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What Readers Are Saying about Karen Kingsbury’s Books

“If you had an official fan club I’d love to be the president! . . . I am so hooked on your books. My goal is to collect them all and share them with my friends, family, neighbors, and coworkers!”

—Peggy

“I can’t find the words to describe the emotions I went through reading the entire Redemption series. God bless you, Karen, for letting Him use your pen and hand and of course your heart to put words of such magnitude on paper to bless us all so much!”

—Darlene

“You are the best writer ever. I get so excited when I walk into a Christian bookstore and see one of your new books sitting there.”

—Jessica

“Thank you for your beautifully written books. They make me laugh, they make me cry, and they fill my heart with a love that can only be God once again touching my heart and my soul.”

—Natalie

“Okay, where’s the next one? I know it’s sitting in a warehouse somewhere and you are making us wait! (Just kidding!) Karen, there isn’t a person I know who doesn’t read your books and hold you and your family in their prayers!”

—Rachel

“Life-changing books! I haven’t been much of a reader until now! I have fallen in love with all of the Baxters. Thank you for letting me grieve my mother’s death in a whole new light. . . . I have recommended the series to everyone I come across.”

—Peggy

“I have fallen away from the almighty God many times. But always reading one of your books reminds me as to why I desperately need Him in my life. Thank you!”

—Nichole

“I loved the Redemption series and have shared it with various women in my church. Everyone has the same answer: ‘I loved it!’ We ALL laughed and cried. Your writing is an inspiration to all!”

—Rachel

“Let Me Hold You Longer is breathtaking! My friend read this story to me—the first night we both left our new babies overnight. And by the end, the two of us were bawling. She bought me my own copy for Mother’s Day, and I read it to everyone . . . and each person cries as I read the words. I now buy it for every baby shower I go to. I think every parent should own or read this book. I read it as often as I can.”

—Shannon

“My husband is equally hooked on your books. It is a family affair for us now! Can’t wait for the next one.”

—Angie

“The words God gives you in your stories have such power to reach my emotions. No other author has been able to do that!”

—Diane

“Every time our school buys your next new book, everybody goes crazy trying to read it first!”

—Roxanne

“Recently I made an effort to find GOOD Christian writers, and I’ve hit the jackpot with Karen Kingsbury!”

—Linda
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Donald, my prince charming

Sometimes I think of all we’ve been through together, the brief and brilliant seasons. You and I sitting at a picnic table outside our garage apartment, you playing praise songs on the guitar, and both of us believing that we needed nothing more than God and each other. And the baby days, strollers and high chairs, when whispered conversations over a sleeping baby were magical. I remember you and me walking through the grocery store with a kindergartner trying to keep up and a toddler sitting in the cart. Older couples—couples in their forties—would look at us and smile, and there was something wistful in their eyes. Now we’re those people, smiling through the slight pain in the heart as we see young couples with kids. The years fly, but I’ve learned something lately. As our children grow and become, and a little ways down the road as they leave home, even so I see the subtle pinks of a new day, a new sunrise. A time when you and I might sit outside our bigger home with just a picnic table and a guitar, singing praise songs and knowing there is nothing else in all of life we could ever need. I love you more each day.

Kelsey, my precious daughter

You are very nearly eighteen, a young woman all grown up. Gone are the pigtails and braces, the middle school moments and high school heartaches. College life beckons, just as we always dreamed it would, and I’m breathless from the ride, from the speed of it. But I’ve learned this, my precious daughter: When I look at you, I see more than the beautiful, godly, grown-up girl you’ve become, more than the one-in-a-million girl we always knew you to be. I see the four-year-old blonde, blue-eyed pixie who almost never left her baby brother’s side. There you were, standing atop a step stool after your bath, Bible in your hands, giving your brother an impromptu sermon. You couldn’t read, but you knew the truth then as much as you do now. I see too the kindergartner all girly with pink ribbons and puffy bangs and the eight-year-old with tears on her cheeks asking Jesus to forgive her for lying and making a promise to love Him forever and always. I see you and your daddy in the waters of baptism, your eyes shining with that unearthly light, the light that still shines from them. I love your friendship with your brothers, especially Tyler. You and that younger brother still rarely leave each other’s side. I’ve loved every minute of your childhood, Kelsey, and I love this time on the bridge, as you figure out what’s next and prepare to make your way. Oh, and congratulations on your Triple Threat award, sweetheart. I’m proud of you even more because you weren’t expecting it. Keep taking the stage for Jesus, and if you ever get lost, check back with the little girl inside, the one who has believed in the truth from the beginning. I’m cheering for you, honey. I love you so much!

Tyler, my beautiful song

Somewhere along the way we switched places. Once upon a yesterday you could run to me and jump into my arms. Now you are a six-foot-two teenager, and when we watch a family movie, I can rest my head on your shoulder. Just thinking about that makes me smile through teary eyes, because I love this—I absolutely do. I love the confident young man of God you’re becoming, Ty. And I love that somewhere inside that grown-up-looking body is the heartbeat of a wide-eyed, happy kid, a boy who still bursts into song as he walks through the house. One of so many things I love best about you is that you’re so kind and loving, that you care about the Lord and others. And of course I love how you are with Kelsey. Could a brother and sister be better friends? When I thank God for all He’s given me, that special laughter and like-mindedness you share with Kelsey is high on my list. The sound of you two dancing and singing in Pocahontas will stay with me forever. Keep using your gifts to glorify Jesus, Ty. I love you, precious oldest son. Always.

Sean, my wonder boy

At the end of a day of writing or when life has sometimes thrown me something I wasn’t expecting, I can always count on your hug to lift my cares. Years from now when I look back at our short season of raising children, the picture of you will always be one of your arms outstretched, a smile across your face as you come to me for one of our hugs. God knew you belonged in our family, and I will be grateful forever. It’s that way on the soccer field, too—you leading the way in kindness and team unity. “Strange,” one parent said at our team party. “This group of kids has been more closely bonded than any my son has been with.” I wanted to wave my hands and say that I knew why. It’s because of that special something you bring to the group. It’s the same something special you bring to our family. Your enthusiasm is contagious even on a rainy Monday morning. Keep Jesus first, Sean, and you’ll always find your way. I love you so, dear child.

Josh, my tender tough guy

I’ve watched you shoot up this past year, and I smile at the glimpse of tomorrow you’re giving me. I love your easy smile, the way you are by nature a leader and a peacemaker and the picture of quiet confidence all at the same time. And your sense of humor, the way you jump out from the shadows to make Kelsey scream or your teasing way with your brothers when you’re always getting a kick out of saying, “I’m just joshing you.” At twelve years old, you think your name stands for Chief Jokester. But when I peek ahead at the things God may have for your future both in sports and in academics, I’m convinced you’ll need not only humor but humility and a dependence on Christ above all things. I’m so grateful God brought you to us and that He knew which little boys from that Haitian orphanage belonged here with us. I love you, and I cherish the way our relationship is growing closer as the seasons pass. The hugs and smiles and back rubs, the connection between us is one that will take us into the next chapter of your life and the next after that. I’m so proud of you, Josh. I love you always!

EJ, my chosen one

What amazing changes in you these past months! Dad asks me which of our sons I think might’ve aced his math test, and the answer—more often lately—is you! You who struggled with learning when you arrived in our home now excel at it! Not only that, but you’re the class cutup without meaning to be. You still mix up your words, but more often now I think it’s so you’ll get a laugh from your dad and your brothers. “Why is your shirt inside out, EJ?” Dad asked the other day. And you shrugged. “I don’t know. I looked for the flag, but I couldn’t see it.” You make us smile, and you give us something fun to talk about at the end of the day. But beyond your academic successes, I’m grateful for your kind servant heart, EJ. You offer to help on a daily basis, and often you’re the one handling a task before Dad or I know that it needs doing. You have a quiet way of showing that heart for God you’ve been given, and I’m so glad. I also love your way with our dogs, how you’ll be missing and we’ll find you outside sitting between Mandy and Reggie, singing to them in your own silly way. I thank God for you, EJ, for leading us to you at the very beginning of our adoption journey. You are my child through and through, no question. I love you forever.

Austin, my miracle boy

Last year when you celebrated that ninth birthday, I rested assured that I still had another year, another set of seasons before I needed to say good-bye to single digits. But here we are on the brink of your tenth birthday, and I feel dizzy at the thought. Dizzy and grateful in a way that cannot be defined by mere words. I remember how it felt when Daddy and I held you in that small curtained-off area at Children’s Hospital, how it felt to have just a few minutes to say good-bye—maybe forever this side of heaven. I remember placing you into the arms of the heart surgeon and seeing that he too had tears on his face. Five hours later God gave you to us a second time, and I’ve been mindful of that fact ever since. We were given a miracle that day, and with each month and year that passes, I smile to see the zest for life that makes up that special heart of yours. You try hard at all you do, and I can see the gift of learning you’ve been given. Somewhere down the road I’ll know more about the reasons God saved you that long-ago day. But for now I cherish every moment, knowing that none of them would’ve happened if not for the grace of our Savior. They had to sew your IV into your wrist in the days after your infant heart surgery, and even now the scar remains—a scar on the inside of your wrist in the shape of a cross. Never forget what it stands for, Austin. I love you always.

And to God Almighty, the Author of life,

who has—for now—blessed me with these.
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For Katy Hart Matthews, all her life—every successive year of her adolescence, every season of pain or joy, all the lonely days and weeks and months without love—had only been the path that led her to the here and now, her honeymoon with Dayne Matthews.

With every breath she was convinced that this brilliant moment in time would shine forever like the brightest star in the night sky of her memory, a time that would always make her certain that this—this man and this time and this shared faith—was the reason she’d been born.

Dayne had surprised her with a two-week trip to the Bahamas. They’d spent the first week in a secluded beachfront bungalow not far from the well-known Atlantis resort and this second one on a private island a thirty-minute ferry ride from Nassau.

Wilma Waters, the wedding coordinator, had handled the details so Katy and Dayne had a personal staff complete with a chef, a cleaning crew, and a recreation coordinator in charge of providing scuba gear, Jet Skis, and whatever else the couple might need.

Only Wilma and Dayne’s agent knew the phone number at the bungalow, and both had promised that, short of an emergency, they wouldn’t call.

It was the third day of the second week, and Katy woke next to Dayne, amazed as she had been every morning since the wedding that this was her life, that she and Dayne were forever going to wake up this way.

Sunshine streamed through the sheer curtains and shone across the white, downy comforter. Katy drew a long, slow breath and looked at her husband . . . her husband. The word still made her feel like they were pretending. The idea had felt impossible for so long; through every brief visit and every long good-bye, while they fled the paparazzi and while Dayne recovered from his car accident, they’d agreed time and again that love could never work for the two of them. Would never work.

But somehow here they were on a brilliant blue day, sharing a bed and a brand-new marriage and a love that simply could not be denied. Not for any reason.

Katy rolled onto her side and studied the man beside her, the gentle rise and fall of his chest. Whatever his past, it was behind him.

“Fifty years from now, I’ll look back on this time,” he’d told her during one of their walks on the secluded sandy shoreline, “and I’ll know that my life didn’t really begin until now. With you.”

Dayne didn’t spout pithy lines or tired phrases. So when he told her his life only really started on their wedding day, he meant it. Every word.

Since their first night together, each whisper and quiet conversation over a candlelit dinner had been marked by words that crossed his lips the moment he thought them, words that seemed to take even him by surprise in their depth and intensity. When he took her in his arms and kissed her, when their bodies came together in a show of love Katy hadn’t known possible, she was convinced she was meant for this, to find her way to Dayne Matthews. And so the honeymoon was more than Katy could’ve imagined because she had never known love like this. Overnight her ability to feel seemed magnified a thousand times over. That’s what loving Dayne had done to her. She could only imagine what love would become as they shared the months and years, as they journeyed through the seasons of life together.

Dayne stirred and took a deep breath. He rolled onto his side, facing her, and slowly opened his eyes. “Mmmm . . .” A slow smile filled his face even before he was fully awake. “Good.” He reached for her hand. “It’s not a dream.”

Katy was about to tell him that no, it wasn’t and that she’d had to remind herself of the same thing when she first woke up, but before she could say a word, the phone on Dayne’s bedside table rang. The sound of the ring was foreign after so many days without an interruption from the outside world.

Dayne frowned and sat halfway up. “This better be big.” He picked up the receiver, and as he pressed it to his ear, he slid closer to Katy, erasing the inches that separated them. “Hello?” He paused, his expression serious. “That’s okay. What’s up?”

Katy watched him, waiting for his reaction. Since Wilma and Dayne’s agent had been instructed to call only in case of an emergency, she felt her breath catch in her throat. It could be her parents or one of the Flanigans or the Baxters . . . almost anything.

“And he needs to know in an hour?” Dayne raked his fingers through his hair and rolled onto his back again.

Katy breathed out and felt herself relax. Whatever the news, it wasn’t tragic. Based on Dayne’s reaction, it was probably business.

After throwing on a robe, she climbed out of bed, slid the curtains over, and opened the window. She drew in a long breath of ocean air and gazed at the sandy stretch outside their room. The beach looked like something from a calendar, so beautiful that no camera could ever really do it justice. Behind her she could hear Dayne wrapping up the call.

“Right. I’ve seen the show.” Dayne didn’t sound short, but he wasn’t happy either. “I don’t know. . . . I mean, do we need that sort of publicity?” He sighed, and for a while he said nothing. “Okay . . . I get it. I’ll talk it over with her and get back to you.”

Katy turned and dropped into a chair near the bed. “Your agent?”

“Yes.” Tension was written across Dayne’s brow, a tension that hadn’t been there since their wedding day. He sounded tired and uncertain. “Word leaked out that you took the part in But Then Again No. I’m sorry, Katy.”

“It’s not your fault. They would’ve found out.”

“This is a little different.” He hesitated, almost as if he didn’t want to finish his thought. “For Real wants to feature us in a twelve-episode segment. It’d run once a week when our movie opens.”

Adrenaline shot into Katy’s veins, and her heart skipped a beat. She blinked and stared at the tile floor. For Real was one of the most watched reality shows on TV. “You mean like . . . follow us home and camp in our living room?” Reality shows had done that with other celebrities, usually with terrible results.

“No.” Dayne sat up and leaned against the headboard. “They’d stick to the set.” Doubt flashed in his eyes. “My agent thinks it might make the whole movie thing easier for us.”

Katy gripped the arms of the chair. She couldn’t shake a sudden surge of fear. “Having us the subject of a reality show?” The idea was enough to make her change her mind about the part.

Over the next few minutes, Dayne explained the offer. The camera crews would document Katy and Dayne working together, giving the country what it would so desperately want anyway—an inside look at Dayne Matthews and his new bride.

“Sort of like my idea.” Katy was starting to understand. “Smile for the cameras rather than run from them.”

“Right. Only on a much bigger level.” The fine lines around Dayne’s eyes were proof he didn’t like the idea, but his tone said he understood where his agent was coming from. “Make the story more available and because of that less desirable.”

Katy stood. A reality show? About the two of them? She turned and walked out onto the balcony. Behind her, she could hear Dayne climb out of bed, hear him slipping on his shorts. The touch of his arm as he came out and stood beside her sent chills down her. For a while neither of them said anything. Then Katy rested her elbows on the railing and met Dayne’s eyes. “Think it’ll work? Take the heat off?”

Dayne looked at her, and the weight of their decision colored his expression. “My agent thinks so.”

“What about you?”

“Maybe.” A warm breeze drifted up off the gentle surf. “The producers want a commitment from us in an hour. They need to put together a package and present it to the network execs.”

Katy didn’t want to make the decision. Too much rested on how it went. “If we do it, what’s the worst thing that could happen?”

“The press could get more interested.” He narrowed his eyes, concentrating. “But I’ve only seen that when the crews follow celebrities 24-7.”

A fine layer of salt lay on the railing, and Katy dusted off a section with her fingertips. “It isn’t a long commitment, I guess.”

Again they were quiet, and Dayne slid his bare foot next to hers. He breathed out long and hard and stared into the clear, blue sky. “We don’t really have a choice. They’ll follow us one way or another.”

“It’d be good publicity for the movie.” Katy still felt slightly sick at the thought, but Dayne was right. If they turned down the offer, they would be dodging paparazzi every hour of the day. At least with a reality show, there was a good chance the story would feel overplayed. The press might find another, more secretive, celebrity to focus on.

“Exactly.” Dayne allowed the hint of a smile, his first one since the phone call. “That’s what my studio’s saying. Obviously.”

In the end, they prayed together, and when neither of them had a sense of peace over the proposition, Dayne tried to call his friend Bob Asher, who worked as a missionary in Mexico. Bob always seemed to have the right answer for Dayne, but this time Dayne couldn’t get ahold of him.

His last attempt was a call to John Baxter, his dad. The call didn’t last long, and afterwards Dayne sat in the chair near the phone, his expression more confused than ever. “He said the idea worried him.”

“It worries me.” Katy went to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “So what should we do?”

He stood and eased his arms around her. His eyes searched hers. “We have no choice about the scrutiny. They’ll take pictures with or without our permission.”

At the end of a restless hour, Dayne and Katy agreed. Letting the paparazzi have full access to them during the filming of the movie was the lesser of two undesirable situations. They would have nearly one month to savor their privacy, to return home from their honeymoon and help Katy move into their lake house. They would have quiet mornings overlooking Lake Monroe and dinners with the Baxters, and come early May, they would fly back to Los Angeles, roll up their sleeves, and get to work.

Dayne made the call. His voice still held some of the doubt from earlier. “We’ll do it.” He gave Katy a wary look. “The cameras can only be on the set, and it will only be for twelve episodes.”

After the phone call, Dayne and Katy tried to put the news behind them, tried to find their way back to the easy laughter of the past few days. But they compared notes several times that morning. All they could think about was the reality show and whether agreeing to it had been the right decision.

An hour after breakfast, they walked out to the sandy shore and toward the supply box stationed near a pair of beach chairs. They’d arranged to snorkel today, and even with so much on their minds, Katy couldn’t wait to hit the water.

Positioned at either end of their private beach were lifeguards with radios. Their first role was one of safety and protection, but they were also available if Katy and Dayne needed anything from a box lunch to towels or additional gear.

Dayne held Katy’s hand, their legs brushing against each other as they walked. When they reached the wooden box, he stopped and turned to Katy. A breeze blew in from the ocean and swirled around them. “For the next few hours, there’s no thinking about movies or reality shows or paparazzi.” He crooked his finger and placed it gently beneath her chin. He seemed to find a deeper place in her heart. “Too soon we’ll be headed home.” He leaned close and touched his lips to hers. “We didn’t come here to talk about business.”

She felt the corners of her lips lift. “Okay.” She shifted her gaze to the white, sugary sand and the blue-green water beyond it. Honeymoons came once in a lifetime, and a honeymoon like the one she was sharing with Dayne Matthews was beyond anything she had ever dreamed. She kissed him again and grinned. “The gear’s in the box?”

“Let’s see.” Dayne released her hand and lifted the lid. The hinges creaked, and as he opened it all the way, a pair of moths fluttered free and drifted toward a bright pink hibiscus. He reached inside and pulled out a snorkel, a mask, and a pair of fins. He handed them to Katy and took out another set for himself. “All we need is a little water.”

Her laugh mingled with the sound of the surf. The ocean spread out as far as she could see. “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”

They slipped on their gear and moved into knee-deep water. Dayne pointed toward an area fifty feet out. “There’s a small reef that way.”

Then without saying another word, they eased into the water and started swimming. The water was clear and warm and silky against Katy’s skin. Neither of them was in a hurry. Even before they reached the reef, they spotted schools of fish, some of them as large as Frisbees with orange and black and white stripes.

Dayne took Katy’s hand, and the feel of his body moving through the water beside her did what nothing else had been able to since the phone call from Dayne’s agent. It made her forget about the reality show.

They spent most of the next two hours along the shallow reef, marveling at the coral and stopping to study brightly colored exotic fish. A ways off, they spotted a four-foot shark moving slowly along the reef. Their personal guide had told them that the sharks in this part of the ocean were small and had plenty of food. Even so, Katy felt her heart skip a beat. She reached for Dayne’s hand, and he gave hers a couple of reassuring squeezes.

Before they finished for the day, a trio of dolphins swam past them and jumped out of the water in unison. The moment took Katy’s breath, and she and Dayne hovered at the surface, watching the threesome swim in playful circles, breaking the surface a number of times before they left the area.

Not until they were back on the beach eating lunch did Katy even remember the phone call and the commitment they’d made.

“You’re quiet again.” Dayne set his fork down and studied her.

“Thinking about the show.” She took a long breath. The air tasted faintly of seawater. “I can’t decide if we made the right decision.”

They talked again about the pros and cons, about giving the press what they wanted and avoiding the sort of situation that had led to Dayne’s car accident. And they talked about privacy and how they wouldn’t have any with a reality show following them around the set. They agreed that since the interest was limited to the filming of the movie, maybe it wasn’t a bad choice.

The conversation faded, and they stretched out on their beach chairs along a shady section of sand beneath a cluster of palm trees. Katy thought about what lay ahead. Other couples had broken up after being the subject of a reality show or dropped out before the full run of episodes in an effort to salvage what remained of their relationships.

By the time they sat down to prime rib that night, Katy had warmed a little more to the idea. It wasn’t as though they were committing to a twenty-six-week season, after all. And it would certainly give the press what they wanted without a chase. Which made the show a good choice all on its own. Anything to keep Dayne and her from always running.

Along the way they might even have the chance to share their faith, the beliefs that now drove both of them. God would use the next season in their lives, because while Katy and Dayne might be newly married, they weren’t like other Hollywood couples. They would grow closer through the experience. A reality show wouldn’t hurt their relationship; it would make them stronger.

Katy was sure.
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Ashley Baxter Blake could hardly wait to start walking the track at Clear Creek High again.

She had been tired for a week after the trip to Mexico for Dayne and Katy’s wedding. Same as her sister Kari. Both were four months pregnant, and now that they’d been home for two weeks, they were ready to resume their afternoon walks at the track.

The routine today would be the same as it had been before the wedding. Ashley and Kari would meet in the school’s parking lot with their kids and strollers and a pair of small bicycles. Kari and Brooke had swapped girls earlier in the afternoon so Jessie could play with Hayley and Maddie and her little school friend could hang out with Cole. RJ and Devin—the younger boys—would most likely fall asleep in their strollers, and Ashley and Kari could get in an hour’s walk before calling it quits.

Kari’s husband, Ryan, was head coach on the school’s football team. Today he would be in the boys’ weight room, helping get the players ready for next fall. In the month leading up to the wedding, when Ashley and Kari walked the track, Ryan had occasionally stepped out for a quick hello.

Ashley arrived at the school first. She parked her van and at the same time noticed Kari’s car pulling into the lot.

From the backseat, Cole released a pensive sigh. “I’ve been thinking, Mom.” He leaned up and took hold of the back of her seat.

Ashley smiled. “Thinking’s a good thing.”

“If the new baby’s a boy, we’ll have more than half a basketball team. ’Cause you only need five for a team.”

“And if the baby’s a girl?”

“Well—” disappointment rang in Cole’s voice—“I guess we could let her play. But it wouldn’t be the same.”

Quiet laughter came from Ashley. Cole had just finished his first season on a youth basketball team, and her husband, Landon, had put a hoop up at the end of the driveway after they returned from Mexico. Cole spent an hour shooting baskets every day—regardless of the cool temperatures this spring.

Ashley reached behind her and placed her hand over Cole’s. “What if this new little sister doesn’t like basketball? What if she wants to dance or sing or be in Christian Kids Theater?”

Cole unsnapped his seat belt and slid along the backseat so he could see Ashley better. “Maybe she might do both.”

Before Ashley could respond, Kari pulled into the spot beside them.

“Aunt Kari!” Cole gave Ashley a look. “If me and Maddie race today, I might let her win. Otherwise she’ll get bored and stop riding with me.”

Ashley raised her eyebrow at him. “I wouldn’t tell her that.”

“I won’t.” Cole’s eyes sparkled, the way they did whenever he had a chance to tease his cousin. He jumped out of the van and headed for the open back door of Kari’s car.

Ashley laid her fingers on her abdomen. After just having a baby last year, she was already showing. But that was okay. Kari was showing too. The small bumps beneath their jackets only served to remind them that this was the rarest of chances. The two of them being pregnant at the same time, together going through morning sickness and doctor appointments and dreaming about names.

Brooke and Erin, their other two sisters, had both expressed a mock sense of jealousy.

“Imagine how much fun it’ll be once the babies are born,” Brooke had told Ashley a few nights ago. “You’ll do everything together.”

But the truth was, they all would. As much as Brooke’s schedule as a pediatrician would allow and as often as Erin might come home from Texas, the whole family would get together. These newest babies would be the same age, and for that reason they were bound to share a special bond. But all the Baxter cousins were close—even when the relationships between them involved a little competition.

Ashley waved hello to Kari, stepped out of her van, and opened the back door, where Devin was sleeping. Kari was helping her kids out, and Ashley noticed the other little girl, the school friend Maddie had brought. When the girls were out of the van, they faced Cole.

“This is Tatum Selby. She sits next to me in school.” Maddie put her arm around her friend. “And she’s the fastest bike rider in the third grade. Plus she’s good at gymnastics.”

Cole sized her up. “Really?”

“Yep.” Maddie stuck her chest out. “She’s so fast you won’t see her ride past you.”

“Let her tell me.” Cole looked at Tatum. “Are you fast?”

Tatum giggled and shrugged one shoulder. “I guess so.”

Ashley kept an eye on the conversation. Tatum was darling, shorter than Maddie with long blonde hair and blue eyes.

“‘I guess so’ means you’re not that fast.” Cole cocked his head, studying her.

“Actually . . . it’s true. I’m the fastest bike rider in my class.” Tatum flung her hair over her shoulder. She was missing a few teeth, and her smile never quite left her eyes. But when she talked about her bicycling skills, a mix of determination and compassion colored her expression. “Anyway, I’d rather sing.”

“There you go.” Ashley scooped Devin into her arms, shut both doors, and joined Kari and the children. “Tatum can sing and be athletic. So you’re right, Cole. Your sister can probably do more than one thing.”

Kari raised her eyebrows. “A sister? I thought your ultrasound was in two weeks.”

“It is.” Ashley laughed. She pulled Devin’s stroller from the back of her van. “We’re assuming here. Cole wants a basketball player, and I was saying maybe the baby will be a girl.”

Cole crossed his arms and made a face. He met Tatum’s eyes. “A boy would be better.”

“Not always.” Tatum didn’t blink. “Girls can do everything boys can do.”

“Yes.” Kari had her stroller out now too. “Our friend Tatum is living proof that you can’t put little girls into a box. She’s trying out for the next CKT show.”

They opened their strollers and began moving toward the track. The whole time, Maddie chattered on about how Tatum was going to Hawaii for spring break and had been to Bulgaria five times and had a poodle named Princess.

Every now and then Cole looked over his shoulder and shot Ashley a look that said he wasn’t interested in the girl talk and couldn’t understand why Maddie felt compelled to keep reciting details about her friend. Even so, he kept his steps even with Tatum’s.

When they reached the track, Tatum turned to Cole. “Do you have Jesus in your heart?”

Cole looked taken aback. “Yeah. For a long time.”

She grinned, and her missing teeth became more apparent. “Then I guess the bike race doesn’t really matter.” She patted his shoulder. “Right?”

Cole’s cheeks grew red. If Ashley didn’t know better, she would’ve thought maybe Cole was enamored with this little girl, a girl who could play sports and dance and find the compassion to talk about Jesus.

He opened his mouth, and for a few seconds nothing came out. Then he quickly looked away and hurried to his bike. “Enough talking.”

The three of them climbed onto their bicycles and peddled off, with Cole shouting something about a few warm-up laps.

Ashley watched them go. “Interesting.” She zipped up her jacket and fell into step beside Kari. “Almost looked like my little boy had a crush for a minute there.”

“Apparently lots of little boys have crushes on Tatum.” Kari looked thinner than usual and pale. Pregnancy was always hard on her. She smiled. “Brooke told me that Tatum and Maddie sort of lead the pack when the boys start chasing the girls at recess.”

“Makes me feel old.” Ashley found a steady pace and kept her eyes on Cole and the girls. “Like I better not blink or he’ll be calling to tell me he’s getting married.”

Kari laughed. “I think we have a few years.”

“Still . . . they grow up too fast.”

“They do.” Kari’s laughter faded.

They let the conversation drop for a few minutes. The air was crisp, the sky above them bright blue with only a few puffy white clouds on the horizon. Already the sun was making its way down, casting shadows over the track.

Their pace wasn’t as fast as it had been before the trip to Mexico, but it felt good. Ashley sucked in a deep breath. She liked the way the cold air filled her lungs. Back when she was pregnant with Cole and later with Devin, she had wondered about the women who said they never felt better than when they were carrying babies. But this pregnancy was different. She was at peace with God and her family, energetic and strong and healthier than ever.

So maybe this would be the little girl she and Landon had rarely talked about, the one that would complete their family. She was even carrying the baby differently, lower than before. She drew another long breath and glanced at her sister. “You feeling okay?”

Kari kept walking, but she pressed one hand to the small of her back. “I’m fine. Just tired. I’m not sleeping great.”

Concern rippled the calm waters in Ashley’s heart. “Just the baby . . . ?”

“I think so.” Kari made a face. “This one seems to be permanently lodged on my bladder.”

Ashley didn’t want to pry, but she had to ask. “You and Ryan—everything’s okay with the two of you?”

“Definitely.” Her eyes softened, and her smile crept up her face. “I love him more now than ever before. He’s busy—coaching football and working on his side business, helping former pro athletes find life after sports. But his first concern is always me. Whether I need help with Jessie and RJ or if I just need an hour nap.” She peeked around the stroller and checked Ryan Junior. Then she looked at Ashley again. “I don’t know what I’d do without that man.”

Ashley sensed it again, the wonderful feeling that all was right with the world. She felt fantastic, the afternoon air was invigorating, and she and her sister were married to a couple of good guys, men who took their roles seriously, who made life one incredible love story.

All that, and they were about to have babies at the same time. Ashley looked up, beyond the distant trees to the sky. Thank You, God, for this season in life. You led Kari and me through the storms, and now You’ve blessed us with lives that seem too good to be true. Thank You, God. . . .

Daughter, in all things I work for the good of those who love Me.

The verse filled her head sure and clear, and it made Ashley hesitate before moving her feet again. She’d read it before, of course. But mainly in times of trial. So why here, now, in the midst of the happiest time in her life, would that verse be the first to fill her mind?

Cole and the two girls whizzed past on their bikes, with Cole in the lead.

Maddie was shouting after him, “We’re still warming up! This isn’t the race, Cole!”

Ashley watched them, and a chill passed over her arms. Was God trying to tell her something? Was another trial waiting around the bend, or was the verse merely affirmation that after everything she and her sister had been through, this, finally, was the good God had worked out for them?

“What are you thinking?” Kari’s voice was quiet, thoughtful. These walks did that to both of them—made them think about life, all that had passed and all that lay ahead.

Ashley found her pace. “The future, I guess.”

“Me too.” Kari ran her hand over her middle. “I can’t wait to go through the next years together. What a dream.”

Again Ashley was quiet for a moment. “You ever wonder . . . whether we’ve ridden out the worst trials or whether there are more ahead?”

“Sometimes.” Kari kept her focus on the distant track. “The other day Jessie asked me about her first daddy, whether she would know him when we all got to heaven.”

“Hmmm.” Ashley kept her eyes on the kids, now halfway around the black oval. “You don’t talk about Tim much. Does Jessie know the details?”

“Not everything. Just that before he died, he loved Jesus very much.” Kari straightened her shoulders. “I told her yes, I thought she’d recognize him in heaven. That’s when she asked me the question I’ve been dreading. ‘How did Daddy die?’”

Ashley made a face. Innocence and security marked the lives of their children. Kari and Ryan had hoped to avoid talking about the specifics of Tim’s death as long as possible. “What did you tell her?”

“I said a mean and sick man hurt him. That’s how he died.”

“And that was enough?”

The kids passed by again, their legs flying as they pushed the pedals.

Kari sighed. “For now. Someday she’ll want the details, and I’ll have to tell her. Tim’s affair, the college kid who had a thing for Tim’s girlfriend, and the fact that Tim was gunned down outside the girl’s apartment. All of it.” She blew at a wisp of her hair and gave Ashley a sad smile. “Yeah, I’d like to think the hardest trials we’ll face are behind us.”

“Me too.” Ashley noticed the three kids stopping ahead of them.

“This is it.” Maddie climbed off her bike and held her hand out in front of Cole and Tatum. “One time around. First one back to this spot wins.”

“Sometimes I think Brooke should’ve named her Lucy.” Kari chuckled.

“True.” Ashley felt the nerve-racking thoughts from earlier lift. “But only if I would’ve named Cole Charlie Brown.”

“Ready, set . . .” Maddie put her hands on her hips. “You’re cheating, Cole. Back up.”

Cole mumbled something they couldn’t hear, even though they were drawing closer to the kids. He backed his bike up a few inches. “There. Is that better?”

Maddie tilted her chin up. “Yes. Much.” She smiled at Tatum. “Mark, get set . . . go!”

The bicyclists were off, tearing down the straightaway and rounding the first turn. Cole was fast, but Tatum kept up with him around the curve and all during the next straightaway.

“Go, Tatum! Go!” Maddie stayed in her spot, jumping up and down and motioning for Tatum to pass Cole. “Faster!”

Ashley and Kari stopped walking and turned so they could see the race. Cole edged in front of Tatum, and gradually a full bike length separated them. Then, without warning, Cole’s front tire began to wobble, and before Ashley could warn him, both tires slid out from under him, and the bike crashed onto its side.

“Cole!” Ashley took a step in his direction, but at the same instant, she saw him sit up and brush off his arms.

“He’s okay.” Kari touched Ashley’s arm. “Wait a minute.”

The instant Tatum realized what had happened, she braked hard and jumped off her bike, dropping it to the ground. She was at Cole’s side in seconds, lifting his bike off him and waiting until he was on his feet and could take it from her.

Kari was right; Cole was fine. He might have skinned his elbow, but he could walk, and he didn’t look like he was in pain. The accident had happened just ten yards from where Ashley was standing, so she could see that Cole’s cheeks were red again as he brushed himself off. But she could also hear Tatum’s clear, sweet voice.

“Are you okay?” She pointed to his elbow. “I think you’re bleeding.”

Cole twisted around and looked at his arm. “It’s okay. Just a scrape.” He filled his cheeks with air and released it slowly.

From a ways down the track, Maddie was running in their direction. “It’s a do-over. That doesn’t count!”

Tatum giggled when she heard her friend. She looked at Cole and shrugged. “You win. You were going to anyway.”

“Nah, Maddie’s right. I fell, so that means you woulda won.” Cole pulled his bike close and climbed on it. He was careful to anchor his feet on either side, steadying himself. He grinned at Tatum. “How ’bout it’s a tie?”

Ashley’s heart soared. Cole was actually bending a little, letting his competitiveness go, at least for a few minutes. “That a boy, Cole,” she whispered.

A smile lit up Tatum’s face too. “Perfect.”

Maddie ran past Ashley and Kari, and after a few more strides, she reached her cousin and her friend. “A tie? Tatum, not a tie! You coulda won.” She reached Cole and patted him on the back. “Even if you didn’t fall, she coulda won, right?”

Cole smiled at Tatum. “Maybe.”

“But it doesn’t matter.” Tatum climbed back on her bike. “Let’s do more warm-up laps.”

Maddie ran alongside Tatum and Cole, and the topic turned to their respective plans for summer vacation in a few months. When they reached Maddie’s bike, Cole and Tatum stopped, and then—without any further talk of racing—they continued on their way.

“I think you’re right about Cole.” Kari began walking again. Inside the stroller, RJ was stirring.

“That he’s actually making progress being nice to girls?”

“No.” Kari laughed. “About the crush he has on Tatum.”

Ashley rolled her eyes, and the conversation shifted. This time they didn’t talk about trials past or those that might still lie ahead. After all, in just a few weeks, she and Kari would know whether they were having boys or girls. Then they could begin planning their nurseries and getting ready for a couple of August birthdays.

Whatever God had intended her to gain from the Scripture verse, she was sure it wasn’t some sort of ominous sign. Truth was truth, for the past and for every tomorrow. God Almighty would indeed make good out of everything for those who loved Him. Whether that meant a bike spill in the middle of a race around a high school track or figuring out how to let a child as precious as Cole take the next step toward growing up.

One way or another, there would be trials.

But for now, Ashley wouldn’t spend another minute thinking about that. Not when the spring stretching out before her and Kari was nothing but sunshine and smiles; not when her favorite time of year was right around the corner—another warm, endless summer.

And with Dayne a part of their family and the babies on the way, Ashley had a feeling it would be the very best summer of all.
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Jenny Flanigan set her stadium seat firmly on the third row of the bleachers behind home plate and focused her attention on the Reds, who were warming up in the field. Specifically she watched Ricky, the youngest of her six kids. He was playing shortstop today, and there was no question he had on his game face. Only a bit of his blond bangs fell onto his forehead from beneath his baseball cap.

“Over here, Cole!” Ricky shouted at Ashley and Landon’s son. He bit his lip and held up his glove. Cole winged the ball at him, and Ricky grabbed it, pretending to tag out a runner before he fired it to the catcher.

“Come on, Reds,” Ricky yelled to his teammates. “Let’s do this!”

Jenny smiled. Sports would always be a part of their lives, the way they had been since she married Jim. She’d gone from sitting in the stands cheering for her NFL-playing husband to cheering for her kids, but it was a role she wouldn’t have traded. Already Ricky had swapped his T-ball uniform for coach pitch and his coach pitch gear for the official Little League uniform he wore now.

Cole waved his arms, and Jenny turned. Ashley and Landon were making their way up the hill toward the ball diamond. Landon pushed a stroller, and Ashley wore a camera around her neck. She waved back.

Cole was playing first base, so he and Ricky would work closely together today. It was the last Friday in March, and the sun beat down on the field, warming it up enough that the fans needed only light jackets. At least until the sun started to set.

“How long’s the game?” Bailey, her oldest and only daughter, was sitting beside her, texting someone on her cell phone. She wore a thin sweater and sunglasses, her long, light brown hair pulled back in a ponytail.

“Hour and a half, maybe two.” Jenny smiled. “You brought a jacket, right?”

“I did.” She pointed to her backpack a row beneath her. “Is Dad coming?”

“After weight lifting.” In Jenny’s perfect world, the entire family would be together this afternoon for Ricky’s game. But Connor was with the Reed family, shopping for sheet music for the upcoming CKT auditions, and her next three boys were working out with their soccer team, getting ready for the summer tournaments. For now it was just her and Bailey.

“Is Dad bringing Cody?” Bailey lowered her phone and leaned against Jenny’s shoulder. “I miss him now that weight lifting’s started.”

“I think so.” Jenny put her arm around Bailey’s shoulders. She and Jim had watched with caution the friendship growing between Bailey and Cody Coleman. He’d been living with them for nearly a year, but last November he’d nearly killed himself through alcohol poisoning. He was still attending his rehab classes, and he’d made tremendous progress in every area of his life—his grades, his social decisions, and his commitment to sports. His turnaround had been so complete that he might even have the chance to play college football after all—at a junior college in Indianapolis.

But he wasn’t the guy for Bailey, at least not the way Jenny and Jim saw things.

Bailey was texting again, her fingers flying over the keypad on her flip phone. Jenny was about to ask who she was chatting with when Ashley and Landon reached the bleachers and took their seats.

“Good.” Ashley sighed and situated herself on a thick blanket. “We didn’t miss anything.”

Landon lifted little Devin from the stroller and took the seat beside his wife. “I’m trying to schedule my shifts at the firehouse around the games.” He smiled at Jenny. “Cole doesn’t think he can hit the ball if I’m not here.”

The teams were each gathered around their coaches, standing outside their respective dugouts, listening to whatever last-minute advice might make a difference in the game. The Reds were in the field first, and the fans around Jenny and Bailey clapped and cheered.

“Let’s go, Reds!” Jenny stood and raised her voice. “Give it your best, guys!” She noticed that Ashley stayed seated, her clapping more subdued than it had been during basketball season.

Landon gave Jenny a wry look. “I’ve toned her down a little.”

“I can see that.” Jenny sat back on the bleachers. “Better to start small in these things.”

Ashley and Landon laughed and turned their attention to finding a bottle for Devin.

Bailey was still texting. “Makes me so mad,” she muttered. “How stupid can you be?”

“Something wrong?” Jenny leaned closer to her daughter. She couldn’t read the text window in Bailey’s phone, but she didn’t need to. Bailey shared everything with her. Especially now that Bryan Smythe was no longer in her life.

“Marissa.” Bailey hit the Send button and snapped her phone shut. “She went to that clinic by the university, the one that gives out free birth control pills.”

“Marissa Young?” Jenny felt the shock to her core. Marissa and Bailey had grown up together, friends since their first day of Sunday school at Bloomington Community Church. They’d been inseparable until Bailey started doing theater with CKT her freshman year. At that time, Marissa had played volleyball and run track. But this year she’d dropped out of both sports—at least that’s what her mother had said when they’d run into each other a month ago.

Bailey ran her fingers through her bangs. Their conversation was quiet enough that even Ashley and Landon couldn’t hear them. “She’s dating this college guy, someone she met through Facebook.”

“I thought Facebook was just for college kids.” Jenny knew about the Web site, same as she knew about MySpace. Lots of Bailey’s friends had gotten in trouble one way or another from having profiles on MySpace.

“Not anymore. Now she’s got this college boyfriend, and it isn’t good.”

Jenny winced. “She wants birth control?”

“She does now. The guy talked her into sleeping with him last weekend.”

The hurt in Jenny’s heart was as strong as if she’d heard the news about one of her own kids. “Oh, Bailey . . . I’m sorry. Marissa was a virgin, wasn’t she?”

“One of the last.” Bailey dug her elbows into her knees and stared at the baseball field. “Sometimes I feel like I’m the only one who cares, Mom. The only one left.”

Jenny was careful with her answer. Her daughter’s feelings were real and couldn’t be easily dismissed with assurances that she wasn’t the only teenage girl desiring to save herself for marriage. Jenny ran her hand along Bailey’s back. “The right choices are never easy, honey.”

“Yeah, and then there’s Alec. He smoked hookah with half the baseball team every weekend, and now that the season’s started, he’s switched to taking speed.” She looked at Jenny. “Speed! Can you believe it? How crazy is that? He says he’s stopped, but whatever. He always lies to me.”

The blood drained from Jenny’s face. Alec’s parents were also friends of hers and Jim’s. “That’s serious, Bailey.”

“I know. In health class we learned how you can have a heart attack or a stroke taking the stuff. You could even die right there on the spot.” She crossed her arms and straightened again. “It’s like I have fewer friends every week.”

Jenny had to agree. “What about Tim Reed? He’s trying out for the next CKT show, right? He’s always been a good friend.”

“He’s trying out, but I don’t know.” She waved her hand in the air. “I barely hear from him anymore.”

On the field, with runners at second and third, the batter connected with the ball and sent it straight toward Ricky. He caught the ball off its first hop, tagged out the runner leaving second base, and fired the ball to the catcher.

“Double play!” Jenny was on her feet again. “Way to go, Ricky! Good work, Reds!”

Cole and the other Reds were hooting and howling their approval at Ricky. Those two outs made three, and the Reds were up to bat.

Jenny sat back down and thought about what Bailey had told her. A quick phone call and she could be in a conversation with either Marissa’s or Alec’s mother. She’d want them to call her if it were Bailey making those kinds of choices.

But Jenny had no real proof other than what the kids had told Bailey. Once, two years ago, Alec had lied to his parents and gone to a party where there was drinking. Jenny found out about it and called his mother. The woman’s response had not been what Jenny expected, and she would always remember the hurtful comments spoken that night.

“I can handle my son, Jenny Flanigan.” Alec’s mother’s tone was beyond irritated. “With six kids, you might have enough to worry about without keeping tabs on other people’s children.”

It was the last time Jenny had ever betrayed her daughter’s confidence. When Bailey told her about the kids at school, she didn’t hurry to the phone to call one of their parents, and she wouldn’t. Not unless one of Bailey’s friends was in danger. If Alec had promised to stop with the drugs, that would have to be enough for now. Same with Marissa. At this point, telling Marissa’s mother would only bring a heartache Marissa apparently wasn’t ready to share with her mother.

Even so, Jenny wanted to stay up on the situation. She drew a long breath. “Marissa needs to get away from the guy, and she needs to tell her mom.”

“I know. I told her that.”

“And?” Jenny slid closer to her daughter, her voice still low.

“She says she’s going to marry him. And she’ll tell her mom when she’s ready.”

A sigh slipped from Jenny’s heart. Ricky was up to bat, and Jenny glanced over her shoulder. Jim and Cody were jogging over the hill, trying to reach the bleachers before Ricky took his first pitch.

Bailey clapped. “Let’s go, Ricky! Keep your eyes on the ball.”

Jim hurried across the grass, his eyes on Ricky. “Like I told you, buddy. Nice and easy.”

In an instant, everything about Ricky’s posture looked more confident, more determined. He glanced back at Jim and grinned; then he squared up to the plate and squinted at the pitcher.

Jim reached the chain-link backstop, a few yards from the batter’s box. He stayed quiet as the first pitch flew over the plate for a strike.

“Way to get a look, Ricky.” Cole’s voice came from the dugout. “The next one’s yours.”

The words and sounds and springtime air were as familiar as breathing, and they made Jenny relax, made her forget for a few minutes the battles Bailey was facing. This was the favorite time of year for the Flanigan family. A time when the rigors of football season were still half a year away, and the boys had only the weekly soccer practice and baseball games. Summer was within reach, and the days grew longer and warmer with every passing sunset.

Years of following her family through sports had helped Jenny have perspective. She would cheer, but she would forget the details as soon as she left the park. The games were fun and exciting, and like today, they were the highlight of their week. But still, they were just games. The outcome didn’t matter nearly as much as the experience.

Chatter came from the opposing team’s dugout. “Hey, batter, batter, batter. . . . Hey, batter.”

The next pitch was another strike.

Ricky stepped out of the batter’s box and practiced his swing a few times. Then he positioned himself over the plate once more. This time he swung with all his might and connected with the pitch just enough to send it bouncing toward third base. Ricky dropped his bat and raced for first, beating the throw by less than a second.

“Way to go, Ricky!” Jim pumped his fist and gave a few hearty claps. Then he turned and jogged up the bleachers to his place on the other side of Jenny. He kissed her cheek and smiled at her. “How’s the most beautiful woman in Bloomington?”

“Hey . . .” Bailey gave him a pretend frown. “What about me?”

He blew her a kiss. “You, my dear, are the most beautiful girl in Bloomington. The other honor—” he looked at Jenny again—“will always go to my wife.”

Jenny laughed. “Must’ve been a good day in the weight room.”

“Cody helped a few of the juniors, and I must say, the guys are looking good. Much stronger than the team last year at this time.” He slipped his hand around Jenny’s waist. “Maybe the no-drinking policy’s actually making a difference.”

“I hope so.”

The team had ridden a roller coaster of emotions since Cody’s near death from drinking. Other players had come forward and confessed to drinking, and Jim had held a meeting, making each player sign a contract that he wouldn’t drink again or he’d be kicked off the team. Things had looked good until Jim caught a few of his players drinking at a New Year’s Eve party. They were eliminated from the squad, but rumor had it their parents had formed an angry voice, calling for Jim’s job.

All of it was speculation at this point, but Jenny was worried. Not that Jim needed the coaching job at Clear Creek High, but he loved it. If the administration buckled and let him go, Jim would have to seriously think about returning to a coaching position with the NFL, and that would mean moving out of Bloomington.

Jenny didn’t want to think about it. Not yet.

Cole was up, and though he tipped a few of the pitches, he struck out. He started to walk back to the dugout, dejected, but his eyes caught Landon’s.

“Good job, Cole.” Landon gave his son a thumbs-up. “You’ll get it next time.”

Like Ricky had, Cole stood a little straighter, and a smile tugged at his lips. He nodded and returned the gesture to his dad.

Again Jenny felt reassurance. The ritual of sports had its downsides, its ugly moments and times when anyone involved might wonder about the point. But watching these little boys and their dads build closer bonds made it clear that good came from sports too.

Much good.

Since Jim arrived, Cody had been standing off to the side, watching the game. Now he caught Bailey’s eye and motioned for her to join him.

She slid her phone into her jeans pocket and stepped lightly down the bleachers and over to him.

Cody gave her a side hug and a smile that clearly came from deep inside him. His eyes sparkled as he said something to Bailey that Jenny couldn’t hear above the noise of the game.

“How come Bailey’s eyes didn’t light up like that when I talked to her?” Jim was teasing, and his tone said as much. But Jenny knew him well enough to know he wasn’t entirely kidding.

Jenny slid a little closer to her husband. “Pray for her. Things aren’t easy right now.”

“More trouble with friends?”

“Yes.” Jenny turned her attention back to the game. One of the Reds hit a triple, sending Ricky around second, third, and sliding into home.

The Reds fans were on their feet. It was the first run of the season, and all the games lay spread out before them like so many possibilities.

Jenny waited until the cheering died down. Then she leaned in so only Jim could hear her. “Marissa Young told Bailey she’s sleeping with some college guy, someone she met online.”

Jim slumped forward and sighed. He closed his eyes. “She was over at Christmastime. Talking about how glad she was that she and Bailey shared the same values.”

“I know. She wants to tell her mom when the time’s right, but maybe I should say something to her mother first. I want to talk to Bailey about it later.” She waited a beat, then told Jim about Alec and the experiments he was doing with drugs. “He says he’s stopped, but the situation has Bailey down. All that and her CKT friends haven’t called in a while. She’s feeling lonely.”

“Which leaves Bailey a lot of time for Cody.” Jim looked at their daughter and the young football player beside her. The two of them were laughing about something.

At that moment, Bailey glanced up at them. “Cody and I are taking a walk to the playground.” She smiled. “We won’t be long.”

Jenny opened her mouth to say something, but Jim gave her a gentle nudge. “It’s okay,” he whispered. Then he waved to the teenagers. “Don’t be long. You’ll wanna see the Reds’ next ups.”

Bailey nodded, and then she and Cody were off.

Jenny groaned. “Really, Jim. We should at least try to discourage them.”

“They’re just friends. I’ve seen the way Cody acts around girls he’s interested in, the way he looks at them.” Jim narrowed his eyes and watched his daughter for a few seconds. “It’s different with Bailey. Cody respects her. He’s treating her like a friend, even if he might like to think about dating her.”

“I hope so.” Jenny’s doubts made her feel guilty. Cody was a nice kid, but he was an alcoholic, and he’d always be one. Whatever girl married Cody, she would spend the rest of her life praying that he stayed away from drinking. It wasn’t a role she wanted Bailey to have to play. Not now or ever.

“It doesn’t really matter.” Jim looked at the field again. “Cody’s still planning to enlist after graduation.”

“I thought he had a chance to play for a junior college?”

“He does.” Jim shrugged. “I think the army thing’s gotten into his blood. Maybe it matters more to him than football.”

Jenny pondered that for a few minutes.

The Reds were in the field again, and a play was in progress. Cole stretched as far as his legs would go to catch a throw from third base for an out. The Reds celebrated the play, the cheering and clapping and little-boy voices filling the air. Again the sound was comforting.

With Bailey getting older, so much of life felt unsettling and new, taking Jenny and Jim into territories they’d never walked through before. When Bailey was little, the answers had been easy. Yes, you can stay up late to watch a movie, and no, you can’t go out to play until your room is clean. Yes, you can spend the night at this friend’s house, and no, you can’t walk to the park with that one. Jenny could hear herself meting out wisdom as quickly as it was needed.

But now things seemed so much more complicated. How could she help Bailey get by in this difficult season, when following God’s plan for her life made her feel isolated and friendless? And should she do more to discourage Bailey’s friendship with Cody?

Jenny closed her eyes and sucked in the cool air. God, send the answers. Please . . . She let the silent prayer sit for a while, echoing in the hallways of her heart. Somehow direction and wisdom would come, because God would bring them. He would walk her and Jim down the unknown path before them and give them the answers that seemed so elusive.

She opened her eyes just as Ricky caught a pop-up for the third out. A smile filled her soul. God wouldn’t only give them answers; He would give them a reason to cheer.

Now and always.
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John Baxter settled into his favorite booth at Grazie! and stared across the restaurant to where Elaine Denning stood just outside the door, talking to her daughter on her cell phone.

John didn’t mind waiting. Every once in a while, a few unexpected minutes alone like this were good for him, a chance to take stock of his life and how God was bringing all of the people he loved into a season of warm days and sunshine.

Not just with the upcoming summer weather. But in life.

From outside the Italian restaurant, Elaine peered through the glass and found him. She was still on the phone, and she held up one finger and made a worried face. He waved at her, silently telling her he was fine, and she could take her time. She nodded and focused again on the call.

John exhaled, and the blessings in his life filled his heart and head. His oldest son, Dayne Matthews, had married the woman he loved, the one he’d been taken with since the day he first saw her. They were home from their honeymoon, starting life in the house they owned on the shore of Lake Monroe. His daughters were all married to wonderful men, raising families and providing him with a constant stream of humorous stories and charming anecdotes about his grandkids. And his son Luke was a full-fledged attorney, working in Indianapolis exclusively on Dayne’s affairs. On top of that, his middle daughters, Ashley and Kari, were both expecting babies within a week of each other at the end of August.

John watched Elaine snap her phone shut and hurry through the door. He leaned forward, his elbows on the table, and studied her. The dark clouds of his past were lifting, and maybe the strongest reason was the woman coming toward him.

She reached the table and took the seat across from him. “Sorry.” She was breathless, and she shook her head. “All that to say my granddaughter’s out of the hospital.”

“The pneumonia’s gone?”

“It’s better. She’s on antibiotics. Getting lots of rest.” Elaine set her purse on the spot beside her.

“Out of the woods, anyway.”

“Yes.” Elaine looked around. She drew a long breath. “I love this place.”

I love being here with you, John thought. But he stopped himself from saying so. Instead he smiled. “Me too.”

They checked their menus and talked about what they’d eaten the last time they were here.

After the waiter took their order, Elaine sipped her water and looked at him. Her eyes danced, the way they did more often these days. “What are you thinking about?” She tilted her head, her words unhurried.

“You.” John smiled. “How much I enjoy being with you.”

The lighting made it impossible to tell if she was blushing. But her cheeks seemed darker than before. She set her water down and laughed.

“Oh, good.” John pretended to be hurt. “Just the reaction I was looking for.”

“No.” Elaine waved her hand. She was laughing harder now. “It’s not that.” She worked to find her composure. “It’s just . . . it’s taken a lot of work.”

John blinked. “Meaning . . . ?”

She covered her mouth, stifling another round of giggles. “Sorry.” She forced a straight face, but her eyes still twinkled. “Meaning we’ve been doing this—” she looked around as if the answer hung somewhere in the air above their table—“whatever it is we’ve been doing, for almost two years. Between your kids and mine and the busyness of our own lives . . .” She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it feels like it took a long time to get here.”

“Here?” Understanding dawned on the horizon of John’s heart. He hesitated. “At a place where I can tell you how I feel?”

“Yes.” Her tone was tender, blending with what remained of the humor from a moment earlier. She reached across the table and took his hands. “I wasn’t laughing at you, just at us. Two adults in our sixties afraid to tell each other how we feel.”

The feel of her hands around his did strange things to him. She wasn’t being critical or complaining. Only recognizing the situation for what it was. He cocked his head. “It’s complicated.”

“That’s true.” Her laughter dropped off. She paused, studying him. “When we dreamed about our separate stories all those years ago, we never planned that the main characters would be missing.”

“No.”

“But here we are.” Elaine gave his hands a squeeze and then released them. “And I couldn’t agree with you more, John Baxter. I enjoy being with you also.”

Long into the meal John wondered about her statement, about her laughter at his admission that he enjoyed spending time with her. He’d nearly lost her friendship once—when her closeness had scared him away. But now, in light of her reaction, he wasn’t afraid of her. He was afraid of himself, afraid he might’ve given her the permanent impression that he wasn’t interested in her outside of being her friend.

When the fact was, that had changed. He was interested and getting more interested all the time.

Their meal was unhurried and marked with easy laughter over Cole’s latest challenge to his cousin Maddie—that he’d hit more home runs this season than her—and concern about Dayne and Katy and how their participation in a reality show might actually hurt their relationship more than it would create a peace offering for the paparazzi.

When they were finished, John drove Elaine home and walked her up the brick path to her house. He held her hand, the way he did more often these days. It would be an early night; he had work in the morning, and she had to make phone calls for a charity auction she was helping chair. Still, John didn’t want the day to slip away without his saying something to clarify how he’d come across at dinner.

It was almost sunset, and April’s mild afternoon had given way to a cool breeze. The smells of roses and fresh-cut grass lingered in the air between them as they reached the door. John’s heart beat hard against his chest, and he thought about telling her later.

But before he could bid her a quick good-bye and hurry down the walk, she turned to him. “Your hands are sweaty.”

Heat shot through his veins and into his cheeks. He let go of her fingers and wiped his palms on his pants. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Elaine searched his eyes. Her voice held a calm that gave him the courage to stay. “What’s on your mind?”

John swallowed. Maybe he wasn’t ready to share his feelings. Maybe they weren’t feelings at all but fleeting thoughts. But then why did he want nothing more than to hold her hand again?

She was waiting patiently for his answer, her lips slightly curved in a smile that told him perhaps she already knew what he was trying to find the nerve to say.

He cleared his throat. “Earlier, when I told you I enjoyed being with you . . .”

Elaine took hold of his hands and ran her thumbs along the sides of them. “I didn’t mean to laugh.”

“I know, but . . .” John closed his eyes and drew a long breath. When he opened them, when he saw her standing before him, a sudden burst of knowing filled his heart. He straightened. “Elaine, I care a great deal for you.” He paused, and for a moment he didn’t breathe. “Far more than I would care for a friend.” Cars passed by on the street behind him, and a few houses down, a group of children were jumping rope in a driveway, their voices loud and happy. But John barely heard any of it. He gently squeezed her hands. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“I think so.” A blush warmed her expression, and a smile crept up her cheeks. She suddenly looked more like a shy schoolgirl than the confident woman she’d been just a few minutes ago. “Are you saying you have intentions?”

Intentions. John’s soul soared at the word. That was exactly what he’d been feeling. A chuckle started low in his gut and became a full laugh.

“Oh?” Elaine raised her brow, and a teasing look came over her. “Now I’m the funny one?”

John shook his head and found his composure again. “Sorry, it’s just . . .” He shrugged. “All night I’ve been trying to find a way to say that. Maybe for a few weeks now. And it took you three seconds to figure it out.”

“Really?” Elaine’s expression softened. “You do?”

“Yes.” He slipped his fingers between hers. “I don’t know what my intentions are just yet.” He didn’t want to make her angry or ruin the mood, but he wanted to be clear. He carefully chose each word. “But I have them, and they remind me all the time that I feel more for you than friendship. I wanted to tell you before another day went by.”

Elaine looked deep into him, beyond the silliness and awkward moments that had marked this turning point for them. “We can take our time.”

Something about the idea didn’t sit well with John. If he and Elaine were going to get closer, if they were going to share something beyond friendship, then why would they take their time? They’d known each other for more than a decade, and they shared everything that mattered—their faith, their love for family, and their feelings for each other. He thought about saying so, but the admission felt like too much for now.

Instead he smiled at her. “I have intentions toward you, Elaine Denning.”

A sparkle lit up her eyes. “And I toward you.”

John pulled her close and hugged her, and the warmth of her worked its way through him, to the coldest dark corners of his heart. He wasn’t going to kiss her, had never planned on it when he thought about how this night might end. But as he drew slightly back, before he might release her, he touched his lips to hers and she responded.

Their kiss didn’t last long—a few heartbeats at the most. But it ignited in John a sense of hope and love and longing he hadn’t expected to ever feel again. He brushed his knuckles tenderly against her cheeks. “Talk to you tomorrow.”

Elaine cupped her hand around his. “Good night.”

He must’ve floated back to the car, because he didn’t remember taking a single step. He was halfway down her street before he reminded himself to breathe. He wanted to laugh and cry and shout out loud in thanks to God that somehow—through the darkest of nights—the Lord had led him to a place of new life, new love. He never would’ve chosen this. Elaine wouldn’t have either.

But it was here all the same.

He had told Elaine his feelings and finished the night with a kiss, and now his whole world felt different. Fresh and full of possibility. His mind raced with the implications. Even though all this felt strange at his age, and even though he’d never intended to do this again, he and Elaine were officially dating.

The statement settled from his heart to his gut. That meant his kids would need to know, and what about the rest? If he had feelings for Elaine and intentions toward her, and if he was aware they didn’t have any reason to wait, wouldn’t something far more serious be right around the corner? If he and Elaine married, changes would be inevitable. The way they marked Elizabeth’s birthday and their anniversary and the day she died. And what about Christmas and Thanksgiving and the Fourth of July? Over the past few years, Elaine had been a guest with the Baxter family, but she would be entitled to her own traditions and ideas.

And something else would have to change. He and Elaine could never start their marriage in the old Baxter house. Not with memories of Elizabeth filling every room, her presence woven into the colors on the walls and the things she’d collected over the years. He pictured his belongings in boxes, a For Sale sign anchored in the ground in front of the old house.

Suddenly his intentions felt flimsy and uncertain. John slowed his car as the lights from his front porch came into view. He turned in and rode the brakes up the driveway, his eyes on the house. The changes ahead of him felt like so many towering mountains and this—the familiar and warm and loved—like the oasis he never wanted to leave.

He opened the garage, parked, and trudged through the house to his bedroom. No matter how much fun they’d had tonight, no matter how badly he didn’t want to lose Elaine, the reality lay here. In the home he and Elizabeth had spent a lifetime building.

The house was too quiet. John turned on the radio in his room and checked his four favorite channels. All commercials. He flicked the machine off and let out a long breath. He had work in the morning, but it was only eight o’clock. And the idea of watching something mindless and numbing on TV did nothing for him.

Then, the way he had done so many times since Elizabeth died, he remembered her letters. The box full of correspondence between him and Elizabeth over the years. Most of the letters were written by her, and a number of times he’d meant to copy them and put them in scrapbooks for his kids. He had even planned to compile the scrapbooks for Dayne and Katy’s wedding, but he hadn’t finished. The task always seemed too daunting, too emotionally draining.

But here, at the brink of a new season, he owed it to his children.

He went to his closet and moved the box onto their bed. Even still it smelled like her, his precious Elizabeth. He peered into the box at the letters on top—the ones he’d found and read in the years since her death. Nothing would make the job an easy one, but he needed to go through them. He would take each one, read it, and decide whether it belonged in the pile of letters to be copied for their kids.

And in the process he would hold on to Elizabeth a little while longer.

He sat on the edge of the bed next to the box and went quickly through the few letters on top. Each of them needed to be copied, and he placed them on the bedspread. Those first letters talked about her ten rules for a happy marriage and her love for her children, her hopes and prayers and plans for them. Peace surrounded him, because this was the right thing to do, the best way he knew to keep himself from thinking about what had happened with Elaine half an hour earlier.

Now that he’d cleared away the top layer, John spotted an envelope slightly larger than the others. The paper was thicker, and he wondered if it was one of the birthday cards Elizabeth had given him. He reached for it and smiled. She had been a celebrator of birthdays, a maker of moments. No birthday had passed without her marking the occasion with her thoughts on the year past.

He opened the envelope and pulled out a card, one that looked nearly brand-new. The front said only My lover, my friend. . . .

Pain and a sense of betrayal over his dinner with Elaine pricked at John’s heart. Elizabeth had indeed been his lover and friend.

The card was similar to most Elizabeth would pick out. A brief birthday greeting with a full page of her own handwritten sentiments. He checked the date. The card wasn’t old. Which meant . . . when she wrote it she might’ve just had the first signs that her cancer had returned.

He steadied his hands and found the first line.

Dearest John,

How blessed I am to be celebrating another year of your life. Even the act of buying this card made me smile, because I never take the years for granted. Never.

John ran his finger over the words and pictured Elizabeth browsing the cards, looking for one with plenty of white space. He kept reading.

I think of how many couples don’t get the years God has given us, and I am grateful beyond words. Because you’ve spent your years defining life for me, John. The way you laugh with me and hold my hand on our long Sunday afternoon walks. In some ways with you it feels like we never get a day older. But that’s what birthdays are for, I guess. Little reminders that as good as this is, it won’t last forever.

John’s throat felt thick. Had she known about the return of her cancer when she wrote this? He looked at the framed photo of the two of them, the one that had stood on their dresser for as long as he could remember. No, Elizabeth . . . it won’t last forever.

He found his place again.

And so my wish for you this year comes from Deuteronomy, my love. You know it, because you’ve shared it with me and the kids so many times. Here it is: “I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live.”

We’re not as young as we once were, and I want you to know, whatever happens in the years to come, you must choose life. We both must. Every day we wake up with another twenty-four hours.

Happy birthday, sweetheart.

I love you always.

Elizabeth

Choose life?

A shiver ran down John’s arms as he reread that last part. She was referring to their lives together; she must’ve been. But that’s not how her words came across now, in light of the day’s events. Whatever happens in the years to come, you must choose life. . . .

John lowered the card to his lap and closed his eyes. This had happened before—times when he needed wisdom, when he was missing Elizabeth, and God had led him to one of her letters, the exact one he needed to find peace. But this . . .

He opened his eyes and found her photo again. Had she known? Had she imagined a time down the road when she might no longer be here and he would need more than anything to hear this very Bible verse?

He returned the card to the envelope and placed it at the top of the stack of letters to be copied. Her picture was calling to him, so he went to it and took it in his hands. Her eyes were just as he remembered them, blue enough to fall into. She was like no other woman, no other friend or lover he would ever have.

But she was gone.

And her letter reminded him of what he desperately needed to hold on to. The knowledge that Elizabeth would’ve wanted him to do exactly what he’d done today—share his feelings with Elaine, tell her about his intentions, allow himself to move forward. In that moment he knew what Elizabeth would be doing if somewhere in heaven she could know the intentions he had toward a woman who had been one of her friends.

She’d be smiling.
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