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To Donald:

Do you feel it, how the years are picking up speed? Kelsey, into her second year of marriage and Tyler, racing toward college graduation. Isn’t our Lord so faithful? Not just with our kids, but in leading our family where He wants us to be. I love the sign that hangs in our kitchen: “I wasn’t born in the south, but I got here as fast as I could.” Nothing could be more true about our new home, our new life in Nashville. It remains so very clear that God wanted us here. Not just for my writing and to be near Christian movies and music—but for our kids, and even for us. I love how you’ve taken to this new season of being more active in my ministry and helping our boys bridge the gap between being teenagers and becoming young men. And now that you’re teaching and coaching again, we are both right where God wants us. Thank you for being steady and strong and good and kind. Hold my hand and walk with me through the coming seasons—the graduations and growing up and getting older. All of it’s possible with you by my side. Let’s play and laugh and sing and dance. And together we’ll watch our children take wing. The ride is breathtakingly wondrous. I pray it lasts far into our twilight years. Until then, I’ll enjoy not always knowing where I end and you begin. I love you always and forever.

To Kyle:

Kyle, you have become such an important part of our family. You are now and forevermore will be our son, the young man God planned for our daughter, the one we prayed and hoped for and talked to God about. Your heart is beautiful in every way: how you cherish simple moments and the way you are kind beyond words. You see the good in people and situations and you find a way to give God the glory always. I love watching you lead Kelsey, growing alongside her in faith and life and the pursuit of your dreams. Constantly I am awed by the wisdom you demonstrate, so far beyond your years. You are an example to our boys and a picture of how a husband should love his wife. Thank you for that. Even still, I am struck by the way you look at our precious Kelsey—as if nothing and no one else in all the world exists except her. In your eyes at that moment is the picture of what love looks like. This is a beautiful season, with you and Kelsey joining me at my events, your first solo Christian music project now a reality. Kyle, as God takes you from one stage to another—using that beautiful voice of yours to glorify Him and lead others to love Jesus—I pray that you always look at Kelsey the way you do today. We thank God for you, and we look forward to the beautiful seasons ahead. Love you always!

To Kelsey:

My precious daughter, I’m so happy for you and Kyle. Your dreams of acting and singing for Jesus are firmly taking shape, but even still it is your beautiful heart that best defines you. I’ve never known you to be so happy, and time and again I point to you and Kyle as proof of God’s faithfulness. Now, as you two move into the future God has for you, as you follow your dreams and shine brightly for Him in all you do, we will be here for you both. We will pray for you, believe in you, and support you however we best can. Congratulations also on your and Kyle’s first book, The Chase: When God Writes Your Fairytale! I pray it will reach the next generation for Jesus. Now, with that book and with Kyle’s ministry of music and yours in acting, there are no limits to how God will use you both. In the meantime, you’ll be in my heart every moment. I love you, sweetheart.

To Tyler:

It’s hard to believe you’re already well into your third year of college, ready for the next season of challenges and adventures. Watching you on stage these past years will remain one of the highlights of my life. I can imagine your papa watching from a special spot in heaven. He’d be in the front row if he could be, right next to your dad and me. But maybe my favorite moment was reading an email from one of your friends. She said she’d been gone from school for a semester abroad. When she returned, the department was different. Better. Stronger spiritually. She said it didn’t take long to realize that the change had come through you. God is using you in such a great way, Ty. So many exciting times ahead, I can barely take it all in. However your dreams unfold, we’ll be in the front row cheering loudest as we watch them happen. Hold on to Jesus, son. Keep shining for Him! I love you.

To Sean:

This fall you headed to Liberty University with the dream of walking onto the football team. In the journey that led to this point, you continued to put God first. For that, we’re so proud of you. God will bless you for the way you’re being faithful in the little things. He has such great plans for you. Sean, you’ve always had the best attitude, and now—even when there are hard days—you’ve kept that great attitude. Be joyful, God tells us. Be honest. Be a man of character. Keep working, keep pushing, keep believing. Go to bed every night knowing you did all you could to prepare yourself for the doors God will open in the days ahead. You’re a precious gift, son. I love you. Keep smiling and keep seeking God’s best.

To Josh:

Soccer was where you started when you first came home from Haiti, and soccer makes up much of your life now. I never for a minute doubted that you’d play NCAA Division I soccer, but watching it happen has been one of my greatest joys ever. Now I pray that as you continue to follow the Lord at Liberty University in soccer and football, He will continue to lead you so that your steps are in keeping with His. This we know: there remains a very real possibility that you’ll play competitive sports at the next level. God is going to use you for great things, and I believe He will put you on a public platform to do it. Stay strong in Him, and listen to His quiet whispers so you’ll know which direction to turn. I’m so proud of you, son. I’ll forever be cheering on the sidelines. Keep God first in your life. I love you always.

To EJ:

EJ, it’s hard to believe you’re already starting college! We’re so happy you could make the move to Liberty University at the same time Sean decided to transfer there. It’s the best university anywhere! As you start this new season, I’m so glad you know just how much we love you and how deeply we believe in the great plans God has for you. With new opportunities spread out before you, keep your eyes on Jesus and you’ll always be as full of possibility as you are today. I expect great things from you, and I know the Lord expects that too. I’m so glad you’re in our family—always and forever. Thanks for your giving heart, EJ. I love you more than you know.

To Austin:

Austin, I can only say I’m blown away by your effort this past school year. You’re a leader, Austin. Everyone follows your example and yes, people will want you. Schools will want you. But through it all I pray you remember you are only as strong as your dependence on Jesus. Only as brave as your tenacious grip on His truth. Your story is a series of miracles and this next chapter will be more of the same—I am convinced. Along the way, your dad and I will be in the front row cheering you on. I pray God gives you the greatest platform of all as you serve Him. Sky’s the limit, Aus. The dream is yours to take. I thank God for you, for the miracle of your life. I love you, Austin.

And to God Almighty, the Author of Life,

who has—for now—blessed me with these.



Prologue
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Town Meeting—The Mission

A REVERENT SILENCE DEFINED THE heavenly room as the participants took their places.

This was a new team. A new set of chosen travelers gathered for a desperate series of battles. A mission with the highest stakes. Orlon rose to his full height and took his place at the front of the room. The walls shimmered with gold and sparkling stone. The brightest possible light streamed through the windows. No one seemed to notice.

Angels were accustomed to the light.

Orlon stared at the faces before him. He could feel their concerns, their questions, their curiosity. Each of the twenty angels gathered here had been hand-picked, carefully selected for this team because together they possessed something rare and beautiful: a discernment that set them apart.

Of all heaven’s angels, these compassionate beings best understood matters of the heart.

“Each of you was created for such a time as this.” Orlon’s voice resonated with power in the meeting space. “Our team has been given a mission to rescue the hearts of a very few sons and daughters of Adam. Humans on the precipice of history.”

The angels remained silent. Their collective empathy colored the room with peace.

“The first part of our mission involves a battle for the heart and soul of a troubled man, a baseball player named Tyler Ames, who lives in Pensacola, Florida. The second centers around a young woman in Los Angeles. The girl Tyler once loved. Her name is Samantha Dawson.” Orlon smiled, even beneath the weight of the mission. He felt a fondness for the two already. “Tyler called her Sami.”

Orlon drew a breath. “Michael has scrutinized all angels and found you—in particular—worthy of the assignments ahead, ready for the battles that are to come.”

He detailed the setup. “The situation with Tyler and his former love is complicated. Over time other people will be involved. It will take several missions to succeed. In each, we will interact with a number of humans in various earth locations.” He made eye contact with several angels. “We will take our assignment one stage at a time.”

A slight shift came from the angels facing him. Not a restlessness. More of an anticipation. If sons and daughters of Adam were in trouble, these chosen angels were ready.

Orlon took his notes from a polished mahogany table at the front of the room. “The abandonment of faith continues unabated throughout all of earth. This is nothing new.” Orlon felt a heaviness in his heart. “But Michael has learned of a child not yet conceived, not yet born. This child will grow to be a very great teacher. Like C. S. Lewis or Billy Graham. Because of him, many will change their ways and return to faith.”

Angels didn’t feel confusion. But the expressions on the faces in front of him showed the closest thing to it. Orlon moved a step closer. “The salvation of countless souls depends on this child.”

A few of the angels nodded. Some leaned closer, intent, focused.

Orlon turned the page of his notes and his heavenly body tensed. “Tyler and Samantha are in a battle they do not know and cannot see. A battle of discouragement and defeat. A battle for their souls.” Orlon sighed. “To make matters worse, these two have forgotten their potential. They have lost their way. And if”—he looked carefully around the room—“if we fail, all of history will suffer.”

Every face in the room showed commitment to the fight.

Orlon steadied himself. Whatever happened, Michael had chosen correctly. These were the right angels for the mission.

“Hear me now. These two humans must not give up. For if they do, the child who would change history will never be born. In that case, people will suffer . . . and die.” He paused. “You must know the name of the child. He will be called Dallas Garner. Remember that. Pray for him every day.”

From the front row, an angel named Beck raised his hand. Beck was the tallest, strongest one there. He was dark-skinned with shiny brown hair and pale green eyes. If he were human, he could’ve easily played professional football. Instead, Beck was an angelic veteran in battles of the heart. He sat up straighter. “The child will be theirs? Tyler and Sami?”

“No.” Orlon did not blink. “Those details will come. Michael stressed that we will learn about one aspect of the battle at a time.” He paused. “Hours are passing. I need two of you to leave now on a mission. You will be given more information along the way—where to go, when to interact.”

Beck rose from his chair. “I volunteer.”

“And me.” Ember had been sitting at the back of the room, her long golden-red hair framing her enormous blue eyes. Ember had a strength other angels would never know. She stood, her passion for the sons and daughters of Adam palpable. “Send me, Orlon.”

He thought for a long moment. “Very well.” He crossed his arms. “Beck and Ember. We will send you.”

Michael had told him the teams would be easy to choose. They usually were. Countless angels were on assignment from heaven to earth. Two at a time. Thousands of pairs working in tandem on missions taking place around the planet at any given moment.

Most humans never knew, never understood. Man did not need to understand for angels to do their work. The idea of an earthly assignment was familiar to all of heaven, as was the term used to describe the common phenomenon.

Angels Walking.

Beck and Ember came to the front of the room. Without a word, the others gathered around and laid hands on the two. The prayer was brief and powerful: that God’s Spirit go with Beck and Ember, and that somewhere in Pensacola and Los Angeles two hearts might be rescued from destruction.

Not only for their sakes. But for the sake of a baby not yet conceived.

For the sake of all mankind.

Orlon stared into the faces of Beck and Ember. They were ready for the mission, anxious for the battle.

It was time to begin. 
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SINCE HIS FOURTH BIRTHDAY, Tyler Ames had logged nearly twenty thousand hours training and practicing and preparing for the game of baseball. Two decades of wins and losses, warm-ups and strikeouts, game after game after game. But there was one thing Tyler had never accomplished.

He’d never been perfect.

Until now.

Tyler adjusted his Blue Wahoos cap and dug the toe of his shoe into the soft dirt of the pitcher’s mound at the Pensacola Bayfront Stadium. Redemption was at hand. Bent at the waist, the ball an extension of his arm, Tyler stared down the next batter. Nearly five thousand fans screamed beneath the lights on this beautiful August evening.

Here . . . now . . . Tyler actually felt perfect.

As if tonight even the ghosts of his past were cheering for him.

His heart slammed around in his chest as he reeled back and released a pitch. Ninety miles an hour, he thought. At least ninety.

“Strike!” The umpire stood and pumped his right arm. “One ball, two strikes!”

One more, Tyler caught the ball from the catcher. Just one. A breeze blew in from the bay, but Tyler couldn’t stop sweating. Breathe, Ames. Just breathe. They were the words he told himself every time the game got tense. He dragged his arm over his forehead, stood straight up on the mound, and took a deep breath.

One more strike. Tyler squinted at the catcher’s signals. The dance was as old as the game: catcher signaling the pitch, pitcher waiting for the right signal, the pitch he wanted to throw. The signal came.

No. Tyler shook his head. Not that one. The catcher changed signals. Again Tyler shook his head. The third signal made Tyler smile. At least on the inside.

The change-up. Perfect pitch for this batter, this moment.

Tyler glanced at the stands. Four scouts from the Cincinnati Reds were here. If things went well he could bypass triple A and join the Big Leagues. As early as next week. The Majors. His dream since winning the Little League World Series twelve years ago. Six years making minimum wage, trekking around down South on a bus would all be worth it after tonight. He could do it. He had never pitched like this.

Not in all his life.

Tyler wound up and released the pitch. It flew from his hands like a blazing fastball, but halfway to the plate it braked. The batter—a new third-round pick out of Texas—swung early. Way early.

“Strike three!”

Tyler jogged toward home and high-fived his catcher, William Trapnell. Six innings, eighteen straight batters. Fourteen strikeouts. Three ground-outs to first. One caught fly ball. Jep Black, the Blue Wahoos manager, met him at the dugout. “Got someone to hit for you, Tyler.” He patted his back. “Rest your arm.”

Tyler nodded and took a spot at the end of the bench. This was his second season with the Blue Wahoos, and though the roster changed constantly, he generally liked his teammates. Several of them shouted congratulations.

“You’re perfect tonight, Ames.” William swigged down a water bottle, breathless. “You own this.”

Tyler gave him a thumbs-up. “Thanks. Keep it up.” He volleyed a couple more compliments, slid a jacket over his pitching arm, and leaned back. He could relax this inning with the designated hitter taking over.

He closed his eyes and filled his lungs with the ocean air. Hadn’t he known this would happen? When he got moved up from the Dayton A team last spring he had expected great things.

Tyler blinked and stared at home plate. The first Blue Wahoos batter was up. Tyler worked the muscles in his hand, making a fist and releasing it. His team was at the top of the lineup. Plenty of time. Tyler squinted at the distant lights, the sponsor signs on the outfield walls. Like a grainy YouTube clip, the seasons ran together in his mind. Star of the 2002 Little League World Series. In high school, California’s Mr. Baseball. Most recruited pitcher in the history of UCLA.

How had it all gone so wrong?

The fallout with his parents, his back injury, the public drunkenness charges, the girls. He had fallen out of grace with his fans and everyone he loved.

Sami Dawson most of all. Her name made his heart hurt. Sami, girl . . . where are you? What happened to us? He closed his eyes again. He had loved her more than life. But that was a hundred years ago.

Cheers interrupted his personal highlight reel. He opened his eyes and watched their centerfielder hit a triple. Blue Wahoos up, 3–0. He massaged his right arm. It was sore, but a whole lot better than usual. He had three more innings in him. Definitely.

A picture filled his mind. He and Sami, both of them seventeen, sitting together on her grandparents’ roof. Aww, Sami. We thought we had forever back then. The stars had looked brighter that night, the silhouette of the trees like something from a dream. No one had believed in him more than Sami Dawson.

What was I thinking? How could I let you go?

Tyler gritted his teeth. Tonight was where it would all turn around. He would Google his own name tomorrow and see something different. Tyler Ames: Perfect. Story after story would say the same thing. He’d made it. Finally found his way. He would be perfect and everyone would know. Maybe even Sami.

Buried would be all the headlines still there at the moment.

Tyler Ames: The Kid Who Didn’t Live Up to His Potential.

Minor League Purgatory: The Story of Tyler Ames.

The Sad Life of Tyler Ames: Mr. Baseball, Mr. Joke.

Tyler exhaled. The pain of his past was as close as the nearest computer. Any kid with a cell phone could read about the hero he’d been.

And the failure he’d become.

Every game, every inning of the past few years was like an act of penance now, a way to absolve himself for the sins of his past. And every single pitch had led to this.

The chance to be perfect. No hits, no walks, no one on base. Perfect.

For the first time.

What would his parents say after tonight? His father’s face flashed in his mind. Funny. Whenever he thought of his dad, he thought of him angry. Correcting his pitching form, scrutinizing his weight training, questioning him.

Another run scored and the Blue Wahoos were back in the outfield. Tyler felt warm and focused. More ready than ever. Jep Black’s words from earlier that day ran through his head: “Tonight’s your night, Ames. Go out there and prove me right.”

Indeed.

Jep had been talking to scouts from the Reds ever since the season started. Tonight, finally, the scouts were here. They actually wanted him. That’s what Jep said. The Reds’ director of player personnel knew his name and his numbers. Every wonderful statistic from this season. Tyler was just what they were looking for. They even knew about his past.

And they still wanted him.

Tyler set his jacket on the bench and jogged out to the mound. On the way he stopped and talked to his catcher. “More of the same.” He brushed his glove against William’s shoulder. “Talk to me, Trap. Keep me perfect.”

“You got it.”

He reached the mound and glanced up. When was the last time a guy in the AA minor leagues threw a perfect game? The Pensacola faithful were on their feet. Tyler Ames was about to make history. They could feel it. This was their night as much as it was his.

The beautiful oceanfront stadium had opened two years ago, and already it topped the list of places to see, things to do on the Florida Panhandle. The fans had bought into the Blue Wahoos, the team more than any individual player.

But tonight was different. Tonight the Blue Wahoo fans loved Tyler Ames. They knew his name. He could hear them.

Bottom of the lineup for the team from South Carolina. Easy as the waves in the bay, he thought. If only his parents could have been here tonight. If Sami could see how he’d made good after all. He was going to be moved up to the big show. It was actually going to happen. Breathe, Ames . . . just breathe. He focused on William’s glove. The batter was a washed-up second baseman from the Bigs who had been sent down to the AA leagues after an injury. He couldn’t swing a bat the way he once had.

Williams flashed him a signal. Tyler nodded. Yes, a fastball. That’s exactly what he wanted. He lifted his knee and wound up the way he had ten thousand times. In a burst of motion he fired the ball over the plate. The batter didn’t swing, didn’t even have time to blink.

“Steee-rike!” The umpire was getting excited, too.

Tyler kept a straight face, but all around him it was happening. His teammates were behind him. He could feel the focus of his infield, feel the gloves of the outfield ready to react. He threw a slider and the batter connected. At the crack of the bat, Tyler’s heart skipped a beat. He watched the trajectory overhead. Get it, he thought. Please get it. His teammate at centerfield responded. Fly out.

One down. Still perfect.

A grounder to first took care of the next batter. Tyler felt stronger now than he had at the beginning of the game. He settled himself on the mound and stared at the catcher. Change-up to start the batter. Tyler liked it. He wound up and caught the guy watching. Strike one. The second pitch was outside, same with the third.

The fans at Bayfront Stadium fell to a hush. He couldn’t throw another ball or the batter would walk. Breathe, Ames. He could be perfect. It would happen. He stared at William. His catcher signaled for a fastball. Tyler shook his head. Not for this batter. The guy had hit four home runs this month.

Next he called for a curveball. Atta boy, William. Perfect pitch. Tyler gave the slightest nod. This was it. A curveball would sail straight toward the plate and break hard to the inside. By then the batter would bite, and the swing would be a strike.

Another notch closer to perfection.

Tyler settled back on his heels, glove up, ball in his hand. The windup was everything it needed to be. He uncoiled himself and released the ball just as he planned, like he’d done all his life. But this time he heard something snap. Instantly fire ripped through his arm and down his torso, the sort of pain Tyler had never known before.

“Steee-rike!” The umpire made the call.

Tyler was already on the ground, writhing beneath the searing pain. The noise from the stadium dimmed and the only sounds were his racing heart and his own terrible groaning. People were running to him, but he couldn’t hear them, couldn’t make out their faces. He felt like demons were ripping his arm from his body. The world around him faded, every voice and face.

The first uniformed medic reached him, a man Tyler had never seen before. He dropped to his knees and put his hand on Tyler’s good shoulder. The guy looked like a linebacker. “You’re going to be okay.”

No! Tyler wanted to shout at him. But the pain was too great. I’ll never be okay again. The man was staring at him, his eyes bright with something Tyler didn’t recognize. Peace, maybe. Something otherworldly.

“This isn’t the end, Tyler.” The medic’s hand felt warm. “It’s the beginning.”

Tyler shook his head. Angry tears filled his eyes. Of course it’s the end. The name on the medic’s uniform caught his attention. A name he’d never heard before.

Beck.

Figures. Brand-new medic. What would he know? “My . . . shoulder!” The pain was killing him. Sweat dripped down his forehead and he could feel his body shaking, going into shock. Tyler lifted his eyes to the stadium lights. A strange darkness shrouded them and then gradually, everything else began to fade.

Sami would never want him now. She would blame him for making the wrong choices all those years ago. I’m sorry, Sami. I still love you. If you only knew how much. Two more medics with a stretcher rushed toward him, and the rest of the team gathered at a distance, silent, shocked. Tyler had one final thought before he blacked out.

He wasn’t perfect.

And after tonight he never would be. 
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THERE WERE TWO THINGS Sami Dawson loved most about her job as an assistant for the prestigious Finkel and Schmidt Marketing Firm in Santa Monica, California: the independence it gave her from her grandparents, and her office’s breathtaking view of the Pacific Ocean.

She had another hour of work before she would meet up with Arnie for dinner at Trastevere on Third Street—their Monday night routine. Three years dating and their traditions were pretty well locked in. After dinner they would walk along the Promenade, and after an hour he would drive her home. Sometimes they would play Scrabble or watch The Office at her apartment. Arnie had bought her the complete DVD series two birthdays ago. Other nights they tuned in to whatever was on TV—baseball and I Love Lucy reruns being the exceptions. Sami didn’t like baseball and Arnie couldn’t stand Lucy. Too much silliness.

Arnie left Sami’s apartment by nine—weekday or not. Every time. They were early risers, both of them. Routines were rungs on the ladder to success. Her grandparents had taught her that. Arnie agreed.

“No one ever got ahead by keeping late nights,” he would say. He was right. Studies showed sleep was good for the immune system—eight hours a night.

Sami’s immune system was rock solid.

Her current work account was the Atlantis resort in the Bahamas and Dubai. Paradise Island’s think tank was located in Pensacola, with business offices in Los Angeles and San Francisco. Sami had worked three months to get last year’s Fifteen Minutes winner Zoey Davis to sing at the Bahamas resort. Zoey had straightened up her act in recent months and agreed to the gig last night. Today Sami expected to see news of the decision online somewhere.

Proof that Sami was doing her job.

Before she could search People.com, something on her Google feed caught her eye. A name from the past. It caught her off guard and made her heart skip a beat. Sami read the headline again and sat back in her chair. Her heart beat faster than before.

Tyler Ames Suffers Season-Ending Injury.

She leaned in closer to the screen, seeing him again, the freckle-faced boy with blue eyes who had captured her heart the summer before her senior year in high school. She saw him where she would always see him: on a pitcher’s mound, ball in his glove, hat low over his pretty eyes.

Baseball was everything to Tyler. He had traded her for the game, after all.

She read the headline again. Her heart was breaking for him even before she clicked the link. A new page opened and there he was. The boy from another lifetime. A smaller headline gave her more details.

One-Time Pitching Sensation Was Almost Perfect.

Almost perfect.

Sami let the sad words play through her mind. She could still hear him saying good-bye the night before he set off to play for the Reds’ rookie league. I’ll make it, Sami. I will. Then I’ll come find you and we can talk about forever.

Her eyes found the beginning of the article.

Midway through what would’ve been his first perfect game since being drafted six years ago, one-time pitching sensation Tyler Ames suffered a season-ending injury Saturday night early in the seventh inning. Ames, 24, pitching for the Reds’ Blue Wahoos at Pensacola’s Bayfront Stadium, collapsed after the pitch. He was taken by ambulance to nearby West Florida Hospital. Team officials have said the injury will effectively end Ames’ season.

With each word, Sami felt her heart sink. Tyler needed baseball the way he needed air. Now he was out for the season in some hospital in Pensacola, Florida. She kept reading.

Ames gained national fame when he won the 2002 Little League World Series for the Simi Valley Royals by striking out the side in the last inning against Japan. He went on to rack up one of the most successful prep pitching careers at baseball powerhouse Jackson High School in Simi Valley. His senior year Ames was named California’s Mr. Baseball, and after graduation he was drafted in the twelfth round by the Cincinnati Reds. He turned down a UCLA scholarship for a spot in the Reds farm system.

Sami realized she was holding her breath. She slid her chair closer to the computer and exhaled. Again she looked at his photograph. The list of facts about Tyler’s life did not tell the world who he had been back then. Not at all. Not the way Sami knew him. She looked intently into his eyes.

She could still hear his laugh.

The rest of the story described the part of Tyler’s life that had happened since he was drafted. The quick trip from the Rookie League to the Reds’ A team in Dayton, Ohio. Sami kept reading.

Ames fell from grace with his fans when he was arrested a number of times for public drunkenness after playing in games for the Dayton Dragons. One fan pressed charges against him for harassing her in a bar, and when the story ran another female fan came forward with a similar story.

This many years later the truth still hurt. Sami blinked a few times and looked out the window of her office. Ames fell from grace. Something her grandparents would say. Sami stared at the horizon. The ocean breathed peace into her soul. The vast sea of blue and the unchanging tide reminded her that God was in control. Even if she no longer really knew what that meant.

Once more she turned her eyes to the computer.

In 2012, things seemed to turn around for Ames. He began pitching the way he had as a kid, throwing nothing but strikes. The Reds moved him up to the Blue Wahoos, where he continued to improve. Several scouts were in attendance at Saturday’s game. According to a spokesperson for the Blue Wahoos, Ames was on the brink of a move to the majors—maybe even in the next week or so.

Sami studied his face a moment longer. We had our chance, didn’t we? She felt no ill will for Tyler Ames. He had made his choice. They both had. But Tyler hadn’t tried to call her in three years. Besides, he wasn’t the same person he’d been back then.

Anyone who had followed him over the last six years could see that.

Sami exhaled slowly. Looking at him was like looking backward into a dream, as if that crazy wonderful year had never happened. She searched his eyes once more. She clicked back to People’s home page. She had to finish up and get to the restaurant.

Arnie would be waiting for her.
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SAMI SENT THE email to the Atlantis executives, grabbed her purse, and hurried to the elevator. Their reservations were in ten minutes. She wouldn’t have been late if she hadn’t spent so much time on the Tyler Ames story. If she hadn’t gone back to the story several times.

She didn’t miss him. Not the guy he was today. She didn’t even know him. Instead, she missed the girl she’d been when she was with him. That fearless girl who jumped off a rope swing into a mountain of red and yellow leaves one October night or the girl who held a conversation with a homeless man at the beach. A girl with no walls or limits or boundaries.

The girl she no longer knew.

Except for Tyler, Sami’s life over the past nineteen years had been as predictable as the tide. Grandma and Grandpa Dawson had raised her since her parents died in a motorcycle wreck when Sami was five. Her grandparents were in their seventies now, good God-fearing church people who had never passed up the offering plate on Sunday morning or the chance to correct Sami if she strayed off the straight and narrow. Her grandfather ran several businesses, and he prided himself on never having missed a day of work.

Not ever.

Sami leaned against the back of the elevator and stared into the past. With her grandparents, there was a right way to do things. Period. A right way to dress—skirts below the knee. A right way to talk—she was the only girl in Southern California who said “sir” and “ma’am.” There was a right way to walk—shoulders back—and a right way to visit with boys—briefly and at the Sunday afternoon dinner table. Growing up, Sami never had to wonder if she was perfect.

She was. She had no choice.

After high school, UCLA was the obvious next destination for Sami for three reasons. The school offered Sami a scholarship to write for the newspaper and of course, it took her away from her grandparents—at least during the school year. But the main reason was Tyler. He had planned to go to UCLA since he was twelve. That was his plan right up until the first week of June the year they both graduated.

The day Tyler was drafted, ten rounds earlier than he expected.

Sami stepped off the elevator and hurried to her car. But she couldn’t out-pace the memories chasing her. She breathed deep the sweet ocean air and squinted through the images of yesterday.

Her first semester at UCLA, Sami’s roommates drank shots of vodka before an intramural kickball game. “Come on.” They passed the bottle to her. “We all have to do it!”

An exhilarating sensation had rushed through Sami’s veins. She’d never so much as talked about drinking, not while living with her grandparents. Suddenly the idea of so much freedom made her feel ten feet off the ground. She was her own person, an adult. She could do what she wanted. Before she could change her mind, Sami grabbed the bottle and downed three shots.

“Perfect!” one of the girls squealed. “Let’s go!”

But as the alcohol rushed into her blood, Sami’s heart had begun to pound. She felt cold and clammy and her chest ached. “I . . . I don’t feel good.”

“You’re fine.” Her roommate took her hand. “Come on, it’ll be fun!”

Sami had pictured her grandparents, their hands on their hips, looking at her in disappointment. Her heartbeat doubled, pounding so hard she’d wondered if it would rip through her body and fall to the floor. She caught a glimpse in the mirror that hung on the girl’s dorm wall. A flaming red covered her cheeks and sweat beaded up on her forehead. She tried to draw a full breath, but she couldn’t.

“I . . . I don’t feel . . . okay.” Sami sat down on the edge of her lower bunk. All around her the walls seemed to be closing in.

“You look sick.” One of the girls came close and felt her cheek. “Maybe you’re allergic to this kind?”

Sami hadn’t wanted to tell them she’d never had a drink. But maybe the girl was right. Sami had dug her elbows into her knees and let her face fall in her hands. Her heart raced and nausea welled up within her. The worst nausea she’d ever felt. “I . . . think I’ll stay here.” She waved off her friends and when she was alone she went to the bathroom and threw up. Even then she wondered if she would die, the pain in her chest, the way she couldn’t catch her breath. How terrible, she told herself. If she died here alone in her dorm with vodka in her system. Her grandparents would be so ashamed. Not until the morning did Sami feel like herself again.

She hadn’t had a drink since.

Sami blinked back the memory. She was almost to her car. The drinking episode had convinced her she was allergic to alcohol. That’s what she told her friends. The next week when they offered her a drink she blamed the allergy and stayed sober. She became the responsible one, the designated driver. But the symptoms hit again later that freshman year when the girls tried to sneak out of their dorm well after curfew to meet up with some boys across campus. And again at a party when the guy she was talking to led her to a back room and started kissing her.

“No.” Sami pushed him back. In the dark she could hide her sweaty forehead and racing heart. But the symptoms were gaining on her. She glared at him. “I don’t even know you!”

Only then did she understand. She was having panic attacks. She wasn’t allergic to alcohol or boys or breaking curfew. She was allergic to being bad. Her grandparents had so thoroughly instilled in her the right way to behave that choosing any other option made her physically sick.

Sami reached her car, but the traffic was so bad she decided to walk. She was already late. A few minutes more wouldn’t make a difference. Her memories kept up with her like before. She met Arnie in the spring semester her freshman year. He was a junior, focused and determined.

Once they started dating, Sami’s panic attacks disappeared.

“I like that you’re a good girl,” he had told her. “I don’t need any trouble.”

After their third date, Arnie kissed her before saying good night. A sweet, simple kiss. It felt nice. Her heart didn’t race even a little. The second time, she took the lead. After a few minutes she leaned back against the door, breathless. “I won’t sleep with you.” She’d blurted out the words before she could change her mind. “It’s a promise I made.”

She didn’t tell him the promise was to her grandparents, not to God. It didn’t matter. Arnie only smiled and kissed her cheek. “That’s fine. The last thing I need is a kid before I finish law school.”

The truth was, Arnie already had his eye on politics. He had no interest in filling a closet with skeletons. The chaste arrangement was a win for both of them. Arnie turned out to be a good friend, helping her study for tests and regaling her with stories of his debate team victories. They didn’t kiss often, but he made her think. Sami felt smarter around him. All her free time was spent with him. When he graduated, he moved straight into law school. She finished her bachelor’s degree a week before he passed the bar.

Her life had played out like a résumé since. She joined Finkel and Schmidt as an intern her senior year, and a month after graduation the firm brought her on full time. That summer she moved out of her grandparents’ house in Woodland Hills and into a small two-bedroom walk-up with another new hire at the firm, a girl from Nashville named Mary Catherine Clark.

Sami smiled as she neared Third Street.

Mary Catherine was a red-headed free spirit who rode her bike to work along Ocean Avenue, wind-surfed the breakwaters at Will Rogers Beach, and couldn’t wait for Sunday church. She ate frozen dinners and stayed up late drinking coffee past midnight. They couldn’t have been more different, which was what Sami loved about her. Mary Catherine made her laugh and reminded her every day of the most wonderful truth:

She had somehow escaped the years of living with her grandparents.

Not that she didn’t love them. They meant well, Sami believed that. She had just never really learned to live under their roof. They didn’t mind her separation from them. In their eyes, dating Arnie Bell was the best thing Sami had ever done. By now Arnie was a third-year lawyer at a storied firm on Santa Monica Boulevard. He’d be making six figures in no time. Running the country one day, no doubt. That’s what Sami’s grandmother said about him.

The restaurant was just ahead. Trastevere. Sami could see Arnie sitting at their favorite corner table, looking over his shoulder, slightly irritated. Poor Arnie. He hated being off schedule. She giggled to herself, thinking about something her roommate had said the night before.

“Arnie needs a few surprises to shake him up a little.” Mary Catherine had grinned at the idea. “Like maybe let a mouse loose in his Acura. You know. See what he’s made of. He’s too safe for you.”

Despite her friend’s objections, Sami liked Arnie. He was good for her. He had the same desire to be successful, the same sensible spirit. He was loyal and dependable—no weekend motorcycle trips for Arnie Bell.

No panic attacks.

Which in a world of uncertainty was a good thing for Sami. But sometimes she wondered if safe would be enough. As a kid she was terrified of two things: heights and living on her own, away from her grandparents. Now her high-rise office and her apartment were two of her favorite things.

Which sometimes made her wonder if she was missing out on something even more exciting. Something she hadn’t yet considered. Like sky-diving.

Sami rushed up to the table, breathless. “Arnie, I’m sorry.” She kissed his cheek and took the chair across from him. Arnie was a few inches taller than Sami, with thinning brown hair that wouldn’t be around for long. He’d been a sprinter in high school, but his best athletic days were behind him now.

“I was beginning to wonder.” He smiled, but his eyes held a hint of disdain. “You’re never late.”

“The Atlantis account.” She gave a slight shrug. “I got distracted. Took longer than I thought.”

“Well.” He fluffed his napkin across his lap and his eyes lit up. “I have good news!”

Sami hesitated. Okay. So they were done talking about Atlantis. She slid her chair in and set her purse beside her. “Tell me.”

“You won’t believe this.” He smiled, clearly satisfied with himself. “The senior partner told me today they’re looking for me to take on a case by myself next month.” He raised his brow in her direction, waiting for her response. “Can you believe it?” He leaned closer. “Samantha, this is huge. It usually takes five years of assistant work before new lawyers get their own case.” He didn’t give her a chance to respond. “This case is one of the most difficult in the medical malpractice division of the . . .”

Sami stopped listening. The blue sky through the front window of Trastevere distracted her and made her remember that summer. Sitting at Tyler’s games his senior year, watching him pitch and believing there would never be anyone else for her as long as she lived.

“Samantha?” His tone changed. “Are you listening?”

“Yes. Definitely.” She sat a little straighter.

“What did I say?”

“You’re working on a big medical malpractice suit next month. You’re handling it by yourself.” She leaned closer to him. “That’s wonderful. I’m so proud of you, Arnie. Really.”

“Thank you.” He looked hurt. “But I was telling you about Manny being jealous. He’s been at the firm longer and he hasn’t had a case of his own yet.” He paused, studying her. “Did you hear any of that?”

Sami glanced around, looking for some way of escape. A nervous bit of laughter slipped between her lips. “It all sort of blends together sometimes. The law stuff.”

His shoulders and face fell at the same time. “That bothers me. I mean, we’re talking about my future here.” He caught himself. For the first time since she sat down he reached for her hand. “Our future. Samantha, this is very important.”

She nodded. “I’m sorry. Go ahead.”

“Anyway.” Arnie seemed to take longer than usual to gather his thoughts. “Manny talked to me at lunch about it and I guess he’s going to the partners tomorrow morning and . . .”

Samantha. The name grated on her now. Arnie had called her that from the beginning. He thought it sounded important. Academic. She was raised with the name. Samantha was how she had thought of herself until that summer. Only two people had ever called her Sami: Mary Catherine.

And Tyler Ames.

Otherwise she was Samantha Dawson. When Tyler was in her life her grandparents frowned on the fact that he called her Sami. “It’s insulting to be called something other than your given name,” her grandma had told her. “Sami sounds demeaning. Especially when Samantha is such a beautiful name.”

Sami had seen her grandmother’s point. Back then she liked the name Samantha. It worked well with professors and her boss at Finkel and Schmidt. There was an elegance about it, a sense of success and professionalism. But it didn’t fit her the way Sami did.

And while she would always introduce herself as Samantha, privately she thought of herself as Sami.

The way Tyler had seen her.

“Samantha?”

She jumped. “Hmm?”

Arnie looked shocked. “What’s wrong with you?”

Before she could answer, Jean, the waiter, appeared with his perpetual smile and broken English. “Hello! How you are today?” Jean was their guy. Every time. He seemed to sense things weren’t great between them. “I give you time? Yes?”

“A few minutes, Jean.” Arnie’s smile looked stale. “Please.” Jean nodded and waved, backing up from the table and hurrying to the adjacent one. When he was out of earshot, Arnie sounded disappointed. “Could you try to listen to me? I mean, first you’re late and then you’re”—he waved his hand around—“I don’t know, distracted. Like you don’t care.”

“I’m sorry.” Sami gave a quick shake of her head. “Really.”

“You understand how big this is, right?” His tone softened. He took her hand again. “The firm is very political. In a few years—if I’m interested—there’s talk of me running for office.” Arnie leaned in and gently kissed her lips. “We’ll be married by then, of course.” Clearly, there wasn’t a doubt in his mind. He touched her face and smiled. “I’ll need your support, Samantha. Fully.”

“Of course.” She covered his hand with her own. “Just a long day at the office.” Her smile came easily, even if she didn’t feel it. “You have my support. You know that.”

The rest of the meal she listened better, interjecting her approval or affirmation where appropriate. She was happy for Arnie and his career, his dreams, and even his political aspirations, if that’s what he wanted. But every so often, despite her best efforts to stay focused, Sami caught herself looking at the blue sky and thinking about a boy who lay broken in a hospital somewhere in Pensacola, Florida. A boy who traded everything for the dream of playing baseball.

Even her.
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CHERYL CONLEY DREADED ANY call from Merrill Place Retirement Center, but especially tonight. The call came just after eight o’clock, when she and her husband had settled down in front of the TV with their granddaughters for a much-anticipated showing of Disney’s Tangled. Saturday was their night to babysit the girls, something they looked forward to all week.

Cheryl took the call in the next room. Her mother had been in the retirement center’s Alzheimer’s unit for the past year. Lately she’d been on a steady decline. “Hello?” She held her breath.

“Ms. Conley, it’s Harrison Myers over at Merrill Place. Sorry to bother you.” He sighed. “Your mother isn’t doing well. I thought I should call.”

“What happened?” Cheryl sat in the nearest chair and rested her elbows on her knees. Dear Jesus. Not again . . .

“I found her at the front door trying to leave. She was in her nightgown and a wool coat. She was pulling an overnight bag packed with most of her things.” Frustration sounded in his voice. Harrison had been manager of Merrill Place for ten years. He practically lived there. If he was worried, then things were bad.

“You really think she was going to leave?”

“Definitely. If the door hadn’t been locked, she’d be halfway down the boulevard.”

Heartache welled up in Cheryl. Her mother had always been so strong, the pulse of their home. Even after Dad died twenty years ago, her mom had been sharper than women half her age. How could her mind fail her like this? “Did she say anything?”

“I couldn’t understand most of it. Something about finding Ben.” He hesitated. “She’s said that before, of course.”

Cheryl closed her eyes. Ben. Her older brother. “At least that makes sense.”

“You want to come down and talk to her?” The manager hesitated. “I mean, she’s your mother but I understand she doesn’t . . .”

“Know me?” Every time Cheryl thought about the fact, her heart broke a little more. “No. She doesn’t.” She stood and paced a few steps. The sentence was never easy to finish. She thought about her granddaughters in the other room. “You think it would help? If I was there?”

“Maybe. Either way we need to agree on a plan.” Harrison sounded weary. “When patients get like this, we have to move them. She needs much higher-level care. There’s a facility in Destin.” He hesitated. “And yes. I think if you came it could help.”

“Okay.” They had talked about it before. Destin was nearly an hour from Pensacola. Too far for Cheryl to drop in throughout the week. Too far for a night like this. “I’ll be right there.”

“Thank you.” Relief punctuated his words.

Cheryl walked to the back of the house where the girls were cuddled, one on each side of their grandfather. They were four and six this year. Every hour with them was priceless.

She smiled at them. “Meemaw’s got to go out for a little bit. Check on Great-Gram down the street.” She walked to the bookcase and pulled out Dr. Seuss’s The Sneetches and Other Stories from the middle shelf. A quick look at Chuck, her husband of forty years, told him all he needed to know. He would help delay the start of the movie. “Papa will read while I’m gone.” Cheryl patted their blond heads. “I’ll be back soon.”

“You need me?” Chuck took the book, his eyes warm with empathy.
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