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        “...He lifts the needy from the ash heap to make them sit with nobles, and inherit a seat of honor.” 1 Samuel 2:8
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      Thank you, Lord Jesus, for this finished work! Thank you, Holy Spirit, for the inspiration! I’m humbled by this talent and know I’m simply a regular human being living out my purpose in You.

      To my friends and readers, thank you very much for purchasing After 2! You make my day with every purchase. I’m so excited to share Blossom and Josh’s inspirational story with you! This book is a standalone though part of the AFTER series. Your reading experience would be strengthened by reading book one, After. I pray this story blesses you as its one that’s dear to my heart as are all my other stories.

      Whatever storm you may be passing through, remember and be confident that the One who created the heavens and the earth shall see you through and wipe your tears at His time. I hope this story inspires you. Thank you!

      I want to say, thank you to my family, as always. Thank you so much to my editor, Deirdre Lockhart at Brilliant Cut Editing. Jason and Marina, at Polgarus Studio, you performed excellent formatting as usual. God bless you all!
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      CLICK HERE & Get Book 4 - After 3!

      

      “What sort of man is this that even the winds and sea obey Him?” Matthew 8:27

      

      “One, two, breathe. One, two, breathe.” A cough spurt choked my throat and interrupted my sequence. My body shook and drove the water in the car to lull sideways, but my feet firmly gripped the dashboard. I held on to the driver’s seat headrest to stabilize when a stubborn ache pierced through my arm. I ignored it. The will to live kept my hand pinned down despite the pain. Slower now. “One, two, breathe. One, two, breathe,” I continued. If only I could remember more of what Mom taught me at the community pool that one time when I was seven. My memory might not be the sharpest, but I remembered how I didn’t want to be there in the first place. Mom insisted and drove me there despite my tantrums in the car all the way. It was her final week at home before she was arrested for illegal drug possession and sent to jail. Had I known, I would’ve behaved better.

      Thelma Daniels was a repeat offender, and a pain medication addict, one of the cops who came for her had said. I didn’t know what he meant except that she was going away. Now, I think she tried to cure emotional pain with physical meds, anything to numb her feelings, the anguish I’m sure she suffered but never talked about.

      I wished they knew how much she wanted my life to be different from hers. How much she’d paid attention to make sure I completed my homework on time, maintained proper hygiene, and how she watched the type of friends I kept. She might not have been perfect, but she was my mom and we loved each other.

      When they took her, I was too young and shy to explain. Moreover, it was too late for an intervention once they came and cuffed her. That very day, a lady in spectacles and those men wearing badges sat in our living room and completed some forms, then shipped me off to foster care. They asked me questions and offered nothing but short grins, then talked like I wasn’t there. Theirs was not like the slow spreading smile on my mom’s face every time she saw me arrive home from school. Sadly, I didn’t know who my dad was, or I would’ve gone to him. My mom never spoke of him either. I assumed it had to be bad news and chose not to bring up the matter when I was grown.

      The chill racing up my spine right now returned my attention to the day Mom taught me swimming. Even though we were there for hours, I decided never to swim again. I didn’t like not feeling solid ground beneath me. Matter of fact, I was sure I learned nothing that day—until today. Until here. I was almost certain, even my three-seconds timing pattern was off, so I increased breaks between counts just to be safe. After about a minute, it got harder to hold my breath that long so I chose not to push myself any longer.

      Mom taught me how to swim on the shallow side of a pool, not how to avoid drowning in the Potomac River like I did now. I was lucky this was the portion of the river dividing Maryland from West Virginia where the water was more serene, and less wide. I was sure the rain caused most of the turbulence I presently experienced, and this wasn’t the norm because I drove past this bridge five times a week. Sadly, I got to be in here under these conditions. Who could I blame?

      The pressure building up from my upper abdomen strained my tired lungs’ effort to keep pressing. Was that why my breath was still going too fast? Or could it be my rising panic with no help in sight?

      An incoming wave in the river surging high as a wall, piled onto my fear. I was already shaking like loose bolts off a wall before it hit the car and sent me bracing for impact. I shut my eyes tightly for a moment expecting the pressure to toss me right out of the car but grateful to find myself still inside when I opened them. It did thud the hood and shift my weight off one foot, sliding downward. Something sharp slashed through my big toe on my left foot. Then searing pain climbed my leg so I yanked my feet back in a flash, curling my toes instinctively. Fearing it could be a small shark attack, I bent to examine it in the murky water. My sudden movement caused the car to tilt and start sinking further.

      “Arrhhh!” My yell was loud—but no one heard me stuck in my white ’96 Toyota Avalon, being dragged to the bottom of the Potomac.

      A twisted wave swung the vehicle around to face the bridge. I gripped the door handle yanking hard, desperate to get out. Defeated, I sank back and waited.…

      But again, how did I even veer off the road? I couldn’t remember. Such an ill-timed chore, but oddly it felt really important for me to recall. I shook a frustrated fist below the water. Oh, I remember now! When I skidded off the bridge, I wasn’t thinking. I was crying loudly—wailing in fact. Tears poured like the now-falling rain and flooded my vision so badly, that I’d stretched a hand and scavenged for tissue in my glove box to wipe them off. Somehow while busy wiping my eyes and nose, I didn’t see the bridge ending. I didn’t even know I’d crossed into the oncoming traffic lanes until a blast of multiple horn toots hit my eardrums.

      My car had stubbornly cruised along, despite the screech of tires from several cars. That’s when I spied a few bystanders who’d stopped on the bridge pointing in front of me while I struggled to right the vehicle. Panic contorted their faces as they scampered out of my way. But when I returned my eyes to the road, it was too late. My car had jerked and bounced over some road humps, then slammed hard over the bridge’s low railing and went beyond it.

      Like a lifted kite, it soared into the clouds for a moment, and my intestines rose with it. My hair whipped my face, and my arms became suspended from the steering wheel. A whirring filled the car as it plunged downward, and my mouth gaped wide without sound. I came face to face with the Potomac River, and the huge water body stared back, undaunted and unwelcoming. The rain beat harder, pelting the car’s roof as it went down.

      I’d forgotten that they reduced speed limits at the bridge due to expected high winds and possible rain conditions this fall. I’d sped along blinded by hot tears, consumed by problems. I didn’t even realize it was raining until it got heavy and I needed to flip on my wipers.

      The downpour had suited my mood, paired well with my tears, and mixed inseparably with my sorrow. Behind the wheel, I needed to focus on the road not on my problems, but that was far from my thoughts. The letter—that letter—occupied every inch of my conscious mind and recollection as I drove farther without caution.

      The closer the car got to the intimidating water surface, the more my whole life shifted into perspective. Whom I’d dreamed to become, how I’d wanted to look, where I’d hoped to live, how many people I’d prayed to help. Simple things. They flooded my mind in a matter of seconds. I knew any moment I’d hit the water.

      Worse still, my survival wasn’t guaranteed. I shouted urgently, pressing my hands against the window, but no one heard me. I pushed at the car door, but it didn’t budge. I yanked at my seatbelt, but it locked me in tightly. Mind you, it used to be so loose after clicking it on a regular day, that I’d curl it to avoid getting a ticket wrongfully. But not today.

      I inhaled deeply and shut my eyes. This was it. The last day I’d live. But there was one little thing I could still do. Pray.

      “Lord, please save me. Please, Jesus! I promise that if you save my life, I will lose this weight!” It won’t be like last time when I gave up partway. Then the plunge had happened. The bottom of my car hit the water first at the shallow edge, and slid closer to the grass-covered beach. Then the force of acceleration still in the engine motored me deeper into the water. My screams and shouts went unheard.

      The sudden descending motion sucked the air out of my lungs. I rocked sideways as the car lurched further forward. I drew in a sharp breath and gripped the steering wheel. But my hair thrashed in my face, and I briefly squeezed my eyes tight. I felt helpless, like a trapped bird in a moving cage. In this instance, a crashing, sinking cage.

      When coolness began enveloping my legs, toes first, I sucked in a sharp breath. My eyes flew open, and I gaped in horror at the fast-rising water rushing into the car from all corners. I shot a glance to the water’s edge—already ways off. I was in the middle of the river, too far from either edge to swim.

      Then the car bumped into something and stopped moving, and the engine cut off as well. The rain fell hard now, beating upon the river in fast drops and splashing away on the sides of the car. The water was already higher than waist deep inside the car—and rising. Craning my neck to scan the surface as far as I could see, I wasn’t certain anyone was coming to my rescue. But I could see myself gravitating to sure death, sinking gallon by gallon.

      Was river water even measured in gallons? I tried to inhale air, but water splashed into my mouth instead. A rough cough followed and shook me limb to limb. The water grew cooler the higher it climbed, now up to my shoulder, and I shivered. Even my thick winter jacket offered little protection from the cold waters. Ridgeley, West Virginia stared at me from one side, Cumberland, Maryland from the other. I couldn’t reach either.

      Soon, water lapped against my chin. I raised my head and struggled to keep breathing. I made a motion to swim, but the stubborn seatbelt held me tied down. The water tasted salty as it slimed down my throat no matter how tight I clenched my lips closed. But wasn’t the Potomac River freshwater?

      I coughed again, tugging harder at the seatbelt clasp. This time it yielded, freeing me from the seat. But my right foot got stuck beneath the brake. Because of my plus size, I usually slid into my car sideways, while gripping the top edge of the driver’s side, so as not to bump my head against the top. So I wasn’t sure how to rise to my feet inside this flooded car.

      Maybe…if I leaned forward, I could tilt my lower half near the gear. I tried, and the vehicle creaked. Then I pressed my hands onto the dashboard and kneeled down on the driver’s seat. Pushing most of my weight onto my hands, I yanked my feet backward. My trick worked. I felt worn but almost smiled at my success. I held onto the driver’s seat headrest to catch my breath.

      My thoughts traveled back to river water—measured in gallons or what? Well, I wouldn’t know because I hated math.

      A loud groan croaked from beneath, and I jolted. I battled for stability as the water became troubled, the car shifted, and the waves grew stronger. The green light of the dashboard clock blinked 12:00 twice then disappeared. I shook my head. I couldn’t simply stay here, waiting to die.

      “Help!” Water swished into my mouth, and my shout sounded like a muffled stutter. Another round of coughs racked my chilling body. With trembling lips, I barely got the word out, but at least, I tried. A cracking sound followed, and the windshield caved in to the water’s pressure.

      Consequently, a strong current pushed me deeper into the car. My panic rose with the forceful waves. I struggled and swam back to the front then gripped the steering wheel to stabilize myself, but my feet remained suspended in the water. Only a small air pocket lingered near the roof, and I sucked at it desperately.

      I have to get out of here. My throat had tightened with a knot. O God, please help me! I don’t want to die!

      The water calmed, and I settled one foot against the now-open windshield. Debris swirled to me, but I fought against being swept away. My air pocket had all but disappeared. I had to press forward. With one forceful push, I swam through the windshield, into open water. When I raised my head high, I saw the rain had subsided. I lifted one hand above the water. Feet anchored atop the car’s hood, I waved my hands to and fro. They wobbled weakly like flip-flops, but I strongly hoped someone saw my wave. “Somebody help! Help!”

      Something hit the car from the other side and nudged both my hands and feet off balance, sending me into the boundless water. I landed deep in the water, back first, then sailed away from the car—downward.

      The car’s precious shelter gone, I got far-flung, and my feet caught in loose, dirty river debris. My little knowledge of indoor pool swimming proved grossly insufficient for a large water body like this. The waves tossed me back and forth and sideways, until I felt like a ragged doll savagely tossed about in a washing machine.

      I started sinking, and my desperation peaked as the water threatened to suck me into a vortex. I wasn’t just afraid. I was terrified.
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      I fought to keep my mouth closed and flailed my arms sideways to push against the water’s strong pull. Propelled by my arms, I began to float upward again, to my temporary relief. My head reared victoriously to the surface, and I inhaled precious air. The water had calmed considerably, almost as though nothing happened with my car now fully submerged. I held the precious air in my lungs for a few more seconds before I exhaled.

      In the distance, I thought I saw a blurry shape waving. My desperate mind must be cooking up stuff! Or might the water flooding my eyes be deceiving me? I shut them tight again and blinked water away. But it shoved a gulp down my throat, so I swallowed the water, unable to stop it. I fought hard to stay afloat though the waves’ force was stronger now, lulling me side to side like a hoisted flag on a loose hook. How long will I fight this? My hands thrashed weakly, my throat itched, and my limbs numbed from cold. I couldn’t see clearly anymore. I felt my insides churn the water I’d gotten in my mouth. Why did I still hang on? For an imaginary rescuer I thought I’d seen?

      A sudden wave of nausea hit my stomach and made my head swim. My mouth opened wide and outpoured its contents, which mixed with water around me. My stomach muscles tightened and loosed with bouts of contractions as I retched further causing my hands’ movements to still. The violent motion shook me, wrenching me beneath the blessed surface. Head pointed downward below water, I jerked about. Fear wrapped chilly fingers around my faster-beating heart. This is it. I’m going to die here. This is where it ends.

      Just then I broke to the surface again. Grateful, I gulped in oxygen with my nose and mouth desperately, flapping my arms without rhythm. My movements were uncoordinated, and pain burned my heavy-as-lead arms. I was tired…too tired to swim anymore. I rested my head on my neck, and a cry burst from my lips as I wailed in despair.

      A bolt of faith pierced the fear. I wasn’t dead yet, so I shouldn’t give up. I still had some fight in me. C’mon, Blossom. Swim!

      I summoned invisible and unreasonable courage. Courage I didn’t have. “God works in spite of,” my pastor usually said. He probably wasn’t speaking of drowning in open waters but who cared? I just had to believe it. Even Jesus said something similar about faith though I couldn’t recall what. If I stopped swimming, I’d sink. If I kept swimming—no matter what—I could survive. It wasn’t guaranteed, but my chances climbed higher with each desperate stroke.

      Decidedly, I raised my arms, and they wobbled a bit. I kept breathing in and out every chance I got, even though I was afraid. My vision grew blurrier. Plus, there was no help in sight.

      I’m a winner, and I won’t quit! I struggled harder for deeper breaths, but another surge of nausea frustrated my efforts. I don’t want to die. Please help me, Jesus! I desperately prayed in my heart, unable to speak through my cold trembling lips.

      Then the blurry image waved again—appearing closer this time. I peered and saw it wave a couple more times. Then sounds—like yelling—filtered over to me. These imaginations…

      I blinked several times to clear my vision. I saw a bit better. Bold hands were really waving at me, maybe a couple of meters away. Hope sprang in my heart as my hands now stopped, unable to move. From where I was, I could make out swimming strokes churning the water as the person approached. It was a person. It wasn’t an imagination! Someone was on their way to rescue me! Hurry!

      The growing hope quickly dispelled my panic, but I was losing float while I trembled. I couldn’t keep my body still. The closer the person got, the deeper I sank, unable to swim any longer. The air I sucked in got trapped in my lungs, and the occasional lulling water made it harder to come up steadily for air. More water rushed into my mouth unstopped. Nausea seemed to win over oxygen again as my mouth forced open once more, releasing both fluid and the little air I’d struggled hard to keep as long as I could.

      A violent cough racked my body and shook me aggressively. My arms hung limp, unable to move. My eyes dragged closed.

      “Hold on. Coming for you!” a male voice echoed.

      I forced my eyes open and saw him fighting to get to me. Oh, Lord, help us! I reached a weak arm toward him, to beckon, but it fell on the water’s face with a splash.

      He was close when another wave tore through and forced us apart. Pain seared my throat as I tried to speak.

      The merciless water sucked me downward, this time deeper than the previous time. It burned its way down my lungs as mashes of river flora pervaded my vision. I didn’t see an object approach before it slammed against the side of my head, and my eyes spun so I stopped fighting. My heart slowed its beat as water filled my lungs unhindered. My body jerked as reality slowly began fading. But one face stuck to my vision—Mom—to whom I never said goodbye.
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      JOSH MILLER

      I stared at the GPS Navigator—trying hard to curb my annoyance. Shifting on my driver’s seat, I rubbed my eyes and contemplated the best way forward. Yep, I was lost. I leaned over and gave the device a yank, shook it hard, and squeezed it into its clip on my dash. It blinked Address Error again.

      “Argh!” I hit the steering wheel with such force
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