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			“If there is a prophet among you, I, the Lord, make Myself known to him in a vision, and I speak to him in a dream.”

			(Num. 12:6).
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			MIKAILA

			APRIL 10, 2003

			I sat on the cold leather seat of the school bus, shivering as freezing rain pounded against the windows. Chara, my best friend since I was five, climbed on a moment later and slid in beside me. My sister, Kaitlyn, breezed past us without a word, heading straight for the back to sit with Tara, like always.

			Chara tore her toasted buttered bagel in half and handed me the warmer piece. Heat seeped into my numb fingers. “Thanks,” I said. “I didn’t have time to eat breakfast.”

			

			She smiled. “I figured. Nan said you overslept. Studying late?”

			Chara met me at my house every morning, so she always knew exactly how chaotic my mornings were. 

			I groaned. “Not studying. Mom decided to pick a fight with Pop.”

			Chara paused mid-chew, lifting an eyebrow as the bus lurched to a stop for the next group of kids. She lowered her voice. “Started an argument about what?”

			I rolled my eyes. “Apparently, she’s not following the doctor’s orders. That’s how Nan put it, anyway.”

			Chara nodded like she’d been expecting that answer. “If you need to do homework at my house tonight, or need to sleep over Saturday night, just let me know.”

			I smiled, warmth creeping back in my chest. “Thanks. I might take you up on that. We’ve got track practice, and Elliott’s coming over for dinner Saturday.” 

			Elliott is my boyfriend. We’d met in English class freshman year, partnered together to enact Romeo and Juliet. Acting out a tragic love story with my crush in front of the entire class should’ve been mortifying, but Elliott refused to let it be anything but hilarious. He insisted on playing Juliet—pulled his older sister’s skirt on over his jeans, pitched his voice high, and fluttered his eyelashes like he’d rehearsed. Then he drew a ridiculous mustache on me with a marker and loaned me his flannel so I could be the most unconvincing Romeo imaginable. 

			The class (and even the teacher) roared with laughter. We got an “A,” though I’m still convinced it was mostly for entertainment value. Afterwards, Elliott took me out for chicken sandwiches and milkshakes to celebrate. That was our first official date. We’ve been together ever since.

			

			Chara brushed the crumbs from her hands. “I’ll be at my dad’s until after dinner. So, if things get out of control after Elliott leaves, just call me at my dad’s house.”

			I nodded, finishing the last bite of my bagel. “I will.”

			The bus groaned to a stop in front of the Oak Haven High School, brakes hissing as the doors folded open. Kids shuffled into the aisle. As the guy who lived four houses down slid past our seat, he glanced over his shoulder at me. “Mikaila,” he said, smirking, “I saw your mom talking to herself again last night as she walked home from Food Tide. You gonna lose your mind like her?” 

			My eyes narrowed, but before I could get a word out, Chara shot to her feet and smacked him across the side of the head with her bookbag. “She hasn’t,” she snapped, “but I might. Keep talking and find out.”

			He was nearly six feet tall—lanky, all elbows and attitude. Chara barely hit five-three on a good day, but she dipped into a low, ready stance like she was trained for this. What she lacked in height, she more than made up for in fire.

			I reached out and rested my hand on her arm. Before anything else could escalate, the bus driver stood up with a sigh. “Chara, you alright?”

			She turned to him with the sweetest smile imaginable. “Just fine, thank you.”

			The driver shot a hard look at the boy, who was still holding the side of his head, jaw hanging open. “If he’s starting trouble this early, you let me know. I’ll send him straight to the principal’s office for another suspension.”

			Chara gave the guy a slow, satisfied smirk. “I think he just needed a little sense knocked into him,” she said. “He should be good now.”

			

			He grumbled under his breath as he shuffled off the bus. The driver eased back into his seat and shook his head. “Alright. Have a great day, girls.”

			I gave him a small smile and a quick wave. Something about the way he handled things reminded me of Pop. I jogged to catch up with Chara as we headed into the building. Her light pink bookbag stood out in a hallway full of black messenger bags and dark hoodies.

			“You didn’t have to do that,” I said.

			Her eyebrows drew together. “Yes, I did. He shouldn’t have said any of that, and you don’t need the whole bus running their mouths about your mom. And I’m sure you’d do the same for me.”

			I planted a hand on my hip. “Guess it’s lucky for both of us we don’t have to find out what I’d do. But I will pray for him at Bible Club.”

			Chara snorted, smirking. “Yeah, let me know when you pray his asshole-ness away.”

			The bell shrieked overhead, and I said, “See you in gym class!”

			Elliott jogged up beside me, reaching for my hand. He laced his fingers with mine, and we walked together until the hallway split, and we had to peel off for homeroom.

			I bent down to touch my toes as our gym teacher barked orders for us to stretch. We stood in our assigned spots on the basketball court, the glossy floor echoing with squeaks from shifting sneakers. Above the bleachers, Oak Haven’s championship banners hung like reminders that some people enjoyed physical activity.

			The teacher blew her whistle and started dividing us into teams for handball. Beside me, Chara let out a long, dramatic sigh.

			“Why are they torturing us?” She muttered.

			The teacher pointed directly at her. “Chara, you’re defending the goal for red.” She tossed her a red mesh pinnie. Chara glared at it as if it had personally offended her.

			The teacher handed me one. “Mikaila, midfielder for red.”

			I smiled at Chara as she begrudgingly made her way to the goal. “You’ve got this!” I called.

			She rolled her eyes but cracked a tiny smile.

			The whistle shrieked, and the game exploded into motion. A girl from the basketball team snagged the ball and fired it to her teammate, but I sprinted forward and intercepted mid-stride. I took my three steps and snapped a pass to one of our midfielders. She caught it cleanly and fed it to our shooter, who launched a perfect attempt…only for their goalie to block it with a loud smack.

			Possession swung back to the opposing team. Their goalie scanned the court and tossed the ball out, but I cut across the lane and intercepted again. Three steps—one, two, three—and I sent it to another red-shirted teammate. She pivoted, took her two steps, and hurled it to our forward, who whipped the ball past their keeper and straight into the net.

			Score.

			Their goalie wasted no time. She threw to their midfielder, who barreled down the court toward our side. Our defenders boxed her in, but she managed two steps, a quick dribble, and a sharp pass to their forward. The girl blew through our last defender and launched the ball toward the net.

			Chara jumped, fingers stretching as far as they could reach, but the shot sailed past her hand and smacked into the goal.

			

			I jogged back toward our side of the court, breath steadying, already positioning myself to intercept the next play. “You’ve got this, Chara,” I called.

			She curled her lip, grimacing as she scooped up the ball. With a sharp exhale, she hurled it to our forward, but the opposing defender darted in and stole it clean. Within seconds, the ball was back near the red team’s goal. Their forward whipped it toward the right side of the net.

			Chara leapt, arms stretched wide, and this time she caught it. She landed with a grunt and fired the ball back to our defense as the teacher blew her whistle.

			“Bring it in!”

			I peeled off my red mesh pinnie and tossed it into the basket she held, then followed Chara into the locker room. “See? That wasn’t so bad.”

			She shook her head. “You’re one of those people who could get tortured and still have good things to say about the person torturing them.”

			I burst out laughing as we grabbed our clothes. We changed quickly, metal locker doors clanging around us. I pulled my long khaki cargo skirt on over my gym shorts.

			“That isn’t true,” I said, smoothing the skirt. “But the Bible does say a cheerful heart is good medicine.”

			I slung my bookbag over my shoulder and waved as Chara headed one way, and I headed the other. She, Elliott, and Kait were all juniors; I was the lone sophomore orbiting their schedules. Chara and I shared lunch, gym, and geometry, but the rest of my day was spent with the other tenth-graders.

			I felt a tap on my shoulder blades. Elliott had caught up to me and slipped his hand into mine.

			

			“Hey,” he said, a little breathless from weaving through the crowd.

			I smiled and squeezed his fingers. “Hey.”

			He was about five-nine, with wavy brown hair that always fell into his eyes and a smile that made my stomach flip every single time. He practically lived in blue-and-black plaid shirts, and today was no exception.

			He wiggled his eyebrows. “Knock, knock.”

			“Who’s there?”

			“Lettuce.”

			“Lettuce who?”

			He smirked. “Lettuce thank God it’s almost lunchtime.”

			I laughed. “That’s terrible.”

			He smiled, squeezing my hand. “But so true. I’ll see you soon.”

			Kait glanced at me as she walked past in the hall but didn’t say a word—didn’t even acknowledge I existed. Typical.

			I slipped into history class as the bell rang and sank into my seat, but I couldn’t focus on the lecture. My mind kept circling back to Nan’s warning about Mom not following her doctor’s orders, and the neighbor’s comment about seeing her talking to herself on the walk home from the store last night. Maybe he made it up, but…maybe he hadn’t.
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			MIKAILA

			APRIL 12, 2003

			My heart hammered as I crouched at the starting line, silently praying for my team and for myself. I drew in the crisp spring air, and then the starter’s gun cracked through the morning calm.

			I exploded forward, legs pumping in perfect rhythm, body weightless, eyes locked on the track ahead. It’s only practice, I told myself.

			Kaitlyn’s blonde ponytail bounced ahead, just within reach. Our team captain was a few strides in front, and I gritted my teeth, inching closer with every step.

			Pushing harder, I felt determination surge through my limbs. The final stretch loomed, and a grin split across my face. With one last burst, I overtook Kaitlyn and drew level with the captain. Heart in my throat, I edged past her.

			Victory.

			My legs burned, heavy as though weights were tied to my ankles, but I managed a quick celebratory jump before bending over to gulp in air. I had outrun Kaitlyn—me, the little sister—something I’d never done before.

			Incredible.

			We made our way over to the bleachers to rest until the next practice relay race.

			“Good hustle today, taking on your sister and the captain. How you feeling, champ?” One of my teammates asked from the row behind.

			I smiled over my shoulder, “Great, but tired. Keeping up with Kait is hard work.” And I can’t wait to do it again.

			“Get some rest tonight. You earned it. You’ll need your strength to help us defeat the next team,” The teammate said, tapping my shoulder with a grin before walking off.

			“You’re gonna need your strength to defeat me next time, too,” Kaitlyn teased with a smirk.

			I had grown used to watching Kaitlyn excel at everything. Ever since Kaitlyn entered high school, it was as if I had become invisible to her. I seemed to live in her shadows, but today was different. Today, I gained Kaitlyn’s respect by proving I was on the track team to win, not to follow my big sister around.

			Soon, Kait and I were called to the track to practice a relay. As we got into position, the baton was in my hand in a matter of seconds. My sneakers slammed the gravel track with as much force as I could muster. I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength. I thrust the baton into the next runner’s hand as she took off, while the coach waved for me to take a seat.

			“Good hustle today, Miki,” Coach said.

			I smiled as I made my way over to the bleachers. Kait followed behind.

			Cameron, the hurdler, called out, “You did really well out there today, Kait!” Kait looked like she could melt. Her doe blue eyes lit up as she smiled widely.

			“Thanks,” she said softly.

			After the hurdlers finished, practice was over, and we made our way to the school parking lot, where Aunt Lana was waiting to drive us home. “I beat Kait and the team captain during the 800m!” I said, sliding into the back seat, while my lips spread into a mischievous grin. I watched Kait’s expression change from indifference to amusement as she took her place in the passenger seat.

			“Really?” Aunt Lana glanced over her shoulder with her eyebrow arched in disbelief. Her brown hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, which made her look younger.

			“Really?” Aunt Lana glanced over her shoulder with her eyebrow arched in disbelief. Her brown hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, which made her look younger.

			“She did. But it’s the last time she’ll beat me,” Kait smirked as she clipped her seat belt.

			“We’ll see about that,” I said.

			The drive home took longer than normal. The salt grass swayed against the backdrop of the clear blue sky, but dark clouds loomed in the distance, over the marshes. It looks like a storm is coming. The vehicle slowly decreased in speed; other sedans and vehicles surrounded them, crawling at a snail’s pace.

			“Oh, no,” Aunt Lana said, leaning forward. “It looks like there’s a fender bender up ahead. Oh well. You know, I’ve been meaning to tell you two...your dad’s been wanting to talk with you. And Pop told your mom not to interfere with his calls.”

			My heart skipped a beat. I hadn’t spoken to my dad since he had custody of me two years ago and dropped me off at his mother’s house in Virginia.

			“We don’t want to talk to him,” Kait said with an edge to her voice.

			Aunt Lana turned the radio down. “Girls, he’s still your father, and he probably feels bad for how things ended. You know we need to forgive others, as Jesus forgave us.”

			“He didn’t leave Jesus in Virginia with his mother after fighting for custody and pissing off Mom,” Kait replied with her jaw clenched.

			“Kait!” Aunt Lana exclaimed, shaking her head in disappointment. I twirled strands of my auburn hair and tried to focus on the oldies softly playing on the radio while we crept through orange cones that lined the road. Police officers waved us through as we passed by an ambulance being loaded.

			“Miki, why don’t you give him a few minutes and see if he apologizes? You’re not the same person you were when you were thirteen. I’m sure he’s changed in the past three years.” Aunt Lana insisted, glancing at me from the rearview mirror.

			“Won’t that upset mom?” I asked. Mom’s mood fluctuated rapidly within the day, and without notice or warning. Last week, she threw the trash can out the bathroom window because Kait forgot to empty it. We avoid setting her off, but Dad’s calls would be an immediate trigger for her mood swings.

			Aunt Lana drummed the steering wheel and craned her neck to see me in the rearview mirror. “Nan said that while you all live in her house, you need to respect their rules, which is family first. All family, not just the ones you choose.”

			“I bet she took that well,” Kait remarked sarcastically.

			The car slowly accelerated to normal speed, and traffic began to thin out. Shortly, we arrived back at our 1960s colonial house with a white clapboard exterior, black shutters lining its tall windows, and a simple portico above the centered front door. The Oak trees that lined the sidewalks had started to bloom, leaving strands of yellow and green flowers on the ground.

			Aunt Lana pulled up to the curb, and Kait and I got out, waving goodbye as we walked toward the house. We opened the front door, which led to our living room. The smell of Nan’s hot chamomile tea and secret snickerdoodle recipe awaited us from the adjacent kitchen. Kait grabbed a cookie from the serving plate on our wooden, weathered kitchen table.

			Nan, wearing her grey and white striped housecoat over her long pink dress, was finishing up washing the dishes. “How was your day, girls?” She asked.

			Kait, answering with a mouth full of cookies. “Good.” And then she dashed up the stairs to her bedroom.

			“How was practice, Miki?” Nan asked as she moved from the sink to the kitchen table, where her knitting supplies were.

			“Great! I beat Kait and the team captain during the 800m!”

			“Great job, sweetie. You’re getting faster every day. You know, it must be the cookies,” Nan winked.

			“Of course, which means I should take an extra so that I can beat Kait again.”

			

			Nan chuckled, sweeping her shoulder-length gray hair out of her eyes before returning to her knitting supplies sprawled out on the table.

			I grabbed the second cookie off the countertop. “Don’t forget that Elliott will be here for dinner. I’ll come down to help you prep.”

			“About time you helped out,” Mom said, stepping into the kitchen. At five-eleven, she was impossible to miss, her frizzy auburn hair loosely pulled into a messy ponytail, strands escaping around her face. She carried an air of quiet authority that made the kitchen feel smaller the moment she entered.

			Nan sighed. “Sandra, Miki is my daily helper.”

			“It’s okay, Nan.” I’m not gonna let her mood dampen my win.

			I trudged up the stairs and knocked on Kait’s door.

			“What?” Kait called out.

			I cautiously opened it. “You know, James, who lives four houses away, said that Mom was talking to herself last night when she walked home from the store?”

			Kait sighed and played with her wristwatch. “Nan said she wasn’t doing what she was supposed to do. She probably was talking to herself.”

			My chest hurt thinking Mom wasn’t doing well. “You don’t have to worry about James talking about her anymore. Chara hit him with her bookbag, and the bus driver almost sent him to the office this morning because he thought he was causing us trouble.”

			Kait chuckled. “Chara didn’t have to do that.”

			I fiddled with the ring Nan had given me, worn on my right ring finger—a simple silver band with a small black oval agate set in the center.

			

			“I told her that,” I said, “but she didn’t want him spreading it to the whole bus.”

			“Or the whole neighborhood.”

			I sighed. “Hopefully, Mom listens to her doctors, and we don’t have to worry about it.”

			“Maybe she will. Either way, you can shower first tonight.”

			I smiled, nodding. “Okay. Thanks.”

			I trudged down the hall to my room, diagonally across from Kait’s. Every inch of wall was plastered with posters—a timeline of my interests: dragons with iridescent scales, fairies that seemed to dance in the sunlight, and a few reminders of my musical obsessions, from the Backstreet Boys to MercyMe.

			I grabbed my shower gear and headed to the shared bathroom. The warm water soothed my aching muscles, but my mind refused to follow. One parent had abandoned me, the other couldn’t stand me. Who even needed parents, anyway?

			Afterwards, I dressed and collapsed onto my bed, eyes fixed on the glow-in-the-dark stars scattered across the ceiling. Slowly, the tension in my body ebbed, my thoughts growing hazy. My eyelids drooped, and I finally let myself drift into sleep.

			* * *

			I opened my eyes to find myself standing in a massive white room surrounded by walls so high the ceiling couldn’t be seen. Under my feet was white, misty air which felt a tad bouncy as if I were walking on clouds. It was silent, except for a conversation I could hear in the distance.

			To my left was a long hallway with picture frames lining the wall, as if I were in someone’s home. The frames weren’t empty. Instead, they held what looked like computer screens. One frame held what looked like a mirror, so I approached it. I realized this was the source of the sound. The mirror disappeared, and I watched Chara slip into the passenger seat of her father’s Mitsubishi Montero. He didn’t put his seat belt on, and as always, neither did Chara. I couldn’t recall how many times I yelled at her for this.

			“Put your seatbelt on!” I screamed, as if she could hear me.

			I could somehow hear Chara’s thought, and her usual response, “I could put my seatbelt on, but we’ll be back soon, and God won’t let anything happen to us.”

			I shook my head in rapid succession as I watched Chara’s father lose control of the SUV, spinning out on the road. His vehicle jumped over the guardrail and skidded down the embankment, hurtling toward the tree line.

			My heart raced as I clutched my temples and shouted, “NO!”

			Their SUV flipped over multiple times, and their bodies were expelled as if they were made of plastic and not human flesh. Chara was lying on the ground, not moving. A world without Chara in it was unfathomable. This can’t be happening. I grasped the frame hard on both sides, inches away from the screen, and in less than a second, I was standing over her, looking down. Chara’s eyes flickered open. “I don’t know what’s happening, but you need to get up!” I screamed helplessly.

			In an instant, I was back in the great white room. The screen before me shimmered, its image rippling until it returned to that mirror-like surface.

			I turned, and there he was. My Maker.

			The breath left my lungs. I dropped to my knees in reverence, head bowed. The light surrounding him was so brilliant that it blurred everything else. I couldn’t tell where his robe ended, and the glowing air began; it all blended into one radiant, fog-white halo that seemed to pulse with life itself.

			His voice sounded like a cannon launching, startling me. “That’s the frame of the present. When you touch the frame of the present or the frame of the dreams, it allows you to interact with the individuals. The other frames are memories. They can’t be altered by anyone but Me. I’ll change her memories so that you’re removed from them.”

			I don’t understand.

			“When it’s time, you’ll understand all.”

			The foggy white air surrounded me, and I pleaded, “Let her be alright. Save my best friend. Please.”

			Hearing the anguish in my heart, He spoke, His voice both gentle and powerful. “I have already prepared a place for you in My Kingdom.”

			Slowly, He extended His arms and lifted me to my feet, the warmth of His presence filling me with a peace I hadn’t known I could feel.

			“I’ll trade places, then.” I’ll do whatever I need to do, just save her.

			His voice boomed like a megaphone, but the kindness in it calmed me. His touch on my forearm was firm yet comforting. “You know your days are determined.”

			I stole a glance, but his face glowed too brightly for me to attempt eye contact.

			I focused on the swirly white air as I said, “I do know, and only you know the plans you have made for us. But I am willing to do whatever it takes to save Chara.” Even switching places.

			“You saw for yourself. She tested me.”

			“Yes, I know your Word says we shouldn’t, but I can help change her heart. I can get her to see You are the truth and the light. Just give us more time!” I begged.

			There was a short pause before He spoke. “You have been a faithful servant. I will grant your heart’s desire if you get her to believe in Me, without mockery. She must confess her sins and repent.”

			I nodded eagerly, “I can do that.”

			“The task set for you won’t be easy. You’re both young and impetuous. Continue to study the Bible. Keep Chara close to you and demonstrate my love throughout your life. You have twenty-two months. We will reconvene then.”

			I trembled with relief. “Thank you,” I said quietly, almost inaudible.

			Before I could say more, consciousness pulled at me, and I found myself awake, lying back in my bed, staring up at the ceiling. I blinked away the grogginess. What kind of dream was that? I tried to remember all the details, but I could only recall my conversation with Him. I had two years to save Chara, or else I’d lose her forever.

			Did I just give up my life?

			I brushed the thought aside.

			Two years. Can I do this? God, if that dream was real, please send me a sign.

			Pop knocks on my door before he enters. He’s only an inch taller than Nan, and he has a ruddy complexion, with tattoos on his right arm, a reminder of his time in the Navy during the Second World War. “Your dad’s on the phone downstairs, and Nan wants to remind you Elliott’s coming over for dinner, so please set his silverware at the table.”

			I nodded. Pop smiled and closed the bedroom door behind him, leaving me alone with my racing thoughts. My stomach twisted in knots, and a cold unease settled over me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was coming.
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			CHARA

			APRIL 12, 2003

			Chara blinked her eyes open. Soft, billowy clouds scattered across the sky. The sun peeked through the clouds; a faint rainbow shimmered in the distance, and the ground beneath her was still damp from the rain. For a moment, she thought she might be sunbathing in her backyard, but she hated bugs and nature. She would never choose to lie on the ground, especially with the scent of wet grass. Her long-sleeved shirt had ridden up, exposing her stomach, something else she always avoided. Tugging at her shirt with her left arm, she tried to make sense of where she was.

			When she attempted to roll over, she couldn’t move. Panic rose in her chest as she lay there, seemingly glued to the earth. She mentally scanned her body: right arm immobile, legs heavy but with feeling, fingers and toes still wiggling. The side of her face felt strange; her vision was partially blocked on the right side. She picked caked dirt from her face with her left hand, then froze. Beneath it, a patch of skin was missing. Her head began to pound.

			A hazy image of being in a vehicle brushed the edge of her memory. I had school yesterday, so today must be Saturday, but what am I doing? And why am I doing it here? She thought. Hoping it was all a dream, she closed her eyes, only to be awakened by a woman in plain clothes peering over her. The woman’s lips moved, but she couldn’t hear any sounds. Why can’t I hear you? She thought. Her jaw hurt from clenching it. The woman walked away, and again she was alone. If today is Saturday, I should be with my dad. Where is my dad? Chara attempted to sit up, but the effort proved too much; the dizziness set in, and darkness claimed her again.

			When she awoke, she was in a hospital room: white walls bordered with a teal stripe and circus animals above it and a smell of bleach. Her right arm still ached and was now in a cast. With her left arm, she felt the bandage on her face where the piece of skin was missing.

			The steady beeping of the monitors filled the room. A nurse smiled as she realized Chara was awake and brought her a cup of ice water. A choked, grateful murmur of “Thanks” barely escaped her ravaged throat. The bright fluorescent lights burned against her aching eyes until she looked away. It was bone-chilling cold, the thin sheet offering no refuge against the creeping numbness that threatened to consume her.

			Chara sipped the cold water as the hospital door opened. She was relieved to see her mom slip in. The nurse scrambled after her with a frown on her face. She asked Chara, “Do you know this woman?

			When she was three, a receptionist at a doctor’s office asked Astrid if she had adopted. Chara routinely replies to the stares now with “Yes, she is my mother, and no, I’m not adopted!”

			She sighed, rolling her eyes, and said, “This is my mom.”

			The nurse nodded as she checked the monitor and slipped out of the room. Astrid was tall—about five feet eleven—with thin features, blonde hair, and fair skin. Chara resembled her dad’s physical stature: short and round. Her skin complexion was a mix of the two, a light caramel complexion with thick, curly black hair.

			Astrid gave Chara a light hug and settled into the chair beside Chara’s bed. “How are you feeling?”

			“Like I’ve been hit by a truck.”

			Astrid pulled her cross-stitch out of the purse and began to thread the needle through the canvas. “Can’t imagine why,” attempting to make a joke.

			Chara took a few more sips of water before the nurse came back in to adjust the IV and told them that the doctors would be in the next day to run tests.

			Astrid looked up from her canvas. “If you can remember, can you tell me what happened?”

			Chara gazed at the ceiling. I wish I had all the pieces, she thought. “I remembered a voice in my head telling me to put on my seatbelt, but I didn’t. So, we didn’t have them on.” She turned toward her mother.

			“Ty didn’t make you wear a seatbelt?”

			“He doesn’t ever wear his, and he didn’t make me wear mine.”

			“Is that so?”

			Chara’s stomach churned with guilt as she remembered daring God to keep them safe, so she didn’t have to put on her seatbelt. What if the accident was my fault? She thought.

			“I woke up, and the guardrail was right there, and I remember screaming, ‘Daddy!’ but he didn’t answer. His eyes were wide and glassy. Then we hit, and his chest slammed into the steering wheel.” Chara recalled, swallowing hard. “I’ll never forget the look in his eyes, Mom.”

			Astrid scooted closer. “That’s a horrific accident to remember, Chara.”

			Chara blinked and touched her face with her good arm. “I must have gotten scratched up when we were thrown from the SUV, but I don’t know how we ended up outside the vehicle or how it happened or what even caused it. It was such a beautiful day.”

			“The weather report said we’d get a brief torrential downpour. Looks like it hit while you were asleep, and you woke up right in the middle of it.”

			“Maybe.”

			Her mom smoothed Chara’s dark curls from her face. “You may feel scared for a while the next time you’re in a vehicle. It happens after events like this.”

			“Yeah, I don’t know if I want to be in an SUV anytime soon. Have you checked on Dad? How is he doing?”

			Astrid nodded. “He’s still in surgery with a brain injury in the adult wing. They’ll call me with updates.” Astrid and Ty had been divorced for ten years, yet Ty still listed Astrid as his emergency contact. After the divorce, Chara and Astrid moved into a rented house in Astrid’s childhood neighborhood—just down the street from Mikaila and Kaitlyn.

			Chara grabbed the remote and flipped through the channels. “Looks like Golden Girls reruns it is.”

			Astrid continued to work on her needlepoint project. “Do you need me to call Mikaila and Kait for you? And let them know you’re here?”

			Chara tore her eyes from the TV and shot her a look. “Yeah, right, because I’m sure I won’t be going to school on Monday.”

			“I’ll do it first thing in the morning before church. I don’t want to interrupt them this evening.”

			The nurse came in and sighed. “Visiting hours are over, but you can come back first thing in the morning.”

			Chara rubbed her head. “My head hurts. Can’t she stay a few minutes longer?”

			The nurse tilted her head. “You have a concussion, so yeah, it’s gonna hurt even though you have some Tylenol in your system. And unfortunately, she can’t stay longer. You need your rest.”

			Astrid nodded and gathered her things before giving Chara a side hug. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“Great. Just me and the Golden Girls.”

			* * *

			The next morning, Astrid came back. “Good morning. How’d you sleep?”

			Chara sat up and winced. “My head hurts a little, and my arm still aches.”

			

			“Have the doctors been in?”

			“Not yet.”

			Astrid sat down in the chair and whipped out her needlepoint. “Your dad is out of surgery and is stable.”

			Chara’s eyebrows went up. “When can we go see him?”

			Astrid shook her head. “They won’t let you onto another floor until they discharge you. And we need to see how he does. It was a major surgery.”

			Chara wiped a tear away. “Fine.”

			After lunch, they heard a sound down the hallway. “Knock, knock!”

			Chara smiled as Mikaila, Kait, and their mutual friend, Kristin, walked in. Kristin was in four of Mikaila’s classes but also had a Spanish class with Chara. La Tortura is how Chara described it.

			Mikaila, wearing her Adidas sneakers with her floor-length khaki cargo skirt, froze at the sight of the bandages and cast, taking a cautious step back. Kait, however, sauntered in without a second thought. She wore her Abercrombie jeans and Tommy Hilfiger running sweater, her usual attire. Kristin, in her favorite “I don’t do mornings people” sweatshirt, noticed Mikaila’s hesitation and guided her closer.

			Astrid set her needlework aside and pulled each girl into a hug. “She’s doing alright, girls.”

			The three of them settled into chairs stolen from the empty side of the room, forming a small circle at the end of the bed.

			Kait fiddled with her Casio G-Shock, tapping buttons to set a timer. “Aunt Lana dropped us off, and she’ll be back in an hour. Timer’s set. So…is this your elaborate plan to meet the Backstreet Boys?”

			

			Chara pointed dramatically at her mom. “I think almost dying qualifies me for backstage passes with my best friends. Mom, notify their tour manager.”

			Astrid chuckled without missing a stitch. “I’ll get right on that.”

			The room filled with laughter, warm and unrestrained, echoed off the walls and lingered in the space.

			What happened?” Mikaila asked, still slightly stiff.

			Chara gave her the quick version. “I fell asleep after visiting my aunt and woke up on the ground. Concussion, wrecked arm, missing skin on my face…you know. Dad’s worse, though...he’s recovering from major surgery.”

			Mikaila wiped her eyes with the back of her arm. “Sounds like you were both given a second chance.”

			Kait shivered at the memory. “Yeah…that sounds about right. We drove past the scene yesterday on our way home from practice. I saw an SUV mangled in the trees, but I didn’t realize it was yours.”

			Chara jabbed a finger at her mom. “Use that when you try to get my concert tickets.”

			Mikaila rolled her eyes, smirking. “Real funny. Seriously, though, I’ll put him on the prayer list at church.”

			Kristin leaned forward. “Is there anything you need us to bring you, Chara?”

			She pinched the fabric of her gown. “Can you bring me a new outfit? These hospital gowns are not fashionable.”

			“I’ll bring some clothes with me tomorrow,” Astrid chimed in.

			“Oh, and I need my CD Walkman and some batteries. There’s only so many reruns of the Golden Girls I can watch in a week,” Chara declared.

			Astrid laughed.

			“We can bring your homework,” Mikaila offered.

			Kait crossed her arms and frowned. “Speaking of dads, ours wants us to visit this summer.”

			“Are you going too?” Chara asked.

			Mikaila shook her head and pressed her fingers to her brow, trying to ease the tension. “Not if we can help it.”

			“Good, because we have plans for people watching on the boardwalk and lying on the beach when I’m out of here, which are the activities I can do with one arm.” Chara smiled, lifting her cast.

			Kristin grinned, wagging her finger, “No beach volleyball for you.” She was referring to last summer when a random group of boys visited Ocean City, Maryland, and invited them to a game. They were all smitten with Kait, but she tried to pass them off to the others.

			“Maybe it will be healed by then,” Chara said, a note of excitement in her voice.

			Astrid tilted her head towards Chara, “Or maybe you’ll be the score keeper while you recover.”

			Chara rolled her eyes and turned her head towards Mikaila and Kait. “Seriously. Did your dad forget that he abandoned you?”

			“He apologized to both of us on the phone last night.” Kait crossed her arms, twisting her hair tight around her finger. Her jaw tightened, and her gaze stayed fixed downward. Chara could tell she was holding everything in but chose not to push.

			“I can forgive him for leaving me, but I can’t forget it,” Mikaila played with the ring on her right hand as she looked lost in her thoughts. Chara assumed there was more Mikaila wasn’t saying.

			

			Kristin tucked her brown hair behind her ear. “Forgiveness is a good start.”

			Kait’s lips tightened. “Pop did always remind us that there was more to the story than we knew, but knowing the whole story would certainly help me forgive him.”

			Kristin sat up taller. “I’m sure Pop has his reasons for keeping it to himself.”

			Looking up again from her canvas, Astrid asked, “How’s Sandra doing?”

			“You know, one minute she’s good, and the next everything is a catastrophe,” Mikaila waved her arms around to emphasize her point.

			Chara played with the blankets on her bed and then turned to Kait. “Have you set the kitchen on fire again?” She was referring to the time Kait had set a paper towel on fire while trying to make macaroni and cheese.

			Kait groaned. “That happened once.”

			Chara turned to Mikaila, “Have you flushed any live animals down the toilet lately?”

			Kristin giggled, and Kait looked at her, eyebrows glued together, “What? Is that why we had to call the plumber last month?”

			Chara and Mikaila laughed, remembering how she had tried to flush a live frog down the toilet, though Mikaila admitted she had really thought it was dead.

			“Uh, no.”

			Chara smiled, “Then not everything has been a catastrophe.”

			“When the plumbers pulled the frog out, was he still alive?” Kristin asked, which sent Mikaila, Kristin, and Chara into a fit of laughter.

			

			Astrid smiled. “Enough about flushing innocent frogs. How’s Nan and Pop?”

			“Nan’s good. Napping when we left and Pop’s playing chess with the neighbor,” Kait said.

			The timer on Kristin’s watch rang. “Looks like our hour’s up,” Kristin frowned, looking up from her watch. After each girl hugged Astrid, they gave Chara a light, careful hug to avoid causing her any pain.

			Astrid stayed with Chara until after the tests were done. When the doctors mentioned the results wouldn’t be available until tomorrow, she lingered a moment longer before saying, “I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m off to dinner with Howard.”

			“Of course,” Chara muttered under her breath as she turned on the TV. “Your only child is in the hospital. Why wouldn’t you have a date?”

			Astrid snapped her needlework into her bag. “You’re sixteen now, Chara. I get to have a life too. It’s not my fault you’re here. Maybe talk to Ty about that when he wakes up. If he wakes up...I’m sorry. Of course, he’ll wake up.”

			“Enjoy your date,” Chara said with a clenched jaw, her eyes glued to the TV.

			Astrid put on her coat and then threw her purse on her shoulder. “You know I love you. You should get your rest.”

			“Love you too,” Chara said in a monotone voice. Once Astrid closed the door and could no longer be seen, she raised her middle finger in silent frustration. Then Chara grabbed the remote and flipped the channel to MTV. Hope the nurses like my rendition of the Backstreet Boys, “Larger than Life,” She thought.
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			ASA

			APRIL 18, 2003

			Asa pushed the lawn mower through the thick, green grass, Blink-182 blasting through his headphones. Online Songs—his favorite—was playing.

			Rounding the corner of the front yard, he spotted Mark Emery pulling up in his minivan. Lacy and Lexy clambered out and. Lacy waved; Lexy raced toward the door.

			Mark walked over with a smile. Asa paused the music, pulled off his headphones, and shut off the mower.

			

			He rested a hand on Asa’s shoulder. “Thanks for helping me out, son. Lacy’s got a full weekend of cheer competitions, and we’ve got company coming tonight.”

			Asa grinned. “No problem. Happy to help.”

			“I talked with my other girls this week,” Mark added. “Mikaila might even visit this summer.”

			Asa’s heart skipped a beat. He raised an eyebrow. “Really? That’d be cool.”

			“Would be great to have all my girls here. Not sure Kait can make it. Anyway, I’ll let you get back to it. Here’s your payment,” Mark said, slipping Asa a fifty-dollar bill.

			“That’s too much. I couldn’t possibly,” Asa said with a smile.

			“Nonsense. I’d pay double if it meant avoiding a lecture from the wife.” Mark patted Asa on the shoulder and walked inside.

			Asa hit play, revved the mower back to life, and hummed along as blades of grass whipped behind him.

			He first met Mikaila through Lacy, who was also a senior at Chestnut Hill High School in Chestnut Hill, Connecticut. Back in middle school, he’d had a hardcore crush on Lexy, who was a year older. He’d known he never stood a chance—too nerdy, too scrawny—but instead he’d befriended Lacy in algebra class and helped her study for finals.

			A few weeks later, she’d invited him to mini golf and dinner with her family. That’s when he met Mikaila, and his crush on Lexy vanished instantly. He couldn’t believe Mikaila wanted to stay in touch. Those marathon phone calls felt like minutes, and her laugh always made his stomach flip in that familiar, impossible way.

			So much so that he could barely form words when he saw her last summer during that brief weekend, he and his brother had driven down to Ocean City, Maryland. She was two years younger than him, but still hotter than any girl in his grade.

			The thought of Mikaila in a bathing suit made heat crawl across his body. He pushed open the backyard gate and continued mowing, trying to shake the feeling. Then he remembered her boyfriend, and the warmth in his stomach twisted into something tighter.

			His thoughts were interrupted by Lorainne waving from the deck. He caught her lips moving, but couldn’t hear a word until he dropped his headphones around his neck and shut off the mower. He unclenched his teeth, a jolt of pain radiating across his jaw.

			“Couldn’t hear you, Mrs. E. Is that a new haircut? Makes you look like Lexy’s sister instead of her mother,” Asa called out. Her older, greyer sister.

			She smiled and wiped a strand of hair out of her face. “Oh, I was just saying thank you. Aren’t you the sweetest? I put some sodas out here on the table for you.”

			“Sounds good. I’ll come back tomorrow and do the edging.”

			“You’ll have to come for dinner this week,” Lorainne said.

			“Oh, I couldn’t possibly…” he said, waving his hands and shaking his head.

			“I insist, and you’ll hurt my feelings if you say no. How’s Wednesday night? We’re having prime beef.”

			Asa walked over to the metal table and grabbed a cold Diet Pepsi. “How could I turn that down? I’ll even bring the sparkling cider.”

			She waved her hand and chuckled. “We’ll see you at 6 then,” before closing the sliding door.

			He sipped his Diet Pepsi, the fizziness slid down his throat, and the caffeine warmed him from the inside out. He finished the rest of the yard within an hour, then rode his bike the two blocks back home. The wind whipped through the blooming chestnut trees as he pedaled. Bursting through the front door, he headed straight for the phone and called Mikaila—no answer. He checked instant messenger; she wasn’t online.

			With a sigh, he pushed back from his computer desk, spinning once in his chair before running his hands through his long, thin, messy brown hair. He licked his lips as he gazed over the photo he had from last summer on his desk: him and Mikaila in the photo booth on the boardwalk.

			He searched Myspace for Elliott’s page. No luck. Who doesn’t have Myspace? Only those who didn’t have friends. He thought. Mikaila’s page only had a few photos—some of her, but mostly her and Elliott being the main ones. Asa ground his teeth, seething, staring at the happy expression on his own face in the photo. Do you really make her happy? He thought.

			Later that evening, Mikaila called back. Asa deepened his voice as soon as he answered.

			“Sorry I missed your call,” she said.

			“It’s okay,” he replied, running a hand through his hair as he sank into his computer chair, eyes drifting to the wall covered in framed Star Wars posters.

			“How are you?” he asked, leaning closer to the phone so he could catch every word.

			“Great. Elliott and I just went for a run around the neighborhood. He’s helping me improve my time.”

			Great, Asa thought, flicking his brown hair out of his eyes. “If you get any faster, they’ll make you team captain.”

			“Yeah, no way.”

			

			“When’s the next time you’re visiting your dad?”

			“Ugh…he wants us to come this summer,” Mikaila groaned.

			Asa stroked his arm with his free hand, holding the house phone between his ear and shoulder. “We could see a movie…and I could show you the new indoor skating rink…if you want to…”

			Skating rink? Why am I talking like I’m twelve? He thought.

			“If I visit this summer, I’ll let you know,” Mikaila replied.

			“Will Elliott come too?”

			“No, he’ll be working with his dad.”

			Good. Asa exhaled, feeling his shoulders relax. “I’ll make sure you have a good time, regardless of how things go with your dad.”

			She let out a quick, anxious breath. “Thanks. So…my best friend Chara was in a car accident. Her arm’s messed up pretty bad, and her dad’s had multiple surgeries. The Montero ended up in a tree, and they were expelled while it was still moving. I feel so bad...we drove past the scene on the way from practice and had no idea.”

			“Wow. That’s traumatic. I’m glad she’s alright. It sounds serious.”

			“Thanks. Yeah, she and her dad are on my prayer list.”

			“I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

			He couldn’t wipe the dopey grin off his face as he slouched in his chair, soaking in every word. There was something about her—the way she could make even the most mundane story feel gripping, how she’d snort-laugh at his terrible jokes. He’d come a long way from the awkward kid everyone had written off—the one who knew too much about Star Wars and not enough about being cool. But Mikaila? She actually liked that about him. His brothers friends used him as a punching bag for it until they graduated last year.

			The religion stuff should’ve been a deal-breaker. His folks were front-row-pew Sunday morning types, while he’d rather sleep in and contemplate the universe from his bed. When Mikaila talked about her faith, it was different, like she was sharing pieces of herself rather than preaching, which captivated him.

			“Talk to you in a couple of days,” she said, as his heart did that stupid little dance it always did for her. After hanging up, noises coming from the hallway drew his attention. Asa turned his chair towards the open door. Hayden had come home to visit and was making kissy faces at him.

			Asa frowned. “Shouldn’t you be at school?”

			Hayden held up his overly stuffed laundry bag that had a dirty sock smell emanating from it. “Assa-whole! What’s up? Mom asked me to bring my laundry home.”

			Asa flicked his hair and tapped his fingers against his knee as he sat in his chair. “Sure, she did. Because you’re the golden child who can’t do anything yourself.”

			Hayden shrugged. “She said it saves them money on laundry fees.”

			“Whatever. Just stay out of my way.”

			“Just trying to help you get the girl finally,” Hayden smirked.

			Asa rose slowly from his chair. At six foot two, he was only an inch shorter than his brother. “What would you know about getting the girl?”

			“I know because I have a date with Sally from my Economics class tonight, and then her sister tomorrow,” Hayden grinned, puffed out his chest in a mock show of toughness, and walked away carrying his tote bag full of laundry.

			Asa slammed his bedroom door. The golden child didn’t do his own laundry, barely held a job during college, and yet he was perfect in his parents’ eyes because he could throw a football and get a scholarship for it. It must be nice. Some of us have to use our intelligence, he thought.

			His brother hadn’t always been this arrogant. He used to play video games with him after school and on the weekends but popularity went straight to Hayden’s head before high school. In seventh grade, Hayden’s friends had stolen his clothes after swim class, leaving Asa to wander the halls of Chestnut Intermediary School wrapped in nothing but a towel. No matter how tightly he clutched his legs, it didn’t conceal enough. Hayden had stood there laughing as the bell rang, the hallway filling, while his friends yelled, “Look! Assa Whole!” for years afterward. Hayden later swore it had been a dare from Lexy. Asa’s crush at the time. Then his friend group ‘jokingly’ gave him punches to the ribs in the locker room when they could, but nothing that ever bruised his face so that they could get away with it.

			High school offered no relief. The teasing and criticism only intensified, and his parents shrugged it off, telling him to ‘toughen up.’ He got a doctor’s note to skip swim class, but it didn’t stop footballs from being thrown at his backside for Hayden and his friends’ entertainment.

			Now, years later, Asa grabbed a dumbbell and started curling it. At least I’ll look good when Mikaila gets here, he thought.
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