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      “Imagination is everything. It is the preview of life’s coming attractions.”

      
        
        - Albert Einstein
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      “Mom? Mom, can you hear me? Mom, please. Mom!”

      Sam jerked awake with a strangled cry, her hands reaching out for the ghost of a woman who wasn’t there—a woman who hadn’t been there for years. For a few seconds, she struggled to breathe, just like she always did when she woke from a nightmare about the crash, and then she remembered where she was.

      It was five years on. She was in bed, in her apartment, and it was dark because it was three a.m., not because she was upside down on a snowy embankment. That pain across her chest where the seatbelt was cutting into her skin wasn’t real, and the harsh smell of gasoline that burned her nose was just a phantom.

      She sank back against the pillows shakily, counting down from ten. It was a tactic her therapist had taught her in the months after the accident. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t, but it was always worth a try.

      “Ten.”

      She was at home, in bed…

      “Nine.”

      The desperation in her voice as she cried out for her mother was fading now, getting quieter…

      “Eight.”

      Her voice was growing stronger; it had lost that shaky quality that betrayed her nerves.

      “Seven. Six.”

      Her breathing was steadier now.

      “Five.”

      The smell of gasoline got weaker, replaced by the lavender diffuser in the corner of her room. She kept counting, all the way down to one, and when she was finished, she felt her muscles relax a little. For a few moments, she lay in the darkness staring at the ceiling before allowing exhaustion to take over, dragging her into a dreamless sleep for the few remaining hours before her alarm was set to awaken her.
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      As she waited for her first coffee of the morning to brew, Sam leaned against the kitchen counter, staring off into space as she thought about the nightmare that had woken her the night before.

      It wasn’t often she had nightmares anymore. The year after the crash had been the worst—she’d woken up almost every night screaming for her mother until her throat was raw, desperately scrabbling at the air in front of her as she tried to cling onto a woman who was long gone. But after a while it got a little easier to deal with the loss. It always did, in the end. The pain got just a little less agonizing; the grief was just a little less overwhelming, and the nightmares grew more infrequent.

      As she poured her coffee, Sam wondered what had set her off, before remembering the patient she’d dealt with the day before. She was a young girl, couldn’t have been much older than eighteen, and she’d lost control of her car as she made her way home. She’d taken a turn too quickly, flown off the road, and wrapped herself around a lamppost.

      The car was a mangled wreck when they’d arrived, but she was alive. Sam couldn’t help but wince as she remembered the terror in the young girl’s face when she’d looked up at the EMTs. She wondered if that was how she’d looked all those years ago. Young, terrified, not sure if she was dead or alive.

      That familiar sick feeling swirled in her stomach, but Sam pushed it down as she sipped her coffee, huffing out a breath through her nose. The girl was okay, except for the broken bones and bruises. That was what mattered, that was what she had to focus on.

      With a low groan, Sam stretched out her aching muscles slowly. At least she didn’t have to work today. There was no risk of accidentally stumbling on a job that would trigger another nightmare. All she had was soccer practice in a few hours.

      Sam had found the soccer team a couple of years earlier, on the recommendation of her therapist. Sports were a regularly recommended form of therapy for people who’d gone through trauma. Team sports forced you to interact with people and reduce the risk of isolating yourself and falling into depression, or something like that. Honestly, Sam had just taken it up because it gave her the excuse to kick something, and back then that was all she’d wanted.

      It had quickly become so much more than that, though. Maybe it was the fact that she was naturally good at soccer, or maybe she really did just like team sports, but Sam had grown to genuinely love the sport. She loved the feeling of chasing down the field, loved the adrenaline that pulsed through her veins the moment the game started, and she’d fallen in love with her teammates almost instantly.

      In fact, practice probably would have been perfect if not for one tiny detail—her hardass coach, Chrissie. For some reason, the older woman had taken an instant dislike to Sam from the first day she joined the team, and after months of quiet comments and pointed jabs, she was making no effort at hiding it.

      It might not have been so bad if it wasn’t for the fact that Chrissie wasn’t just technically her boss on the field. When Sam had started her probation as an EMT a month earlier, she’d been told she would work alongside one of the most experienced members of the team. Her new partner was someone who took rookies under her wing all the time, so there was nothing to worry about.

      She’d been horrified to walk into the break room and see Chrissie waiting for her. Not only did she have to put up with Coach Chrissie snapping at her when she was late to practise, or made a little mistake during a game, but now she had to contend with EMT Chrissie too.

      Sam shuddered dramatically at the thought, sipping her coffee. She’d thought Coach Chrissie was bad, but EMT Chrissie played in a totally different league. It was understandable—they were holding people’s lives in their hands every day—but even so, it rubbed her the wrong way.

      She let out a long, languid sigh as she threw herself down on the couch. At least she didn’t have work today. That meant she only had to see that disappointed look on Chrissie’s face for a couple of hours at practice that afternoon. Until then, she could freely binge-watch another season of Scrubs on the TV.
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      It was ten past the hour, which meant it had been fifteen minutes since Chrissie had expected the team on the soccer field. She’d counted them off one by one as they’d strolled out of the changing rooms, and she was one short.

      She didn’t even need to scour the faces of the ten women in front of her to know which one was missing from the lineup.

      “Let me guess.” She heard a familiar voice beside her, and turned on the spot to see Terri, the goalkeeper of the team. She’d popped up beside Chrissie, rather than warming up with the rest of the team. “O’Shea again?”

      Chrissie just grunted in response, digging around in the pocket of her windbreaker for her chewing gum. “Always is, isn’t it?”

      Terri just laughed, twisting from side to side in a lazy attempt at a warmup. “At least she’s consistent.”

      “I’d prefer it if she was consistently here,” Chrissie muttered, more to herself than to Terri. “And don’t forget to stretch out your hamstrings.”

      Terri breathed out a sigh, feigning annoyance. “Damn, coach. It’s almost like I’ve been playing soccer since sixth grade.”

      A hint of a smile threatened to soften the frown on Chrissie’s face as a familiar silver car pulled up in the parking lot by the field. Terri was an old friend from work she’d corralled into playing for her team years earlier, so there was always a little hint of sarcasm whenever she called Chrissie ‘coach’. Chrissie wouldn’t have allowed it from anyone else, but she figured Terri had earned it after all the time they’d spent cramped up together in the back of ambulances.

      “Oh, look who showed up.” Terri had spotted the car too. The driver’s door opened and out stepped Sam O’Shea, already dressed in her kit (thankfully). She nudged her door shut with a bump of her hip, and jogged towards the field, struggling to tie her long blonde hair back into a loose ponytail as she did.

      She must have sensed the oncoming lecture that was gearing up in Chrissie’s head because she was rattling off an apology before she even reached them. Her cheeks were flushed a light rose from the cold autumnal air, and as she approached Chrissie and Terri, they could see little wisps of blonde hair already coming astray from the ponytail.

      “You’re late, O’Shea,” Chrissie said coldly, cutting across the apology without listening to whatever excuse she’d come up with today.

      Once she was on the field, Sam was one of the best players on the team. For someone who came across so bright and bubbly in her day to day life, she had a fearsome competitive streak during a game that Chrissie appreciated. It was getting her onto the field that always proved to be a problem. She was always the last on the field, whether she was taking her time in the locker room or arriving late.

      “Hurry up and warm up with the others,” Chrissie continued, waving her over towards the rest of the team with a dismissive flick of her wrist. The rest of the apology died on Sam’s lips, and Chrissie saw something flash across her features—anger, annoyance or frustration, she wasn’t sure which. “Get moving before I change my mind and make you do laps.”

      There was a beat of silence that followed the order, punctuated by the faint noise of the rest of the team warming up behind them. Beside Chrissie, Terri had suddenly become very interested in making sure her gloves were on properly, turning away a little so she didn’t have to watch the two women stare each other down.

      These showdowns had become such a regular occurrence at practice that most of the team saw them coming from a mile off. Chrissie was a notoriously tough coach, and Sam was a hothead who didn’t take kindly to authority. It was obvious from day one that they were never going to be a match made in heaven, but for some reason, they had never settled down and gotten used to each other. They still butted heads constantly, almost like they were just looking for a reason to fight.

      “I’m ten minutes late, and you’re going to crucify me for that?” Sam folded her arms over her chest, narrowing her eyes at her coach. “For ten minutes?”

      There it is, Chrissie thought bitterly, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. There was that Sam O’Shea sense of entitlement, just as she was expecting. She strolled onto the field with the same sense of arrogant entitlement that drove Chrissie crazy at work too—she knew she was capable, she knew she had natural skill and intelligence, and she coasted on that. At her age, Chrissie would have killed for that natural gift, that ability to intuitively know where she needed to be on the field at any given time. It was like she was made to be there.

      “Get on the field, O’Shea.” Chrissie took a step towards the younger woman, closing the gap between them. At 5’6”, she stood just a little shorter than Sam and had to tilt her head up ever so slightly to meet her gaze. “Don’t make me ask you again.”

      Another beat of silence. Chrissie could practically hear the cogs whirring in Sam’s mind—was it better to snap back and stomp her feet, throwing a tantrum like a child when she was told what to do or was it better just to forfeit the argument and give in?

      She went with the latter. With a heavy, long-drawn-out sigh like Chrissie was asking her to move heaven and earth, she side-stepped the older woman. “Whatever you say.”

      Before she turned back to the team, Chrissie finally allowed herself that therapeutic eye roll. God, what a brat. It wasn’t hard to believe that at one point, Sam had been a lawyer before she’d quit to become an EMT. Chrissie could see her feeling right at home in a courtroom, where she could argue just for the sake of arguing.

      To give credit where it was due, once she was on the field, Sam acted like any other member of the team. She traded jokes as she warmed up, stretching out her muscles carefully so she didn’t hurt herself when practice started. This was the part she took seriously; it was just a shame she didn’t have that same drive and motivation to actually show up on time to practice.
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