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Chapter One: Before the Journey
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THE HUM OF THE AIR conditioner buzzed through the living room as Mike Wallace sat at the dining table, sifting through a stack of legal documents. His glasses slid down the bridge of his nose as he absentmindedly pushed them back up. It had been a long week at the firm, and partnering with Cromwell on the latest case was testing his patience. But now, with the annual family vacation only a day away, he allowed himself a moment to unwind, reaching for the well-worn Bible on the table. He opened it to a bookmarked passage, letting the familiar words soothe his restless mind.

Heather, his wife, peeked in from the kitchen, where she was jotting down notes for her latest children’s book. "Still working, Babe?" she asked, her voice carrying the slightest hint of a reprimand.

"Not really," he replied, closing the Bible gently. "Just reading for a bit. Trying to clear my head before we hit the road tomorrow."

Heather smiled—a mixture of affection and exasperation. "You know, you spend more time with that Bible than you do at church," she teased, walking over and resting a hand on his shoulder.

Mike looked up at her with a faint smirk. "Church is just a building, Heather. I’ve told you that before. It’s what's in here that matters," he said, tapping his chest.

Heather’s smile faded slightly. "I know. I just... I guess I never really felt the same. You know how it was in my house growing up—prayers at dawn, church twice a week, Bible studies every other night. I think it just... overwhelmed me." She shook her head as if to clear away the old memories. "I don’t want to push that on Madison and Mike Jr., you know?"

Mike's expression softened as he reached up to squeeze her hand. "I’m not asking for that. I just want them to know who God is. To have that choice when they’re ready."
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ACROSS THE HALL, MADISON lay sprawled on her bed, phone in hand, scrolling through a social media feed littered with selfies and vacation snaps from her friends. Her room was a shrine to teenage ambition—framed dance recital photos on the walls, shelves overflowing with trophies, and a closet filled with the latest trends. Madison's life was one of ease and indulgence; she’d always gotten what she wanted, and she expected this trip to be no different.

"Mom! Can you help me find my new sandals? I can’t find them anywhere," she called out, hardly bothering to look up from her phone.

"Madison, you had them on just the other day," Heather called back, rolling her eyes. "Check the laundry room."

Madison huffed, but she didn’t move. "Can you just get them for me? I’m busy!"

In the next room, Mike Jr. sat hunched over his gaming console, furiously mashing buttons as his avatar dodged another onslaught of pixelated enemies. A stray lock of dark hair fell into his eyes, and he brushed it away with a pudgy hand, his attention glued to the screen. He’d never shared his sister's interest in sports or fashion; his world revolved around video games, snacks, and comic books. He had overheard the conversation about church and God a hundred times before but had always been indifferent to it.
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LATER THAT EVENING, as the family gathered around the dinner table, Mike said grace, his words calm and steady. "Lord, we thank you for this meal and ask that you watch over us during our trip. May you protect us and keep us safe as we head out on this journey. Amen."

"Amen," Heather echoed, albeit a little less fervently. Madison and Mike Jr. muttered a hurried "Amen" as well, eager to dig into their food.

"So," Mike said, turning to his children, "are you both looking forward to the trip? I know we’re taking the same route we always do, but there’s some new stops we can check out this year."

"Yeah, I guess," Madison said with a half-shrug, already reaching for her phone. "As long as we don’t spend all day in some boring museum or whatever."

Mike Jr. looked up from his plate. "Are we stopping at that big arcade on the way?"

"Maybe," Mike replied with a chuckle. "If you’re good."

Heather watched her husband with quiet appreciation. Mike was always trying to find a balance between keeping the kids entertained and sharing a bit of his own values. But she couldn’t help feeling like she was standing on the outside looking in, caught between her upbringing and the person she had become.
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AS NIGHT FELL, THE family busied themselves with final preparations for the road trip. Heather double-checked the car’s snacks, making sure they had enough variety for everyone's tastes. Madison rummaged through her bag one last time, while Mike Jr. meticulously packed his portable game console and a stack of comics.

In the quiet of their bedroom, Mike folded his clothes into a duffel bag, pausing as he picked up a small wooden cross—a gift from his grandfather that he kept for as long as he could remember. He held it in his hand, tracing the smooth surface with his thumb, and whispered a silent prayer, "Lord, give me the strength to guide them."

Heather glanced at him from across the room, her expression unreadable. She knew how much his faith meant to him, and while she didn’t share that same devotion, she respected it. "All set?" she asked, snapping him out of his thoughts.

"Yeah," Mike replied, slipping the cross into his pocket. "Let's get some rest. We’ve got a long drive ahead."

Chapter 2: The Road Ahead
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THE NEXT MORNING DAWNED crisp and clear, with a faint mist clinging to the ground as the first rays of sunlight streamed through the windows. The Wallace household stirred to life, the smell of freshly brewed coffee wafting through the kitchen as Mike prepared a quick breakfast. Heather moved about quietly, loading the last-minute essentials into the car while the kids, still groggy from sleep, stumbled downstairs. The day felt charged with anticipation—a familiar mixture of excitement and tension that always accompanied the start of their family vacations. As Mike took one last glance around the house, he said a silent prayer, hoping this trip would bring them closer, even if they couldn’t yet see the road that lay ahead.
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MIKE ADJUSTED THE SIDE mirror of his SUV, then reached for the last of the suitcases. Heaving it into the trunk, he wiped the sweat from his brow and called to his wife. "Heather, you need help with anything else?"

Heather emerged from the house, carrying a bag of snacks and a half-full water bottle. Her eyes met Mike’s, and she flashed a quick, tired smile. "I think that’s it, honey. Madison packed up her stuff last night, and Mike Jr. just threw everything in his bag this morning."

"Typical," Mike chuckled, shaking his head. The kids were already in the back seat, their headphones in, heads bobbing to the beat of their own world. He slid into the driver's seat, turning the ignition. The engine rumbled to life, and for a moment, the familiar feeling of excitement settled in—the promise of another Wallace family vacation, just like they'd done every year since Madison
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