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The Impact
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The rumble of a passing semi-truck pulled Sage Wilder from her thoughts. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel as the eighteen-wheeler rolled alongside her on Highway 73, its chrome grille reflecting the afternoon sun. The company logo stretched across the side of the trailer, but she never bothered reading it. To her, every semi looked the same. Their colors changed, their names changed, and their destinations changed, but the feeling they left behind never did. Even after all these years, the sight of one was enough to tighten her chest and awaken memories she spent most days successfully keeping buried.

The truck gradually moved ahead of her, blending into the steady stream of traffic. Sage kept her eyes on the road, but her thoughts had already drifted elsewhere.

“Mom?”

Josiah’s voice carried forward from the back seat.

Sage glanced into the rearview mirror and found him watching her. Willow sat beside him with a tablet balanced in her lap, though Sage suspected she was paying more attention to the conversation than she wanted anyone to know.

“What, baby?” Sage asked.

“You okay?”

The question caught her by surprise.

“Yeah. Why?”

“You got quiet.”

A small smile crossed her face.

“I’ve always been quiet.”

Josiah shook his head.

“No. Not like that.”

His answer lingered in the air long after he returned his attention to the passing scenery. Children had a way of noticing things adults overlooked. They paid attention to moods, pauses, expressions, and changes in routine. They often sensed something was wrong before they had the words to explain why. Josiah had grown up watching adults navigate difficult circumstances, and somewhere along the way he had learned how to recognize when someone’s thoughts had traveled somewhere they didn’t want to go.

Sage lowered the radio volume and assured him she was fine. He accepted the answer, at least on the surface, but his question stayed with her.

Are you okay?

It was a simple question that never seemed to have a simple answer. Some days the answer came easily. Other days it depended entirely on which memory had decided to visit. Trauma had a way of operating on its own schedule. Most of the time it remained hidden beneath responsibilities, routines, and the endless demands of everyday life. Then something as ordinary as a passing truck could bring it rushing back to the surface without warning.

Today it was the truck.

The same kind of truck that had nearly killed her years ago.

The childcare center sat on the edge of Leavenworth in a renovated brick building that had once housed an insurance office. The first time Sage had toured the property, she remembered wondering if she had completely lost her mind. The building had looked tired and forgotten. The landscaping was overgrown, the windows were dusty, and the interior carried the stale feeling of a place that had been empty for too long. Standing in the parking lot back then, she had struggled to imagine the future she hoped to create.

Now the building looked entirely different. Bright flowers decorated the windows. Hand-painted murals stretched across the walls. Construction paper butterflies and colorful artwork filled the entryway. The parking lot buzzed with activity as parents arrived and departed throughout the day, and children’s laughter drifted across the playground like music.

As Sage pulled into the lot, several parents waved in her direction. She smiled and waved back, still occasionally surprised by how normal those interactions felt. There had been a time when she avoided eye contact whenever possible because she didn’t want anyone asking how she was doing. The truth had been too complicated, too embarrassing, and too painful to explain. She had been exhausted, overwhelmed, and constantly worried about money. Every day felt like a battle she was slowly losing.

Looking around now, it was difficult to reconcile that version of herself with the woman she had become. People greeted her by name. Families trusted her with their children. The center had become more than a business; it had become a place where people felt safe. That realization humbled her every day.

The familiar sounds greeted her the moment she stepped inside. Children’s voices echoed through the hallways. Teachers moved between activities while answering questions and redirecting boundless energy. The scent of crayons, finger paint, cleaning supplies, and classroom snacks lingered in the air. To some people the environment might have felt chaotic, but to Sage it felt like peace.

A toddler spotted her almost immediately and broke into a run.

“Sage!”

The little boy wrapped his arms around her leg before she could say a word.

His teacher laughed.

“He has been waiting on you all morning.”

“Has he?” Sage asked.

The child nodded enthusiastically.

“Well, I appreciate that.”

A high-five was quickly requested and happily delivered, producing the kind of delighted laughter only young children seemed capable of producing. Moments like that never got old.

As she made her way through the center, she checked in with staff members, answered questions, and visited classrooms. One room practiced letters. Another worked on art projects. In a third classroom, children sat cross-legged around a teacher reading a picture book. Watching it all filled her with a gratitude she still struggled to articulate.

Years earlier, finding dependable childcare for Josiah had felt nearly impossible. She remembered making desperate phone calls and pleading for second chances after difficult days. She remembered employers becoming frustrated when childcare arrangements collapsed without warning. Most of all, she remembered feeling trapped between two impossible responsibilities. She needed to work to support her family, yet she needed reliable childcare in order to work. Every solution seemed to create another problem.

Back then, she had been the parent searching for help.

Now she had become the person providing it.

Life had a strange way of bringing people full circle.

By late afternoon the center settled into its normal pickup routine. Parents arrived carrying coffee cups and work bags while children gathered artwork, backpacks, and half-finished stories from their day. Teachers discussed plans for tomorrow and shared updates with families. Nothing extraordinary happened.

That was precisely what made it beautiful.

Sage had learned never to underestimate the value of ordinary days. There had been a time when every morning seemed to arrive carrying a new crisis. Another setback. Another unexpected obstacle. During those years, peace had felt temporary and stability had felt impossible.

Now ordinary felt like a blessing.

After the final child left and the building grew quiet, Sage retreated to her office. Payroll reports waited on her desk. Bills needed attention. Emails demanded responses. The responsibilities never stopped, but she no longer resented them. Every task represented something she had built through persistence, sacrifice, and sheer determination.

A framed photograph sat beside her computer monitor.

Willow and Josiah smiled back at her.

She paused for a moment, studying their faces. Both looked happy. Both looked healthy. Both looked safe.

There had been a time when she wasn’t sure any of those things would be true.

The memory arrived without warning.

Memories rarely asked permission.

One moment she sat in her office. The next, her mind had transported her somewhere else entirely.

Rain hammered against a windshield.

Traffic crawled forward.

Headlights stretched endlessly ahead.

She remembered thinking about dinner. She remembered adjusting the radio. She remembered feeling completely ordinary. Nothing about that day had suggested it would become one of the defining moments of her life.

Then everything changed.

The memory never returned in a neat sequence of events. Instead, it arrived in fragments. A blaring horn. The shriek of brakes. The violent sound of metal colliding with metal. Rain striking the glass. The sight of a vehicle spinning out of control. Then came the semi-truck.

Even after all these years, she could still remember the overwhelming size of it and the terrifying realization that there was nowhere left to go.

More than anything, she remembered the fear.

Not the injuries.

Not the recovery.

The fear.

The certainty that she might never see her children again.

The certainty that her story could end without warning.

Years had passed since that day, but some emotions refused to fade completely.

A knock on her office door pulled her back to the present.

One of her teachers peeked inside.

“You heading home?”

Sage smiled.

“Yeah. Just finishing up.”

“You looked a million miles away.”

“Just thinking.”

The teacher laughed.

“That’s always dangerous.”

“You aren’t wrong.”

By the time Sage locked up for the evening, the sky above Leavenworth had turned shades of orange and purple. Porch lights glowed throughout neighborhoods. Families gathered around dinner tables. Dogs barked from fenced backyards. The entire town seemed wrapped in the comfortable familiarity of another ordinary evening.

It looked like the kind of night where nothing bad could happen.

Experience had taught her otherwise.

Willow was already home when Sage walked through the front door.

“You’re late.”

“I’m six minutes late.”

“Still late.”

Before Sage could respond, Josiah appeared carrying a bowl of cereal.

“For dinner?” she asked.

“It’s balanced.”

“How?”

“It has milk.”

Willow groaned dramatically.

“Please don’t encourage him.”

“I’m not encouraging him.”

“You absolutely are.”

Their voices quickly filled the house. The conversation wasn’t important. In fact, it was wonderfully insignificant. Willow complained. Josiah defended his questionable nutritional choices. Both talked over each other while trying to prove their point. Sage found herself quietly appreciating every second of it.

There had been years when uncertainty occupied every corner of their lives. Years when conversations revolved around bills, transportation, housing, and survival. Hearing her children argue about cereal felt like a gift she never wanted to overlook.

By the time they went to bed, exhaustion had settled over the house. Sage sat alone in the living room with a blanket draped across her lap. The television played softly in the background while cicadas sang outside the window.

The reflection staring back from the glass looked different from the woman she remembered being. She looked stronger now. Older, certainly. Wiser, perhaps. Yet survival always left evidence behind. Every scar carried a story. Some were visible. Most were not.

The sudden buzz of her phone shattered the silence.

An unknown number appeared on the screen.

She frowned.

Almost nobody called that late.

For several seconds she considered ignoring it. Eventually curiosity won.

“Hello?”

The line remained silent except for the sound of breathing.
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