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            To my four beautiful daughters —

          


          
            You are my inspiration and my joy. May you always see the light in each other, trust your instincts, and never stop believing you were wonderfully and purposefully made for this world.

          


          
            Together you can make magic happen.

          


           
            Forever your biggest fan,
Mom
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          Chapter 1
        


        
          A Regular Wednesday

        

      


      
        
          The humid Alabama heat wrapped around Grace like a thick, sticky blanket, the air pressing against her skin, making each step feel like it took twice as much effort. Even in the shade of the grocery store awning, the heat didn’t let up and sweat dampened the back of her neck. She trailed behind Mom, who pushed the shopping cart up to the automatic doors, the creak of the wheels a familiar sound in the quiet of the mid-afternoon.


          With a familiar whoosh, the doors slid open, and a rush of cool, crisp air poured out. Grace exhaled, stepping into the chilly grocery store, the blast of AC drying the sweat on her forehead almost instantly.


          Wednesdays were always like this. A quick trip to grab a few things—dinner for tonight, lunch for tomorrow. Nothing big, nothing special. Just another stop in their usual weekly rhythm. Dad had left for his shift at the plant before they’d even woken up—he wouldn’t be home until after dinner, which meant Mom was handling everything alone today, like most Wednesdays.
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          Mom’s movements were slower today—slightly hunched it was clear she was tired. Her shoulders sagging under the weight of her full-time job, the demands of family life, and raising four girls. Grace noticed her movements. Grace noticed everything. It was part of her—her ability to read the smallest shifts in her family, noticing details they didn’t even realize were there. She watched her mom push the cart forward, the weariness obvious in the way she rubbed her lower back as if trying to ease the constant ache that had become too familiar.


          Then, there were Grace’s sisters—Faith, Belle, and little Joy.


          Faith was the chatterbox, the one who never stopped talking, her thoughts a constant stream of words tumbling out. At eight years old, she had a keen sense of the world around her and a head full of stories. Grace smiled to herself, watching her little sister enthusiastically explain the plot of her latest imagined adventure, which, as always, featured a princess and a dragon. Faith’s voice was energetic and unstoppable, a force of nature in a small frame. She didn’t care if anyone was listening—she just liked to talk. And in her own way, Grace found comfort in that.


          Then there was Belle, the five-year-old dynamo, with the sort of self-assurance that made people take notice. She had a way of steering the world around her, making sure everyone followed her direction, even if it meant a little bit of bossing. Belle had a look about her—a no-nonsense expression that made it clear she had a purpose, even if she wasn’t sure what it was yet. She was also good at everything she decided to do. She could also be incredibly stubborn, which usually led to hilarious moments of conflict with Faith. But, more often than not, Belle was just the glue that held everything together—even though her fierceness was a bit much for her younger years.


          Joy was the youngest of the sisters.


          Grace looked down at Joy, that bundle of energy strapped in the cart’s seat, kicking her feet happily, her wide brown eyes taking in everything with quiet curiosity. Joy was thirteen months old. Her mom kept track of Joy’s age in months, but Grace doesn’t know why. But no matter how old Joy was, she already had a huge presence. She could light up a room just by giggling. And, as if she had a secret magic about her, Joy had a way of making people forget their exhaustion, their worries, just by being there. She didn’t need words—just the power of her smile and the giggles that bubbled out of her with the sort of joy only a child could express.


          Grace sometimes found it hard to believe how much her little sister had changed in just a year. Joy had gone from a squirmy, helpless, screaming baby to a busy, independent toddler who seemed to be constantly discovering new things, new ways to make the world around her feel like a brighter place. But Grace had started to notice something strange about Joy ever since her first birthday, a shift in the way people reacted to her.


          It wasn’t like the usual “baby magic” everyone always talked about. You know, the sort of magic that makes everyone smile when they see a little one cooing or playing. No, this was different. Grace didn’t know what it was. It wasn’t just that Joy was cute—it was that something seemed changed in people after they interacted with her. It didn’t seem like a normal reaction, and Grace felt it in her gut every time it happened.


          Belle broke Grace’s thoughts as she gripped the side of the cart with all the authority of a mini commander, pointed toward the produce section. “Bananas,” she declared. “And apples. The red ones. Not the green ones.”


          Mom let out a soft chuckle and steered the cart in that direction.


          Faith quickly chimed in, “But, I like the green ones.”


          Grace walked alongside them, quiet, observing. Watching.


          They were halfway down the bread aisle when Joy stilled, her constant wiggling stopping suddenly, and her dark eyes locked onto something ahead. Grace’s attention snapped to her sister, her curiosity piqued. Grace following her sister’s gaze.


          Up ahead, an older gentleman stood near the bread shelves, hunched slightly as he peered at the labels. His thin, spotted hands trembled slightly as he reached for a loaf of bread, and his shirt was wrinkled—everything about him screamed “grandpa.” He looked like the kind of man who’d lived a long life, but one that had taken its toll. And he had on a sweater. Grace wondered why he’d need a sweater in his heat. It certainly didn’t match the weather. Grace thought something about him looked…tired. Worn.


          But Joy? Joy was completely captivated by him. She let out a loud, insistent squeal, clearly trying to get his attention.


          The old man didn’t hear. Belle told her to be quiet.


          Joy tried again. A louder, happier squeal, arms stretching toward him. Belle rolled her eyes.


          Still nothing.


          Frustrated, Joy bounced in her seat, kicked her feet, waved both arms wildly.


          Mom noticed and chuckled. “Oh my, you’ve found a new friend, huh?”


          At the sound of Mom’s voice, the old man turned. He blinked in surprise, then broke into a warm, toothy smile. “Well, aren’t you a happy little thing?”
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          Joy lit up—her whole body vibrating with excitement.


          The old man shuffled closer, his steps slow but steady. His face softened in a way that made something twist in Grace’s chest. Something was happening.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2
        


        
          Not so Regular…

        

      


      
        
          As soon as the old man turned to face them, his expression softened. He blinked in surprise, then broke into a warm, toothy smile. “Oh, you wanna say hello, huh?”


          The old man chuckled. Faith chimed in saying “she doesn’t really talk yet just babbles” causing both mom and the old man to chuckle.


          “Well, aren’t you a happy little thing?” he said, his voice laced with kindness.


          Joy’s whole body vibrated with excitement. She lit up like a Christmas tree, her face full of joy, a grin so wide it looked like it might split her face in two. Grace couldn’t help but smile at the pure innocence that radiated from her sister. But there was something unsettling about it too. Something Grace couldn’t quite place.


          The old man shuffled closer, his steps slow but steady. His face softened as he approached Joy, a tenderness in his eyes. “Reminds me of my grandbaby when she was that small,” he murmured, stopping beside the cart. “Always smiling. Always full of light.”


          It wasn’t just that the old man was taken with Joy—Grace understood that. It was the way he stood a little taller, the way his shoulders relaxed as if some unseen weight had been lifted. Something about him changed in those few seconds of interaction, something subtle but real.


          But then it happened.


          When the old man reached out and patted Joy’s soft, tender hand, he straightened up completely, almost like a man who’d been hunched for years suddenly standing tall. His trembling hand stilled, his fingers flexed in surprise. He blinked rapidly, as if confused by the sudden shift in his own body.


          “Well, I’ll be…” he whispered, voice full of wonder. “Haven’t felt this good in years.”


          Joy beamed, clapping her hands in pure delight, like she knew exactly what she was doing.


          Grace felt something shift in the air around them. It wasn’t just about a friendly interaction or a warm exchange. There was something happening in the space between them that made Grace feel uneasy. She had seen this before—seen people change after they interacted with Joy, but it always felt like something just out of reach, something she couldn’t fully understand. It wasn’t just the usual warmth that comes from interacting with a sweet child. No, this was deeper. It was as if Joy was drawing something out of people and leaving them better, lighter in ways Grace couldn’t explain.


          The old man laughed, reaching out again—this time, he gently tapped her tiny nose. “You, little miss, are some kind of magic.”
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          Joy squealed at the attention, then twisted toward Mom and said “Up.” Her mom smiled and picked her up. But the moment Joy hugged her mom…something else happened.


          Mom flinched, adjusting her hold on the cart and shifting her weight. She rubbed her lower back as she looked down at Joy. Her shoulders slumped, and a deep crease formed between her brows. “She does have the effect of people,” Mom said with a tired smile, not noticing what Grace had already observed.


          “Joy, honey” she murmured, shifting the baby’s weight back into the cart. “You’re getting so big… You’re hurting my back, sweetie.”


          And that’s when it hit Grace like a bolt of lightning.


          Every time someone interacted with Joy, something happened to them—something subtle but real. A shift. A spell. A release of some kind of energy. And in the process, it was always Mom who seemed to carry the burden. She’d always look worse after Joy played with someone, always feeling drained, achy, and worn.


          Grace’s heart clenched. She had to be wrong.


          Maybe it was a coincidence?


          The old man stood straighter. He felt better. AND Mom got worse.


          Grace clenched her fingers around the hem of her shorts. She looked to her sisters Faith and Belle. Did they not see what she did? They were clueless.


          Grace’s mind was racing. This wasn’t the first time she has seen this happen.


          Every single time Mom got suddenly sick—Joy had just been engaging with someone else.


          Her mind darted back over the last couple months and all the things in the past—the woman at church, the friendly cashier, Grandma…


          Had it happened then too?


          Grace’s stomach churned. It didn’t make sense.


          It wasn’t possible.


          It couldn’t be possible.


          And yet—


          Mom let out a tired sigh, rubbing her temples. “Let’s get checked out, girls. My back is killing me.”


          Grace stared at Joy.


          Joy just giggled, cheeks rosy, full of life. Completely unaffected.


          Faith, oblivious, babbled on about something.


          Belle, unimpressed, tugged on Mom’s arm. “Can I get pretzels?”


          Mom sighed again. “Sure - get a big bag for everyone to share.”


          “I call buddies with Belle” Faith said, and they ran off to the snack section.


          But Grace couldn’t move.


          Her feet felt glued to the floor.


          She saw it.


          She knew it.


          She saw something, right?


          No, she saw something extraordinary - very, very extraordinary. And it wasn’t just a coincidence.
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