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Dedicated to Donald, my Prince Charming.

I love you with all my heart. You are my best friend, my home sweet home, my forever and always. Also to my children, who were finding their way when I began writing about the Baxters, and who will now read these books to their children. And to God Almighty, who continues to give me the most beautiful life with all of them.

—Karen

Dedicated to the reader! This story is yours.

Never forget how much you have to offer this world. And remember, there is always a seat at the Baxter Family table for you! I hope that you find a bit of home in these pages. Also, to my family—growing up we moved quite a few times, and we always managed to get through the transitions, because we had one another. I love that I can find home with you all wherever life takes us. And finally, to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ: Thank you for giving purpose and identity, and for letting me find a home in You. May You be glorified in all I do. Happy reading!

—Tyler





Dear Reader,

Wow!! We are so happy that you loved our first Baxter Family Children book—Best Family Ever! You made it a huge hit, and you were sure to tell us just how much that book meant to you. Thank you for that! The letters, posts, colored pictures, and reviews were heartwarming to me and to Tyler. One of our favorite comments was from a third-grade boy who said, “I will watch every day to make sure you write what happens next.”

And so we bring you this second book in the Baxter Family Children series—Finding Home. Now that the Baxter Children have moved to Bloomington, Indiana, this book will give you a glimpse of how it can take a while for a house to become a home. Especially for the five Baxter kids.

Writing about the Baxter children and seeing them grow up in their loving and supportive family, has been an incredible joy for us. I’ve been writing about the Baxters for many, many years—the years when Tyler was growing up! Now, though, these books take us back to a simpler time when the Baxters were children, when they were growing up and finding their way. Sort of like flipping through the pages of a family photo album.

Like with Best Family Ever, this second installment in the Baxter Family Children’s story will have you laughing and smiling and thinking about what matters most—faith, family, and figuring out life along the way.

In fact we like writing about the Baxter children so much, there just might be a third book coming sometime soon!

Enjoy… and always keep reading!

Love, Karen

and Tyler




BROOKE BAXTER—an eighth grader at Bloomington Middle School in Indiana. She is studious and smart and happy about her family’s move. Like before, she has her own room.

KARI BAXTER—a sixth grader at Bloomington Elementary School. She is pretty, kind, and ready to make new friends—even if that means starting a new sport. Out in their huge backyard, Kari and Ashley find the perfect meeting spot for the family.

ASHLEY BAXTER—a fifth grader at Bloomington Elementary. When life gets crazy, Ashley is right in the middle of the mess. Always. She is a dreamer and an artist, open to trying new things. She sees art in everything, and is easily the funniest Baxter child.

ERIN BAXTER—a third grader at Bloomington Elementary. She is quiet and soft-spoken, and she loves spending time with their mom. She has her own room in the new house.

LUKE BAXTER—a second grader at Bloomington Elementary. He’s good at sports, but sometimes he’s a little too risky. Most of all he’s happy and hyper. He loves God and his family—especially his sister Ashley.
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1 Far from Home


ASHLEY

Ashley Baxter tapped her foot on the car floor. Every interstate sign they passed meant just one thing. She and her family were getting farther away from Michigan. Farther away from her best friend, Lydia. Ashley slumped into her seat and stared out the window. All she wanted was to get out of this hot, stuffy car and run the other way. Back to Ann Arbor.

The only place she would ever call home.

She looked down. A blob of ketchup from lunch had landed smack in the middle of her white T-shirt, and the rest-stop bathroom paper towel had only made it worse. Her shorts were bunched up and the truth was, she’d had enough of this whole moving trip.

Ashley put her hands on her hot cheeks and leaned into the space between her parents in the front seat. “I’m feeling faint back here.” She blew at her damp bangs. “Are you sure it can’t get any colder in this place?”

“That’s all we’ve got, sweetheart.” Dad glanced over his shoulder.

A huff came from Ashley’s lips as she sat back again. Fine.
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Her parents said their new house in Bloomington, Indiana, was only six hours away. But it might as well have been a hundred and six. Ashley took out her sketchbook and studied her last picture. The one she had drawn as they left their old neighborhood.

A picture of their house. Their home.

Ashley breathed deep and rested her head against the window. She closed her eyes. Why did they have to move, anyway? She thought about asking, but she didn’t want to ruin her family’s happy mood. So she kept the thought to herself. A quick blink and she stared out the windshield. The trees along the side of the highway looked familiar. Her heart lit up. Maybe Dad had turned the car around at the last stop and he was secretly taking them back to Michigan. A smile tugged at her lips. It was possible, right?

A few seconds passed and the scenery looked different again. The truth hit hard. They weren’t going back.

Not ever.

“Ten minutes!” Dad peeked back at Ashley and the other kids through the rearview mirror. His eyes twinkled and his smile was the happiest of anyone’s all day. “Who’s excited?”

“Woo-hoo! Me!” Brooke’s shout came first. She was the oldest Baxter child and she sat against the opposite window. Kari, a few years younger, sat between them. Brooke bounced a little. “I can hardly wait.”

Ashley frowned. No surprise Brooke was happy about all this. She didn’t have a best friend back home. No one like Lydia. From the rear seat, their two youngest siblings—Erin and Luke—clapped and cheered.

Ashley sighed. “I’m happy for you, Brooke.” She turned so she could see Erin and Luke better. “And for both of you. My sweet young innocent siblings.”

“It’s gonna be great.” Dad took hold of their mother’s hand.

Ashley breathed a long breath. Calm, Ashley. Be calm. Maybe Dad was onto something. Wherever they were going, at least they had each other.

A big map stretched out across Mom’s legs. A thick yellow marker line ran all the way down from Ann Arbor to Bloomington and it finished with a huge red circle labeled Home!

Ashley stared at that word. Home. What did that mean, really? If her family was leaving home, how could they also be heading home?

Mom’s eyes got wide, and her voice was a happy squeal. “Take this exit, John. North Walnut Street… We’re here!”

They left the highway and turned onto a city street. The trees were tall and thick with lush canopies of green leaves. Like something from one of their summer vacations.

“Okay, kids!” Dad looked in the rearview mirror again. “This is downtown Bloomington!”

“Look!” Mom pointed at one of the buildings. “There’s a coffee shop and a farmers’ market. And see down there… a little theater.” Her voice trailed off.

The city reminded Ashley of commercials for Disneyland. Old brick buildings, bright-colored flowers, and neatly trimmed bushes. Families walked along both sides of the street, everyone smiling. Like something from a movie.

A butterfly feeling came into Ashley’s stomach. Was she afraid or excited? She couldn’t tell. The place looked special. A spot she might want to visit. The butterflies flew all the way up to her heart and a thrill ran through her.

Lydia would love this place.

They drove past a sign that read: SUNSET HILLS ADULT CARE HOME. The sign had an arrow pointing to a skinny street. Ashley tried to see what was down there, but their van was moving too fast. She liked the name. Sunset Hills.

After a while they turned down a country road that stretched into wide green fields and rolling hills. The houses here had open spaces around them. Very different from their neighborhood back home.

Kari began to bite her fingernails. She did that when she was nervous. “We…” Her voice sounded shaky. “We’re going to live in the wilderness?”

“No, honey.” Mom looked back and smiled. “This is the country. Our new house is in the country.”

This detail made Erin and Luke and Brooke release another round of cheers. Luke patted Ashley and Kari on their shoulders. “I knew I was going to like it here!” He jumped in his seat a few times. “I’m Christopher Robin! With my own Hundred Acre Wood! All to myself!”

Erin giggled. “If you’re Christopher Robin, I’m Piglet. Cause I’m little.”

“I’ll be Owl.” Brooke raised her hand. “I’m the oldest.”

Next to Ashley, Kari’s smile turned sort of dreamy. “Then I’ll be Winnie-the-Pooh! I can help you explore, Luke.”

They all talked at once about how there would be ponds and toads and bunnies. Places to take walks and catch fish and look at the stars. A sigh built in Ashley’s heart and escaped through her lips. “I guess that makes me Eeyore.”

“Nah!” Dad did a half laugh from the front. “You’ll be Tigger. One of a kind.”

“And fun, fun, fun!” Kari grinned at her.

“Hmm.” Ashley tossed that around in her brain. Before she could stop herself, she smiled. “Tigger is definitely better than Eeyore.”

“Much better!” Kari put her arm around Ashley’s shoulders. “Plus we can’t be sad forever.”

Dad turned the car left onto a long driveway and nodded at the house up ahead. “This is it! Our new home!”

“Wow!” Mom clapped. “It’s beautiful.”

The van slowed to a stop and Dad checked the road behind them for a few seconds. “Our moving truck should be here any minute.”

Ashley studied the house. It was tall and white. Like a place where Pollyanna or Anne of Green Gables might live. A long porch stretched around it, and orange and yellow flowers decorated the front. On either side of the house there stood trees that looked perfect for drawing.

When they reached the house, Dad parked and everyone climbed out. Kari and Brooke ran up the steps onto the porch, while Erin and Luke took off for the backyard. Their parents smiled and headed for the front door.

Ashley crossed her arms and stayed planted near the car. She looked the house up and down and pursed her lips. “You’re pretty.” She squinted. “But you’re not home.”

Mom noticed her hanging back. “Ashley! Come on!” She held her hands up high. “What do you think?”

“I think”—Ashley whispered to herself—“it looks like a castle.” She walked up to her mom. “It’s a bit big.” She turned her head to one side. “I’m not seeing an actual house here. Maybe at a different angle…”

Mom stooped down so they were eye to eye. “I see what you mean. It’s not the same as our other house.”

“No. It’s… different.” Ashley bit her lip. “Which can be—”

“Good?” Mom finished Ashley’s sentence and placed a loose piece of hair behind Ashley’s ear.

“I don’t think so.” Ashley felt tears sting her eyes. “But maybe. Someday.”

“Atta girl. Come on.” Mom took Ashley’s hand and led her into the house. “You’re going to love it.”

Inside, Kari raced up to them. She was out of breath. “Ash! Come see our room!” Then she took off up the stairs.

Ashley had no choice. She took hold of the wooden banister and trudged along behind her sister. One slow step at a time. At the top, she turned down the hallway. She walked past what looked like Erin’s room on one side and Luke’s on the other. Then Kari stepped out of the second door just ahead. “Wait till you see what I found! Come on!” She pulled Ashley into the room. It was a lot bigger than the one in Michigan and the ceiling was taller.

Also Ashley noticed a small purple stain on the carpet. At the other end of the room stood a window as tall as their whole room and beneath it a built-in bench.

“Isn’t it perfect?” Kari ran to the window. “You could even sketch here! Come look.”

“Hmm.” Ashley took her time. When she reached the window she wrinkled her nose. “It’s too big. No privacy.”

“No it’s not. It’s beautiful. It looks like a princess window!” Kari pressed her nose against the glass. “Plus… we have so much space out there! Look at all we can see.”

Ashley made a face. Five houses could fit in the front yard. “It’s like a park.” Ashley stared out the window. The only neighbors were very far away. The place really was the Hundred Acre Wood. “It feels like a hotel.” She stepped back and crossed her arms. “Not a home.”

“Don’t be silly.” Kari stared out again. “It’s the best view in the world. Our own little kingdom.” Kari had never sounded happier.

Ashley frowned. Who wanted to live in a lonely kingdom? And what sort of girl wanted a castle for a house? Her regular old bedroom was perfect and it was all she could think about. All she wanted.

Kari pulled Ashley to the closet and they stepped inside. “We could have a sleepover in here alone. It’s huge!”

“True.” Ashley kind of liked this idea. But not enough to smile. The best sleepovers were back home in Michigan.

“Look!” Kari put her hand on the closet wall and there, etched in pen, was a message. Kari read it out loud. “To the next person who lives here. This is the best room ever. Sorry about the carpet. My friend spilled purple nail polish. Love, Susie Macon.”

“No wonder the place doesn’t feel right.” Ashley lifted her chin. “It belongs to some girl named Susie.”

“Girls!” It was their dad calling from downstairs. “Come down!” He paused. “We have a problem.”

Great. Ashley’s shoulders sank. First she and Kari were being forced to live in someone else’s room. And now there was another problem.

Downstairs Dad told them the news. “I’m glad we had the phone hooked up early. I just heard from the movers. Their truck broke down.” He frowned. “They won’t be here till tomorrow.”

“Excuse me.” Ashley raised her hand. “What if someone steals our stuff? I have important things in there.”

“My best hairbrush is on that truck.” Brooke crossed her arms.

Before Dad could answer, a thought came to Ashley. She cleared her throat. “You know, Dad… maybe this is a sign.” She smiled politely. “We could tell the movers to turn around and we could meet them back home. Forget the whole thing.”

The other kids started talking all at once until Dad let out a whistle. “Easy.” He waved his hands a few times. “Everyone relax. We aren’t going back. We’ll order pizza and sleep on the living room floor.”

“Pizza!” Luke cheered.

“And in the morning we can paint the back porch! That’ll keep us busy till the movers come.” Dad made it sound like this was a great change of plans.

Mom laughed. “Wasn’t how I pictured tonight going, but it’ll be a memory.”

Then Dad walked to her and wrapped his arms around her. “Elizabeth, my love… we’re home.”

“Yes.” Mom put her head on his shoulder. “Yes we are.”

Watching them made Ashley feel a little better. But they were wrong about one thing. This definitely wasn’t home.

The pizza arrived and after dinner they explored some more and then they made their beds on the floor out of sweaters and pillows from the car. Ashley closed her eyes and tried to sleep, but the noises kept her awake. First, a chatty owl and then a crying wind, which made the house creak. Suddenly a howl shook the air. Ashley sat straight up.

Wolves! Right outside the back door!

Everyone else was asleep. The moon through the windows cast strange shadows on the carpet. The house was empty and lonely and scary. Definitely scary. What if the wolf got inside?

“Dad.” She whispered in his direction, but there was no response. She lay back down on her side and pulled her knees up close to her chin.

Dear God. It’s me, Ashley. I’m in this new house. And I think there’s a wolf outside. The moon was bright enough for Ashley to find her sketchbook. With quick pencil strokes she drew a different kind of wolf. Friendly and funny-looking. Then she waited. The wolf was quiet now. Okay, God. I know different isn’t always bad. But please can I go back home? Someday soon? Thank You. Good night.
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Ashley didn’t hear a response. But she felt better. God was always listening. Even still, the noises started again. Ashley opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. She’d never be happy in this house. Not with the chatty owl. Not with the howling wolf.

And not when they were so very far from home.
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2 Painting the Porch


ASHLEY

The morning sun shone through the window, and Ashley yawned. Mom’s coffee smell filled the air, same as it used to every morning back home. Ashley sniffed and scrunched up her nose. The smell seemed strange in this big empty place.

She groaned and sat up. Not only was the carpeted floor hard and bumpy, but that crazy owl had hooted all night.

“Morning.” Brooke sounded tired. She leaned up on her elbow. “How’d you sleep?”

“Not good.” Ashley blinked a few times. “The wolves kept me awake.”

Brooke sat straight up. “Wolves?”

Just then a loud beeping came from outside. Ashley gasped. “The truck!” She ran toward the front door and swung it wide open. The yellow moving van was backing down the long driveway with Dad guiding it closer to the house.

“Our things!” Kari joined them, and she and Brooke jumped around.

Ashley crossed her arms. She didn’t want her things here. She wanted them back in Michigan. Where they belonged.

“It’s finally real!” Brooke took in a deep breath. “Indiana air is the best!”

Ashley sniffed. The scent was grass and trees and hay. Like the Michigan State Fair. She wrinkled her nose. Home wasn’t supposed to smell like a fair. Ashley turned to their mother. “Are we still painting the back porch?”

“We are!” Mom grinned. “Or I should say… you kids are.” She moved to go back inside. “Oh… and your dad picked up breakfast sandwiches and paper plates. They’re in the kitchen.” She kissed Ashley and Brooke on the tops of their heads. “Come eat.”

The other kids were awake and Dad joined them for their first breakfast in the new house. They got to sit on the kitchen counter, which was usually not allowed. Already Luke was talking about the pond out back on their actual property. “It’s perfect for tadpoles!”

Dad nodded. “The yard is bigger than I thought.” He winked at Luke. “A lot to explore.”

“Yeah!” Luke had the cutest grin. “I can’t wait.”

Brooke talked about how her room had the prettiest view for reading and Erin said she wanted to look for wildflowers out back. Kari pointed to the big window in the living room. “I can already imagine our Christmas tree right there.”

Mom’s voice was hopeful. “I prayed you kids would wake up seeing something good here.”

Ashley drummed her fingers on her knee and looked around. Something good… hmm. Nothing came to mind.

Dad turned to her. “What about you, sweetie? So far, what’s the best thing about being here?”

She thought for a minute. Slowly an idea hit her. “Maybe… painting.” The idea made her feel a little better. “We get to paint the porch today.” She sat a little straighter. “Which is the best activity for an artist.”

“I like it.” Dad laughed. “I have five brushes and a few buckets of white paint waiting out back.” He clapped his hands together one time. “Who’s with Ashley? Hands in.”

Ashley and her siblings giggled. They jumped down from the counter and formed a circle. They each put one hand in the middle, all together, like a sports team.

Dad and Mom added their hands. “One…” Dad smiled at the group. “Two… three…”

The whole family yelled, “Team!” Then they raised their hands in the air.

“Everyone out back.” Dad grabbed the last sandwich. Then he turned to their mom. “Elizabeth, I think we’re going to love it here.” He tipped his baseball cap. “All right, Ash. Let’s go!” He squatted low and Ashley hopped on his back. “Porch Paint Express… here we come!” He carried her to the front door. “I need a whistle! Come on!”

“Tooot Toooot!” Ashley pumped her fist twice in the air. She laughed out loud because something wonderful was finally happening in Bloomington.

They were having an adventure.



Sweat dripped down Ashley’s face as she rested her paintbrush and looked behind her. They were getting it done. Almost two hours into painting and half the porch was bright white. She wiped her forehead with her sleeve.

Her siblings were slowing down, and Luke kept talking about the pond. Next to Ashley, Kari was painting about half as fast as before. “It’s hot.” She fanned herself a few times, and tugged at the collar of her shirt, like she would do anything for some fresh air. “I didn’t think it would take so long.”

Even with the heat, Ashley wasn’t tired. She loved this job. Of course paint wouldn’t make the place a home. But still, this was fun. She had never painted an actual building before. She dragged the brush slow and steady over the soft old wood. Every inch the brush touched turned bright white.

Like it was brand new.

Dad told them whoever lived here before had sanded off the old color and probably meant to paint it. But they never did. Maybe the family was too busy cleaning up Susie’s spilled nail polish. Whatever the reason, they left a perfect opportunity for the Baxters.

A way to actually enjoy their first day in the new house.

Ashley focused. Dip the brush, wipe it on the inside of the can, spread the paint on the smooth worn wood. She had a system now. She bit her lip. Dip. Wipe. Spread.

Kari stopped and watched her. “You’re good at this!”

“Thanks.” Ashley felt her heart light up. “It’s easy. Dip. Wipe. Spread.”

“Hmm.” Kari nodded and smiled. “I like that.” She put her brush in the can and gave it a go. “Dip. Wipe. Spread. Nice!” She hesitated. “How do you feel today? About the move?”

“When the painting’s done”—Ashley looked toward the driveway—“I might jump on the truck and head back home with the movers.”

“You should stay.” Kari sounded concerned. She kept painting.

Ashley painted another strip. “Maybe.” She stared at the fresh color. “Dip. Wipe. Spread.” The words started to sound like a song. “Dip. Wipe. Spread.”

Kari began to sing along while she painted. “Dip. Wipe. Spread.”

Pretty soon Erin and Brooke picked up on the catchy tune. “I said a dip… a wipe… a spready-spread-spread!” Brooke put a little rhythm into it and that made her paint fly through the air like white raindrops.

Last to catch on was Luke, who actually stood up with his paintbrush and danced around. “Dip. Wipe. Spread!” He did a spin. And that spin spun him right into his can of paint and suddenly…

“No!” Dad came around the corner just as Luke’s can spilled white liquid across most of the unpainted porch.

Luke stared at the mess. He lifted his eyes to their dad. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I’ll be back.” Dad was gone in a flash. From inside they heard him shout. “We need paper towels!”

Brooke and Kari and Erin stood frozen, their hands over their mouths. Kari was the first to speak. “All that paint.” She shook her head. “It’s everywhere!”

Ashley watched the river of white move and spread over the unpainted porch. And suddenly she knew just what to do. “Hey!” She spread her arms out. “Maybe this is a good thing!”

Dad rounded the corner with two rolls of paper towels raised over his head. “Quick!” He handed one roll to Brooke. “Everyone grab some.”

“But, Dad…” Ashley jumped in place, dodging the streams of white coming her way. “We can make beauty out of this.”

He didn’t hear her. The other kids grabbed strips of paper from the two rolls. Finally Ashley raised her voice. “Hey, family! Wait a minute!”

“Ash.” Dad shot her a frustrated look. “Help us!”

If only she had a whistle. Ashley put her hands on her hips. “Someone… please listen!”

Maybe it was her tone, or maybe the way she was standing, but all at once everyone turned to her. This was her chance. “We’re supposed to paint the porch, and now there’s paint everywhere.” She gave a slight grin. “Let’s forget the paper towels.” She shrugged. “How about we take our brushes and spread it.”

Her dad blinked twice and then a slow smile moved up his face. “Brilliant.” He laughed. Then he gathered up the sections of paper and put them on the nearby porch swing. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

Luke let out a big breath. “So… I did a good thing?”

“I think so.” Dad grinned. “Everyone grab your brush and start moving the paint around. Let’s see what happens!”

Mom stepped out back and saw what was happening. “This looks like fun!” She grabbed a fresh brush from inside and lowered herself to the spot beside Ashley. Pretty soon the whole family was moving globs of paint down and around the wooden floor.

Mom laughed. “This might be the fastest anyone’s ever finished a porch.”

“Yes!” Luke raised his brush over his head. A dozen white drops hit his hair and his blue shirt. “I did do a good thing! I really did!”

Ashley worked as fast as she could. There was no dip, wipe, spread this time. They had to push the spilled paint over the porch before it dried.

And the plan worked! The porch was becoming snowy white before their eyes.

But that wasn’t all that was becoming white.

Ashley looked up from her section and what she saw made her giggle. “Daddy’s got paint on his nose!” She laughed a little more. “And, Mom and Luke, it’s in your hair!”

Dad stopped painting and wiped at his nose. But that only made the white drop become a smear—all across his cheek.

At the same time, Brooke and Kari, Erin and Mom and Luke seemed to notice paint on their knees and arms and faces. Ashley, too. The porch was looking beautiful.

But the entire family was covered in paint.

Mom stood and held out her sticky white arms. She had even more paint in her hair and on her forehead. “I’m covered!”

“I say let’s finish.” Dad grinned at the rest of them. “We can clean up later. This porch is almost done.”

In hardly any time the porch was finished. Bright white and brand new. Twice as fast as Ashley’s dip-wipe-spread method. She and her family stepped onto the grass and admired their work.

“Nice thinking, Ashley.” He patted her shoulder. “Only Daddy’s little artist could make something special out of a spill.”

Happiness spread through Ashley’s heart. Daddy’s little artist. She liked that title.

Brooke ran and got the paper towels from the porch swing. “We need these more than the porch ever did.”

Everyone laughed and wiped off whatever paint they could. Mom and Dad were still laughing as they headed toward the house with the dirty paint-soaked towels. “Good job, team.” Mom looked back. “You kids take a break and explore. I’ll make lunch.”

Dad grabbed one of the half-empty cans of paint. “I’ll finish the edges.” He smiled at them. “You kids go on.”

Brooke took charge and led the siblings away from the porch.

“Where are we going?” Ashley scratched the paint drying on her arms and cheek.

“Those trees.” Brooke pointed to the far end of their property. “I want to see what’s back there.”

“Maybe there’s treasure.” Erin started skipping. “Or a portal to Wonderland!”

Luke jumped in the air. “Or maybe a bat cave!”

Ashley turned around and looked at the freshly painted porch, where her dad was working. She could still see the white streak of paint on his cheek, and a quiet laugh bubbled up from her heart.

Whatever fun things they did on that porch in the weeks and months and years to come, Ashley would always remember one thing. Her whole family covered in paint and turning a spill into something special. A mistake into a marvelous moment.

“Ash!” Kari called from the rest of the group. “Come on!”

“All right!” She turned and ran to catch up. As she did, she realized that something very special had happened. Something she hadn’t expected.

Ashley Baxter had made her very first Bloomington memory.
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3 The Special Rock


KARI

Kari waited for the others to catch up. She pointed back at the house, a thrill in her soul. “The porch is perfect.”

“I know.” Ashley ran to her. “I was just thinking.” She linked arms with Kari. “We made a memory today.”

Kari stopped and grinned. “We did! You’re right!”

Up ahead, Brooke had taken the lead with Erin and Luke right behind her. Kari gave Ashley a gentle push. “See? I told you everything would work out.”

“It’s one memory.” Ashley raised her eyebrows. “That doesn’t mean I like the place.”

“Oh, Ashley.” Kari laughed. Her sister would come around. And this adventure would help.

As they reached the trees, Brooke stopped and looked back. “Whatever lies beyond this point is now our territory. Just us kids.” She lowered her voice. “Whisper. In case any animals are hiding.”

“Like wild lions?” Luke’s mouth hung open.

“No, silly.” Brooke laughed. “Like bunny rabbits and deer.”

Kari watched Brooke pull back a tree branch and step through the small opening. A chill ran down Kari’s arms. This was more like a jungle!

“Okay…” Ashley followed Brooke. She took a deep breath. “I’m going in.” She climbed through the branches and disappeared into the trees.
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