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To Donald:

Well . . . we are ending our second year as empty nesters. I never liked that term. And I can tell you now with all my heart that there’s been nothing empty about the last few years. They’ve been full of beautiful walks and meaningful talks, nights when we randomly jump into the car and spend an evening with Kelsey and Kyle, little Hudson, and now our newest grandbaby. We play tennis and Ping-Pong and hang out with our wonderful friends. And yes, we miss having our family all together every day. But when they come home the celebrating never ends. What I mean is, I’ve loved raising our kids with you, and now I love this season, too. God has brought us through so many pages in our story. The Baxter family came to life while we were raising our kids. When they told stories around the family dinner table, we were doing the same. And when their kids auditioned for Christian theater, our kids were singing the same songs. Our family is—and always will be—inexorably linked with the Baxter family. So thank you for creating a world where our love and life and family and faith were so beautiful I could do nothing but write about it. So that some far-off day when we’re old and the voices of our many grandchildren fill the house, we can pull out books like this one and remember. Every single beautiful moment. I love you.

To Kyle:

You will always be the young man we prayed for, the one we believed God for when it came to our precious only daughter. You love Kelsey so well, and you are such a great daddy to Hudson and your newest little one. I literally thank God every day for you and for the friendship all of us share. Thank you for bringing us constant joy. We pray and believe that all the world will one day be changed for the better because of your music, your love and your life.

To Kelsey:

What an amazing season this has been, watching as you went from being the best mommy ever for Hudson, and now as you’ve welcomed your second precious baby. Little Hudson is so happy, and I know that Baby Nolan is, too. Your home is full of love and joy, peace and patience and God’s Holy Spirit. Because you and Kyle have intentionally welcomed the Lord into your home. What a beautiful time for all of us! Hudson is strong and kind and joyful, with a depth that tells all of us that some way, somehow, God is going to use him. I can’t wait to see all the ways God pours His gifts into your newest little angel, also. I believe God will continue to use your precious family as a very bright light . . . and I know that one day all the world will look to you and Kyle as an example of how to love well. Love you with all my heart, honey.

To Tyler:

I remember that long-ago day when you were a ten-year-old and you said, “Mom, someday I’m going to write music and make movies. But I think I’m also going to write books in my spare time. Like you do!” And now, my talented son, that’s exactly what you’re doing. How amazing is it that we have the privilege of writing together? Already we’ve had one screenplay—Maggie’s Miracle—show up on the Hallmark Channel, and now a series of books about the Baxter children. I always knew God had gifted you with great talent. But I never would’ve imagined the ways God would work it all together. You’re still songwriting, still writing original screenplays and dreaming of making movies. But now you’re writing books in your spare time, too. I love it! God has great things ahead, and as always I am most thankful for this front-row seat. Oh, and for the occasional evening when you stop by for dinner and finish the night playing the piano. You are a very great blessing, Ty. Love you always.

To Sean:

Later this year you will finish your time at Liberty University, earning a degree and growing in your faith and strength as a man. You have listened to God, Sean. You have taken the difficult moments of your earlier years and turned them into strengths, and for that your dad and I are so proud of you! From the first day we held you, we knew your spirit was bright. You love God and people with a passion and joy that defied your first five years. Yet we agreed with you that it was time to take your faith to another level. I am convinced God has amazing plans ahead for you, Son. I love you forever.

To Josh:

You are out on your own, finding your way. What a blessing to know that wherever you go, you take us with you . . . and Jesus with you. Always remember that having a relationship with Him is the most important gift you will ever give your family. You belong to Him, Josh. You always have. As you lead your family in the years to come, as you walk out your faith together, walk humbly. And just know how much we love you. We are here for you, always.

To EJ:

What a tremendous time this is for you, EJ. You are doing so well at Liberty University, so excited about the career in filmmaking you have chosen. Isn’t it something how God knew—even all those years ago when you first entered our family—that you would need to be with people who loved God and loved each other . . . but also people who loved the power of storytelling. I’m so excited about the future, and the ways God will use your gifts to intersect with the gifts of so many others in our family. Maybe we should start our own studio—making movies that will change the world for God. Whatever the future holds, remember that your most powerful hour of the day is the one you give to Jesus. Stay in His word. Pray always. I love you.

To Austin:

I’m so grateful I can see you when I travel to Liberty University to teach. You are tall and strong and a godly presence on that campus. But not only that. You are a loyal friend with a very deep heart. During breaks we will continue to have many happy times together. But I still miss you in the everydayness, Austin. You have been such a light in our home, our miracle boy. Our overcomer. You are my youngest, and no question the hardest to let go. At times the quiet here is so . . . quiet. Even with your dad’s jokes and two little grandchildren in our lives. So . . . while you’re at Liberty, on nights when you lie awake in your dorm, just know that we have cherished every moment of raising you. And we are still here. We always will be. Love you forever, Aus.

And to God Almighty,

the Author of Life, who has—for now—blessed me with these.
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This book is part of the Baxter family collection, but it can be read as a stand-alone novel. Find out more about the Baxter family at the back of this book. Whether you’ve loved the Baxters for a decade, or you’re finding them for the first time—To the Moon and Back is for you.
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The roots of the tree had taken residence in Amy Hogan’s heart, where they wouldn’t let go. She could see it in her mind, feel the rough bark against her fingertips. The way its branches spread out like the hands of God. Amy had never seen the tree, but she would soon.

The Survivor Tree.

A hundred-year-old American elm growing out of what used to be a parking lot in front of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in the heart of Oklahoma City. Now its boughs shaded the highest part of the memorial site. The place where an evil man parked a moving truck loaded with fertilizer and blew the federal building to bits.

Amy was only twelve. She wasn’t alive when the Oklahoma City bombing happened way back in 1995.

She had no idea what it was like to be part of the terrible morning when the truck bomb ripped through the building that April 19. She didn’t know the specific aftermath of twisted metal and broken bricks and battered men, women and children that made up the imagery of that horrific day when 168 people died.

But she could imagine the screaming and anguish; she could almost feel the glass in her skin, the blood on her body. She could picture the looks on the faces of the survivors.

Because Amy was a survivor, too.

And that’s why the tree meant so much to her, why she could hardly wait for spring break to begin. When her family would take a road trip to a dozen different destinations. But one of them would be the Oklahoma City National Memorial.

It all started with a photo Amy had found.

She lived with her Aunt Ashley and Uncle Landon, and their kids. Her cousins, Cole, Devin and Janessa. In every possible way this family had taken her in as one of their own. Sometimes she even thought of her Aunt Ashley as her mom. Because her aunt loved her that much.

One of the ways Aunt Ashley proved it was how she had set up Amy’s room. In the corner was a chair that faced the window. So Amy could sit and talk to God about her family in heaven—any time she wanted. Next to the chair, against the wall, was a bookcase full of everything that reminded Amy of her childhood.

A teddy bear her daddy gave her when they went to the fair the year before the car accident. A small treasure chest full of notes her mom had written while Amy was growing up. Notes just for her. Because taking time to put her feelings on paper was important to her mother. That’s what Aunt Ashley said.

Amy took a break from packing for the trip. She sat on the bench at the end of her bed and stared at the bookcase. There were also a dozen framed photographs scattered on the different shelves. Photos of Amy and her mom, Amy and her dad. One of both her parents and her all snuggled up on the couch on an ordinary day.

Back when they thought they had forever.

And then there was Amy’s favorite photo. The one of her whole family. Her parents and three sisters and her. They had been getting pictures taken for their Christmas card and the photographer had already snapped a million shots. Amy stared at the image across the room and let it fill the broken places in her heart one more time.

She could still hear her mother telling their story. How her mommy and daddy had been praying for a child when a social worker told them about Amy. Of course, Amy was just a little baby back then. But her birth mother had been a drug addict, and at the last minute the woman decided to keep Amy. That’s when God brought Heidi Jo along. The littlest olive-skinned sister in the group. But as soon as her parents adopted Heidi Jo, they got a call from the social worker. The woman was on drugs again and she had been arrested. Which meant not only Amy but also her two older sisters were available for adoption.

Her parents were thrilled and pretty much overnight they went from having no children to raising four little girls. Clarissa, Chloe, Amy and Heidi Jo. The first three all tan with pale blond hair. They were the closest four sisters anyone ever knew.

Until the accident.

Amy stood and walked to the bookcase. A layer of dust dimmed the black frame. Amy hated dust. She picked up the photo and lightly brushed the edges clean, then she looked again at the people she missed so much. Her mom and dad were on either side of Amy and her sisters. The girls had their arms around each other and they were laughing. Laughing so hard that this picture had turned out to be the best that day.

For a few seconds Amy closed her eyes. The sound of her family still filled her heart. Still made her smile on days when she wasn’t sure she’d survive the missing and hurting. The terrible losing. She blinked and her eyes focused on Clarissa. It was Clarissa, her oldest sister, who had said something funny that day. Something about her mouth feeling frozen or how she was glad she wasn’t a model because of all the smiling.

The details weren’t as clear as they used to be.

Whatever Clarissa had said, the day instantly became one of their favorites ever. Amy touched the glass over her sister’s face. It was good to have these memories. That was something Aunt Ashley talked about a lot. Memories were God’s way of saying something had actually happened. And it mattered a great deal.

Amy returned the frame to its spot in the bookcase. Then she stooped down. The bottom shelf was filled with eight photo albums. All the ones Amy’s parents had ever put together. When everything from Amy’s old home in Texas was gone through and sorted, after the furniture and the house had been sold, her Aunt Ashley had collected a few boxes of things for Amy.

She would always be grateful to her aunt for saving them. Every item and picture mattered. They were all she had left of her old life. Before the car accident that took everyone else in her family home to heaven. Everyone but her.

Yes, she understood what it meant to be a survivor.

Amy pulled the fourth book from the bottom shelf and took it to her chair by the window. She flipped to the back page and looked for the photo that had started her interest in the Oklahoma City bombing.

Before they’d adopted Amy and her sisters, her parents had taken a trip to Oklahoma. Amy’s daddy had cousins in Oklahoma, and one of them had hosted a family reunion.

The album told the story. There were pictures of Amy’s parents with people Amy didn’t know or couldn’t remember ever meeting. Most of them had reached out when the accident happened. A few of them had written letters since then. Her daddy’s parents were dead, but his great-aunt had started a scholarship account for Amy. So she would always know how much they cared about her. They came to visit every summer for a few days.

Amy scanned the images. There were photos of sunsets and scenery, her mom and dad happy and in love. But the picture that caught hold of Amy’s heart was one of her mama. While they were on their trip, her parents had gone to the Oklahoma City National Memorial. In the photo her mother was standing at the base of the Survivor Tree, her hands on its thick trunk, eyes lifted up to its beautiful branches.

Amy read her mother’s words, written next to the photo: “Me at the survivor tree. With God, there is always a way to survive. I love this living reminder.”

Amy ran her fingers over the image and then lightly over her mother’s words. Her mama was tender. That’s what Aunt Ashley said. She had a heart deeper than the ocean. No wonder she and Amy’s daddy went to the memorial site while they were in Oklahoma.

Amy hadn’t heard of national memorials until last fall, when her history class was studying them. But the idea filled her heart. Places of recognition and honor for very great losses suffered by Americans.

A few weeks after that lesson in class, Amy was looking through her photo albums when she saw the picture of her mother at the Survivor Tree. She Googled what had happened that day.

That’s when she found the history of the Oklahoma City bombing. And the tree.

Amy looked out the window at the storm clouds drifting closer. The tree had been there before anyone thought about putting a federal building on the site. When it came time to pave a parking lot, someone must’ve decided the tree was too pretty to cut down.

So they built around it.

And that’s how the tree stayed for lots and lots of years. Decades, really. Right up until the bomb went off. The bomb was so big it had something called shock waves. It meant that cars parked nearby exploded and the tree caught fire. Pieces of glass and metal from the blast shot out and struck the old elm’s base. Most of its branches were cut off by flying debris. When the dust settled, all that was left was a smoldering, blackened, barren trunk.

In the weeks that followed, the people cleaning up after the bomb intended to cut the old tree down. The elm was dead, they figured. Of course it was dead. But they left it standing because of the glass and metal lodged in its bark. The way the pieces were positioned told investigators what they needed to know about the location of the bomb.

So since the tree trunk was evidence, it stayed.

Then something beautiful happened. On the one-year anniversary, survivors of the bombing and family members of the victims, as well as firefighters and police officers, all gathered at the old parking lot to remember.

That’s when a police officer noticed something amazing about the tree. Sprigs of green were coming from the bark. The tree was alive! Horticulture experts were called in to tend to the tree and help nurse it back to health. The glass and metal were removed from the trunk and the tree was fed good nutrition. One year led to another and its branches began to grow again.

Today it was one of the biggest, most beautiful trees in Oklahoma City. Each spring workers at the memorial swept up seeds from the boughs. The seeds were grown into saplings, and every year those little baby trees were given out to people who wanted them.

People who had survived something.

People like Amy.

It was just as her mama had said all those years ago. The Oklahoma City tree was proof that with God, there was always a way to survive.

So Amy had gotten an idea, and a few months ago she shared it with her aunt. Maybe they could go to the memorial site for spring break, and maybe Amy could get one of the saplings.

She could plant it out back near her Grandma Elizabeth’s flower garden, and it would grow and give shade and comfort and a reminder of the family she’d lost. Then Amy would have her own Survivor Tree.

For spring break, they had been planning to visit Branson, Missouri, and Silver Dollar City and spend time on a houseboat on Table Rock Lake. But her Aunt Ashley and Uncle Landon talked about it and decided, yes, they would go a little further and visit the Oklahoma City National Memorial, too.

They were going with Amy’s Aunt Kari and Uncle Ryan and their family. Two cars, caravan-style. Aunt Ashley said that on the day they’d visit the memorial it would just be the two aunts and the older kids. The younger kids would go with the uncles to Frontier City for rides and stuff.

The memorial would be too sad for them.

But it wouldn’t be too sad for Amy. She wanted to be there, wanted to see the empty chairs and tall gates that had been built in honor of the victims. She could hardly wait to stand next to the tree and feel its trunk against her hands.

The way her mama had felt it.

Because the tree’s roots really had taken hold of her. And somehow, she knew that God was letting her go there, not only to see the tree. But to learn something from Him.

Something about surviving.
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The guys made the decision to leave at six in the morning that Saturday. Ashley Baxter Blake wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but by the time they were on the road the sense of adventure had gripped them all. Even her.

The older kids had agreed to turn off their cell phones until after dinner each day. So they used walkie-talkies to keep up with their cousins in the other car. The old-fashioned way, as the kids had said earlier.

“We’re stopping for gas at the next exit, right, Dad?” Cole shifted forward and looked at Landon.

“Yes, sir! Next exit!” Landon grinned.

Ashley could only admire him. Landon had always loved road trips with the family. These were his favorite vacations. He’d told Ashley that a thousand times.

Cole sat in the seat directly behind Ashley. He grabbed the walkie-talkie from the cup holder and held it to his mouth. “Stopping for gas at the next exit.” Cole loved the handheld device. “Roger?”

A static sound came from the speaker. Then RJ’s voice. “Roger! Over.”

“Over and out.” Cole leaned in to the space between the two front seats. He looked at Ashley. “This thing is amazing. I can’t believe you talked like this in the olden days.”

Ashley looked at Landon. “Olden days?” She mouthed the question.

“Hey now!” Landon shook his head. “We’re not that old, Cole.”

“I know.” Cole patted both of their shoulders. “Just teasing.”

They’d already been on the road for two hours. Ashley watched Landon pull off at the next exit. Her husband was more handsome than ever. He wore a white T-shirt and dark jeans, his arms and face tanned from his daily jog, his dark hair short to his head. The muscles in his shoulders were as defined as they were back when the two of them got married.

Ashley flipped the visor down and used the mirror to check on the kids. Devin was in the seat next to Cole, and Amy and Janessa were in the back row. Last night when they were loading up the car, Ashley had pulled Amy aside and taken her to a quiet bench in the backyard. Ashley was glad for the moment. She had been meaning to ask her niece if she felt nervous about the trip.

After all, it was on a road trip from Texas to Bloomington that Amy’s family was rear-ended by a semi truck. For weeks now Amy had seemed excited about the adventure ahead—especially seeing the Oklahoma memorial site. But Ashley thought she should hear from her niece on the subject. Just in case.

“Are you worried?” They had settled in on the bench and Ashley had taken hold of Amy’s hand. “About the drive?”

Amy hesitated for a minute. “Sometimes.” Her voice was quiet. “When I really think about it.” She looked across the field toward the stream that ran behind the old Baxter house. Then she turned to Ashley. “The Bible says to live is Christ. To die is gain.” Her smile didn’t quite fill her face. “I believe that.”

“Me, too.” The Scripture had helped Ashley learn to live in such a way that she didn’t feel heartbroken for Amy every time she saw her. All of them had learned to live normal lives again. Almost. Ashley felt tears well in her eyes. “Just look how many people we have in heaven. Right?”

“Yes.” Amy’s expression softened. She lifted her eyes to the starry sky. “When I think about that, I have nothing to worry about.”

Her wisdom was breathtaking.

Ashley watched Amy now, curled up with her pillow in the third row. She and Janessa had been sleeping for the past hour. Before that they were playing I Spy and giggling over things they’d spotted along the drive.

Ashley flipped the visor up and exhaled. She shifted so she could see Landon better. “Amy’s come so far.”

“She has.” Landon smiled. He kept his voice low. “Thanks to God . . . and you.”

“And you.” Ashley reached for his hand. They had all helped with Amy’s healing. “You’re wonderful to her.”

Landon squeezed her hand as he turned in to the gas station. Ashley’s sister Kari and her husband, Ryan Taylor, and their three children had followed them the whole morning. Ryan towed a pair of Jet Skis behind his truck, and he pulled the entire rig up to the pump across the way. It was supposed to be unseasonably warm this week. But they had brought wetsuits just in case.

Fifteen minutes later they were on the road again. During the next stretch, Cole chose the music and everyone sang along. There was Colton Dixon’s “Through All of It” and Danny Gokey’s latest hit, along with songs from Francesca Battistelli, Newsboys, Natalie Grant, MercyMe, and Matthew West.

At one point they were all singing at the top of their lungs. “Hello, my name is . . . Child of the One True King. I’ve been saved, I’ve been changed, I have been set free!”

Ashley grinned at Landon. Most of them weren’t the greatest singers. Amy probably had the best voice in the family. But the sound was joyful all the same and it made the final leg of the trip fly by.

They reached Branson just after three o’clock and checked into their hotel. Then both families climbed back into the cars and drove the short distance to the beach. They laid out their blankets not far from the boat launch.

Half an hour later the Jet Skis were flying across the lake. Landon and Ryan took the first round while the kids cheered them on from the shore. Ashley and Kari settled into chairs near the blankets.

“What a great day.” Kari looked at her and took a deep breath. “Easier than when the kids were little.”

“Right?” Ashley laughed. “Diaper changes at gas stations. I don’t miss that.”

Kari stared at the kids still jumping around on the sand. “So true. But still . . . I sometimes long for those days.” She blinked a few times, like she was just seeing their kids for the first time in awhile. “When did they get so old?”

Usually Ashley tried not to think about that fact. This was Cole’s junior year, and already he was talking about colleges. Liberty University was at the top of his list. He had heard about it from Connor Flanigan, the son of their good friends. Every time she thought about Cole moving away, Ashley’s eyes filled with tears.

“Live in the moment, appreciate every day.” Ashley watched Cole pick up Janessa and run toward the water as she shrieked with delight. A smile filled Ashley’s words. “God gives us only so many days with our families. As long as we know that, we can live without regret.”

“Agreed.” Kari stared toward the water. “Even when it seems they’re growing up right before our eyes.”

Ashley appreciated the time with Kari. Sure they saw each other at family dinners and holidays, at Clear Creek Community Church each Sunday and on the occasional day at the nail salon. But there was something very special about having a week together.

Kari stretched her legs. “I wish the others could’ve come. I really thought Brooke might.”

“It should be a law—all spring breaks must be on the same week.” Ashley uttered a light laugh. “I guess that’s not very likely.”

Kari shaded her eyes and nodded toward the kids. “They love playing together.”

“If they don’t kill themselves!” Ashley laughed. Devin and RJ were running up and down the shore, trying to push each other into the water. Just at that moment they both wound up in the lake, splashing and dunking each other. Ashley sighed. “At least it’s all in fun.”

Kari laughed. “Boys.” They were quiet for a moment. “What’s the story with the new movie for Dayne?”

The setting sun was warm against Ashley’s shoulders. Perfect after the chilly start to spring. She filled her lungs with the fresh lakeside air. “Dayne said he’ll produce it, and he and Katy will star in it.”

“Really?” Kari looked surprised. “They haven’t done that in years.”

“They miss it.” Ashley smiled at her sister. “They think this one will be big. Not just at the box office. Dayne said the message is just what our country needs. It’s called Shades of Blue. About healing after abortion.”

“Wow.” Kari faced the water again. “Powerful. I’m glad they’re working together.”

Ashley was happy for Dayne and Katy, too. “I only hope they don’t stay in L.A. too long. Their kids love Indiana.”

“True. They’re crazy about their cousins.” Kari grinned.

Ashley stood and stretched. “Come on. Let’s join the kids.”

“I was just thinking that.” Kari smiled.

The sand felt warm on Ashley’s toes. Everything about Table Rock Lake reminded her of Lake Monroe back home and the dozens of beautiful times their family had shared there. She glanced at Kari. “One of these days we’ll get all five of us and our families together for a family vacation. Somewhere at the beach. Florida, maybe.” She paused. “Even if we need to plan it a year in advance.”

“I agree.” Kari smiled. They were almost to the shoreline. “Can you imagine? So fun!”

Cole was the first to run to them, a football in his hands. “I’m next on the Jet Skis. Jessie, too.” He tossed the ball to Ashley. “You and Aunt Kari should play catch.”

Kari laughed. “Last time I caught a football I jammed my finger.” She shook her head. “It’s Frisbee for me.”

Devin must’ve heard the conversation. He was Cole’s Mini-Me, an almost exact, younger, blond replica of his older brother. His eyes lit up. “I’ll play with you, Mom!”

Ashley wasn’t very good at throwing a ball, but for Devin she would try. They found a spot a few yards from the others and Ashley gave it her best effort.

“Mom!” Devin snagged the ball from the air. “Look how good you are! You’ve been practicing!”

Everyone laughed, and Jessie and Annie high-fived. “Yay for Aunt Ashley!” Jessie jumped around, her hands in the air. “You should play for the Colts!” She skipped closer and fist-bumped Ashley. “I’ll be the cheerleader!”

This was what Ashley loved about vacations together. No clocks. No reason to leave the beach. Just fun and family and laughter. And on this occasion, even a little football.

Ryan and Landon pulled up on the Jet Skis and turned the machines over to Cole and Jessie. Landon came up the beach and watched Ashley. The sun glistened on his bare arms as he brushed the water from his shorts.

Ashley could feel his admiration without looking at him. She caught the ball, repositioned her fingers on the laces and threw it back to Devin.

“See, Dad?” Devin grinned. “Mom’s crazy good at this!”

Landon closed the gap between them and kissed her cheek. He winked at Devin. “I taught her everything I know.”

Amy was building a sand castle with RJ. She yelled out her approval, too. “You taught her good, Uncle Landon! Just watch her!”

Ashley held on to the moment. The sun almost to the horizon, the sky still warm and clear and blue. Diamonds of light dancing on the lake and her family gathered around her. Everyone whole and healthy and happy.

Even Amy.

An hour later they were done for the day. The sky was nearly dark as they loaded the Jet Skis onto Kari and Ryan’s trailer.

When they were back in their SUV and the kids were buckled in behind them, Landon smiled at her. “You really were impressive with that football.”

She could feel the sparkle in her eyes, the way she felt it so often around Landon. “I did know a little before I met you.” She stifled a laugh. “Truth be told.”

He chuckled and fixed his eyes on the road ahead. “Whatever happened to the idea of your dad and Elaine joining us?”

“They talked about it.” Ashley would’ve loved that. There were only so many chances for her dad and his wife to join them for a spring break like this. She turned to see Landon better. “Dad had a conference at the hospital.” She thought about how healthy her father was, how committed to the field of medicine, to helping people. “He might be retired, but that doesn’t stop him. The younger doctors need someone to teach them, you know.”

Landon smiled and gave a slight shake of his head. “I want to be like him when I grow up.”

“Mmm.” Ashley rested her head against the seat. “Me, too.”

Back at the hotel, they got ready and met in the lobby for dinner. After they ate, everyone gathered in the hotel’s private theater, adjacent to the restaurant. That night both families filled the place and Amy sat next to Ashley as they watched Disney’s Tangled.

Ashley took a mental snapshot of the evening.

If today were a painting, the most obvious setting would be the scene from earlier, her family playing at the beach. But Ashley felt more drawn to paint the one here, inside the theater. Not the movie screen or the seats or the entire group of them. But just Amy and her, and the fact that even at twelve years old, Amy still felt comfortable to hold Ashley’s hand.

That simple gesture was proof that Ashley had become more mom than aunt to the girl. Even if Ashley would never replace the mother her sister Erin had been. Still, Amy’s hand in her own assured Ashley that however much healing was still ahead, they were on the right path.

And God, in all His mercy, was with them.

•  •  •

THEY SPENT THE first four days of the trip in Branson, playing on the beach and letting the kids take turns on the Jet Skis. A couple times, Ashley and Kari even took the little ones, Janessa and Annie, for a slow ride along the shore. Then in the late afternoons they’d head into town.

Each day was a different adventure. They played mini golf and rode go-karts and toured the Ripley’s Believe It or Not! museum. All the kids loved the room with the slanted floors and the mirrors that made Cole look two feet taller than Landon.

“You wish.” Devin laughed.

Landon raised his brow. “It’s not too far-fetched.” He put his arm around Cole’s shoulders. “Cole’s about to pass me up. Any day now.”

By the end of the four days, Ashley had already taken hundreds of pictures—some with her camera, some with her heart—memories to hold close years from now.

When the kids were grown and gone.

As for the pictures on her camera, once they were back home she would make an album of their fun times this week. Each of the kids would get a copy. Photo books were among Ashley’s favorite ways to create proof of the years gone by.

Wednesday afternoon they packed up their vehicles and headed to Oklahoma City. Tomorrow was the anniversary of the bombing. The day Amy wanted to be at the memorial. The day they gave out saplings from the Survivor Tree. After they checked into their hotel rooms and once the kids were tucked in and asleep, Landon hit the lights.

In the darkness, Landon reached for her hand and rolled onto his side. He spoke close to her face. “I love you, Ashley. Everything about you.”

“Thanks.” She slid closer and kissed him on his lips, quiet so they wouldn’t wake the kids, sleeping in the bed beside them. “I love you, too.”

Landon paused, and even in the stillness Ashley could tell something was weighing on him.

“What are you thinking?” She kept her voice quiet.

“About Amy’s sapling.” He put his hand on Ashley’s cheek. “I’ve been praying she gets one. There’s no guarantee.”

“I know.” She thought for a minute. Then she whispered, “We’ll get there right when it opens. That should help.”

Landon kissed her again and another time. Then he settled in on his side of the bed. “You’ll have to tell me all about it.”

“I will. Good night, love.”

“Good night.”

Ashley rolled onto her back and stared toward the window. Their new hotel was in the heart of Oklahoma City, not far from the memorial. Her eyes were adjusting to the dark, and now she could see lights from adjacent hotels and buildings.

God, please . . . let Amy get a sapling. I have no idea how we’ll care for it on vacation, but we’ll figure it out. It’s just . . . it matters so much to her.

Ashley lay there, silent. Waiting. Sometimes when she prayed she heard from God. A Scripture or something He had been laying on her heart. But not tonight. Tonight there was just the soft breathing of the kids sleeping and the nearness of Landon. She closed her eyes. God would come through on this. Ashley was sure.

Because if anyone deserved their own Survivor Tree, it was Amy.
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Thomas “Brady” Bradshaw had been counting down the days for a month. The way he always did when springtime rolled around. For the past few weeks, his work as a firefighter for Oklahoma City had taken second seat to his memories and heartache, his confusion and anger. And all of it led to this one day. This one morning.

The anniversary of the Oklahoma City bombing.

Brady had the day off. He pulled his motorcycle into a spot near the back of the memorial parking lot and killed the engine. For a long time he just sat there, helmet and sunglasses still in place.

He was twenty-eight now. Twenty-three years removed from the little boy he had been when the bomb went off. The sky overhead was clear today. Some years it rained. A few years had seen storms and even a tornado warning or two. Brady could see today’s events as clearly as if they’d already happened.

It was the same every anniversary.

People would stream through the front gates, quiet and somber. Some of them tourists, curious people passing through, remembering for the first time in years the terrible terrorist attack that had happened here. In America’s heartland. They would walk the grounds and take pictures. Look at the exhibits in the museum and stop by the gift shop. A mug and a postcard later and they’d be on their way. Off to explore the nearest park or Frontier City.

Brady released his grip on the handlebars and stared at the memorial. The people here today wouldn’t all be tourists. Some would be connected to the bombing. They might’ve lost a friend or a family member. Or they may have survived the attack from inside the building. For those people—like Brady—the anniversary of the bombing was reverent. A day they would never forget.

But only a small number were really anything like him. For Brady, the Oklahoma City bombing was personal.

He shoved up the sleeves on his navy sweatshirt and stared at his forearms. When people looked at him they didn’t see the scars. They saw the guy who had done a season on the Survivor show. A guy modeling agencies once fought over.

Brady never wanted any part of it.

He didn’t do Survivor to become famous. Battling fires in Oklahoma City was his passion, not standing in front of a camera. He only did Survivor because he was one. And if anyone could prove it, he could. Never mind that he lost in the second round. The show couldn’t hold a candle to real survival.

The way it felt twenty-three years ago, when he was buried in the rubble of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building.

A quick look at his arms and he could see them. Jagged scars that crisscrossed his forearms. Sure, they had faded, but they were still there. He ran his hands over the marks and looked up again. Yes, today would be the same as every anniversary that had come before it.

He would go through the gate with the others and make his way to the outdoor area. In utter silence he would find the chair with his mother’s name and he would leave her a single long-stemmed rose. Then he would place his hand on the trunk of the Survivor Tree and he would try to separate his memories from the long-ago news accounts of the day. The ones still up on YouTube.

Brady took a deep breath and removed his helmet. He set it in the compartment at the back of his bike and pulled the paper bag with the rose from the same spot. Then he headed for the front gate.

Of course, there was one more reason he came every year. At least for the last eleven years. The reason was simple. The chance that he might see her. Brady clenched his jaw and stood a little straighter.

Her name was Jenna.

He didn’t know her last name. She was a girl he’d met only once, here at the memorial site on the twelfth anniversary of the bombing. Back when they were both only seventeen. Back then she’d been a wisp of a girl with forever long legs and the face of actress Emma Stone. At least that’s how he remembered her.

And Brady remembered her every day.

Jenna. The only girl in the world who would ever fully understand him.

Brady paid his admission and thought the same thing he did every year: Survivors should get in free. He shoved his free hand into the pocket of his black jeans and made his way out back to the field of chairs.

Like every anniversary there were more people here than usual. The noise wasn’t soft and reflective, but more an intentional somberness. As if people knew they should be quiet. Respectful. But it was forced. Because they didn’t have a million memories clawing and fighting their way to the surface.

The way Brady did.

His sunglasses were still on, where they would stay. No one ever saw Brady Bradshaw cry. He would make sure about that. Also because he didn’t want to be noticed. The Survivor show had highlighted his history, his connection to the Oklahoma City bombing. Since then occasionally he’d responded to a call and someone would identify him. Dark hair. Tall. Built like a professional quarterback. At least that’s how they described him on television.

Whatever. People recognized him. That was fine. Brady liked the people of Oklahoma. They were the family he didn’t have. He enjoyed talking to them. Signing the occasional autograph, taking the handful of selfies in a month’s time.

Not today.

Her chair was in the third row, somewhere near the middle. Brady moved past the people taking pictures and whispering. Beyond the handful of visitors carrying saplings from the Survivor Tree. No one seemed to notice him as he made his way. He was as familiar with this walk as if he lived here. And in some ways maybe he did.

Always would.

Three chairs down, and then—

There it was. Her chair. The one with her name etched into it. Proof once again that she had died here on that terrible day. Brady felt the first sting of tears. The routine was the same every year. He set the rose in the vase. Every chair had a vase attached to the side of it.

But not every chair had a rose.

With both hands Brady gripped the edges of the seat. He closed his eyes. There it was. The familiar feeling that came over him, the same one that hit him every anniversary. An aching, desperate, deep sense of protection. As if Brady Bradshaw, strong, tall, broad shoulders, could certainly do something to keep his mother safe.

The way she had done for him that horrible day.

“Mom. I’m here.” He choked on the words. Then he ran his fingers over the plate with her name.

Sandra Bradshaw.

Two tears trickled down his cheeks, but Brady ignored them. Almost didn’t notice. This was his time to remember. He wasn’t in a hurry.

A few photographs of Brady’s mother had been collected from their apartment after her death. Brady kept them in a small flip-book in a drawer near his bed.

That was it. Six pictures. The only evidence that his mother had ever existed. Brady thought about the photographs. One was his mom in her first year of college. The year she got pregnant with him. She had blond hair past her shoulders and a graceful, athletic build. She had gone to school on a tennis scholarship.

But that had ended when she found out she was having a baby. Brady had no idea who his father was or why he had abandoned his pretty mom. From what Brady could piece together, his mother hadn’t been close with her parents. She had moved in with a few girls and gotten a job waiting tables.

The second picture was of her with two friends, all of them in their restaurant uniforms. In both photos, his mom’s eyes were bright and happy. Young and full of life. The rest of the images grew less carefree. Deeper. But whatever the details of her story, Brady could see his mother had loved being a mom. She had loved her boy. Brady was everything to her.

The next four pictures were of the two of them. Her and him. One when he was hours old, lying in her arms, still in the hospital. Another when he was maybe two. He wore overalls and sat on his mother’s hip, him grinning up at her. The next must’ve been taken at Christmastime when he was maybe four, and the last one was from his fifth birthday. In that photo, his mom stood beside him, her arm around his shoulders while he blew out the candles on what was the last birthday cake she’d ever make.

Yes, Sandra Bradshaw had loved being his mom.

The only other keepsake Brady had was an old weathered children’s book. The one his mom had read to him every night at bedtime.

To the Moon and Back.

Brady gripped her chair and let the memories come. There were so few, he had to concentrate. Even then he wasn’t sure if they were real or something he imagined. One moment he recalled was of his mom at nighttime. Maybe a few weeks before the bombing.

In the memory, Brady was wearing green race car pajamas. He could see himself, running into his room and hopping on his bed, his mom behind him. It was the clearest real-life picture Brady had. The one he held in his heart. His mother’s blond hair windblown. Beautiful. Happy. Her eyes bright with laughter.

No hint of the tragedy to come.

“Brady boy, it’s time for your story.” Her singsong voice had called to him then. It called to him still.

And she was sitting on the bed beside him and opening their favorite book and reading every line, every page. “I love you to the moon and back, Brady. I always will.”

He had giggled and laughed and yawned through the story. And she was turning off the light and lowering her voice. “Let’s pray to Jesus.”

“Yes, Mommy.” In his memory it was always Yes, Mommy.

And she was praying for God to put His angels around Brady and their little apartment and for God to show him the good plans He had. “You’re going to do great things when you grow up, Brady. Very great things.”

Her smile had lit up his heart and then she was leaning close and kissing his cheek and tucking him in. Her hands soft against his arms. “I love you, Mommy.”

“I love you, too, Brady.”

Brady blinked and two more tears slid past his sunglasses and onto her memorial chair. There were only a handful of other memories. Mainly ones from the building that day. He and his mom had done errands together. Brady hadn’t felt good. He’d had a cough, so he’d stayed home from preschool.

They had gone to the bank to pay bills. At least he thought that was why. And then they went to the Murrah Building to see about getting help. That’s what his mom had told him. Brady had long since understood that the help must’ve been financial aid. Housing assistance or food stamps. Something to ease the burden of being a single mom and living with very little income.

Whatever the reason, they were in the building that morning. Brady felt his heart rate speed up. The way it always did at this point in the flashback. They were in line and Brady was playing with the stanchion.

The gray weathered filthy stanchion.

And his mom was saying, “Don’t touch that, Brady boy. You’ll get germs.” And she was looking right into his eyes and he was staring into hers. Her sweet blue eyes. She smelled like minty toothpaste and flowers. The way she always smelled. She smiled at him. The warmest, most wonderful smile. Her blond hair spilling over her shoulders, framing her face. And she had touched his cheek. “We’re almost done here.”

Those were her last words before the bomb exploded.

We’re almost done here.

Brady’s next memory was cold and frightening and painful.

Even still.

The next thing he knew, he was lying in a hospital bed with tubes attached to his arms. His mom’s friend was there. He couldn’t remember her name, but she had dark hair and she was crying. Crying hard. She had her hands over her face.

Brady tried to talk and she must’ve heard him because she jumped up and came to the side of his bed. “Brady . . . can you hear me?”

The room was spinning a little. Brady could still feel the dizziness every April 19 when he allowed himself to go back. He looked at the woman, stared at her and tried to feel steady and strong and brave. “Wh . . . where’s my mommy?”

And the woman cried harder. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Or maybe those were the tears sliding down Brady’s face now. The memory was old and grainy and fainter every year.

That’s when the woman put her hand on his little arm. She smelled like pizza. Nothing like his mother. “Brady . . . I’m so sorry, honey.”

Whatever was she sorry for? Brady couldn’t understand. And why was she crying? Those were the thoughts in his little five-year-old mind. But before he could spend any real time wondering, the woman told him.
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