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To all those who have suffered,

You are not alone.


  ONE

Lexi

 

I stepped into my room and shut the door quietly behind me, locking it. Tears rolled down my cheeks, and I didn’t know why I continued to let my parents bother me. This was their problem, not mine, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen if they saw that I’d fled. They would certainly come looking for me. I didn’t know if there was a God who would listen, but I prayed my parents wouldn’t notice my absence. It would be bad if they did.

I turned off the light in my room and crawled into bed. The soft orange glow of the outside lamp cast menacing shadows about the room. The screaming was still going on in the living room, and I heard a loud smack. I cringed. My dad was probably fed up with Mom’s drunken accusations. The last I had heard, Mom was accusing Dad of cheating. He probably was, but that only fueled his anger. And when he was angry—I shivered, unable to finish that thought. I’d had to deal with his anger more than I liked to admit, and that was the reason Mom had turned to the bottle.

I rolled over on my side and let the tears soak my pillow. How was I going to make it through the night with this going on? I stuck my ear buds in my ears and blasted my playlist of Imagine Dragons, Neon Trees, and a few more bands like Lady Antebellum and Daughtry. It was an unusual mix, but the songs hit home with me in a way that I couldn’t quite understand. Maybe some of them gave me hope; I didn’t know. All I knew was that I needed to escape the misery that surged through me now—and there was only one way to do that.

Mom had told me that I would never amount to anything, and she was probably right. All I was good for was to be a verbal punching bag for my mom and a literal one for my dad. What good could I do in this world? I was nothing, not even a speck in the universe. Why had I been cursed to this miserable life?

I rolled over in bed and opened the drawer on my nightstand. I dug around until I felt the cool metal in my hands. I pulled out the box cutter I used at the grocery store where I worked. But that wasn’t its only use. Next, I pulled out the stained towel I kept with it. It was then that I quietly climbed out of my bedroom window. With luck, I wouldn’t be missed. Even if I was, it didn’t matter. I could take what my father doled out. I had to.

I ran into the woods, to my neighbor’s abandoned tree house. Since my neighbors were in bed and their son was now in college, I knew that I would never be discovered. I crossed my legs underneath me and laid the towel over my lap. I pushed the sleeves up on my arms, thankful that the winter weather allowed me an excuse to hide the scars.

My long black hair fell around my face, and it became the veil that kept me from thinking about the world outside of this tree house. The music blasted in my ears, and tears rolled down my cheeks. This was the only way I knew how to make the pain end.

I pushed out the blade and looked at the sharp point in the dim glow of the street lamp. This was my release; this was the only thing I could believe in. I touched the cold metal to the horizontal scars on my wrists and drew a line along it, relishing in the burning sensation coursing through my wrists. Bright red liquid poured from the wounds, filling my nostrils with the bitter, metallic scent of blood. I made three cuts on each wrist. But the pain didn’t stop. I wanted to scream, release the building anger, sadness, and torment, but my tears were my silent release.

I let the blood flow freely onto the towel. With luck, I’d bleed out and wouldn’t have to face tomorrow, but if tomorrow came, I’d wear a couple of layers of clothes and maybe the kids at school or the people at the grocery store wouldn’t notice. Maybe, just maybe, I could hide my pain. With each passing day, it seemed harder and harder. I didn’t know how long I’d be able to keep it up, but I had to try. No one could know this about me. They wouldn’t understand, and they’d only use this knowledge to torture me.

I’d heard them laugh about how Mom was a drunk or how Dad was an abuser. Of course they were right, but I didn’t want to add fuel to the fire. It was easier if they all thought I was normal, that I didn’t suffer for my parents’ crimes. But I did. I did. . .

 

* * *

Zach

 

The demon had fled at our presence. It had been whispering lies into Lexi’s ears, and she believed every one of them. But, she couldn’t help it. She didn’t know the Lord and how much He loved her.

Lexi Johnson also had no idea that I watched her cut herself in the tree house that didn’t belong to her. My heart ached as I watched her bleed onto the towel and cry herself into a light slumber. I gently placed my hands on her wrists and arms to stop the bleeding. She would never feel my touch or the touch of the other angels. Roxanne was there, protecting her at all times, keeping her from killing herself. Lexi wanted to die at times. I knew that much about her, but it wasn’t her time. Her time to shine was coming.

“It’s your job to teach her and guide her as a human now, Roxanne.”

“How am I supposed to do that, Zachary? I’ve never been human before.”

I smiled, thinking about the first time I had to become human to help someone. It had been five years ago, but to me, it seemed like only yesterday.

“You’ll learn, and I have some people who can help you out.”

“Your Madison?” Roxanne asked. She wasn’t jealous, but I wondered what was going through Roxanne’s mind at that moment. Was she afraid that she couldn’t connect with Lexi like I had with Madison?

“Yes. Madison and Chase. They’ll help us out. In fact, it’s pretty late. If we’re going to get a start in the morning, we need to go now.”

She nodded, and we left Lexi there to herself. There were other angels who would be around while Roxanne was in human form. They would protect her now. I nodded in their direction, and they surrounded her, weapons drawn to protect her from the ever-present enemy.

“It’s easier when I don’t have to talk to her,” Roxanne said.

I laughed. “I know. Come on.”


  TWO

Madison

 

A knock at the front door woke me from my light slumber. I rolled over in bed and hit Chase.

“What?” he mumbled.

“Someone’s at the door.”

“Who’s knocking on the door at,” Chase paused and looked at the alarm clock, “flippin’ four in the morning?”

“I don’t know, Chase. That’s why I woke you.”

I sighed when Chase huffed. If Chase didn’t get his sleep, he got extremely irritated. This was something that I’d learned about him in the first six months of our married life together, when it started five years ago.

He stood, pulled on his t-shirt, and walked into the living room. I slipped on my fuzzy pink robe and followed him. As soon as my feet touched the cold hardwood, I regretted not putting on my slippers as well.

Chase stood with the door open, letting the cold January air blow into the house. He wasn’t speaking; he was just staring at the visitor who had been knocking on the door at such an early hour.

“Chase, who’s there—” My voice trailed off as I stared at the man on our doorstep.

Suddenly, I found myself running towards him, his familiar laughter echoing through the porch. He pulled me into a tight embrace. “It’s been too long, Madison.”

“It’s been five years, Zach. That’s an understatement,” I retorted.

Chase laughed. “All right, you two. Wait…three? I’m not paying to heat the front yard. Get in here.”

Chase’s voice had turned to confusion when he said three. I looked around and saw the girl Chase was talking about standing shyly behind Zach. Without introducing her, Zach let go of me, and we all walked inside. I finally said, “Have a seat, Zach—and friend.”

Chase walked to his usual recliner, the black leather one that he insisted on buying for himself. It was ideal for game playing, apparently. I took a seat on the arm of the chair beside him, and Zach and his friend took a seat on the matching black sofa and smiled at us. We all looked around awkwardly. I was unsure of what to say. I hadn’t seen Zach in ages, and the fact that he’d brought a girl home with him really threw me off track. Could angels date each other? Or was this another human he was helping? A small feeling, almost like jealousy, ran through me at the thought. I quickly shook it off. Why should I be jealous of someone else? Zach was there to protect us all. Still, I didn’t like the thought of sharing him with anyone else.

The girl looked around the room, taking in every little detail. She had long, brown hair, and she was beautiful—absolutely stunning. She shone a little, much like I had noticed Zach shine some. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to give it away.

“She’s an angel, too,” I stated.

Zach smiled proudly at me. “Yes. This is Roxanne.”

“Hi, Roxanne, it’s nice to meet you,” I said. When Chase didn’t say anything, I slapped his shoulder.

“It’s nice to meet you, Roxanne,” he finally said, and I shook my head at him.

Zach was watching us, and he was still smiling. He hadn’t changed a bit. Well, he looked a little older, but I wondered if he looked older because he was taking an earthly form again in the same town he’d been in five years ago. That may be for others’ benefit so no questions would be asked. His bright green eyes were lit up with complete and utter joy, and I had forgotten just how much I missed having him around as a human. He had been an anchor, someone I could turn to when I needed some reassurance. At least now I had Chase. I smiled just thinking about my husband.

“I’m so thrilled to see you two so happy,” Zach said. “Of course, I’ve been around.”

“So you’re still my guardian then?”

“Well, sort of,” he said, “but I do oversee a few other people.”

“So you’re my guardian and others’ as well?” I asked, feeling slightly confused.

Since high school, I hadn’t seen another angel, and I hadn’t seen Zach since Chase’s and my wedding. I could sometimes feel his presence, knowing that he was there to take care of me, but other than that, I wasn’t exactly sure how these things worked.

“Sort of. I help other angels with certain cases. I’m not much different than you in that respect.”

Zach smiled knowingly. I had become a counselor, specializing in teens who needed help. I worked out of our church, working for free. These kids needed someone who they could trust, even if they didn’t have the money for it. Luckily, Chase’s job as manager of A Cup Full covered most of our expenses, and we were living comfortably. He was youth pastor at our church as well, and he brought in that money. Also, he and I were able to work alongside each other some, especially when he helped me with our teen support group.

“Well, it’s a little different,” I said, “but I understand what you’re saying.”

“So,” Chase cut in, “that leaves us with who you’re helping this time around. I know Mads is perfectly fine. We deal with something every now and then, but mostly, she’s come around.”

Chase gently nudged my side with his elbow, and I shook my head, laughing.

“No, it’s not Madison this time, but she does have work to do for the Kingdom. That will be revealed later. My job up until that point is to help another angel, Roxanne,” he paused and pointed to her, “to get her charge to your church—and ultimately you.”

Roxanne finally looked at us. I smiled at her, and she grinned back. She looked a little nervous, and I wondered if this was her first time becoming a human.

“You know I’m ready and willing,” I said, answering what Zach had mentioned.

He smiled. “Yes. We know.”

Chase gently squeezed my knee. I was doing the work of the King, and I was being recognized for it. It was hard not to be proud about that.

 Chase said, “So besides needing Mads, what else do you need from us? We’ll be happy to help in any way we can. If anyone knows how important your work is, it’s us.”

I looked at Chase, feeling pure love and joy rush through me. I would never get used to how much I loved the man sitting beside me, and to think, I might not have ever realized just how much I loved him—or myself—without that little push from Zach and God.

“Well, since you’ve mentioned it, we need a place to stay,” Zach said, searching each of our faces.

I didn’t mind them staying, but I wondered how Chase and I would navigate our lives around angels? It had been a while since we’d lived with anyone but each other, and we had gotten accustomed to it being just us.

I quickly shook that thought out of my head. It didn’t matter. If they needed me, I would be there for them. It was as simple as that.

“Of course,” Chase said, “you two are more than welcome. We have a guest bedroom, but one of you might need to sleep on the couch.”

Zach said, “That’ll be fine with me.”

Roxanne just smiled at us.

“Roxanne will be my visiting cousin for the sake of human contact information. She’ll be starting school here, so we’ll have to use your address,” Zach informed us.

“Ah,” I said. It suddenly all clicked with me. “You can’t go back to school because they’ll remember your face.”

Zach’s lips tugged up at the corner. “Precisely.”

Chase looked up at me, and I knew what he was thinking because I was thinking the exact same thing. How could we say no to the work God had for us and His angels?


  THREE

Lexi

 

I sat up at the first sight of a blue sky. The tears had dried on my cheeks, and the blood had dried on my arms. I quietly climbed down the stairs of the tree house and walked through the woods and into my yard in the pale light of dawn. I climbed back in through my window and locked it behind me.

As I hid the towel at the bottom of my closet underneath a box of books, I noticed the pulsing ache in my wrists. Relishing in the feeling of the pain, I took the box cutter into the bathroom. I cleaned it up, avoiding my reflection in the mirror. I wasn’t ready to face myself yet.

I set it aside and stripped out of my clothes. I turned the water on, waiting for the right temperature, and stepped in when it was ready. I let the warm water wash over me, taking away the blood and tears that I’d shed last night.

After my shower, I wrapped myself in a towel and stood in front of the mirror. Luckily, the steam from the hot shower had fogged it up. I still wasn’t ready to face myself. I worked on blow drying my long black hair, trying to keep from thinking about how pathetic my life really was. I wasn’t ready to face my parents, so I prayed that Mom was in bed sleeping off last night’s alcohol binge and my father was gone.

Back in my room, I slipped on a long-sleeved black t-shirt and jeans and gathered up my belongings, including the box cutter. Without even thinking about breakfast, I hurried out the door.

Once inside my old, crappy car, I slipped the box cutter into the glove compartment—I’d need it for work after school—and looked at the time. I still had about an hour before school started. That would give me time to buy breakfast.

On my way to A Cup Full, I blasted my music, letting the words and music caress me. It was easier to get lost in the music than in my tormented thoughts. If I allowed myself to think, I would talk myself into bad things, and even if suicide would allow me to escape, I didn’t think I’d be able to handle what came afterward because I wasn’t sure what would happen.

I pulled into the parking lot near the coffee shop, tugged the sleeves of my shirt and jacket down as far as I could and exited the car. Inside, I was greeted with a chorus of welcomes from two workers and the delicious scent of warm cinnamon rolls.

“How can I help you?” a blonde, and very attractive, woman said.

“Um,” I said, my voice low, “I’ll have a cinnamon roll and chocolate chip frappe.”

The woman smiled. “Is that all?”

I nodded and gave her a weak grin.

“All righty. That’ll be seven-fifty.”

I dug around in my pocket and pulled out a ten. I handed it to the woman at the cash register while the other worked on my order. I waited near the counter, and as I stood there, four people walked into the coffee shop, laughing. They smiled at me. The curly headed woman who was holding hands with a really nice-looking guy smiled the biggest and said, “Good morning. How are you?”

Why is she talking to me? I wondered.

“I’m okay. And you?” I answered, drawing out the words, still uncertain if she was speaking to me or not.

“I’m wonderful.”

A man walked out from the back, saving me from small talk. “Madison! I would recognize that voice anywhere!”

“John,” she said warmly, smiling even brighter. What was with this chick? How could one person be so happy?

He walked from behind the counter and hugged her tight.

“Chase, man,” he said, shaking Chase’s extended hand, “Ready for work?”

“You know it.”

John stepped back and stared at the tall man standing behind this Madison and Chase. “Well, I haven’t seen you around in a while, Zach.”

“I know,” Zach, the man with such a beautiful face, said. “I had to go away for a while.”

“So Madison said.” John winked at him, like they were all sharing some big secret.

The girl with long brown hair stood behind Zach and was watching me. I wrapped my arms over my chest nervously. The pain in my arms reminded me that I could still feel something, but I would never know what it felt like to be as beautiful as her.

The girl was thin and pretty, but in a way where she didn’t even have to try to be beautiful. I suddenly felt a small pang of jealousy.

“Who’s this?” John asked, indicating the girl watching me. She stared at me a moment more before turning to face John.

“This is my cousin, Roxanne,” Zach said.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Zach’s cousin Roxanne.”

“The pleasure is mine.” Her smile lit up the room. Geez. What was wrong with these people? How could so many of them be this beautiful?

“Well, free coffee all the way around,” John said.

“John,” Madison began, but he shook his head, stopping her.

“Mads, you know that I’m only sowing seeds. Heck, you haven’t even been around for a week.”

“I’ve been having to brew my own coffee.” Madison wrinkled her nose, and Chase and John laughed.

“Terrible,” John said. “Chase refusing to share his beautiful wife with the world?”

“Pretty much,” Chase answered, protectively wrapping his arm around Madison’s waist.

I briefly wondered if I’d ever find someone as sweet as that, or was I destined to be alone, or worse—marry someone like Dad?

“Your order, miss,” the lady behind the counter said, and suddenly everyone turned to stare at me. A hot blush crept up my neck, and I hurriedly took my food and drink and walked to a corner in the room. They had stopped staring at me, but I still felt awful for getting caught watching them. I chanced a glance toward them again, though, when I was finally seated and sure they had moved on.

The girl, Roxanne, was watching me. She stared at my arms as she ate, and I tugged the sleeves down further, nervous that this girl might see something that would suggest I wasn’t normal.

I looked away and picked at the cinnamon roll while they continued to talk and order food. Roxanne kept glancing my way, just as I would glance at her. The one named Zach was smoking hot, but he was older than me. He hadn’t looked my way again. I was either unnoticeable, or he couldn’t care less about a high schooler. I figured I might as well be invisible. Madison kept sneaking peeks my way too, but then again, I was the only other patron in the coffee shop, and it looked like I was interrupting a reunion. Or maybe they were just curious or something. Either way, I put my head down, letting my long black hair veil me from their view.


  FOUR

Lexi

 

I drove to school with my mind still focused on those strange people in the coffee shop. I didn’t know why I couldn’t get them off my mind. I kind of wished that I had people in my life like that. With my family, that would never be an option, and I couldn’t let anyone get close to me.

In the school parking lot, I made sure my sleeves were tugged down again, far over my hands so the scars and fresh marks wouldn’t be noticeable, and then I grabbed my backpack from the passenger seat and got out of the car. The bell rang as soon as I locked the car doors. I had learned to time it just right so I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. There was no need to stand around awkwardly while people stared at and made fun of me, anyway. I felt like they knew my darkest secrets, that they could somehow see through my sleeves.

I crossed my arms over my stomach, ducked my head, and let my hair hide me from the world. I walked straight to my locker, switched out my books, and walked to first period.

I slid into the seat on the back of the first row, nestled as close to the corner as possible. I pulled out my notebook and randomly doodled, continuing to let my hair hide me from my classmates. They all came in talking about how their weekends went, chatting loudly, and all I could think about was the pain of the cuts radiating through my wrists.

“Hey. I saw you this morning at the coffee shop,” some random chick said. I pushed my hair out of my face and saw the girl that had been with the extremely happy people. Roxanne.

“Yeah.”

“I’m Roxanne. Roxy for short. And you are?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Lexi.”

“Can I call you Lex? I think that’s just adorable.”

I felt my eyebrows rise, curious why a girl with such a bubbly personality would be talking to me. No one cared to talk to me, so it was fairly obvious that she was new.

“Sure. Whatever.”

“Not very friendly, are you?” Roxy laughed and took the empty seat beside me.

I grunted, insulted by the comment. Was I rude? I certainly didn’t try to make friends with anyone at this school because they all looked at me like the trash I was. How could I make friends with them?

Roxy laughed again, and it was musical. Why was this girl even bothering to speak to me? She belongs with the popular kids, the cheerleaders, someone besides me.

“You know,” Roxy said, tucking her long hair behind her ears, “I was wondering how things work around here.”

“What do you mean?”

Roxy stared at me, her glance moving down my arms and lingering there for a minute before saying, “Like, do they do cliques here—or whatever they’re called.”

I tugged the sleeves down over my hands, suddenly even more self-conscious than before. Roxy noticed but didn’t say anything. I could feel a blush running up my cheeks.

“Well?” Roxy asked. I had forgotten the question. Oh, how things work.

“Um, well, you know. Like any other normal high school I guess.”

Roxy crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “You don’t talk much, do you?”

Saved by the bell. I let my hair fall down again, and Roxy didn’t bother speaking to me after that.

Ms. Carlton, my English Literature teacher, stood and called roll, making sure that she introduced Roxy. Everyone seemed to ooh and ahh over her. Well, maybe they didn’t, but the guys were drooling, and the popular kids wanted details. Luckily, the teacher shut them up, and we had class.

When Ms. Carlton had us read our assignments quietly to ourselves, I looked up at Roxy—out of pure curiosity—to find that she was watching me. I looked at the book, trying to focus on the words in front of me, but I cut my eyes at Roxy again and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that she was focused on her reading assignment.

When the bell rang, I grabbed my things and hurried out the door. Roxy was behind me, though.

“Hey, Lex.”

I exhaled slowly but stopped and waited for her. I couldn’t explain the need to wait for the girl. I didn’t think that we’d have anything in common. In fact, we were probably on such different social plateaus that Roxy would soon realize she shouldn’t be seen with me.

“Oh good, you stopped. I was afraid you wouldn’t.” Roxy laughed. Was that a nervous laugh? I doubted it. Roxy wasn’t the type of girl who would be nervous. She probably lived off of attention.

“Was there something you needed?” I asked.

“Can you help me find Room 212?” she asked, looking at the paper in her hand.

“I guess.”

“Do you hate school?” Roxy asked, changing the subject abruptly. I couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped my lips.

“Uh, yeah. Doesn’t everyone?”

“I don’t know. Those girls seem to like it.”

Roxy nodded her head toward a group of girls who were standing in a circle across the hall. By their laughter, I assumed they were gossiping, probably about us, given the way they were staring at us. I hid my face behind my hair as much as I could and watched my feet as I walked down the white tiled floor.

“Why are you hiding?” Roxy asked, pure interest in her voice.

“Because they’re staring at us.”

“So?”

“They’ll just tease me. And you, if you keep hanging out with me.”

“Pssh,” Roxy said, waving her hand in the air. “Like I care what they say about me. I don’t answer to them.”

I stopped and stared at Roxy. When Roxy realized she wasn’t beside me anymore, she stopped and turned around. “What?”

“Who are you?”

“I told you. Roxanne. Roxy for short.”

I shook my head.

I walked Roxanne to her room in silence. “Here you go.”

“Thanks, Lex. See you around.”

She smiled brightly at me, and I walked away in a hurry. I was still trying to figure out what was going on when I took a seat in Anatomy and Physiology. The classroom smelled like the dead rats smothered in formaldehyde we were about to dissect. Just what this day needs…


  FIVE

Madison

 

I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes. I’d been reading my Bible for too long, and my eyesight was going a bit blurry. I had been praying and searching for guidance for one of the teens I met with at the church. It was a particularly upsetting case, and sometimes I wondered if I was doing the right thing. Some of the things that these kids would tell me kept me up at night, praying and seeking God for them. Some of them were abused as children. Some of them used to abuse alcohol or drugs. Some of them still do. But this case, it wasn’t like anything I’d ever dealt with before. Jordin dealt with suicidal thoughts on a daily basis. I didn’t know how to break through to her. She had talked to me about it and obviously wanted to get rid of these tendencies, but how could I make her see that suicide wasn’t the answer?

A knock on the door distracted me, and I opened my eyes to see that Zach was watching me.

“Can I come in?” he asked.

“Sure.” I did my best to smile at him, but even I could tell that the joy wasn’t behind it at the moment.

He watched me carefully as he walked into the room.  I was still trying to smile and put on a happy face. I knew that he needed me. God needed me, and this girl needed me. I couldn’t let them down.

After he took a seat, he crossed one leg over the other. “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

His eyes bore into me, and I couldn’t take it. It reminded me of those times in high school when I lied to him and felt like he could see right through me. He probably could, just like now. He knew that something was bothering me. I guessed even a counselor needed to talk about what was worrying her, too, and who better to confide in than an angel? I usually talked to my husband, but sometimes he was busy. We had to make a living somehow while I worked pro bono.

“I have this case,” I began. “I feel like we are making progress, but then she’ll come in, wanting to kill herself again.” I whispered the last few words, afraid to put them out there. It made it too real.

“What’s her home life like?” he asked, touching the tips of his fingers together, almost like he was in prayer.

“Her dad’s gone, and her mom might as well be. The mother’s made herself emotionally unavailable because she’s working three jobs just trying to make ends meet. But in my personal opinion, I think she’s making herself unavailable because her daughter reminds her of what she’s lost.”

“Mm, hmm. So, what happened to the father?”

“He was killed in Afghanistan.”

“Do they blame God?”

“She hasn’t said one way or another.”

I leaned back in my chair, letting my head rest on the back of the soft, black leather office chair. I closed my eyes and waited for Zach to speak. I felt tired, extremely tired, and wondered if there was anything with caffeine around for me. My coffee pot was empty, but I could use some kind of soda, if I was honest.

“Have you sought God?” he asked.

I forced my eyes open. “That’s what I was doing when you came in. I just wish I could fix her.”

“I once had a very similar thought about you.” He smiled warmly at me, and it was then that I realized how much I had missed my friend. “But you eventually came around,” he finished with a wink.

“But what if she doesn’t? What if she ends her life before we can work this out?”

My happiness at seeing Zach again was quickly waning due to the situation. Zach leaned up in his seat and reached across the desk to grab my hand. I felt peace surround me, and my worries eased away some. He squeezed my hand and said, “Try not to worry, okay?”

I nodded. God was in control, and I just had to trust in Him. It wasn’t easy, but I had to try. I knew when I went into counseling that it wouldn’t be all sunshine and rainbows, but I also thought that I would be able to fix everyone. I was wrong.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m guessing you know this already, but you showed up at just the right time.”

Zach smiled coyly, and I shook my head.

“I knew it.”

“Well, God wanted me to talk to you since I was already coming this way.” He voice was warm, like a hot cup of coffee, relaxing my soul.

“So you did need something?” I asked.

“Yes. I wanted to talk to you about Lexi.”

I relaxed in my chair, but I still wished I had some caffeine to fuel me. “And Lexi is the girl Roxy is supposed to help?”

“Yes. We all are. Mostly Roxy, though. We got her settled into school this morning.”

I nodded. “That’s good. I wonder how they’re doing.”

“Roxy called me a few minutes ago and told me that it might be more difficult than we first thought.”

I exhaled slowly. “I’ve dealt with the difficult ones before. How’s Roxy dealing with becoming human?”

Zach ran his fingers through his hair, and I couldn’t help but think of Chase. Maybe Zach had picked up that habit from him. I smiled despite the serious look on Zach’s face.

“Well enough, I suppose. It’s new to her. It takes a little getting used to.”

Zach seemed to lose himself in his thoughts for a moment, and I wondered if he was thinking about when he’d first became a human. I knew that I wasn’t the easiest charge to deal with, and I figured that Lexi might be a little more difficult than I was.

“Say, Zach,” I began, my curiosity getting the best of me, “was five years ago your first time becoming human?”

“Yes. I was only your guardian up until that point. I’d seen it happen before, other angels becoming human for a while, but I never dreamed I ever would.”

“But now, you go around helping other angels do the same for their charges?”

“Yes. I was promoted—so to speak—to oversee first time changers.”

“So you’re not around as much any longer?”

I could feel the sorrow seeping in, and my shoulders sagged. I wished Zach could be around more, but if God needed him elsewhere, then it was best he was elsewhere. But that jealousy from earlier trickled in. I was selfish for wanting him to myself, but I couldn’t help it.

“I still check in on you two, Madison. I really love you guys. And you have more than capable guardians with you at all times.”

“We love you, too. I know. I just miss you.”

When a knock on the door interrupted us, Zach and I both turned to see who stood there. It was Roxy; her hair was a mess and a disconcerted look was on her face.

“Hey, Roxy,” I said, “come on in.”

She took a seat in the chair next to Zach and sighed.

Trying to hide his smirk, Zach asked, “How was school?”

“You didn’t tell me it’d be so hard! Demons—fine, bring them on. Math—UGH!”

I laughed. Roxy would fit in just fine with the teenagers if she kept that attitude. Roxy glared at me, and I put my hands up in defense. “I’m sorry. It just sounds so funny. You’ll fit in perfectly.”

Zach laughed at that, too. Roxy eventually joined in with us. Maybe she saw the humor in the situation as well. One day in high school and she was already picking up their colloquialism. I had been there before. I knew exactly how it felt, and I had to admit, I was glad to be rid of school all together.

As we continued to laugh, Chase’s voice reached us. He walked towards me with coffee in his hands.

“What’s so funny?” He kissed me quickly and handed me the coffee. “Here, baby.”

It never ceased to amaze me how I still felt butterflies flutter in my stomach, even after five years, at his touch or kiss. I kept my eyes closed for a moment, savoring the sweet taste of his kiss and letting the dizziness associated with it fade. I couldn’t imagine life without him, and I prayed that God would never make me figure out how to survive without him.

Finally, I took a sip of the coffee. An mmm escaped my lips, and everyone laughed. I loved my coffee and almost everyone in the room knew about my addiction. I was too much like my mother.

“What?” I asked, setting the coffee down.

Chase just shook his head and sat on the corner of the desk, facing Zach and Roxy. He reached behind him and grabbed my hand, rubbing circles around my knuckles. Butterflies still fluttered wildly in my stomach, and I tried to calm them as we talked to our angel friends.

“How was your first day on the job?” he asked Roxy.

“Tedious,” she replied, looking at Zach.

“She hates math,” Zach elaborated.

“Just like Mads,” Chase teased, turning around to wink at me.

I shook my head and said, “Well, it’s horrible. I don’t use it very often, anyway. I don’t see the point of it.”

“That’s because you leave it up to me.”

“That’s not true,” I said, defending myself. Although, I knew that it was entirely true. If something required more than basic math, I passed the torch to Chase. He was good at that stuff, and that was part of the reason why he’d been promoted to manager of A Cup Full. Although, I had a sneaky feeling that John was just trying to help us out. It wasn’t a secret that we were struggling to make ends meet at times, especially when I had been called to be a counselor and work for free.

Chase shook his head and smiled. “So, what’s the name of your human? Is that what you call us?”

Zach laughed. “Charge is the technical term.”

Ignoring our banter, Roxy said, “Her name is Lexi, and she won’t be an easy one to crack, as you guys say.”

“Can you talk about the situation?” Chase asked them.

Roxy looked towards Zach and raised her eyebrows; he nodded slightly. “We can trust them. That’s why we’re here.”

She nodded. “Her father is abusive, and her mother is an alcoholic. So, to escape that pain, she cuts herself.”

Roxy looked away, and I thought she might be fighting back tears. Maybe emotions were stronger as a human than an angel. I knew they rejoiced, but since there were no tears in heaven, they may not cry. I wasn’t entirely certain about that, but now wasn’t the time to ask. We all waited silently for Roxy to compose herself, and Zach reached out and took her hand in his. She turned around to face us again. Her mascara had run a little from the tears that trickled down her cheeks. I guess they could cry. At least while they were “human”.

“There have been many nights,” Roxy continued, “that I had to place my hands over her cuts just to keep her alive.”

Roxy didn’t try to hide her tears now, nor did I.

“That’s awful,” I said, wanting to reach out and comfort her, but I didn’t. I was afraid it was too soon for that.

“The girl is in a lot of pain. We saw her at the coffee shop this morning,” Roxy said. “She’s the one you said hey to, Madison.”

“I try to say hello to everyone,” I said, squeezing Chase’s hand. He squeezed mine back, comforting me in the only way he knew how.

“You never know when someone needs that,” Zach said. “Such as the case now.”

I nodded, and we all sat in silence for a moment or two. Chase finally broke it. “I think it’s time we said a prayer for Lexi.”
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