thunder hit. “It’s about to pour rain.”

The wind picked up, but Aiden didn’t seem both-
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ered. “You know what I did, Mommy?” He grinned up at 

her. “I pretended the swing was a spaceship! And the 

slide was a planet far, far away.” He skipped a few times 

and held his hands up toward the rain. His laughter 

eased the pain in her heart. “You know why, Mommy? 

Cause I’m good at pretending.”

Me, too, she thought. They reached the car and she 

buckled Olivia in first. Aiden climbed into his car seat on 

his own, then Emily walked to the other side of the SUV 

and made sure he was buckled tight. She looked straight 

into her little boy’s eyes. “I thought you were in a space-

ship.” Emily found her smile. “You looked like a big, 

strong astronaut.”

“Thanks, Mommy.” He giggled again and pointed to 

his sister. “Livi really wanted to play on the dinosaurs. 

That was going to be her best part.”

“Dinoars.” Olivia shrugged her shoulders. “Di-

noars . . . night-night.”

Emily hurried to the driver’s seat and slid behind the 

wheel. “Yes, Olivia. Dinosaurs had to go night-night.”

“Mommy.” Aiden looked at Emily’s eyes in the rear-

view mirror. “Livi’s still working on saying dinosaur. We 

can give her some time.”

A genuine smile filled Emily’s soul. After tomorrow, 

these two were going to give her a reason to get up each 

morning. “We can definitely give her some time.”

Another clap of thunder shook the parking lot. Aiden 

caught her reflection again, eyes wide. “Good thing we’re 

safe in here. Because Jesus is keeping us safe, right?”
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“Right.” Emily started the car and pulled out of the 

parking lot. With everything in her she wanted to believe 

that what Aiden said was true. That Jesus was keeping 

them safe. She chose her next words carefully. “We’re 

going to see the Taylors, okay? They invited us over.”

From the mirror, Emily watched Aiden give her a cu-

rious look. “Is Daddy going?”

“Dada?” Olivia raised both hands, palms up. The 

adorable way she had of asking any question.

Emily’s heart ached. No one told me it would hurt like 

this, she thought. And tonight is just the beginning. Deep 

breath. “No, honey.” She shot a happy smile over her 

shoulder at Aiden. “Just us this time.”

Aiden stared out the window for a moment. The rain 

pounded the car in earnest now, washing over the wind-

shield and roof of their Subaru. Finally her little boy re-

leased an anxious sound. A whimper, almost. Then he 

looked at Emily again. “I want Daddy to come. I miss 

him.”

“Yeah, baby.” She needed to get past this moment. 

Another glance in the mirror. “I miss him, too.”

After that, Emily kept her eyes on the road. She did 

miss Noah, absolutely. With every heartbeat, some days. 

The way he used to be. Fall of 2006 and 2007 . . . 2008 

and 2009.

That was the Noah Carter she missed.

Emily gripped the steering wheel and held the vehi-

cle steady against the storm. Kari Taylor had called last 

Thursday, after Noah and Emily had missed another 
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Wednesday. “I can’t get past it,” Kari had said. “This feel-

ing . . . like something isn’t right with you and Noah.”

“Us?” The room had started to spin, but Emily had 

only forced a laugh. “We’re good. Really.” The lie came 

easily. She was used to this. “It’s just that we’re—”

And that’s where her ridiculous explanation died.

In the silence that followed, Kari’s words came like a 

gentle breeze. “Come over, Emily. Please. I’ll listen, that’s 

all. Whatever it is.”

Since then Emily had been dreading the meeting, but 

now it was here. Ten minutes later she and the kids hur-

ried from the car to the Taylors’ front porch. The storm 

raged all around them.

As soon as Kari opened the door, Emily could see the 

truth. Whether God had told her, or Noah had called, 

this much was obvious. Kari knew how bad things were.

The proof was in Kari’s eyes.
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Emily and Aiden and Olivia walked inside and took off

their wet shoes and jackets. Ryan Taylor met them in the 

entryway. “I hear I have a couple kids who like to play the 

dinosaur game!”

Ryan was the head football coach at nearby Clear 

Creek High School. “Dinosaur!” Aiden’s eyes lit up. “You 

know how to play that?” He jumped a few times in place.

“You bet.” Ryan roared and held his hands up like 

claws. His laughter kept things light. “I’m a goofy dino-

saur. My kids could tell you that.”

“Yes! This is going to be the biggest fun!” Aiden 

clapped his hands. “My daddy taught me how to be a di-

nosaur.” He pumped his fist in the air. “I’m really good.”

Emily looked at Olivia. Her little girl didn’t seem to 

know exactly what was happening. But she jumped 

around a bit, too. “Dinoar!” When Aiden was excited, she 

was excited. Always.

Heartbreak was bound to work the same way.

The Taylors’ daughter Jessie joined them. “Come on, 

Olivia. We’ll be the girl dinosaurs.”

“Be good, Livi.” Emily kissed her daughter’s soft 
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cheek. Then she looked from Jessie to Ryan and mouthed 

the only thing she could say. “Thank you.”

Whatever had happened to make them come to-

gether as a family tonight to help her, Emily didn’t know. 

But she desperately needed this. Time to sit with Kari at 

her kitchen table and talk.

Just the two of them.

Ryan and Jessie and the kids started up the stairs, 

roaring and laughing.

“Let’s go in here.” Kari led the way to the kitchen. She 

poured them each a cup of coffee and they sat, face-to-

face. Emily looked down for the first minute, staring at 

the swirls of steam coming off her drink. What was she 

supposed to say? How could any of this be happening?

“That bad, huh?” Kari’s voice was calm again. So soft 

Emily could barely hear it. “I’ve been feeling that was the 

case. I knew God wanted me to reach out to you.”

Emily lifted her eyes to her friend. “Noah hasn’t 

called you?”

“Not at all.” Kari took a sip of her coffee, her atten-

tion never leaving Emily. “You come up every time I pray. 

We haven’t seen you for five Wednesdays.” Concern 

filled her voice. “Noah won’t return Ryan’s phone calls.” 

She paused. “We knew something had to be wrong.”

Emily took a slow, deep breath. There was no easy 

way to say it. She could start back a year ago, when 

things first began falling apart. But maybe it was better 

just to get to the point. Today was all that mattered. 

Where they were now.
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She let her eyes lock onto Kari’s. “Noah’s leaving to-

morrow.” The words felt like so many rocks in her 

mouth. Would they ever get easier to say?

At first Kari seemed not to fully understand. “He’s . . . 

taking a trip? For work?”

“No.” Emily shook her head. “He’s moving out.” She 

felt the start of tears. “He’s at home packing right now.”

“Oh, Emily.” Kari set her cup on the table. Her face 

became a few shades paler. “No.” Her voice fell to a whis-

per. For a long while she sat there, like she was process-

ing how this could have happened. “Are you saying he 

needs a few days away? Is that what this is?”

Exhaustion pressed in around Emily. Suffocating her.

Would it be like this every time she tried to explain 

how their marriage fell apart? How she let Noah Carter 

walk away? Emily stared at her coffee. No one would be-

lieve it. Not even someone like Kari.

The thought of years of conversations like this made 

Emily feel tired and sad. She inhaled and lifted her eyes 

to Kari. “Noah has an apartment across town.” She put 

her hands around her drink. The warmth worked its way 

through her, but it stopped short of her freezing heart. 

Emily shook her head. “It’s over between us. I’m . . . I’m 

sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

Kari let the news sit between them for a moment. 

Then she reached across the table. “I’m sorry.” She sighed. 

“I don’t know what to . . .” Her pause seemed to help her 

collect her thoughts. “Can we pray? Before we talk?”

“Sure. I guess.” Prayer. Something Emily hadn’t done 
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in days. What was the point? Noah was leaving anyway. 

The only man she had ever loved—would ever love—

was walking out of her life. Tears blurred her eyes. She 

couldn’t talk even if she knew what to say.

Kari took the lead. For the next few minutes she 

spoke the most beautiful words to God, calling Him the 

Healer and One who gives hope. She asked Him to com-

fort Emily and walk with her through this. Then she 

praised God for being the Wonderful Counselor and she 

ended the prayer with a single request. “God, we ask for 

a miracle—whatever that looks like. That Noah would 

come to his senses and find a way to make this marriage 

work. Because that’s what You want, Lord. It’s what 

Emily and Noah want deep down. We ask believing, in 

Jesus’ name. Amen.”

Emily wanted to say amen, but she could only mouth 

the word. Kari might as well have prayed that pigs could 

fly. Noah was leaving.

His mind was set.

“Emily. Tell me what happened.” Kari sat back and 

picked up her coffee. “I can’t believe it. You two are . . .”

“The couple everyone wants to be.” Emily looked at 

her wedding ring. “I know.” The sound of her children’s 

laughter came from upstairs. She wasn’t sure she had the 

energy to tell the whole story now. But she didn’t want 

to go home, either. “The social media . . . it’s been killing 

us for a long time.”

And like that the story came. Emily didn’t spare any 

details.
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For twenty minutes Kari listened. When Emily 

reached the end, she felt fresh tears. “We don’t know 

how to be us anymore. How to be real.” She sighed. “He 

used to be my hero. Now I don’t even know if the guy 

back then was real.” She swirled the coffee in her cup. 

Then she lifted her eyes to Kari’s. “Like . . . was it all a 

big act? To get more followers? To build our public 

image?”

Kari nodded. “I can see that.” She seemed to measure 

her words. “But, Emily  .  .  . if what you and Noah had 

wasn’t real, no one would’ve followed you.” Her pause 

felt heavy. “Have you thought of that?”

Emily bristled. This was the last thing she had ex-

pected. For Kari Taylor to take Noah’s side. She leaned 

back and crossed her arms. “It was real.” She let that 

settle for a few seconds. “But it isn’t now. Somewhere 

along the way it stopped being real. He started craving 

the attention from . . . from a million beautiful strang-

ers.” She put her hand over her heart. “After that, we

stopped being real. I look at him now and .  .  . I don’t 

know who I’m seeing. He cares more about the virtual 

world than me.”

“Okay.” Kari sounded confident. Like she was sure 

her advice was going to make a difference. Even now. “So 

stop the social media. Pull the plug.” Kari’s eyes held 

hers. “Take a few weeks away and remember how to hear 

God’s voice again. Then throw out your computers and 

find your way back to real.”

Emily loved how that sounded. Find their way back 
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to real. She searched for a way to make Kari understand. 

“Noah doesn’t want that. He thinks I’m the problem. 

Not our online presence. Plus it’s our income. He’d do 

anything for the advertisers.”

“Advertisers?” Kari looked confused.

“Yes.” Emily felt sick explaining the situation. Like 

they’d bartered their marriage to the highest bidder. She 

sighed. “We make quite a lot of money with every social 

media post.”

The reality seemed to land on Kari. She nodded. “I 

see.”

Emily uttered a sound that was more cry than laugh. 

“He plans to pick back up with posting sometime after 

the divorce.” She shook her head. “If you can believe 

that.”

Kari looked shocked. “He isn’t thinking straight.” She 

hesitated. “I mean, he knows things have to change.” Kari 

looked confused. “Right?”

“Of course.” Emily felt overwhelmed again. “But he 

thinks I’m the one who needs to give in. That I stopped 

wanting to smile for the camera because I stopped re-

specting him. But him? No, he still loves it. It’s become 

one big egofest for Noah.” She exhaled. “And he can’t see 

any of that.”

For a while there was quiet between them. “Is that 

what happened?” Kari was quick to complete her 

thought. “I mean, at first you smiled for the camera. Why 

did you stop?”

Emily looked at her coffee cup. The first memory 
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that came to her was on her lips before she could stop it. 

“It’s the fans. The other girls.” She looked up. “Over time 

he started, I don’t know  .  .  . talking with them more 

often.” She paused, hating the way her heart hurt. “I 

walked into the office one night about a year ago and he 

was chatting with some blonde. Back and forth. Like 

they were friends.”

“Got it.” A shadow fell over Kari’s face. “I can see 

why you aren’t so quick to smile.”

“Exactly.” Emily wasn’t sure she was explaining it 

right. “I mean, I know he’s not really into these girls.” She 

felt the tears again. “I don’t think so, anyway.” A sick feel-

ing started in her stomach. “But he loves being a celeb-

rity to them. Loves the attention and the enormous 

following. The fame.” She hated putting this into words. 

“He isn’t that shallow. Really. He can’t be.” She closed 

her eyes for a moment. When she opened them she 

looked right at Kari. “He had the deepest heart before.”

“So . . . he talks to these girls because they’re fans . . . 

of the two of you?”

“Right.” Emily exhaled. “But I think a lot of the girls 

might have wrong motives. Half of them comment on 

his looks. How I’m so lucky to have a guy like him. How 

he’s so hot. That sort of thing.” She shrugged one shoul-

der. “I think he likes it because he keeps chatting online 

with them. When me and the kids are right there in the 

other room.” Her tone grew more intense. “Like, get off 

the computer and come be with your family.”

“Yes. You’re right.” Kindness filled Kari’s tone. “A cou-
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ple times when I went on your profile I saw women say-

ing things like that. Those flirty comments.” She paused. 

“And he’s been spending more and more time talking 

with them?”

“So much time.” Emily waved her hand in the air. 

“He’s missing out on me and the kids because he’s on the 

computer. Constantly.” She leaned back. “He sees noth-

ing wrong with it. He says all he ever talks about with 

these fans is me. Us. How they should turn to God. 

They’re just followers. Fans.” Tears stung her eyes again. 

“Meanwhile I’m putting the kids to bed by myself. Going 

to bed by myself. And waking up in the morning to Noah 

staging some photo shoot around the breakfast table.”

This time Kari looked down for a moment. When 

she lifted her eyes her expression was filled with sorrow. 

“So . . . You’ve lost what’s real.”

“Yes.” Finally someone understood. “Over what’s vir-

tual.”

“I’d be upset, too.” Kari reached out and took her 

hands again. Her next words did not come quickly. 

“Emily . . . God is a God of miracles, you know that.”

Emily was beginning to wonder. First her mother, 

then Clara. Now losing Noah. The sound of Aiden’s and 

Olivia’s laughter came again from upstairs. Emily whis-

pered, “I guess.” Her tone wasn’t convincing.

“It’s true. Your marriage isn’t over yet.” Kari hesi-

tated. “God can do anything. Even now.”

Tears threatened once more, but Emily held them 

back. She had said all she could say. A half hour later 
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she had gathered her kids and thanked the Taylors for 

caring. On the drive home she thought about the details 

she’d shared with Kari. She could’ve gone into greater 

depth, but why? No sense talking about each fight or 

angry night or the moments when Emily was certain 

they were headed for divorce. Noah was moving out in 

the morning.

That said it all.

•   •   •

K A R I  WA S  S T I L L  reeling an hour after Emily and the kids 

left. Ryan had been busy helping RJ with a science ex-

periment, but now—with dinner and homework behind 

them, Kari asked Ryan to take a walk. The storms had 

rolled through and the night was calm. A cool breeze 

hung in the evening air.

When they were alone, the gentle wind on their 

faces, Kari gave Ryan the details. How Emily no longer 

wanted to be part of their social media fame, how she 

had come to believe their public persona was all that 

mattered to Noah. And how he spent all of his time on-

line, talking to his female fans.

“Emily is hurt, and it seems like Noah no longer feels 

loved and respected by Emily . . .”

“I can see that.” Ryan gave a side nod, like he was 

considering the sad situation. “If Emily’s always frus-

trated with him and disapproving—for good reason—

then Noah’s going to feel shot down. Not a good 

situation for either of them.”
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“Exactly. They’ve reached an impasse.” She sighed. 

“Noah’s leaving tomorrow.” Kari glanced at her husband 

as they walked toward the park at the end of their street.

“What?” Ryan looked shocked. “I can’t believe it. 

Why didn’t they tell us sooner?”

“I guess they didn’t know what to say.” Kari lifted her 

eyes to the night sky. “What would that be like, docu-

menting every moment and outing, every emotion and 

thought for all the world to see?”

Ryan shuddered. “Miserable.” He took hold of her 

hand and slipped it into his jacket pocket.

For a while they walked with just the rustle of the 

wet fallen leaves on the ground and the occasional bark-

ing dog. Kari took a long breath. “We need to pray, Ryan. 

I mean, they can still make this work.” She loved the feel 

of Ryan’s fingers between hers. Lately things had been a 

little tense between them, too. “With God all things are 

possible, right?”

“Definitely.” Ryan had the same look as when he 

tried to help Jessie with trigonometry. Like the answer 

had to be out there somewhere. “They need to pull the 

plug on the social media. That’s for sure.”

“Noah won’t consider that.” Kari almost hated to say 

it. “They make money on it. Advertisers pay them for 

their posts.” She slowed her pace. “Did you know that?”

“No.” Ryan looked discouraged. Again they walked in 

quiet for a few minutes. “Remember  .  .  .” Ryan’s voice 

was softer, “when it felt like we didn’t have a chance?”

A swirl of memories filled Kari’s heart. “We were so 
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young. So many misunderstandings.” She ran her thumb 

along Ryan’s. “There you were lying in a hospital bed 

with a neck injury . . .”

“And all you could hear was that nurse telling you 

my girlfriend had been by.” Ryan stopped walking and 

faced her. The love in his eyes was the same as it had 

been all those years ago.

If only Kari had been paying attention.

“The girlfriend was me.” She smiled. “And I didn’t 

even know it.”

A soft sad chuckle came from deep in his chest and 

they started walking again. “All of life changed in that 

moment.”

He was right. Kari let the pieces form in her mind. 

After that she had written Ryan off and married Indiana 

University Professor Tim Jacobs. They were expecting 

their first baby—Jessie—when Tim’s affair came to light. 

He’d been seeing one of his students, and at the same 

time that girl’s former boyfriend had been stalking Tim.

The crazy guy shot and killed Tim a few weeks be-

fore Jessie was born.

Kari and Ryan reached the park and started on the lit 

path. This was their routine, their favorite way to spend 

an hour together each night. Kari caught his eye again. 

“You saved my life after that.”

“Hmm.” Ryan released her hand and put his arm 

around her. “I’ll never forget the look on your face when 

I moved back to Bloomington. When I showed up at 

church in the middle of all the madness.”
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“And how you were there at the hospital after Jessie 

was born.” Kari looked through the darkness to the trees 

above. “I can’t imagine if all that was documented on so-

cial media. The way we came back together  .  .  . your 

love for Jessie—like she was your own.” Kari shook her 

head. “Our wedding.” She stopped again and faced him. 

“If all that was splashed over the Internet.”

“We would’ve survived it.” Ryan’s eyes shone with a 

love that never dimmed. “You and I would’ve survived 

anything, Kari, girl.”

“We would’ve.” Her voice dropped to a whisper and 

the rest of the world fell away.

Suddenly the bad news Ryan had told her a week ago 

was right there between them again. Like a physical ob-

ject. Kari pushed the reality from her mind. That could 

wait. She wanted to keep the focus on the crisis with 

Noah and Emily.

Ryan put his hands on either side of her face and 

stepped closer, so their bodies were touching. His kiss 

put an exclamation mark on all they’d just shared, all 

that made up their own love story. “Nothing could ever 

make me leave you.”

Kari wanted to believe that. She had to. Even with 

the news.

Tears stung her eyes. Ryan was a successful football 

coach at Clear Creek High, and Kari stayed busy with 

the kids and her interior design work. But no busyness or 

passing of the years could touch what she and Ryan Tay-

lor shared. Not even the bad news.
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They were still living out their own second-chance 

love.

Ryan kissed her again and put his arm around her 

like before. As they started back toward the house he 

breathed deep. “Noah and Emily still have a chance. I 

have to believe that.”

Later that night, when they were about to climb into 

bed, Ryan took her hand once more. “Let’s get on our 

knees. For Noah and Emily.”

It was something they’d done often throughout their 

marriage. When one of their kids was in a difficult place 

or when they faced unimaginable losses. Kneeling to-

gether to pray wasn’t something they merely talked 

about in theory or figuratively.

Kari and Ryan actually believed in it. Even now.

She nodded and followed him to a spot near the foot 

of their bed. In the back of her mind she told herself 

maybe they should pray for their own marriage as well. 

But that could come later. Tonight was about their young 

friends.

And so together they dropped to their knees and in 

urgent, whispered words they asked God for a miracle. 

That God would get Noah Carter’s attention now. This 

very night.

Whatever it took.
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