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1 The Encounter


Walking in the house after school, I could feel the tension—it was so thick you could cut it with a knife. Mom was in the kitchen, her back to me as she busied herself with making an after-school snack. When she heard the door to the garage shut, she turned around, attempting to mask her tears with a smile and a plate of cookies. I could sense the anger, though, the bitterness swirling beneath the surface, and it made my skin crawl.


I cautiously smiled back, grabbed a cookie, and dropped my backpack into the chair, hurrying to my room without saying a word.

I gently closed the door behind me, acutely aware that any sudden movements might trigger the full weight of her fury.

This wasn’t new. My parents fought weekly and didn’t even try to hide it. The topic of their battles would range from us kids, to money, to chores. Mom would stomp around, slam doors, and yell, while Dad retreated into silence, acting as though he didn’t care. Over the years, that silence had become a weapon, turning Mom’s anger into a fiery rage. I learned to steer clear of her when she was on the warpath. She was unpredictable, like a ticking time bomb, and I was always on alert, trying to avoid the explosions aimed at Dad, knowing I could catch shrapnel if I wasn’t careful.

Dad, on the other hand, was no help either. Distant and disassociated, he seemed void of love for Mom or us kids. I had never seen my parents embrace or kiss, and I sure never asked for hugs from him. It was easier to keep my distance. It wasn’t fear that kept me away but the realization that he simply didn’t care.

Mom loved us. I knew that, but her love was overshadowed by the emotional toll Dad had taken on her. After years of toxicity, she had developed impenetrable walls, and I felt like an intruder sometimes in my own home. 

I kicked off my shoes and slid in between the hanging beads that created the door to my closet— my sanctuary, my hiding place, the one place I felt safe in the whole house. I knew that silence was my best option, so I curled up with my favorite book, Little House on the Prairie. I lost myself in the pages, desperate to escape to Laura Ingalls Wilder’s simple, carefree life— one filled with love and laughter, a stark contrast to my reality.

Time slipped away, and I lost track of it until I heard a slight knock on my bedroom door. I froze. Had I locked it? The thought sent a wave of anxiety through me. The only thing between me and a potentially angry mother was a locked handle. The handle turned, and Mom poked her head in. “Dinner is ready,” she said. With that, she left, and I breathed a sigh of relief. The wrath was averted, at least for the moment.

I emerged from my hiding place, passing through the beads less cautiously this time and realized the clock said 6:30 p.m.

Wow, three hours had passed while I immersed myself in the farm life of the Little House. Uh-oh, I thought. I hoped I wouldn’t get in trouble for that.

As I walked to the dining room, the aroma of Hamburger Helper filled the air, but the sight that greeted me was far from comforting. The air was cool, but the atmosphere was thick, loveless, and heavy. Mom was at the table, her hands busy arranging the dishes, but her eyes were distant and filled with unshed tears. Dad sat at the far end, his gaze fixed on his phone, pretending it held the secrets to happiness.

“Dinner looks great, Mom,” I said trying to break the silence, but my voice felt fragile against the weight of unspoken words.

“Thanks,” she replied, her tone flat, and I knew I had stepped out onto a minefield. I had to be careful of which step I took next.

As I sat down, the tension thickened. Mom served the food with precision, her hands shaking slightly. I stole a glance at Dad, hoping for a hint of affection or encouragement, but he remained unmoved. It felt as if the air was electric with unsaid things, and I wanted to scream, to shatter the tension that enveloped us.

Arnold, my brother and his best friend were sitting at the table, talking excitedly about their soccer game coming up, totally oblivious to the environment around them.

Sitting in my usual seat at the table, I was instantly served a generous portion of Hamburger Helper. Mom served Dad first, then served herself, and finally sat down. Dad bowed his head, and we all followed in unison, like we had been trained to do. He said the prayer, and we all echoed “‘Amen”’ in the same robotic tone, responding to his blessing over the food.

My parents grew up in church and had raised my brother and me the same way. We were there every time the doors opened. Dad was a deacon, and Mom was the head singer of the choir. We all knew our roles in the church community. Sometimes, though, it felt like we were living a double life. I knew all the Bible stories, the rules about being a good church girl, and how some man supposedly died on a cross for my sins. Once we left the walls of the church, though, I had no idea how to connect what I knew in my head to the messy, unfair reality of my everyday life.

With my parents’ constant fighting and the tension that filled our home, church and school became my places of refuge, to escape the strain.

No matter how often I sat in those pews, however, I couldn’t understand how the “good God” they talked about could put me in such a difficult family. I wasn’t allowed to speak about the issues going on at home. People might not think we were the picture- perfect family everyone assumed we were. And if I couldn’t tell the truth to the people at church because they might be disappointed, how could I be honest with this good God they kept talking about?

So, to help keep the peace, I kept following the rituals of the family, living a double-sided life—unsure of this “good God” and whatever plans He supposedly had for me in this not-so-good life.

The clatter of forks against plates filled the air as I stared at the food in front of me. Mom made casual conversation about our day, though there was a polite chill in the air. Dad ate silently, his gaze fixed somewhere over my head, as if he were miles away.

“Do you have any homework?” Mom asked.

My stomach dropped. I had completely forgotten about the math assignment due tomorrow because I had gotten lost in my book.

I swallowed hard, eyes glued to my plate and decided to lie.

“No, I don’t think so,” I replied, spooning food into my mouth.

“Uh, that’s not what Mrs. Johnson said on the phone today,” Mom shot back, her voice cold.

I had been caught. The full weight of her fury which I had managed to dodge after school was about to crash down on me—and crash down it did. 

A full-blown screaming match ensued, lasting for an hour. I tried to justify myself, explaining that I could finish the homework at school, but Mom wasn’t having it. She made sure I knew how much I had disappointed her—that she was ashamed she’d received a call from Mrs. Johnson about my grades anyway, and that I needed to do better.

The argument ricocheted between homework, my lack of concern for her, and my constant refusal to help out more around the house.

By this time the Hamburger Helper had gone cold, and everyone else had long since left the table. I was grounded to my room, which is where I wanted to be anyway—to escape the anxiety, strife, and fear she had poured out on me.

This time, as I entered my room, I made sure to slam the door, lock it, and retreat to the closet. My breath was shaky as I slid into the corner, knees pulled tightly to my chest. I pressed my head against the cool wall, as if the solid surface could somehow absorb the storm brewing inside me.

The tears came fast, blurring my vision, hot and uncontrollable. I hadn’t necessarily meant to lie. I hated lying, but it felt like a survival tactic now—something that happened on instinct before I could even think it through. The truth always seemed dangerous. Lying seemed safer, even if it made me feel guilty afterward. But guilt was only part of it. Shame was worse.

I felt dirty, like something was wrong with me, like I wasn’t good enough. The anger from my mother, the silence from my father— it all left me feeling like an outsider in my own family. Why did I have to carry this weight alone?


I wrapped my arms around my knees, squeezing tightly, as if holding myself together would stop me from unraveling completely. My heart pounded painfully in my chest. Why did it always feel like this? Am I the problem? Why can’t I do anything right?


“Why God?” I sobbed, my voice cracking under the strain. “Why me?”

The question came out raw, as if it had been buried in my chest for years. I wasn’t even sure why I said it—why bother speaking to a God who never seemed to answer. Maybe it was just something I’d been trained to do, like bowing my head at dinner. But even as the words left my lips, the tears came harder, my chest shaking with sobs I had been holding back for so long.

What if I really was a burden? What if I really didn’t matter? It certainly felt that way most days. My parents didn’t see me— not really. My mom’s anger swallowed everything, and my dad’s distance made me feel invisible. If they didn’t need me—if I wasn’t worth their love— why was I even here?

Minutes passed, or maybe longer, I wasn’t sure. The only sound was the quiet, muffled sniffling as I tried to stifle my cries, a habit I’d picked up long ago.

Crying was weakness. At least, that’s what I had been told. Weaknesses weren’t allowed in our house. But here, in the darkness of the closet, where no one could see me, the sobs kept coming, my breath ragged, and my body was trembling with the weight of it all.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. “Why did you put me in this family?”

The words came out before I could stop them, a question that had haunted me for as long as I could remember. My body shook violently with the force of my sobs. I felt like I was breaking apart, collapsing under the load of everything I couldn’t fix, everything I couldn’t be.

For a moment, the world was quiet—just the sound of my tears dropping to the floor and the overwhelming emptiness filled the room.

“Because they need you.” A voice echoed through the room, powerful and distinctive.

I froze. My breath caught in my throat; the sobs suddenly silenced as if something had pressed pause on the chaos inside me. Slowly, I lifted my head, my tear-streaked face still damp and sticky from crying.

Through the beaded curtain that hung at the entrance of my closet, I saw it. A brilliant, white light, so bright it was almost blinding. The closet, my safe hiding place, was now filled with a light so intense I couldn’t move.

My whole body went still. The sobs stopped, but my cheeks were still wet, and there was a puddle of tears on the floor. 

The voice had come from the light. It was undeniable, a force that radiated through me, calming the storm that had been raging in my chest. My heart slowed, my body relaxed, and for the first time in what felt like forever, the crushing weight of loneliness lifted, just a little.

“Because they need you,” the voice repeated, calm and firm.


My mind reeled. I had spent so long feeling like a burden—feeling like they didn’t want or need me. And now, this voice—this light—was telling me I had a purpose and that my presence mattered in ways I couldn’t understand. But how? Why would they need me?


A feeling of peace and love that I had never known before seemed to call to me from the light. It wasn’t just gentle warmth— it was overwhelming, filling me with an urge to get closer.

I didn’t know why, but I needed to see it, to understand what was happening. Slowly, I stood up in my closet, the light cascading around me like a waterfall.

It was so bright that it was difficult to tell where it was coming from, but as I squinted through the brilliance, I noticed that something on my bed was radiating the light. It was almost too intense to look at, yet I couldn’t resist.

To my surprise, there was not an ounce of fear in my heart. Instead, I felt drawn in, a deep sense of peace washing over me. It was like nothing I had ever felt before. I gently pushed through the beaded curtain and stepped out, the beads clinking softly behind me. My eyes strained against the brightness, but as I approached my bed, the source of the light became clear.

Sitting on my bed was a man.

He wasn’t just bathed in light—he was the light. It seemed to radiate from every part of him, as though his very being exuded it. His face was soft and gentle, his expression peaceful, and his eyes … his eyes glowed with a happiness so profound it left me breathless.

The light pouring from him wasn’t just visible— it felt warm, almost as if it was wrapping itself around me, offering comfort I had never known.

For a split second, I thought about backing away. The light was so bright that I had to shield my eyes, but I couldn’t tear myself from him. Curiosity replaced hesitation. I wanted to move closer, to get a better look, to understand why this man was here.

I stood there, staring at him for what felt like minutes. Time seemed to stand still in his presence. Finally, I broke the silence.

“What do you mean, because they need me?” My voice came out cautiously.

He smiled— a smile that made his entire face glow even more, lighting up his eyes like a sunrise breaking through the horizon. There was so much joy in that smile, so much warmth. It wasn’t just a smile— it was a reassurance, a quiet promise that everything was going to be ok.

Everything about him was radiant, as if every part of his body was made of light itself. Even his hair seemed to shimmer, glowing softly. I wanted to examine every detail, but my gaze kept being drawn back to his eyes.

They were deep, mesmerizing, like looking into an endless ocean. As I studied them closer, I saw something I hadn’t noticed before—tiny specks of red embedded deep within, like flickering flames.

They weren’t menacing, but instead comforting, like a fire in the hearth on a cold night. Those flames pulled me in, closer and closer, as if they were revealing a truth I hadn’t yet grasped.

I noticed there was a crown nestled tightly on his head. It was gleaming gold, glistening in the light, but this wasn’t an ordinary crown.

As I stepped closer, I saw that thorns were etched into the gold, faint but unmistakable, as if the crown itself had been through pain and sacrifice. The thorns didn’t take away from its beauty. Instead, they seemed to add depth to it. Surrounding the edge of the crown were gemstones—emeralds, sapphires, and jasper—each one sparkling in the light that radiated from him. It was intricate, so beautiful, and I couldn’t help but stare.

For a moment, I felt like I should look away, like I wasn’t worthy to be in the presence of someone so extraordinary.

This man—whoever he was—was far too important, far too pure for me to even stand before him. But the light kept drawing me in, filling me with peace. No fear. No shame, only warmth and love.

As I pulled my eyes from his and dared to look closer at his clothing, I realized that his entire robe was just as intricate as the crown.

It was pure white, but across his chest was a golden sash, its edges gleaming in the light. Each seam of the robe was decorated with golden ornaments, so small and delicate that at first glance you might miss them. But when I looked closer, I saw that tiny gemstones covered every piece of gold. It was as if the robe itself had been carefully woven with light and precious stones, the craftsmanship was perfect.

The closer I looked the more detail I noticed. The gemstones weren’t just decorations— they were part of the very fabric of who he was. They sparkled with such brilliance that it felt as though each one told a story; each one carried a weight of significance I didn’t yet understand.

Despite all this, it was not the crown, the robe, or the light that truly captured me—it was the way he looked at me.

His eyes weren’t just happy; they were full of understanding, as if he saw every part of me—my fear, my shame, my doubts—and loved me anyway.

That love, that acceptance, was so overwhelming that I couldn’t help but take another step closer. In his presence, everything else faded away. The weight—of my mother’s anger, my father’s distance, the feeling of being unwanted—all that lifted, replaced by something I had never known before.

For the first time in a long time, I felt … seen.

I took a step closer, drawn in by the intricate details of his robe. I expected to feel my heart race—after all, there was a strange man sitting on my bed—but instead something else happened. My heart rate slowed, and a sense of calm washed over me, like a warm blanket gently placed on my shoulder.


Who was this man? I didn’t know, yet there was something almost familiar about him, like we had met before in a dream or another life. His presence was magnetic, pulling me in, but not forcefully—it was more like he was inviting me to stay, to simply exist in the quiet, peaceful space with him.
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As I stood there, observing this man, I noticed that the light wasn’t just coming from his body— it was reflecting off the gemstones embedded in his crown and robe. Fractals of colors scattered across the room like tiny beams from a kaleidoscope, dancing on the walls and ceiling. It was mesmerizing. Reds, blues, greens, and purples swirling in perfect harmony cast across the room. I felt as though I were inside a living painting, with colors and light moving in synchrony. The beauty of it was breathtaking.


He let me take it all in, standing there silently as if this moment was just as important to him as it was to me.

There was no rush, no pressure. I wasn’t nervous or anxious. I simply … was. And for the first time in a long time, that was enough.

Finally, he spoke, his voice soft but clear, cutting through the quiet like a melody I had always known but had somehow forgotten.

“Because they do,” he said his smile gentle.

His words hit me like a jolt to the heart, as though someone had just taken a defibrillator to my chest and brought me back to life. Suddenly, the anger I had been harboring toward my mother— the resentment that had been burning just beneath the surface—began to shift. In its place, I felt something strange and unexpected: compassion.

I blinked, and in my mind’s eye, I saw an image of my mother, but not as I knew her now. She was a little girl, no older than I was, sitting alone, knees pulled to her chest, sobbing. She looked lost, lonely, defeated. And for the first time, I saw her pain—not as my mother, but as someone who had once been just like me. I saw her as someone who had struggled, who had carried her own burdens long before I ever knew her.

The realization hit me hard. She wasn’t angry with me— at least not entirely. She was angry with herself, angry with life, angry with the way things had turned out.

Her pain had nothing to do with me, and yet, I had carried the weight of her bitterness for so long. But now, in this moment, I didn’t have to. I didn’t have to accept the guilt and shame she made me feel. I didn’t have to inherit her anger. I could choose something different.
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