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    For everyone learning to see in the dark—kids with diagnoses, moms on night shift, friends who lend their light, and abuelas who pray without ceasing. May you find that faith doesn't erase the shadows; it steadies your steps and shows you where love is waiting.
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Chapter 1 — Out of Focus
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The streetlights kept lying to her.

They bloomed into starbursts the second the sun slid behind the laundromat roof, smearing halos across Mia’s viewfinder like someone had breathed on the glass. She wiped the lens even though she knew it wasn’t the lens. Composition lines she’d trust in daylight vanished at twilight, and the edges of everything fuzzed just enough to make her question herself.

“Hold—just like that,” she called to Kira, who balanced on a parking block in red sneakers, hair thrown into a messy bun that somehow looked intentional. “Chin a touch left.”

Mia exhaled, let the camera steady against her cheek, half-pressed to focus on Kira’s eyes, and took the shot. The shutter’s click was a polite cough. She checked the screen. The background—string lights, a faded mural of a whale—glowed. Kira’s face? Soft. Not the dreamy kind of soft. The almost-right that makes you imagine the right you missed.

“Again?” Kira asked, hopping down. “I can commit to chin left for art.”

“Again,” Mia said, trying to keep her voice light. Her fingers knew the ritual: ISO up, aperture down, shutter slow but not too slow, breathe and brace. Her eyes did their part and then didn’t. The curb sneaked closer, its edge darker than the asphalt, and she stepped back to frame the mural and nearly went over. Her ankle rolled; her free hand windmilled. Kira’s gasp snapped like a twig.

“Whoa.” Kira grabbed her elbow before gravity finished its thought. “You okay?”

“Fine,” Mia lied, heart thudding. She forced a laugh like oh-my-bad, the teenage dialect for every almost. “That curb jumped.”

Kira grinned, willing the moment harmless. “Rude curb. Try again?”

“Yeah.” Mia centered the viewfinder. The whale’s painted eye watched her with indifferent wisdom. She tried to believe she could still make the shot even as the edges of the frame breathed in and out like a sea creature.

She took three more photos. Two were almost what she saw in her head. One was terrible. “We’ll fix it in Lightroom,” she said, which was both her plan and her prayer.

By the time they packed it in, the damp had crept up from the ocean and curled around everything. Kira slung the tote of props over her shoulder. “We got some good ones,” she said, kind and hopeful on purpose. “Text me the keepers?”

“Totally.” Mia hugged her, nodded through Kira’s mom’s “tell your mother hello,” and started the ten-minute walk home with her camera strap tight across her chest like a seatbelt.

Mariner’s Point did dusk with theatrical flair. The boardwalk’s shop signs blinked awake: bait, donuts, books. The surf muttered its long sentence. The lighthouse’s beam swept the bay like a metronome that refused to quit. Mia loved it. She did. But the moment twilight arrived, the world changed apartment on her—same furniture, the walls pushed just enough to make her stub a toe. She blinked and the crosswalk stripes blew out into a glowing smear. She blinked again and the man with a dog appeared too close and she side-stepped, apologizing to air.

Her phone buzzed. Mom: Clinic running late. Leftover enchiladas. Love you.

Mia thumbed back: Copy. I’ll heat. Then she slid the phone into her jacket pocket. The anchor bracelet Abuela had given her last birthday tapped against her wrist. For my granddaughter who sees the world in light, Abuela had written on the little note. Mia swallowed the lump that tried to rise and focused on the rectangle of brightness where their apartment’s living room window always leaked a slice of warmth.

Inside, the house smelled like cumin and laundry. She balanced the camera on the counter and went straight to the bathroom mirror, turning her face left, then right, as if there might be an explanation written in reverse across her skin. It stared back: brown eyes, slightly too big; brows she’d finally made peace with; a girl who had always been good at noticing. It didn’t show how some nights her noticing cut out early.

She heated the enchiladas and ate at the counter, clicking through the day’s shots on the back of the camera. Good, better, almost, ugh. She flagged what she could save and tried not to think about the appointment tomorrow. Just a check-in, the nurse had said when she called last week. Progression is a spectrum. Words like that wanted to sound like facts and ended up feeling like windsocks.

The door opened at nine-thirty. “Mija?” Mom’s voice arrived before the rest of her, tired and kind.

“In here,” Mia called. Her mother stepped in, navy scrubs wrinkled, hair fought into a ponytail that had declared independence hours ago. She kissed Mia’s head, then saw her face.

“How were the lights tonight?” Mom asked, the question a hand on Mia’s shoulder they both pretended wasn’t.

“They lied,” Mia said, making it a joke before it could break her. “But I got some okay ones.”

“Good.” Mom squeezed. “You set an alarm?”

“Yup. We have Ophthalmology at eight. I’m on it.” She said it like a person reciting train times. It sounded steadier than it felt.

Mom leaned against the counter. “We’re not borrowing tomorrow’s sadness tonight,” she said gently, the family’s current motto. “But also? If you want to name it, name it. I can carry a corner.”

Mia stared at her spoon. “I keep missing shots I could get two months ago,” she said. “And it’s not a gear problem.”

Mom’s eyes went soft in that way that told Mia she had a medical vocabulary she refused to unload on her child. “We’ll see tomorrow,” she said. “God sees tonight.” She reached for Mia’s hand. “Want me to pray?”

Mia nodded, because even when she felt suspicious of words, her mother’s prayers landed like blankets.

“Jesus,” Mom said, simple. “You know how dark looks from the inside. Be near my girl. Let her sleep. Be in her eyes. Be in our fear. Amen.”

Mia said “Amen” into the wrist of her hoodie and then cleaned dishes she didn’t have to. Before bed, she set the camera on her desk next to her sketchbook, where she’d drawn the mural’s whale and written, under it, see past the glare. She turned off the lamp and, in the dark, whispered a verse from memory the way Abuela had taught her back when Mia was little and afraid of storms: Even the darkness is not dark to You; the night shines like the day. It was either magic or muscle memory. Sometimes it worked the same.

In the morning the clinic looked like a place that believed in answers: bright, tidy, posters about vitamins that promised too much. The tech led her through tests she’d done before: the letter chart that blurred mid-line, the field test where lights blinked and she clicked and the machine mapped what her eyes agreed to see. The doctor—a woman with a neat bun and a voice like careful paper—pulled up the images. Little circles, before and after, comparison side by side.

“We’re seeing progression,” she said, level. “Your peripheral field has narrowed since your last visit. Night vision is where you’ll notice it most.”

Mia sat still, because crying in a swivel chair had never helped anyone. “So... now what?”

“We prepare for adjustments,” the doctor said. “We get you set up with mobility training. Accommodations at school. The art—” her eyes flicked to the camera bag by Mia’s feet because it always gave her away “—is still yours. It might change. But it’s still yours.”

Mom nodded. “Okay.”

“This isn’t a sentence,” the doctor added—not optimistic, precise. “It’s a plan. We’ll walk it together.”

In the parking lot, Mia’s breath fogged and disappeared. She wanted to be mad at the word adjustments and didn’t have the energy. She wanted to fall into the seat and scream, but that felt like a scene and scenes exhausted her. She chose the middle. “I hate the word prepare,” she said, buckling the seatbelt like it might buckle her. “It makes me feel like a storm is scheduled for next Tuesday at three.”

Mom started the car and then didn’t put it in gear. “I hate it too,” she said, and smiled without forcing it. “But storms also clear the air.”

“Great,” Mia said. “Can’t wait to be clarified.”

They drove home with the radio low. At a stoplight, Mom squeezed her hand, twice, the way she did when she wanted to say I love you without making Mia answer. Mia squeezed back once—love you too—and watched the traffic signal bloom, a world reduced to three orbs and their opinions.

That afternoon at school, Ms. Whitaker, the art teacher with silver hair and paint on her palms, paced in front of a slideshow of famous portraits. “Your first series is called Through,” she announced. “You will photograph subjects through something: glass, water, fabric, fence, shadow. The point is to show how what we see is shaped by what we look through.” She clicked to a slide of a woman’s profile behind rain on a bus window. “You’re not allowed to photograph your cat through a screen door and call it a day.”

Mia wrote THROUGH in big letters on the page of her sketchbook and drew a little square with “window fog” in the corner. The word had weight. She wanted to tell Ms. Whitaker she was already living through something, and it was thinning.

During lunch, Tariq thumped a drumstick onto her table without introduction. “You coming to youth group tonight?” he asked, tapping a rhythm that only lived in his body.

“Maybe,” Mia said. Youth group meant singing, which she loved, and people, which she loved on a Four-Out-Of-Seven basis. “I have a date with a field test and my feelings.”

“That’s a terrible date,” Tariq said. “I recommend community and snacks.”

“I’ll consider your expert opinion.”

After last period, she found Pastor Jonah’s text in the group thread: Game night. Quick devo. Also, a new kid named Evan needs service hours; be kind and put him to work.

Mia showed up because Tariq would keep asking and because her mom had a night shift at the hospital and because the church smelled like old wood and coffee, a combination that had raised her. The youth room looked like always—string lights, couches that had survived foosball wars, a giant whiteboard with the words HOPE PRACTICES half-erased and ready for new ink.

She set her bag by the door. Tariq, stationed at the snack table like a bouncer, saluted with a Twizzler. “You came.”

“I was promised snacks,” she said.

“You were promised Jesus,” he said, grinning. “Snacks are a bonus.”

“Blasphemy.” She bumped his shoulder with hers and scanned the room for a seat.

That’s when Evan walked in: tall, hair in that not-a-haircut stage, holding a clipboard and the kind of expression that says I’m curious and trying not to act like it. He paused under the string lights like a deer deciding whether to trust a yard. Jonah steered him toward Mia’s corner because Jonah liked collisions that healed.

“Mia,” Jonah said, “this is Evan. He’s helping with setup, and I told him you’re our resident photographer-slash-bringer-of-structure.”

“Wow,” Mia said. “That is a spiritual gift.”

Evan smiled, eyes taking in details without comment. “I need signatures to prove I did the thing,” he said, holding up the clipboard like evidence.

“What’s the thing?” she asked.

“Community service,” he said. “Judge says I need to be less of a hermit.”

“Relatable,” she said before she could help it. “I can put you on chair duty. Or we can spice it up and have you stack Bibles in order of your favorite font.”

He laughed, quick and unexpected. “Chairs are good. I can lift a lot of grace on my first night.”

They set up rows, him hauling, her straightening. He didn’t fill air with talking, which earned him points. He asked questions that sounded like he actually wanted answers. “Why the posters?” he said, pointing to the wall of verses written in kids’ handwriting.

“So you can stare at something truer than your brain when your brain goes loud,” she said, and then internally rolled her eyes at her own honesty. “Also, aesthetics.”

He picked up the Psalm 139 poster someone had lettered in bubble letters: Even the darkness is not dark to You. He read it under his breath. “I don’t know if I believe that,” he said, not rude, almost tender. “But I want to.”

Mia’s throat did a small, involuntary thing. “Same,” she said. “Some nights more than others.”

He looked at her, curious in a not-gross way. “You ever take pictures at night?” he asked.

“Twilight,” she said. “Night and I are negotiating.”

He nodded like he’d run a similar treaty with his own life. “If you want a human tripod sometime...”

“I prefer carbon fiber,” she said, then saw his quick grin and added, “Kidding. Maybe.”

The games were loud. The devo was short. Jonah stood with a rope
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