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Chapter 1

0, Kip, you are not going out with your friends. Not
N tonight, not tomorrow, not next week, or next month.”

Shelley Morris glared at her son, her fists clenched,
her anger nearly to the boiling point. “Until you get your grades
up, you—are—grounded, and this time | mean it!”

His eyes narrowed, his jaw firmly set, Kip glared back.
“What are you gonna do? Lock me in my room?”

The rage she saw in his eyes broke her heart. Kip was a big
kid for his age, tall and gangly. Though she never feared he'd
strike her, this wasn't the first battle shed had with her son.
Confrontation had become a daily routine in their home ever
since Kip had turned fourteen. There was something about
turning fourteen that brought out the worst in him, and she
didn't like it one bit.

“If you lock me in my room, I'll crawl out the window.”

In total frustration, Shelley grabbed her son’s hand and
pulled him toward her. “I love you, Kip. I'm trying to help you.
Why can't you see that?”

He huffed, then yanked his hand away. “It sure doesn't
sound that way to me.”

“I'm not your enemy, Kip. I'm your mother.”
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Kip stared at her for a moment, then, grabbing up his jacket,
headed for the door. “I'm outta here.”

Shelley raced after him, barely catching hold of his sleeve
as he pulled the door open and stepped out onto the porch.
“You come right back in here! You can't leave. | said you were
grounded.”

He yanked his arm away, sending her slightly off balance,
then took off in a sprint across the yard, leaving her alone on
the porch, rubbing at her shoulder. “Kip, come back this min-
ute. I mean it!”

But Kip didn't come back. Not for supper. Not to pick up
the video game he constantly kept with him. Not even at bed-
time. And though Shelley called the homes of all his closest
friends, no one had seen him. She wanted so much to call the
police, ask them to help find him but, remembering the last
time he'd pulled this same trick—when she'd called the police
and he'd returned home before the police arrived—she didn't.
Instead, she sat staring at the clock, praying over and over God
would bring him safely home.

Ten o’clock. Midnight. One o'clock, then two, and still Kip
didn't come home.

Chilled by the coolness of the night, at three, she fixed her-
self a cup of hot tea, then headed for her room to pull on her
robe. But as she passed Kip’s closed door, she heard a sound.
Her heart thundering, she paused to listen. There it was again,
and it sounded very much like snoring.

It sounded again, and this time, there was no doubt in
her mind it was a snore. Moving cautiously forward, she took
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hold of the doorknob, gave it a slight twist, and pushed the
door open a crack. A narrow wedge of light from the hallway
fell across the bed, revealing Kip’s familiar figure hunched up
beneath the covers. Obviously, she thought, he came home and
crawled in through his window rather than face me. Though a
wave of relief flooded over her, her first reaction was to rush
to him, jerk the covers off, and give him a piece of her mind
for worrying her. But that would only lead to another con-
frontation, and they were each too tired for that. They'd both
say things they didn't mean. Instead, she moved stealthily across
the room, bent, and kissed his cheek. No matter what he did,
or how little he seemed to care for her, he was still her baby, and
she loved him more than life itself.

[ ]

Bart Steel closed the lid on his laptop, leaned back in his chair,
and propped his feet on his desk. “Not bad,” he said with a
grin of satisfaction toward his mom as he gazed at the figures
he'd entered on the spreadsheet. “If business stays this good the
second half of my fiscal year, it'll be my best year yet.”

Maggie Steel returned his grin. “It should be. You give every
waking moment to that Genesis business of yours.”

“Don't say it.”

“Don't say what?”

“That having a successful business is nice, but it's not
enough—that I need to find me a wife. Have a bunch of kids.”

Her smile disappeared. “I know you get tired of hearing
me say it, Bart, but | am concerned about you. Life is passing

11



—[JUi0dU0UWEDDINGS —————

you by, sweetie. You're thirty-four years old. I can think of at
least a dozen gorgeous women, who come here to The Genesis
Hut and take that Whole New You exercise class of yours, who
would jump at the chance to marry you.”

“I'm not only not ready to marry, Mom, | doubt many of
those women share my faith.”

“I understand that, and though that’s the way you should
feel about it, isn't it about time you put old hurts aside and
move forward with your life? I know you love what you do, but
Is it enough?”

Bart locked his hands behind his head and stared at the
ceiling. “Maybe I'm happy being a bachelor.”

“Happy, maybe, but how about content? Can you honestly
tell me you wouldn't like to have a wife with whom to share
your life? Someone to come home to at the end of a long day?
To cuddle with at night? To share your dreams, your hopes?
Your ambitions? Attend church with you? Pray with you?”

Bart searched his heart. The questions his mother was ask-
ing were the same questions he'd asked himself every day for
the past eight years, ever since Julie had broken their engage-
ment to accept the regional manager position for the large
pharmaceutical company she'd worked for since graduating
college. He'd begged her to reconsider—told her how much
he loved her—but it hadn’t made any difference. The inordi-
nate amount of salary, the extensive travel, and the many perks
the promotion had included had easily wooed her away from
him. Shed walked out on him and never looked back. And
from the little newsletters she tucked into the Christmas card
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he received from her each December, she was still single and as
ambitious as ever.

“You cant let Julie’s rejection ruin your life, son. Not every
woman is like her. At least she didn't leave you for another man.”

Slowly lowering his feet, he sat up straight, his gaze go-
ing back to the face of the only woman he'd ever felt had truly
loved him. “I know, Mom. I can't tell you how many times I've
told myself that same thing, but when a woman begins to get
that look in her eye, the look that says she’s getting serious,
I get cold feet. I refuse to let myself go through that kind of
trauma again. It was too painful. I'd rather spend the rest of my
life alone.” A slight grin played at his lips. “Unless I can find a
woman like you. Dad was the lucky one.”

His mother swatted at his arm. “Thanks for the compli-
ment, but there was no luck involved in your father and me
finding each other. To this day, I believe God intended for the
two of us to be together. Can you honestly say that about you
and Julie?”

Bart turned the question over in his mind several times
before answering. He'd never told his mother about the mis-
givings he'd had right from the beginning about his and Julie’s
relationship. “I'd like to say yes, but I'd be lying. | hate to admit
it, but at times, |1 had my doubts about Julie; I guess her beauty
made me overlook them. From the moment we started dating,
her career always took first place. Everything in our lives cen-
tered around it. I can't tell you how many dates she canceled
at the last minute because of a phone call from an important
client or a business associate, or an idea she had to take action
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on immediately. How | felt about playing second fiddle to her
career never really seemed to matter to her. And if | complained
about it, she ended up making me feel guilty for trying to hold
her back. Of course, the fact that | was in awe of her and her
success didn't help.”

His mom reached across and cupped her hand over his
wrist. “What you're saying is no surprise, son. Mothers have
a sixth sense about those things. I liked Julie, I really did, but
I, too, had concerns about the two of you marrying. | rarely
voiced them for fear youd think | was meddling, but I did voice
them to your father and to God. Many times.”

Bart huffed. “I wish you'd told me.”

“You say that now, but I'm not sure you would have then.
You had stars in your eyes where that girl was concerned.”

He let loose a long sigh. “I guess | should be glad she broke
things off, since we seemed to disagree on practically every-
thing. I can't imagine what it would have been like if we'd actu-
ally gotten married. But even considering all of that, it still hurt
when she broke our engagement.”

His mother lovingly shifted her hand to his shoulder. “I
know it did, son. My heart ached for you. But I have to admit,
I've often wondered if her breaking up with you was God’s way
of answering my prayers.”

“It may have been, but, take it from me, the downtown streets
of Denver will be cloaked in two feet of snow on a ninety-degree
day in July before I give my heart to another woman.”

“Don't say that, Bart. Somewhere out there”—she paused,
her arm making a wide sweep—"God may have just the right
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woman for you. . . . One who will love you with her whole
heart.”

Bart inclined his head thoughtfully. “Look, Mom, | know
you want the very best for me, but I'm just not sure the very
best is a wife. My business is growing each year. | like what I'm
doing. I love our church and attending the singles’ group. I'm
happy; honest I am. Why rock the boat?”

Bending, she kissed his forehead. “But wouldn't you be
happier if you shared that life with someone? Someone you
could love and who would love you in return?”

Bart thoughtfully rubbed at his chin. “Maybe. But I'm
afraid to find out. What if I made the wrong choice again?”

“You said you had misgivings about Julie. If you would have
paid attention to those misgivings, you could have saved your-
self that big heartache. From what you've told me, the signs
were all there.”

He nodded. “Talk about naiveté. I just wasn't smart enough
to recognize those warning signs and take action until it was
too late. That or maybe | deluded myself by purposely ignor-
ing them.”

“More than likely, those misgivings were God’s way of tell-
ing you she wasn't the right girl for you. | think you'll know the
right one when she comes along.”

He rose, moved around the desk, slipped an arm about his
mother’s shoulders, then smiled at her. “Did Dad know you
were the right girl for him?”

“I sure did.” Both Bart and his mother turned quickly as his
father came into the room. “I knew she was the one for me as
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surely as if God had spelled out her name in the sky.”

“But how did you know, Dad?”

After planting a loud smacking kiss on his wife’s cheek, his
father grinned. “It’s hard to explain to someone who has never
felt it, but it’s a feeling of security, a desire, a hollow place in
your heart only one woman can fill; once you have felt it, you
know she’s the one God has for you. | didn't mean to eaves-
drop, but I heard you say youd had misgivings about Julie. |
never had those feelings with your mother. Oh, everyone has
last-minute wedding jitters, but it’s not the same thing. I would
have walked barefoot over live coals to get to that altar to marry
this sweet little girl and make her mine.”

Bart shrugged. Though he'd had feelings for Julie, they had
been nothing like the ones his father described. “I should be so
lucky.”

“No, Bart. Like your mother said, it doesn't take luck to
find the right girl. All it takes is God’s leading. If your heart
Is right with Him and you're seeking His will, you'll recognize
her when she comes along.”

“If she comes along. What if God wants me to remain
single?”

“Only God knows the answer to that question, son. Just
keep your options open and look for His leading.”

L[]

“But | don't want to take an exercise class.” Shelley backed away
as Marsha, her best friend, pushed open the big glass door. “I
don't know why I ever let you talk me into this.”
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“Relax. Today is only a demonstration. The actual Whole
New You class doesn't start until Wednesday. You don't have
to sign up unless you want to. Nobody is gonna twist your
arm or yank your credit card from your purse.” Marsha waited
until Shelley stepped inside, then gestured toward a good-
looking man standing a few feet away, talking with several
women who looked to be hanging on his every word. “That’s
him. The owner. His picture was in the flyer.”

Shelley turned to stare at the man. She'd seen the picture,
too, but it hadn’'t done him justice. The man was gorgeous and
s0-0-0 physically fit.

Marsha let out a low whistle. “If he’s the one who teaches
the women'’s fitness class, I don't even have to see the demon-
stration. I'm ready to sign up now. How about you?”

Shelley frowned. “Me? No way. | only came along so you
wouldn't have to come alone.”

The room grew silent as the microphone crackled and the
handsome man’s strong masculine voice boomed out, “Good
morning, ladies. My name is Bart Steel. | want to welcome you
to The Genesis Hut. I know some of you already because you,
your husbands, or your children are in our classes. The rest of
you, | hope to get to know as new class members.”

Marsha gave Shelley’s arm a pinch. “I'm going to make sure
he gets to know me!”

Shelley rolled her eyes. “You're impossible.”

“As the name of the class implies,” he continued, “our goal
is a whole new you. Being physically fit is a goal we should all
strive to attain, but even more important than that is a good
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mental attitude and a terrific feeling about ourselves. This class
will give you that and more.” His eyes twinkled as he added, “It
will add sparkle and zest to your life.”

“Um, sparkle and zest,” Shelley said sarcastically, adding a flip
of her hand. “Sounds like a description of household cleaners.”

Bart Steel leaned forward, his blue-eyed gaze zeroing in on
her. “You, the pretty woman in the red jacket, did you have a
question?”

Shelley felt herself blush. Had he heard what she said?
“No—ah—1 was just making a comment to my friend.”

He gave her a smile that sent a shiver down her spine. “Well,
anytime anyone has a question, just ask it. Now, let me explain
more about the class. How long it will last. What you should
wear; when it will start. And the question I'm sure most of
you have on your mind—uwhat it will cost. If you would like to
sign up for the class after we have covered all of those things
and you've seen the demonstration by some of the ladies in my
advanced fitness class, several of my associates will be waiting at
that table over there to answer any questions you may have and
get you enrolled.”

“Are you going to be the one to teach the women’s fitness
class?” a pretty brunette standing on the sidelines yelled out
with an impish grin.

Bart’s mouth widened into a full-fledged smile, revealing a
set of perfectly shaped, sparkling white teeth. “You bet | am, and
I have some great things in store for those of you who sign up.”

Marsha’s eyes widened. “Forget the demonstration. I'm
ready now.”
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