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10 Noah—my husband and best friend.
And to the moment our lives
became a celebration that God is mighty

and He is mighty to save.



My brethren, count it all joy when you fall
into various trials, knowing that the testing
of your faith produces patience.

JAMES 1:2—3
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Rocky Knob, Virginia
January 1902

0 home to them.”

With Cassie’s words fresh in his heart, Gideon stepped from the
woods. The sun hit his shoulders. Warm as a caress. His suspenders
bounced around his legs. They’d been abandoned halfway through his
trek. Overwhelmed by the reality of what the day would bring, he’d
dressed in a hurry, hungry for the sanctuary of these woods. Gideon ran a
hand over the back of his neck where the stiff muscles complained. A
bachelor once more, he’d bunked out in his shop the night before, leaving
Cassie alone in the house.

Though he’d had both pillow and blanket, sleep had been lost to him.
With his thoughts ricocheting between Lonnie and Cassie, his past
and future seemed muddled. A coil of tangled wire. Rifle slung over his
shoulder, Gideon circled his thumb over the smooth wood of the gunstock,
the sound of birdsong paving the way to the cabin. Cassie’s cabin—a place

he would no longer call home. But it really never had been. He chewed the
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inside of his cheek. Where was home now? He knew the answer. There was
only one place for him, and that was beside Lonnie.

His heart lurched.

Never would he have taken Lonnie’s hand had he known he was still
wed to Cassie. Never would he have taken Lonnie’s hand had Cassie sim-
ply spoken up about what she knew. Secrets revealed too late. Much too
late. Kneeling, Gideon checked his final trap.

Saying good-bye to Cassie should be simple. Especially since Lonnie
and Jacob were waiting on the other side. So what was he doing out on a
cold morning checking traps? Gideon straightened and gripped his catch,
wishing with all his heart that it could be more for Cassie. That it could be
better. Her words pressed against the edges of his mind.

I want this chance to do something right. Go home to them.”

And here he was, leaving. With a puff of his cheeks and a duck of his
head, Gideon walked on. Surely God had been smiling down on him the
night Cassie had spoken those words only days ago. She didn’t have to let
go. But she had. He chalked it up to grace and nothing less. Of her own
free will, she was letting him go home. Return to the life he once had. The
life with his young bride and son. Gideon’s chest tightened at the thought
of taking Lonnie and Jacob in his arms.

He prayed that someday he might extend the grace that Cassie had
extended to him. The thought filled him with wonder. Wonder at what it
would feel like to have the peace that Cassie felt when she stepped out in
faith. In goodness. For in keeping her word, she’d given him his future.
Which was why he’d slept fitfully until dawn, overwhelmed by it all.

He clutched the rabbits tighter. A warm spell had turned the snow to
mush, making his steps easy, but the trail was no match for his attention
compared to the truths that roiled in his mind.

He was leaving today. Though it could take weeks before he got word
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that all was finalized between Cassie and himself—just as it should have
been long ago—he couldn’t stay with a woman who was no longer his
wife.

Gideon shook his head and strode toward the cabin. Soon he’d be on
his way to Elsie and Jebediah Bennett’s farm, to his family. In a week’s
time, he would stand before Lonnie. Pulse racing, he nearly lost his grip on
the rabbits’ feet. Gideon tilted his face to the sun, the joy of it all warming
him as much now as it had then.

Rounding the bend, the smell of coffee all but pulled his feet along,.
He spotted the small cabin nestled against a stand of oaks. Gideon rolled
his shoulder that ached in the cool weather and stomped up the steps, spy-
ing Cassie in the kitchen window. The house was bright and warm when
he stepped in. His pack, filled with all that he owned, sat beside the door.
Cassie was at the stove, her braid long and dark down her back.

She glanced at him, her face registering amusement. “I thought you’d
be gone.” She watched him as he sifted through her crock of knives. “You
were going to leave at first light.”

“I'd planned on it.”

“But...” She glanced at the rabbits.

He found the knife he was looking for, grabbed her worn pan, and
flicked his head toward the porch. He lifted the rabbits. “I'll be right back.”

“Gideon.” Her hand on his arm made him freeze. “I can do this on
my own. All of it.” Her expression drove her implications deeper.

Nodding slowly, he stepped onto the porch. Sitting, he nestled the pan
between his feet on the lower step. She moved in beside him and sat. Her
patched skirts swayed soundlessly over her small boots. He sensed a weari-
ness in her flushed cheeks. Though the scarlet fever had long since left her
body, her strength was slow in returning.

“You're only gonna have half a day of light.”



4 JOANNE BISCHOF

He nodded. “I know. I'll be off in a bit.”

Hands pressed together, she seemed unsure of what to do with them.
“How did you sleep?”

“Well.”

“Liar.”

He glanced over in time to see her faint grin.

“That shack had to be freezing, and you scarcely had enough blan-
kets.” She touched the toes of her boots together.

“I'd say it was best that way.” He peered across the farm to where her
brothers” hammers could be heard over the quiet of late morning,

Cassie smirked, but her eyes seemed sad. “Is that so?” She gave him
the look that had made him weak in the knees on more than one occasion.
“After months of sleeping in the rocking chair, you would have suddenly
had the notion to take me in your arms?” She elbowed him softly. “You do
realize you never even kissed me proper.”

Feeling a half grin form, Gideon ducked his head.

Her blue-eyed gaze shifted away, over the farm, as if the fallen petals of
their lives were scattered about. “Well, the rumors will abound regardless.”

That they would. He and Cassie had been married for months, and
people would think what they wanted. It wouldn’t help that his reputation
around Rocky Knob was anything but saintly. Hands stilling in their
work, he studied her, his heart aching afresh. “What will you do, Cassie?”
How he wished he could shoulder this burden for her.

With a wave of her hand, she tossed his concerns aside. “There’s more
to this world than Rocky Knob. I've got a mind to start fresh. Maybe T'll
head to Stuart. Farther, Lord willing,”

That spark glinted in her eyes—fire and determination—and he
knew she was going to be all right. The breeze lifted loose strands of her

hair, sending the molasses-hued ribbons dancing.
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Slowly he shook his head, overwhelmed. Through her grace, another
burst of joy shot through him. He would see Lonnie again. He would hold
his son. Watch him grow up. Memories of them had hung like dusty pic-
tures in his mind, but soon he would add new memories. It was a gift he
could never repay Cassie for.

“I'm going to miss you.” Unshed tears glistened in Cassie’s eyes.

Throat suddenly tight, he could only nod in return. He rose and, set-
ting the pan aside, dipped his hands in the wash bucket.

She motioned toward the open door and his pack just inside. “Will
you be bringing nothing else? What about everything in your shop? all
your tools?”

“Give them to Jack. He'll make good use of them.” He scrubbed at the
creases in his palms, thankful for the friend he’d found in Cassie’s young-
est brother. He ran the icy water up his forearms, then grabbed the tattered
towel.

Her expression grew so soft, he warred with the urge to cup her cheek
as he once had.

“He’ll be grateful,” she finally said.

“He’s a good kid.” He struggled to find more meaningful words, but
his gratitude for the young man’s kindness ran deep.

Eyes down, Cassie leaned against the railing. She crossed her ankles,
then uncrossed them. Gideon dried his hands on the towel longer than
need be.

She stomped her foot. “Off with you now. I can’t take this.” She waved
him toward the steps as if to set him in motion. “You're like a stray dog that
won't leave.” She quick-swiped at her damp cheeks.

He laughed, the sensation filling the empty spaces of his heart.

She wiped her cheeks again. Gideon captured her hand as it fell. He

squeezed it, letting his thumb trace a slow circle on her wrist.
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Without meeting his gaze, she spoke, her voice as soft as he’d ever
heard it. “Please don’t say good-bye. I don’t think I could handle it.”

Gideon swallowed the lump in his throat. “Fine, then...” Cupping
the back of her head, he pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Youre wonderful,”
he whispered against her hair.

Cassie choked out a laugh. “And you're a scoundrel.”

He stepped back, wishing there were some way to keep her from hurt
ing. Keep her from taking her next steps alone. But she was no longer his
wife.

She tucked both hands behind her skirts. “Off with you.”

Gideon stepped inside the doorway and grabbed his pack. He slid it
on, bedroll and mandolin strapped snugly against it, and glanced around
the small cabin.

Ducking inside, Cassie returned with an envelope. “Your copy. Though
it will take some time for everything to be confirmed once the circuit rider
turns in our papers.” Gideon took it, gripping it so hard that it puckered
beneath his thumb. He couldn’t lift his eyes. Couldn’t move from the spot.
It all seemed so unreal.

“I don’t know what to say,” he said softly.

They stood without speaking for several moments, and finally Cassie
glanced toward the sun that hung low in the sky. Her voice was distant but
strong. “This is what peace feels like.”

Gideon looked at her.

She pressed her hand to the base of her throat. “I've always wondered.”
Slowly, she shook her head. “T've always wanted it. And I finally feel it. It’s
not something you can take. Or steal. Or beg or borrow... It justis. All my
life, I've been fighting it.” Her fingertips dented her flesh. “I can’t explain
it, but a burden has been lifted from my shoulders. For the first time in my

life, ’'m doing the right thing.” She closed her eyes, driving her words like
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a wedge into his chest. “I'm so thankful for this, and I know God’s gonna
take good care of me.” She smiled at him. “He’s gonna take good care of
you t00.”

The sweetness of her words pulled her name to his lips. Gideon clung
to what she said, praying it was true. He’d disregarded God of late. Surely
whoever it was that filled the heavens above would have a thing or two to
say about his actions. Though he’d tried to push the guilt aside for months,
he knew there’d be a reckoning. He just didn’t know what it would look
like.

“Go.” She flung an arm around his neck, holding him tight. Then just
as quickly, she pushed him away, eyes glossy. “Or you won’t get far before
nightfall.”

With one last glance into the face he’d come to know so well, Gideon
stepped into the yard, pleading with his legs to carry him down the path.
Carry him to Lonnie. He prayed for a strength that he knew he didn’t de-
serve. But he prayed anyway, hoping with all his might that God would see
among the broken pieces of his heart the desire to be more. To be better.

If he could have but one more chance.

He walked until he reached the edge of the woods. Finally turning,
Gideon waved overhead. Cassie waved back, then pressed her fingertips to
her lips and held her hand out to him. Touching his own fingers to his lips,
Gideon did the same. He turned, faced his future, and started up the trail.
Hope twined itself around his fears, and for the first time in a long time,
he took a deep breath of fresh air.

Even as his past filled him with bittersweet memories, his destination
called to him.

Home.
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