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    For the ones who still shake but show up—the helpers with tired hands, the teens who breathe through the sirens, and the pastors, teachers, and neighbors who make refuge feel like a room with lights on. May you find, in every long night, the quiet shadow of the Almighty—and the courage to stand there together.
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Chapter 1 — Sirens at 2:11 a.m.
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The sirens are already inside the dream before I know they’re real.

In the dream I’m trying to take a picture of the moon through a busted window. My hands won’t stop shaking and the camera won’t focus and there’s this wail underneath everything like somebody’s dragging a violin bow across the sky.

Then I’m awake, because the sound isn’t a dream at all. It’s a siren, then another, a layered rise and fall that makes the air feel sharp. The ceiling fan is still spinning like nothing changed. My clock blinks 2:11 in bossy red numbers. I don’t move for a second, the way deer freeze when they realize the shape by the tree is not a tree.

Headlights flash against my blinds—blue, red, white—painting my room in sick carnival colors. Tires squeal outside, rubber scraping asphalt, then a thud that I feel in my ribs. Someone yells. A police radio hisses and spits a code. The sirens doppler away, then swing back smaller, like they’ve corralled whatever they were chasing and now they’re circling the pen.

My chest tightens fast, stupid fast, like a fist grabbed a handful of air in there and won’t let go. It’s been almost a year since it happened, but panic is a muscle memory that shows off. My fingers tingle. My vision narrows. The room telescopes. I try the tricks you’re supposed to try—name five things I can see (poster of a lighthouse, laundry chair, camera bag, chipped mug, ceiling crack), four things I can touch (blanket, pillowcase, cotton curtain, my own wrist), three things I can hear (sirens, a car idling, my heart), two things I can smell (old shampoo, dust), one thing I can taste (metal).

The metal taste is automatic, like pennies. I hate that.

“What is happening,” Lena mumbles from the hallway, as if the house is a question. My little sister’s hair is a nest, her face pale and annoyed in the nightlight glow. She’s wearing the giant T-shirt from last summer’s church camp that says WILDFIRE in letters that turned out to be way too prophetic.

“We’re fine,” I say, and my voice comes out higher than I want. I peel the blanket off and sit up slow, like I’m negotiating with gravity. “Stay back from the window.”

She ignores that and goes to her window anyway because she’s twelve and doesn’t know how to be scared in the approved direction. She peels the curtain back and sucks in a breath. “Whoa.”

“What?” I manage.

“There’s a car on our lawn,” she says, delighted and horrified. “Kind of. The bumper.”

I stand because lying down makes me feel like I’m drowning in air. My feet hit the floor, cold on the boards, and I move to my window and look.

Blue-and-red reflection flickers over everything. The car in our neighbor’s yard is half up on the curb, half against Mr. Mendoza’s mailbox, which is bent at an angle that makes it look like it’s bowing to a monarch. Two police SUVs block the street at either end; their roof lights make everything strobe. A sedan sits sideways, nose kissing the curb, steam lifting from under the hood. A cop is talking into his shoulder radio, hand on his belt, eyes moving across the yards like he’s guarding a small country. Another officer has someone—driver? passenger?—bent over the trunk of the sedan. The person’s hands are behind their back. I can’t tell if they’re shaking or if my vision is.

The panic surges again, like a wave that forgot it just broke. My chest tightens and my throat thinks about closing and my hands want to become claws. I grab the windowsill and try to breathe like a human, not a balloon someone’s threatening to pop.

“Mom,” Lena says, because our front door opens. Mom’s scrubs are a soft gray, her shoes are the quiet kind nurses wear when they’re trying to be a whisper. She must have just pulled in from the night shift at the hospital when chaos decided to meet her in our yard. She moves like she’s done this a hundred times—because she has—voice steady, palms open, talking to Mr. Mendoza on his porch and then to the officer and then to a woman on the sidewalk who’s clutching a robe to her throat like the robe is responsible for making her modest.

I watch through the slats. Mom points toward our garage and then toward the house, and the officer nods, and I can tell she just offered our bathroom to somebody who is having the worst morning of their year. That’s how she is during storms and school lockdown rumors and now: a person-shaped refuge.

“Do we go out?” Lena asks, eyes wide and bright.

“No,” I say, because I know what happens when you open the door to someone else’s emergency. You invite it in. “We stay.”

I slip the camera strap over my head before I realize I’ve moved. The Nikon hangs against my sternum like a second rib cage. It’s instinct to grab it; bad instinct, good tool. I stay at the window and start to shoot, because my hands need something to do besides shake. The lens catches the way exhaust looks under blue light, the way Mrs. Ortiz from the corner has curlers in and doesn’t care, the way the officer’s jaw tightens when he says something into his radio that sounds like numbers and apology.

Click. Click. Click. The sound is soft, almost like a pen tapping. It helps me breathe, it orders the chaos into rectangles. It feels like stealing.

I keep going because I’m not a journalist; I’m a girl with a camera trying to convince her body not to relapse into fear. The shutter shows me the way the street is a little river now of light and the shape of my mom’s hand on the shoulder of the woman in the robe and the set of the driver’s spine.

“Are we going to be on the news?” Lena asks, practically vibrating.

“Probably not,” I say. “Hopefully not.”

“What if they say our street name?” She sounds excited when most kids would sound scared. Lena has always had a mischievous friendship with danger, like she’s convinced it’s a character in her story.

“They won’t,” I say, because they usually don’t, and because if they do the whole school will know that my panic came back and I can’t stand being the object lesson again.

The sirens taper to clicks and coughs. Tow trucks appear like the cavalry in fluorescent vests. Mom comes inside for a second, cheeks cold, hair escaping her ponytail. She checks us like we’re packages she needs to sign for. “You okay?” she asks, eyes searching my face.

“Yeah,” I lie. My tongue tastes like pennies, and my fingers feel like they’re pressing on pins. Lena nods and then launches into a play-by-play that includes at least three details she invented, which Mom lets her finish because she’s good at triage on every level. Mom squeezes the back of my neck, the way she used to when I was little and had nightmares. The squeeze says: here, here, here.

“We won’t open the door,” she says. “They’ve got it handled. Try to rest.”

She goes back out into the winter-bright street, the robe woman following, and I am left with my camera and my guilt, which sits hot under my ribs.

I look at the pictures, my thumb swiping too fast, my breath doing the same. They’re good. That’s the problem. One shot has the light flared perfectly around the officer’s hat, and another has my mom’s hand midair, fingers curved in that just-listen shape, and a third has the driver’s face turned away and blurred, no identity, only the suggestion of a person whose life has got to be breaking in different ways than mine.

And it hits me, sudden and gross: I’m interested. I am making art out of somebody else’s worst night. “Profiting off fear,” Tasha from yearbook called it once about some influencer who did a hurricane vlog. I used to nod and feel morally clean. Now I’m holding photos that would do numbers if I were the kind of person who posted. My cheeks heat up, though my room is cold. I close the gallery and, before I can argue with myself, tap the trash can icon. Delete? it asks, so worried about my feelings. I hit Delete All. The pictures blink and are gone, like they were never anything but pixels.

The quiet after a siren is the loudest thing I know. When the trucks leave, I climb back in bed and stare at the 2:11 until the one becomes a seven and then an eight and then my alarm would have gone off anyway. My heart remembers how to beat like it belongs to me. I find sleep in the soft part of morning, the kind that isn’t real sleep so much as your body agreeing to fake it for forty minutes.

By homeroom, the story’s everywhere. The school is a rumor machine. Half the kids claim they fell asleep to sirens; the other half claim they live on my street. Someone says the driver is from the next town and was running because his registration was expired. Someone else says drugs. Someone else says aliens, because this is high school and somebody always says aliens. I keep my mouth shut and try not to look like the person everyone should ask.

“Yo, Maya,” says Eli from Spanish when he passes me in the hallway. “Heard you live-streamed the takedown.”

“I delete-streamed,” I say. He frowns like I made a joke in a language he doesn’t speak. “It wasn’t for me to keep.”

At lunch, kids in my yearbook crew want the scoop. Tasha, our editor who tells the truth even when you want her to stop, sets her sandwich down like it’s evidence. “You get anything?” she asks.

“I deleted them,” I say. “It felt wrong.”

“Wrong like morally,” she says, “or wrong like not framed right?” She means it as a question not a dart. Tasha’s not cruel; she’s curious in ways that can cut. I look at my apple like it can be a shield.

“Morally,” I say. “Maybe both.”

We’re quiet for a second, chewing, nobody wanting to be the person who says the wrong true thing.

“You know what would be cool?” Tasha says after a beat. “If we did a series on the helpers. Like old-school Mr. Rogers but with faces. Your mom. The tow truck guys. The neighbor who brings out blankets. The boring heroes.”

I feel my shoulders unclench a fraction. “I could do that,” I say. “With permission. Not through windows.”

“We’ll pitch it,” she says, nodding once. Then she points with her chin at a kid perched on the end of our table, boot soles muddy, hair longish under a cap. “That’s the new guy.”

“Who?” I ask.

“Zeke something,” she says. “From out West. Wildfire country. He’s in Mr. Ruiz’s advisory.”

The new guy has a lunch that looks like it came from a gas station—beef jerky, an apple, a water bottle with a dent. He’s watching the cafeteria the way you watch a lake before you jump in: measuring temperature, exits, sharks. Not hunched, not posturing—tucked. He catches me looking and gives a small nod like we’ve already agreed to be human at each other.

“You taking pictures of my good side?” he says, not cocky—dry.

“I literally just looked up,” I say. “And everyone here only has bad sides.”

He smiles with half his face, then bites the jerky like it’s done something to him. Up close, he’s got smoke hair—dark, sun-bleached in places—and a scar at the corner of his eyebrow that looks like it has a story he won’t tell strangers. His backpack has a cracked carabiner clipped to the strap and a ribbon of duct tape near the zipper pull. Everything about him says leaves fast.

“Zeke Thompson,” he offers, sticking out a hand like we’re at a job fair. “I’m the new what’s-his-name.”

“Maya,” I say. He shakes my hand not like a boy trying to impress but like a person who’s been taught to see people. His skin is cool, his grip neither limp nor macho. My panic, which is still skulking around the edges of my afternoon, doesn’t flare. Interesting.

“Where from?” Tasha asks, because she asks like that, head tilt, eye contact, pen out even when she’s not holding one.

“Paradise, then Redding, then a place you’ve never heard of, then here,” he says. “We chased clean air for a while. It outran us.”

“Wildfires?” I say.

He nods. He doesn’t add details, doesn’t offer the video montage people expect when they ask that question. He takes a drink of water, then leans forward like he’s sharing a weather report. “Sirens here sound different.”

“You heard?” The word is out before I remember I’m the girl with sensitive lungs for privacies.

“Hard to miss when your whole street lights up like a DJ wedding,” he says. “You okay, or am I not supposed to ask that?”

I blink. “You can ask.”

“Are you?”

“Working on it,” I say. He nods like that’s a valid medical status.

“Zeke!” Mr. Ruiz calls from the doorway, like he’s been summoned by a mentoring spirit. Our security officer is the size of a small refrigerator and moves like he’s done the work of keeping kids safe so long he can smell trouble before it arrives. He raises his eyebrows at me and Tasha as if to say be kind to my new duckling. We nod back we are.

Zeke stands, hooks his backpack over one shoulder. “See you,” he says, like it matters. It does, probably. After he goes, Tasha watches him a second.

“He looks like a story,” she says.

“Please don’t say that to his face,” I say. She smirks, then doesn’t. We both have the decency to look at our apples.

That night at youth, I don’t want to go because I didn’t sleep and I feel like my body is an alarm set to go off at random. Mom presses the keys into my hand anyway. “You’ll feel better there,” she says, and she’s usually right about things I don’t want to admit.

The church is warm and bright in the way that reminds you lightbulbs are modern miracles. The gym smells like Lemon Pledge and kids. Pastor Joy is in sneakers and a sweatshirt that says BE STILL in tiny letters over her heart. She always looks like she’s listening to a conversation a room over and figuring out how to bring you into it.

We do a loud song first because teenagers are awkward and need to be tricked into not being self-conscious. Then she calls us into a circle with the ease of a person who never uses the word circle up like a threat.

“Okay,” she says, clapping once in the good way. “We’re starting something new this semester. It’s called Dwelling.” She writes the word on the whiteboard and draws a little house next to it like a kindergartener. “Not doomscrolling.” She underlines that. Half the group snorts. “Psalm 91. ‘Whoever dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty.’”

“Shelter sounds nice,” a seventh-grade boy says. “Like a burrito for people.”

“Honestly yes,” she says. “Burrito of peace.” A ripple of laughter. “We’re going to talk about where you set your mind when the world feels like an emergency. Last night, some of you had sirens. Sometimes the siren’s outside you. Sometimes it’s inside. Question is, where do you live? In the feed? In the fear? Or in a shadow that’s actually a shelter?”

I make a face because it sounds like the kind of churchy metaphor that goes on posters with sunsets. But the phrase lands in me sideways—shadow that’s a shelter. I can imagine that. Not blinding light. Not lectures. Shade. Cool air.

Tasha leans over and whispers, “Burrito of peace is definitely going on a shirt.”

Pastor Joy reads the whole psalm because she’s a completionist. “He will cover you with His feathers, and under His wings you will find refuge.” She doesn’t do a voice. She doesn’t pretend birds make everything okay. She just says it like a person reporting something they’ve seen. “This doesn’t promise zero trouble,” she says. “It promises presence. Shelter. A place to stand that isn’t the internet’s panic room.”

Some kid in the back raises a hand. “What if doomscrolling is my coping mechanism?” he says, half-joking, half-daring.

“Then we practice another one,” she says. “Not because scrolling is evil. Because it can be a story that pretends to hold you and doesn’t.”

I feel seen in a way that makes me want to both roll my eyes and cry. I pull my phone out under the chair the way everyone does and open my Notes app. I type, Psalm 91:1-2 — Dwelling vs. Doomscrolling. I add, My refuge and my fortress; my God, in whom I trust. I stare at the words and tell myself I’m only copying them because if Pastor asks us to memorize something I have a head start.

When we break into small circles, Pastor Joy sits with me and Tasha and three freshmen who always talk at once. She asks where we run when we’re scared. I say “my camera” and then feel exposed, so I say “my room” and “my mom” and “the notes app,” which is both honest and embarrassing. Tasha says “research,” because she fights fear by collecting data. One of the freshmen says “my blanket,” and the other two nod like that’s the most spiritual answer because it’s the most real.
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