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			Praise for Final Moment

			“A truly gripping and profound spiritual journey. Sue Montgomery takes readers to the very edge of life, where all the noise fades and Final Moment asks the only questions that matter. Her concept is genius, delivering a dramatic tale of regret and redemption through the eyes of a troubled teen. This book doesn’t just tell a story; it challenges you to examine your own life and the choices that define it.” 

			~Katie Vorreiter

			author of No Turning Back, and Fifty Days

			“Sue Montgomery delivers a profoundly moving and emotionally resonant story about how our choices shape us, how our most fragile moments can transform us, and how God’s mercy finds us in the most unexpected places. Final Moment is a story that will linger long after the last page.”

			~Ashley Schwartz, Literary Editor

			“Montgomery’s heartfelt stories and vivid writing reflect the author’s deep nursing experience and unique compassion gleaned from her many up-close end-of-life experiences in the critical care and hospice settings.”

			~Jennifer Odom

			Co-Founder, Ocala Chapter of Word Weavers International

			“Final Moment is riveting. In it, Sue Montgomery demonstrates her gift to quickly transport readers into her characters’ circumstances as they make marginal life choices. Though the circumstances may differ, the reader often deeply relates.”

			~Michael Anderson

			Co-Founder, Christian Authors Guild in Atlanta
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			It is appointed unto man once to die...
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			Chapter 1

			100 Maple Valley Road

			Ripple Creek, Vermont

			Friday morning

			I

			f Charlie had been mature enough to understand that big decisions are just the sum of all the little decisions that precede them, she may not have died that day. She took a long drag on a joint, held the sweet cloud in her lungs, and then let it drift into the naked branches of a mulberry tree. She rolled her nose ring between her left thumb and forefinger as she eyed the abortion clinic across the street.

			The gravel parking lot was dotted with cars and surrounded by a chain-link fence that was meant to stand at six feet all around, but sagged in places as if unable to do so much longer. A security guard stood beside a Coming Soon sign announcing the construction of a new facility in spring. Outside the lopsided gate, a quiet gathering of people seemed to be praying.

			Charlie propped the joint between her lips and tugged the report from her back pocket. Her hands trembled as she unfolded it and stared at the results, wishing for the millionth time there had been some mistake other than the one she’d apparently already made. It wasn’t that she had any big plans of her own this would ruin—though she wished that also wasn’t true. She dreamed of escaping Ripple Creek someday and didn’t see how she’d ever manage that with a baby in tow. Even more, the buttoned-up expectations of her church-lady mother meant this was something she could never find out.

			Charlie refolded her bad news, jammed it back into her jeans, pinched her lips together, and inhaled long and hard. Then she snuffed out the roach and tucked it into her pack of smokes, which she shoved into the hollow of her waist. She pushed her sunglasses onto her nose, pulled the hood of her jacket down onto her face, and crossed the road, keeping her eyes on the dirty concrete beneath her tennis shoes. When she got to the gate, the security guard held it open. “No phones or purses,” he said.

			Charlie nodded and held out her empty hands. As she passed through the gate, she glanced at the evidence of the recent merger with a network of women’s clinics. On the new sign, the pink letters read “Ripple Creek Women’s Center. Where women come first.” Below it, the previous CASH ONLY sign included an additional sticker of credit card payment options.

			Charlie hurried across the lot and up three wooden steps that dipped a little in the middle and were splintered with wear. When she opened the door, she was met with the antiseptic, coppery smell of the nurse’s office at school. Overhead lights emitted a low hum, providing all the warmth of a warehouse. In the waiting room, the blue fabric chairs were occupied by women of various ages who gazed at her with empty stares.

			Charlie poked out her chin and stood a little straighter, then sank into the seat closest to the door and reminded herself to breathe. If she had any certainty about who the father was, she would’ve made him come with her.

			“You have to check in.” A young woman two chairs over pointed to a frosted sliding window at the front of the room.

			“Think I don’t know that?”

			

			The woman shrugged. “Just trying to help.”

			“Whatever.”

			“First time, huh?”

			Charlie glared at her without speaking.

			The woman returned to her magazine. “I mean, most girls who come in here with that big ole chip on their shoulder…” Then she looked at Charlie again. “All full of tough, but really just full of scared.”

			Charlie stood, and her chair scraped against the speckled tile. In the corner, someone on the television won a jackpot, and the audience cheered. She headed for the window, not looking back.

			A clipboard on the counter held a sign-in sheet filled with the loopy signatures of the young. There were three columns of visit options from which to select: Routine Visit, Birth Control, Abortion. Charlie swallowed hard as she placed a checkmark below the others in the abortion column and scribbled her name.

			The sliding window rumbled open, and a woman with light green eyes looked over her glasses. Three long strands of black hair sprouted from beneath her generous chin. She reached for the clipboard. “Do you have an appointment?” Speaking made the hairs come to life, and they danced like a bobbin with a fish on the line.

			Charlie nodded. “At nine.”

			The woman examined the clipboard, then looked up, her tone softening. “Not that it matters, but can I ask how old you are?”

			“Sixteen.” Charlie tensed beneath her gaze, assuming judgment for her purple hair and nose ring.

			“Would you like to talk to a counselor?”

			Charlie looked away. “No.”

			The woman attached a packet of papers to another clipboard and handed them through the window. “You’ll need to fill these out. We’re out of pills, so the procedure’s your only choice.”

			Charlie’s heart sank. She’d read that the pills were quick and easy, so she’d been hoping for that option. But taking them also meant she’d be having her abortion at home. Maybe this was best.

			“Is anyone with you?”

			

			Charlie shook her head, wishing it wasn’t true.

			The woman gave her a compassionate look. “You drive? ’Cause you can’t drive yourself home.”

			“Walked.”

			“You won’t be able to do that either. We’ll call you a cab when you’re done.” She nodded at the stack of papers. “Now go find out what you’re about to do. If you decide you still want to go through with it, then sign and bring them back.”

			Charlie’s stomach rolled. She put a hand to her mouth and gagged.

			The woman gave a sad smile, handed her a plastic basin, and closed the window.

			Charlie grasped the container and headed for a chair in the corner, where she settled in with the tome of papers she’d been given. She scanned the questions and filled in what she could, her gaze hovering over the last: Method of Payment? She fingered the cash in her pocket she’d pilfered from her mother’s stash. She hoped there’d be enough left over for the cab.

			The last page in the packet was titled Consent to Treat/Release of Liability. The sentences were so tightly packed it looked like a square blob of ink.

			She hated to read anyway.

			Putting her pen to the last line, Charlie signed in a neat cursive that would’ve made her mother proud.

			•

			If there was anything good about the morning, it had to be the drugs.

			The thought kept rolling around in Charlie’s mind as she savored the sedative that had been injected into her IV.

			“Here we go, honey. One in here…” She felt the nurse picking up her feet. “And one in here.”

			The metal stirrups were cold against her heels, and she figured her toes were blue by now.

			“Perfect.”

			

			Charlie gazed at the poster of the waterfall on the ceiling. She drifted in and out, trying to keep her knees from wobbling back and forth and her feet in the stirrups. She heard the clatter of a cart being rolled next to the table and looked over. It held a computer monitor and a device that resembled the head of a snake that was attached to a cord and hung from the side of the cart.

			“Is that for an ultrasound?”

			The woman nodded as she occupied herself with turning things on.

			Charlie’s pulse picked up. She didn’t want to know anything she didn’t already know about this pregnancy she’d been promised would soon come to an end. “I thought I didn’t have to have one.”

			The nurse gave her an impatient look. “Technically, no. But we need to see how far you’re along. For…” The woman’s voice wandered toward the screen.

			“For?”

			“Your procedure. And billing. We need to know what to charge.” The woman grabbed the bottle of lubricant from the cart, squirted an ice-blue mound onto the head of the snake, and lifted Charlie’s gown. “This will be cold.”

			Charlie nearly shot off the table.

			“Hold still.”

			“I’m trying, but—”

			“Breathe in and hold it.”

			Charlie took a deep breath and listened to her pulse throb in her ears and her justifications roll through her mind.

			It’s just a piece of tissue, like the website said.

			My body and my right to do what I want with it.

			A medical procedure that girls do all the time.

			My mother would want me to do this, even if she doesn’t know it.

			The monitor let out a faint swishing sound.

			“Okay, breathe.”

			Charlie exhaled and lifted her head from the table. “What’s that noise?”

			

			“It’s nothing.” The nurse adjusted something on the monitor’s computer and the noise disappeared.

			“But it sounded like—”

			“Artifact. It’s normal.” She held the device in place with one hand and used the other to work with the computer keyboard on the cart.

			“Okay, all done.” The nurse wiped the lubricant off Charlie’s belly and pulled down her gown. “The doctor will be in shortly to do the procedure.”

			As if on cue, Charlie heard a male voice in the hall outside her door. The latch clicked, and the tiny room was overcome with the weight of cheap cologne. The doctor already had his mask on, and she could see mostly blue. A blue cap on his head, a blue mask on his face, and tiny blue eyes peering from within all that paper fabric. A few strands of wild gray hair were trying to escape the cap, winding their way around his ears, which were also full of the same.

			He glanced at Charlie as he flipped through her paperwork. Then he moved to the cart and clicked through a few screens on the monitor. “Charlene Welks, is it?”

			“Yes.” Her mouth was so dry she could barely utter that single word.

			He turned the monitor off and moved to her feet.

			Charlie swallowed hard, hoping not to puke. For the briefest of seconds, she thought about sitting up and clamping her legs together.

			Instead, she squeezed her eyes shut.

			“Here’s more medicine in your IV, Charlene,” the nurse said.

			A paper drape swooshed across her body.

			Instruments clanked on the table at her feet.

			Someone laughed in the hall.

			As Charlie drifted off, she heard the snap of a switch.

			And then the suction machine gurgled to life.

			•

			“Stop. Drop me off here.”

			

			The cab driver eyed her in the rearview mirror. “This ain’t the address you gave me.”

			Charlie gazed out the window, too tired to argue. “I know. But it’s far enough.”

			The man shrugged. “Whatever. That’ll be twenty even.”

			She eyed the tattered bills in her hands. A ten. A five. Two ones. “I don’t have enough,” she mumbled.

			He turned and looked at her. The bill of a beat-up Brooklyn Dodgers cap perched at an angle over eyebrows that had never met a tweezer. His voice softened. “You know, I get calls to that place all the time. Girls just like you. Young. Alone. Pale. Girls who should be in school.”

			Charlie didn’t respond.

			The man sighed. “Let’s just make it ten, kid.”

			She folded all four bills together and handed them to the man.

			“Look at me.” His tone was gentle, and Charlie met the gaze of his deep brown eyes.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Charlie.”

			He nodded. “Well, Charlie…me and my wife? We’re gonna be praying for you.”

			“Whatever.” Charlie pulled on the door handle and climbed out of the car.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			252 Spruce Street

			T

			he latch turned beneath her key, and she eased the door open. Charlie didn’t expect anyone to be home but tiptoed into the hallway, just in case. The grandfather clock in the corner ticked each second of silence that blanketed the house. She closed the door behind her and slumped onto the white linen bench next to the umbrella stand.

			On the opposite wall, a portrait of the three of them hung between two glass sconces with ornate fixtures and fake candles that flickered on after dark. In the picture, her mother gave a perfect lipstick smile with every hair tucked neatly into place around her beautiful, thin face. Beth’s eyes were blue, not the deep brown Charlie had inherited from her father, and she hated it when Charlie referred to her by her first name—which is exactly why Charlie often did so.

			The most recent husband stood beside her, a goofy grin displaying a hollow space behind his left upper canine. Dan’s freakishly huge frame wasn’t accustomed to the confines of a suit, so the material bulged in unusual places, like it was trying to escape the agony of being worn. He wasn’t fat, but his whole body seemed to have too much of itself, like it had been built on the wrong chassis.

			She gazed at her image in front of the pair. Her mouth formed a tight line beneath a nose that looked like it belonged on an elf. Her eyes held so much disdain that the photographer probably thought it was something he’d done. Well, there was the fact that he’d wanted her mother and Dan to each put a hand on her shoulders. Since she wasn’t having any of that, the three of them stood there straight as nails with their hands at their sides. Two smiling strangers and the kid who didn’t belong. And after this morning, that was especially true.

			Charlie shook her head and sighed. Then she leaned toward the floor, put her tongue between her lips, and gave a dry spit. She did it every time she walked by the picture. Every time.

			She stood from the bench, kicked off her shoes, and placed them in the rack by the door. Then she padded through the house toward the back porch. The white carpet was soft and thick beneath her feet, and the muted aroma of of her mother’s favorite perfume  clung to the air. She told her mother she wore too much and pretended to be disgusted by it. In truth, Charlie loved the smell, simply because it was one of the few constants in her life. And it gave her hope that the mom she once knew would one day return.

			But she doubted it’d be today.

			She pulled the pack of cigarettes out of her waistband and eased herself into a lounge chair by the pool. The cushions were stored for the winter, and the surface was cold beneath her scrawny butt. She didn’t care. She only had a few hours before her mother made her grand appearance, and she needed a smoke and maybe a nip from Dan’s stash before heading to her room for a nap.

			She tugged the joint from between the tightly packed cigarettes, lit it, and pulled long and hard before blowing a thick cloud toward the dingy blue pool cover. A cramp rolled through her lower abdomen, and Charlie pulled her knees to her chest. Ibuprofen. She needed that too.

			

			After the pain passed, Charlie stretched her legs onto the chaise and pulled her shirt up to expose her belly to the frigid air. She gazed at it as she ran a slow hand over its flat terrain, letting herself wonder what he would’ve looked like. If Charlie knew who the father was, it’d be easier to predict.

			Or she. A little girl would’ve been cool. A little girl named…

			Charlie yanked down her top and swung her feet to the pavement. Nope. In her universe, there was no possible scenario in which the baby of a sixteen-year-old unmarried daughter would be able to play on her grandmother’s perfect white carpet.

			She stared into the bright blue eyes of the stone Virgin Mary that stood in the center of the meticulous silk landscaping behind the diving board. She held the woman’s gaze as she took another drag on her joint, blew out a cloud of grey smoke, then leaned over and gave a dry spit.

			•

			The house began to rattle when the opener kicked on for the garage door. The noise startled Charlie awake. Her room was dark, except for the soft blue glow of the alarm clock. Six-thirty. Since the legal office her mom worked for closed at five, she must have stopped at the store.

			The floor beneath her filled with the car’s vibration as her mom pulled into the garage. Then the house rattled once again as the door slowly descended. A final thump confirmed its closure and the end to Charlie’s pleasure of being left alone.

			She heard the car door slam and the rustling of plastic bags. The seal on the house was so tight that Charlie felt a movement of air when her mother opened the door between the garage and the house. She heard the thud of groceries hitting the counter and waited.

			“Charlie?”

			Charlie rolled onto her side and stared at the wall. She pulled the covers higher in hopes the woman would think she was asleep. The thick flooring always muffled her approach, but Charlie was certain the sole of her foot had already graced the bottom step of the stairs.

			She heard the turn of the knob, and light from the hallway seeped into her room.

			“Charlie?” She felt her mother’s gaze on her back. “I know you’re awake.”

			Charlie didn’t have to look to know she had her hands on her hips. Then she heard the click of the switch, and the room exploded with light.

			“Mom! I’m trying to sleep.”

			“Why are you sleeping?” Her mother moved to the bed and placed a palm on Charlie’s forehead. “Are you sick?”

			Charlie continued to stare at the wall. The cool skin of her mom’s hand felt better than she wanted to admit, and the aroma of her perfume lingered on her wrist from the morning’s application. She gave Charlie’s shoulder a gentle tug. “Charlie, look at me.”

			Charlie sighed and rolled onto her back. She looked up in resignation.

			“Have you been crying?”

			“No. I just woke up.”

			“How long have you been sleeping?”

			“I don’t know. I was tired. I just wanted to sleep.”

			Her mother eyed her, unconvinced. “How was school today?”

			Charlie rolled back toward the wall. “Fine.”

			This time, the tug on her shoulder wasn’t quite as gentle. “Did you even go to school?”

			Charlie pushed the hand away and suddenly sat up. “Yes. Leave me alone.”

			She threw back the covers and jumped out of bed. That’s when she heard her mother gasp. Charlie took one look at the circle of bright blood on the bottom sheet and headed for the bathroom.

			•

			

			Charlie reached for the knob and made the hot water hotter. She tilted her head back and let it pummel her skin and dilute her tears. Her shoulders heaved as the rising steam hushed her sobs and carried them away.

			There was a tap on the door and then her mother’s muffled voice. “Charlie?”

			She didn’t bother to answer, since waiting for permission wasn’t something her mother ever did. Charlie felt a cool rush of air push its way over the shower door and into the stall. She reached for the knob and turned it toward red. Her skin turned as pink as bubble gum and then began to sting.

			“Charlie?” Just like that, the shower door was open, and her mom was standing there.

			Charlie’s hands flew to her chest. “Seriously?” She grabbed the handle and slammed the door so hard the glass shuddered.

			Her mother’s voice faltered. “It’s just…”

			She heard the tap of the toilet lid being shut. Through the haze, Charlie could see her sitting on the commode, elbows on her knees. It was an unusual posture for her proper mother.

			“Honey, I just…I’ve never seen you do that. Is your flow getting harder? Oh, I bet you’re out of tampons.” Her mother stood as she spoke, apparently embracing this reasonable explanation for so much blood. Charlie watched her shadow as it bent down and rummaged through the cabinet beneath the sink.

			She turned back to the water and this time let it beat against her face, ignoring the pain and the other person in the bathroom. She didn’t know how long she’d been standing like that when a rush of cool air signaled her mother’s departure. Charlie slid the door back an inch and confirmed her suspicions. Then she turned off the water and stepped out of the shower onto the thick blue shower mat on the floor. A fresh towel of the same color was lying in a perfectly folded square on the lid of the toilet seat. Charlie reached for it and then realized that something was very wrong.

			In her rush to the shower, she’d left her blood-stained jeans in a pile on the floor—with the contents of her day in the pockets. She snatched open the lid of the hamper. All her dirty clothes were gone. Charlie wrapped the towel around her and descended the stairs as if her soles were on wheels.

			The laundry room was adjacent to the garage, on the other side of the guest bath in the hall. She heard the rush of water as the washer filled. Charlie slowed as she approached the door from the side, hoping against all odds that her meticulous mother hadn’t checked every pocket before throwing in her clothes.

			When Charlie turned the corner, she froze.

			Her mom was slumped on the floor, leaning against the washer with her eyes closed, her head moving back and forth in a slow moan of movement as two trickles of mascara crept down her cheeks. The papers were scattered on the floor beside her, damage already done. The expletive Charlie mouthed echoed into the bottomless pit of her stomach as her world dropped from beneath her. She took three silent steps backward and slipped up the stairs.

			Once she got to her room, she closed the door, turned the lock, and dropped the damp towel. She grabbed whatever clothing was within reach and tugged it on, her fingers trembling over every button and snap. She grabbed her phone, her smokes, and a bottle of whiskey she’d stolen from her stepfather’s stash. She put her ear to the door. If her mother was standing outside, she wasn’t breathing. Charlie quietly turned the little knob of the lock, eased open the door, and padded down the stairs.

			The bottom of the staircase emptied into the entryway hall. It was the halfway point between the reality of the laundry room and the escape of the front door. Charlie leaned toward the sound of the chugging washer and looked for any sign of her mother. When it seemed the coast was clear, she eased around the banister and toward the front door.

			But there she was. Sitting on the linen bench, staring at the family portrait. A thin line of muscle formed a ridge along her jaw.

			

			Charlie stopped mid-step, uncertain of what to do. She held her breath and tried to blend into the wall.

			“I know you’re there,” her mother said. She continued to stare at the picture in front of her. The rumpled woman in the laundry room had been replaced with this one, who sat with posture perfect enough to balance an egg on her head. Her legs were crossed lady-style, and her always-manicured fingers were folded into her pompous professional lap. The evidence of the day sat in a neat two-paper stack on the bench beside her, a weapon at the ready if needed.

			Charlie slumped onto the bottom step. She stared at the floor and rolled her nose ring between her fingers.

			The silence between them was as thick as a snowdrift.

			Finally, her mother spoke. “You could have come to me.”

			Charlie shook her head, wondering how two people could occupy the same living space every day and experience it so differently.

			“If you say so,” she said to the floor.

			Suddenly, her mother was before her, hands on her hips, her face twisted in an emotion Charlie didn’t recognize. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Charlie looked back down as she suppressed the urge to dart around the woman like a field mouse. “Nothing.”

			“Look at me.” There was no tenderness in the voice.

			She hesitated and then looked up. Her mother squinted as if protecting her eyes from the sun. “Who’s the father? Oh, no, let me correct that. Who was the father?”

			Charlie shrugged.

			Her mom grabbed the banister to steady herself. She lowered herself onto the step and put her head between her knees.

			Charlie didn’t move. Instead, she tried to tell herself that doing something bad enough to make your mother almost pass out was normal.

			Eventually, the woman beside her sat up, but only enough to put her elbows on her knees and her face in her hands. “How can you not know who the father is?” she said into her palms.

			Charlie didn’t respond.

			Her mother turned to her. “How long have you been sexually active?”

			“Apparently longer than you knew.”

			“Don’t you dare get smart with me.” She stood from the step and looked down at her daughter. “I’ve tried to teach you to—”

			Charlie’s heart pounded as she stood to meet her mother’s glare. “Oh yes. Let’s talk about what you’ve tried to teach me, Beth.”

			“Don’t—”

			“About how many men you can parade in and out of our lives? How many husbands you expect me to call Dad? How many times you’ve given me up for someone else?” Charlie savored the pain that rippled across her mother’s face, the circles growing wider with every word.

			“We all make mistakes, Charlie.”

			If it had sounded like an apology instead of an excuse, Charlie might have let up. “Oh, I see. So now I’m supposed to cut you some slack while you stand there and judge me?”

			“I’ve turned my life around. I have a good job. I married a good man. We have a nice home. We go to church. We are respected in this community.”

			Charlie laced her words with as much bitterness as she could muster. “Ah yes. You and your most recent husband are pillars of the church. Pillars of the community. And you’re afraid your disgrace of a daughter is going to ruin everything.”

			Her mom shook her head like she was trying to stop a departing train. “No. That’s not true.”

			But it was no use. Charlie’s words held a full head of steam. “And what exactly would you have done if I had come to you, Mom? Throw me a baby shower? Invite all your church friends? Put balloons in the yard to welcome us home from the hospital?”

			Her mother reached for her arm. “Charlie, I—”

			

			Charlie yanked it away and headed up the stairs, her voice rising with each step. “No. You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to pretend you’re someone you’re not.” When she got to the top, she swung around and jabbed her index finger into the air, hurling each word on its tip. “And you definitely don’t get to pretend you care about me.”

			Then she dropped her arm to her side and gazed at her mother, a wistful gesture of final attack. “I wish you had died instead of Daddy.”

			•

			Charlie glared at the back of the locked door of her bedroom, inhaled long and hard on the joint, then held her breath while the buzz trickled into her system. Instead of taking all her usual precautions to hide the smell from her mother, she blew a thick cloud of smoke into the drapery she hated and took another swig of whiskey. Then she glanced at the clock.

			Dan would be home soon, and she’d lose her chance. Since he belonged to a carpool to get to his sales job in Montpelier, there were days when his car remained on the right side of the driveway.

			Charlie was in luck, since today was one of those days.

			She put everything she needed into her backpack, put on her coat, then unlocked the door and eased it open.

			The house was still.

			She took a deep breath, tiptoed down the stairs, slipped the keys from the hook, and headed out the front door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			T

			he second curve on Yellow Birch Lane had a reputation for tragedy. By the time Charlie saw the flash of her headlights on the bark of the tree, it was too late. She yanked hard left on the wheel and held her breath. There was a thud of impact, a grating of metal, and the weightless moment of a rollercoaster peaking and dropping into nothing. The rooftop landing was that of a plane with no wheels, a grinding display of fireworks shooting in all directions.

			When the car finally slid to a stop, she was hanging upside down. Debris pattered around her like rain on a pond, and the musky aroma of fresh dirt engulfed her as if it were being shoveled from above. She tasted blood. And smelled smoke. Her eyes wouldn’t open, and her arms and legs wouldn’t move. Something warm and wet trickled across her forehead. Needles of pain shot through her chest with every attempt to breathe.

			Then, quiet settled in like an unwelcome guest. Charlie could hear the ticking of the hot engine. The creaking of branches in the wind. The throbbing of her heart within her ears. The shifting fabric of her coat against the shoulder strap as the limp weight of her body tested its strength. The distant wail of a siren.

			The sound grew toward her in slow crescendo until it reached a deafening climax and then cut off into silence. She heard doors slamming. Movement on the pavement outside Dan’s car. The click of the door latch.

			“It’s jammed!”

			Charlie heard a grunt, the scrape of fabric, and the crunch of glass. “Miss?”

			A blast of icy air pelted her cheeks with grit. The voice moved closer, and Charlie smelled garlic.

			“Miss, can you hear me?” She felt a rough hand on her shoulder, shaking her. “I can’t get her to respond.”

			“Is she dead?”

			“I think she’s breathing. But I can’t get to her, and this thing’s gonna blow any minute. Where’s the fire department?”

			“Listen. I hear them.”

			The wail of additional sirens grew louder and then stopped. Gravel crackled beneath tires on the pavement. Air brakes gave a whine and whoosh. More doors slammed.

			“What happened?” A different male voice.

			“Hit the tree and flipped. She must’ve been flying.”

			“Miss?” The new voice came closer. His cologne was a welcome change from dirt and garlic. Charlie felt the touch of his hand on her cheek. She tried to lean into it. To let them know she could hear them.

			Then he was gone.

			“She’s bad, guys. Get the hydraulic—and somebody deal with that smoke.”

			Charlie longed to move. To twitch. Anything. She let out a scream that started in her toes and blew through her scalp. But silence filled the air around her.

			Hello, Charlene.

			Charlie’s breath caught. She must’ve banged her head pretty hard.

			Yes, you have a head injury, among many others.

			She tried to open her eyes. Wait—what? The voice was too close to be one of the medics. Somewhere in the front seat. But that couldn’t be. Maybe it was all the pot.

			It is your spirit that hears me.

			The taste on Charlie’s tongue reminded her of the penny her daddy fished out of her mouth when she was little. But I—

			My name is Final Moment. I represent the last sixty seconds of your life on earth.

			But that would mean—

			Yes. You are dying.

			It had to be a hallucination. That was it. From hitting her head. A trickling sound drifted from the rear of the car, reminding her of the ice maker in the fridge. Charlie had a sudden longing for home.

			I know you are confused, Charlene. This is true regarding many issues in your life.

			Charlie responded as if she were able to talk out loud. I don’t know who you are or what’s happening to me...

			My role is to administer the Regrets Evaluation and Pliability Assessment. Do you have regrets, Charlene?

			Everything was happening too fast. And too slow. The trickling sound carried with it the distinct smell of gas. I don’t know what’s going on, but we’re wasting time. If you’re real, just help me.

			I am trying to help you, Charlene. Today alone, you have had an abortion, informed your mother you wished she were dead, and drove your stepfather’s car while impaired by drugs and alcohol, resulting in this fatal accident. I will ask again, do you have regrets, Charlene?

			Even as the list played out like a fast-forward film while she was hanging upside down, unable to move, and apparently near death, Charlie wanted to roll her eyes. Slam a door. Scream out loud. Stomp away. Give a dry spit at this, this, this—thing. Instead, she was limited to a single thought. None of that was my fault.

			I see. That was a child in your womb, Charlene.

			The words were like a bandage being ripped from her skin, abruptly exposing the raw wound of denial Charlie had been trying to ignore since she’d crawled off the table in the clinic that morning. Suppressed sensations flooded her, sweeping her back to the room. The antiseptic smell. The cold metal stirrups. The clanking of instruments. The suction machine gurgling, hesitating, then forging on once the obstruction had cleared. The certainty of knowing it was too late to change her mind.

			No! A piece of tissue, that’s all. The website said so. Everyone says so.

			A beautiful little girl who is with the Father now. He named her Rose.

			Charlie began to cry.

			But I—

			Your mother loves you very much.

			The aroma of her mother’s perfume flooded her senses, engulfing her with confusion and longing. The last time she felt loved by her mom was at the bus stop on the first day of first grade, a year after her daddy’s accident. Her mom was crying as Charlie waved from the window, dressed in her little brown skirt with a matching silk ribbon tied around her collar. After that, the parade of men began, and she’d felt like an orphan ever since.

			But she—

			Made mistakes. A human condition. This dynamic does not diminish a mother’s love. I know you have been hurt. And you miss your father.

			In the torrent of sensations pummeling Charlie from within appeared a single, glistening branch of hope. Charlie grabbed it and hung on.

			Wait. My father? Have you seen him?

			Of course. There are many of me in the same form, continually visiting those about to leave this world.

			The throbbing in Charlie’s head became unbearable as tears surged and spilled into uncertain paths around her eyes and onto her forehead, tiny rivers flowing north.

			I want my mom. If she had been able to speak, her words would’ve been a sob.

			I am afraid that will not be possible, Charlene. Tell me about your relationship with God.

			

			It was as if the emotions of the preceding seconds had never occurred. The mention of God dried Charlie’s eyes and turned her heart as cold as the whip of frigid wind that surged through unseen openings and pelted her body with tiny bits of debris.

			Forget it.

			Little time remains. This is the most critical aspect of your review.

			The smell
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