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Praise for
the Samantha McGregor Series





“Melody Carlson’s novel Playing with Fire has all the makings of a great blockbuster movie. With captivating character development and nonstop action, it is a fast-paced read that’s definitely worth your time.”

—CHRISTIANMUSICPLANET.COM




“Carlson tackles tough subjects with a blunt honesty that respects her audience…and she also interprets some solid teachings on spiritual gifts.”

—Aspiring Retail Magazine




“Teens will appreciate Playing with Fire as its relevant theme of drug use makes for a fascinating spin to a Christian police procedural.”

—MIDWESTBOOKREVIEW.COM




“[In Playing with Fire] Carlson hooks readers of any age and draws them into a fast-paced world of loss, discovery, pain, and faith.”

—AUTHOR’S CHOICE BOOK REVIEWS




“Beyond Reach is an entertaining investigative thriller starring a heroine struggling with acceptance of God’s special gift to her though her faith is strong.”

—MIDWEST BOOK REVIEWS




“[In Bad Connection,] Carlson handles the controversial gift of visions with great integrity and care. Scriptures are strategically sprinkled throughout the book in such a way they not only let readers know what’s in the Bible, but add to the story as well.”

—TITLETRAKK.COM
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Author’s Note

I normally don’t include a letter in my books, but because The Secret Life of Samantha McGregor series treads on some new territory, I want to make a few things as clear as possible.

First of all, this book is fiction—it’s simply a story that’s meant to entertain and to possibly point out some spiritual truths—but it is not a theological study on the proper use of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. While I do believe in the gifts of the Holy Spirit and in God’s desire for all of us to do many wonderful things, I also realize that Samantha’s gift, her ability to receive dreams and visions from God, is extremely rare. But it does make for a good story!

Second, my hope is that you won’t envy Samantha’s unusual gift or seek it for yourself, since that would be totally wrong! Don’t forget that God is the giver of every good and perfect gift, and He’s the One who decides who gets what and when it’s appropriate to use. If you go around searching for your own gifts, you can put yourself at serious risk. Satan masquerades as an angel of light and delights in tricking those who look for gifts in the wrong places. Don’t let that be you.

More than anything, I hope you’ll follow Samantha’s example by seeking out God and a committed relationship with Him. I hope you’ll desire to walk closely with God every day, to make Him your best friend, and to be ready for whatever adventures and gifts He has in store for you. Just make sure they come from God.

And finally, remember that the Bible is our ultimate source for answers to all of life’s questions. Also, please check out the resources and discussion questions in the back of this book.

I pray that this fictional journey will draw your heart closer to God and that He will be your lifeline—for today and for always!

Best blessings,

Melody Carlson


A Word from Samantha

The first time it happened, I thought it was pretty weird but kind of cool. The second time it happened, I got a little freaked. The third time it happened, I became seriously scared and had sort of a meltdown. That’s when my mom decided to send me to a shrink. She thought I was going crazy. And I thought she was right for a change.

Turns out it was just God. Okay not just God. Because, believe me, God is way more than just anything. Still, it was hard to explain this weird phenomenon to my mom or the shrink or anyone. It still is. Other than my best friend, Olivia, I don’t think most people really get me.

But that’s okay, because I know that God gets me. For that reason I try to keep this part of my life under wraps. For the most part anyway.

A Word from the Word …
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One

With arms spread wide, the blonde steps back, staring down at her mint green formal gown now splattered with spots of bright red blood. When she looks up, her eyes widen in horror. She sees her date, a dark-haired young man in a neat black tux, his face twisted in pain as his fists tighten and he crumples to the floor. He curls into a prenatal ball…and a bright, shiny pool of blood stains the clean white floor around him. Music blares in the background, the bass thumping a fast beat. It’s a Pretty Ricky song, but the only sound the pretty blonde hears is coming from her boyfriend as he lets out a low growl followed by a gurgle. Then he jerks suddenly convulsing, drawing a final gasping breath.

The girl bends down, reaches out her hand as if she wants to help him, and then as if sensing danger or perhaps seeing someone now threatening her, she stands and backs away with a horrified look, turns, and desperately dashes in the opposite direction, tripping over her spiky high heels but continuing on…as if she is running for her life.

But it’s too late. More shots ring out in fast repetition and more screams of terror. All I can see is red now—blood is everywhere.

It’s a massacre.

I wake up clinging to my comforter and still shaking. My heart pounds with a very real sense of fear, as if I, too, am in grave danger. It takes a long moment to realize that this was only a dream. Just a dream. But a realistic and horribly tragic dream. Without turning on the bedside lamp, I reach for the notebook I keep handy for times like this, and in the gray dawn light, I take several deep, calming breaths and begin to write.

I’m trying to capture all the still-vivid details, the style of the mint green gown (beaded with spaghetti straps, formfitting — the girl had a good figure) and those metallic-toned shoes (were they bronze or gold?). I try to recall the girl’s facial features (what made her so pretty?). I do remember what appeared to be diamond earrings, three piercings in one ear, smallest on top, largest on the bottom. But was it only one ear? And if so, which ear was it? Right or left? I close my eyes and try to see her again. Left. I believe it was left.

I remember the boy’s hairstyle, short and neat, as if he might be into athletics. I try to describe his tux, but other than black, I draw a blank. I can’t even remember his shoes, but I think they were black as well. I write down a description of the floor as I remember it—large square tiles of white with streaks of gray throughout. Marble perhaps? I describe what the music sounded like. (I don’t even know why I think it was a Pretty Ricky song since I’m not a fan, but it’s what went through my head.) And then I remember strings of lights glowing blurrily in the background. Like a party going on. A wedding perhaps?

I pause, searching my memory for more, trying to figure out if I’ve missed an important detail. Another person? A sound? A smell? Who had the gun? Or was the guy even killed with a gun? Perhaps it was a knife. I don’t remember that part at all. Did I even see what happened? Is it possible that the girl was responsible? No, she seemed too shocked, too frightened. And yet if she’d committed a crime, perhaps in the heat of the moment, it would make sense that she’d be shocked and scared. I make note of this too. But there must have been more. Was there some little detail I missed? Did I forget something? I shut my eyes again and just sit there in bed, trying to remember. But that seems to be it.

I close my notebook and set it back on the bedside table. I will tell Ebony about this dream later today. I lie back down, breathing deeply to calm myself, but who can sleep after a dream like that? I wish I could call Olivia and run it past her. I’m sure she’d have some thoughts. But it’s not even six yet. Instead, I go to the kitchen and try to be quiet as I make coffee.

It must’ve been a prom, I decide as I pour water into the coffee maker. And that makes sense because it’s spring, and already people are starting to pair off and plan for prom at my school. Even Olivia is beginning to talk about it. She’s pretty sure Alex is going to ask her. Naturally, she thinks Conrad will ask me. And I think it’d be fun to go to prom. It’d be a first for me, for sure. But what if there’s going to be a murder that night? Still, I didn’t recognize either of the people in my dream. And the girl, especially, had the kind of looks that a person would remember. She looked the type who would be well known. But I’ve never seen her before. I am certain of that. Still, I suppose she could be new at school…or possibly she hasn’t started going there yet. Maybe today will be her first day The guy was unfamiliar too. I didn’t get a very good look at his face. But for some reason, he struck me as athletic. That might’ve just been the hair. Although it seems he was tall, well built. I better make a note of that.

Our prom is still a month away, so that gives me time. Unless it’s not our prom. What if it’s another school’s prom? Who knows what dates that might include? I know schools like to stagger the dates so all the local restaurants aren’t overwhelmed with high school students going out to dinner before their proms. It’s possible another high school could have a prom as soon as next weekend. I will have to mention this to Ebony ASAP.

I pour a cup of coffee, add some milk, and go into the living room and sit by the window to watch as the morning slowly comes. I think about Zach now. And as I often do in the morning, I pray for him. He’s back in rehab again. The good thing is that he actually wanted to go this time. Even though it was not optional, he was happy to go. He knew that he needed it, that he was lucky to get this second chance. And he promised Mom and me that things are really going to be different when he comes back this time. But that won’t be for six months. Still, he didn’t complain. I know he was thinking it was better than doing prison time. And that was a very real possibility. If Zach hadn’t fully cooperated with the DA and police like he did, I’m sure he would be in prison right now. As it was, he spent several weeks in jail. That in itself was sobering—in more than one way. And although I’m still sad—for Zach’s sake—I am so thankful he is alive. Things could’ve gone so differently. I’m thankful for something else too. Zach is finally returning to God. He told me that right before he left for rehab. He asked me to look for his old Bible and send it to him. I promised to send him a Bible, whether or not I found his old one. But I did find his, and I sent it just last week.

‘You’re up early,” Mom says as she comes down the stairs still wearing her bathrobe.

“Yeah…” I consider telling her about my dream, but it still bothers her that I get these dreams and visions. Despite making some baby steps of progress, she has a long way to go before she completely accepts my unusual gift. I figure it will come when she returns fully to God. In the meantime, I need to be patient and careful not to overload her. And I need to pray.

Mom gets her coffee and comes into the living room to join me. “Spring really seems to be here,” she says, looking out the window. “Are you making any plans for summer yet?”

I shrug. “Not really. I mean, sure, I’d love to head to Europe with some girlfriends and have a good time, but I don’t think it’s likely.” I laugh and try not to feel envious that my best friend might be doing just that this summer.

“No, not likely. But I really wish I could give you those things, Sam. I would if I could. But as usual, finances are tight.” She sighs sadly.

“I don’t expect those things,” I say quickly. “In fact, the truth is I don’t think I’m ready for Europe yet. I’ll probably be better off sticking around here. I’ve heard stories about kids my age getting into serious trouble over there.”

She sort of laughs. “You’re not one of those kinds of kids, Samantha. You have a level head. I would trust you to go anywhere and not get in trouble.”

“Thanks, Mom. But if that’s true, you have God to thank.”

She nods and takes a sip of coffee.

I can tell my not-so-subtle hint hasn’t hit pay dirt.

“I better get ready for work. Thanks for making coffee.”

“No problem.”

She pauses at the foot of the stairs. “By the way I’m going out with Steven tonight…might be late.”

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” I tease her.

She makes a face. “How about you? Any plans?”

“Olivia wanted to go to a movie. I’m guessing Alex and Conrad will join us.”

Mom smiles now. “That’s nice.”

I want to ask her why she thinks that’s nice. Is it because it alleviates her guilt for spending so much time with Steven lately? Or is it because that makes me seem like a more “normal” girl and that makes her feel relieved? Or is it something else? Those questions could sound as if I’m inviting a fight. And I’m not. I’m just curious.

I’m used to the fact that Mom and I still lead fairly separate lives. I know this is partly due to the demands of her job and of being a single parent. And I can’t help but wonder how different life would be if Dad were still alive. I’m sure everything would be much better if he hadn’t been killed. But I suppose I could be wrong. As unlikely as it seems, it’s possible that things might’ve gone in an even worse direction for our family. For instance, what if my parents were divorced, like so many of my friends’ parents, and I were torn between the two of them? Even so, I’d still be glad to have my dad around.

Maybe it’s better to simply not consider those what-if scenarios. Besides, I need to trust God with the big, impossible-to-understand situations. And He is worthy of my trust. He’s proven this to me time and again.

Still, as I go upstairs to get ready for school, I feel a flicker of resentment about my lonely family life. I mean, it’s not like we can do anything about Zach being gone. Or Dad for that matter. But not long ago, I had hoped that Mom and I were starting to get closer. We’d just begun doing more things together. We were even talking more. And Mom was trying to work less. Then just as it seemed that my relationship with her was really changing, Steven Lowery stepped into the picture. As a result, I feel slightly pushed aside.

Okay, I know it seems incredibly selfish, not to mention juvenile, to be jealous of Mom’s boyfriend. And it’s hard to admit this, even if only to myself, but I still do resent him…just a little. Yet at the same time, I’m glad for Mom. The truth is, Steven really seems to make her happy In some ways she seems happier than she’s been in years. I’m sure it’s wrong for me to have these negative feelings toward him. I mean, he’s always doing things for her. He buys her things and takes her places. He compliments her on her appearance. And even though she’s ten years older than he is, I know he makes her feel beautiful. She actually told me this just a few days ago.

Seriously, I scold myself as I get into the shower, I am a selfish, selfish daughter I should just grow up. I should be thankful for Steven being in the picture. And I should be happy for Mom. And I should be praying for both of them. After all, it was only last night that Mom said, “Steven is so good…so good for me…He’s almost too good to be real.”

Okay, maybe that’s what bothers me. It could be one of the consequences of working for the police department and solving some pretty hideous crimes—perhaps I’ve gotten a little jaded at the ripe old age of seventeen—but I do believe that when something seems too good to be real, it usually isn’t real.


Two

It sounds like a prom,” says Olivia on the way to school. I’m driving today We take turns now that I have my cool little green [image: ] Bug.

“I know,” I agree. “I thought maybe a wedding, but this time of year, it really could be a prom.”

“Do you think it’s ours?”

So I describe the girl to her, including the three diamond earrings in her left ear. “But I didn’t recognize her.”

“I’m sure there are kids in school that you wouldn’t recognize, Sam. Brighton is pretty big.”

“Yeah, but this seemed like the kind of girl you’d notice. Like a fairly popular girl, kind of an A-list girl, you know.”

“Oh…”

“And my best guess was that the guy was kind of a jock.”

“Like king and queen of the prom?”

“Sort of like that.”

“But he was dead?”

‘Yeah.”

“Creepy.”

“I know.” I try not to think too much about this image as I drive. It really is creepy I’ve had dreams of other serious things, including deaths, but something about the blood-splattered formal and the look on that girl’s face just feels more extreme than usual.

“Have you called Detective Hamilton yet?”

“No, Ebony doesn’t usually get to the station until nine. I’ll call her after first period.”

“What a gorgeous day,” Olivia says as I stop for the traffic light. ‘You should open the sunroof, Sam.”

“Good idea.” So I reach up and slide it open. “Woo-hoo!” I shout as I wave my hand in the relatively warm morning air.

“TGIF!” shouts Olivia as she sticks out her hand too.

“It feels almost like summer,” I say as the light turns green.

“Do you realize there’s less than two months of school left?”

“Yeah…my mom was just asking me what I plan to do for summer vacation.”

“I told my mom that I wanted to go to Europe last night, and she said no way unless she went with me.”

“That would be okay, wouldn’t it?” Once again I try not to feel envious of my best friend. I actually think it’s very cool that Olivia’s mom likes doing things with her daughter. I guess I just wish my mom could be more like that. Even with Steven in the picture, I wish she wanted to take time away from him so she and I could do more things together. But there I go being selfish again.

“I guess…” Olivia sighs loudly. “But going to Europe with your mom seems a little lame.”

“Better than not going at all.”

“I suppose. And if Mom goes, at least we’ll stay in nice places, eat good meals, and do some great shopping.”

“That sounds way too fun.”

“Why don’t you come too, Sam?”

“I wish…”

“Why not?”

“Well, for one thing I can’t afford it. But also I’m secretly hoping I can work with the police a little more this summer.”

“Have they asked you?”

“No…but it would sure beat working at the day care again. Not that I don’t like those little rug rats, but doing police work is way more interesting, and now that Ebony has given me some special training and I have this car, well, it’d be fun to put it all to better use.”

I pull into the school parking lot, and as we get out of the car, I notice a blond girl who reminds me of the one in my dream. “Hey, look. Do you know who that is?”

Olivia peers at the girl getting out of a small white car. ‘Yeah, that’s Laura Temple. She’s in my chem class.”

“By any chance does she have three piercings in her left ear?”

Olivia laughs, then gets a somber expression. “I don’t know…but I can check.”

We wait as the girl slowly walks toward us, but as she gets closer and I can see her face more clearly, I know she’s not the girl from last night’s dream. “Never mind,” I say to Olivia as we start walking toward the school. “It’s not her anyway”

“How can you be so sure?”

“It’s just not. The girl in my dream was strikingly pretty. Not that Laura’s a dog or anything, but she’s just not the same girl, okay?”

“What if she has those same earrings?” teased Olivia.

“Then I’ll reconsider.”

“Hey, Sam,” calls Jack as we walk across the street. He’s having what I’m guessing is his last before-school cigarette.

“What’s up?” I pause and smile at him. I know that he’s still getting over Felicity’s death. I think we all are. But in some ways Jack’s opened up since all that happened. Or maybe it’s just that more people started reaching out to him and he realized he still has friends.

“Not much,” he says as he blows out a puff of smoke. “Nice day, huh?”

“Totally,” says Olivia. “Will you be at band practice tomorrow?”

“Uh-huh.” He nods and takes in a long drag.

“I’ll see ya there,” Olivia says as we head into the building.

“Catch ya later,” I call. “Don’t be late for class, Jack.” I hear his sarcastic laugh as I go inside, and I can tell he’s thinking, Yeah, sure, Since when do I care? But I hope he’ll start caring. I hope he’ll begin to see that his life has more value than just hanging and acting tough. Still, he’s made some progress. And he’s talking to us. That’s worth a lot.

Olivia and I part ways, and as I navigate the crowded halls, I keep my eyes peeled for a pretty blonde with three piercings in one ear. And while I see girls who sort of fit the image, I already know and recognize these girls, and it’s obvious that none of them is the one from my dream. More and more I am convinced that my dream is not about our school. And maybe it’s not even a prom. It could be a wedding or some other formal occasion.

After Creative Writing, I call Ebony and quickly explain the dream to her. When she asks for more details, I pull out my notebook and read the whole thing to her. “My first guess is that it’s a prom,” I finally tell her, “But I suppose it could be a wedding or something.”

“Okay, let’s start with the first possibility. If it’s a prom, do you think it’s your school? Was it the Brighton High prom?”

“I don’t know…The girl and guy were totally unfamiliar.”

“When is your prom?”

“The second weekend of May.”

“That’s almost a month out.”

“I know…”

“But if it’s not Brighton’s prom, it could be sooner.”

“Exactly what I was thinking.”

“Well, this is helpful for starters,” she says. “How about I do some initial research on who’s having proms and where and when and you come by after school so we can kick it around some more? Okay?”

“Sounds good.” I hang up and think how much I like working

with Ebony. It’s ironic that she used to be Dad’s partner. But I suppose that’s part of the reason she gets me. Also, she seems to understand my gift. And she’s a Christian. All in all, I feel really blessed to know her—and to work with her.

“Hey, Sam,” says Conrad as he catches me on my way to Journalism. “What’s up?”

“Not much.”

“Want to go out tonight?”

“Sure. What did you have in mind?”

“Well, Alex said that Olivia suggested a movie. But not a chick flick, I hope.”

“Oh yeah,” I tease. “I heard it involves lots of designer clothes and killer shoes, not to mention giggling and chocolate, and I think there’s an over-the-top wedding and—”

“Come on, Sam.” His pale brows pull together in a slight frown.

I wink at him. “Actually, I think you’ll like it.”

“Cool.” He smiles in relief, then waves as he takes off.

“Later,” I call out as I watch him jogging down the breezeway, trying to beat the bell. His long lanky form topped by that curly red hair looks slightly comical from here. I chuckle to myself, then turn and go into the classroom, where whatever seemed humorous suddenly evaporates.

I still get jolted by the loss of Felicity every time I walk into Journalism. We had this class together, and I’d been trying to get to know her—I’d actually been making progress. There was no denying the girl was definitely a misfit, but she was also interesting and intelligent. Too smart, I’d hoped, to be involved in the kind of crud she’d been involved in. Then, even when I tried to warn ‘her, actually telling her of my vision, she had refused to listen or to take me seriously

At first I blamed myself for her death…but I’m slowly coming to grips with it. I realize that God uses all sorts of stuff to guide us and to warn us, but it’s up to us to pay attention, to heed the signs, and to respond accordingly Felicity refused to do that. Now she’s dead. Still, it’s sad. Very, very sad.

Thinking of Felicity makes me even more determined to uncover what last night’s dream was about—and who was in danger. I just hope I figure it out in time to prevent another death. I don’t think I can bear to see someone else getting hurt. So I shoot up a quick prayer, once again asking God to help me, to guide me…asking that I’ll be tuned in to hear Him.

I can’t imagine how I would deal with my life without God. These visions and dreams would probably drive me seriously crazy—straight to the loony bin. But knowing that they come from Him and that He has the answers makes all the difference. Consequently I am able to focus on my classes for the better part of the day. And I nearly forget about those hard-to-understand things like dreams and visions until the school day is almost done.

I’m on my way to my last class, which is Art, when something stops me. Because the art building is separate and a good distance from the Social Studies department, where I’ve just been, I’m hurrying across a mostly deserted walkway. But as I turn a corner, something catches my attention in the covered walkway ahead. So I slow down to see what it is. But as I look, I experience that familiar flash of light—my clue that what I’m seeing isn’t really there. I stand still and continue to watch, focusing as much with my inner vision as with anything else.

At first I think I see a group of five or six guys just messing around. But then I realize the group is picking on a smaller guy. He’s your average-looking kid, dressed in ordinary sort of clothes, and he’s wearing glasses. He’s now being pushed and shoved back and forth, and I briefly wonder if it’s my friend and lab partner, Garrett Pierson. But then I get a closer look and realize it’s not him. This kid has sandy-colored hair that’s sort of wavy. I see a glimpse of his face, and he seems angry at first, but then he becomes seriously frightened as the bullies get rougher with him.

If this was actually happening in real life, I wouldn’t hesitate to run over there and yell at those stupid thugs. I’d tell them they were big cowards and bullies, and somehow I’d make them stop. But it’s not really happening. At least not right now. Not right here. It’s a vision, and as a result I have no control. I simply stand there and watch as one of the bullies lands his fist right in the victim’s face, resulting in a bloody nose. A few more hits, kicks, and punches. Then they all laugh and take off running.

Just like that the whole thing vanishes. Now you see it, now you don’t. Even so, the adrenaline is still pumping through me, and my heart is pounding like I’ve just sprinted a hundred meters. And I feel frustrated and angry, like I just witnessed a crime but could do nothing about it. Hopefully it hasn’t happened yet…Maybe I can do something to prevent it from happening at all.

My hands are still shaky as I walk into the art room, late. Thankfully, Mrs. Morrow seldom marks anyone tardy, and she simply looks up and smiles at me like “no problem.” So I go to my favorite table in the back of the room and try to understand what I just witnessed. Although it makes no sense. I try to link it to the dream I had last night, but nothing in this vision seems related to the other. The only common denominator is that I don’t know any of the people in the dream or the
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