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   Prologue
 
   
  
 

Knox
 
   The day my son was born, my heart became limitless. My heart was fuller than I could have ever imagined, and just when I thought I had run out of room, it exploded letting that love course through my entire being. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced, and something I would never get used to. The love, the unconditional adoration I felt for him was enough to flip my world upside down. 
 
   I looked at the tiny human I had helped create and everything I knew about life changed. Suddenly the grass was greener, food tasted better, the world was brighter, and everything was…happier. I was no longer focusing on the negatives in life--everything was positive and so full of promise, all because of my little boy. Any ill feelings I had been harboring simply dissipated making room for all that was Maddox. 
 
   I was walking on cloud nine, convinced that from this point on everything was going to be great. My life was going to be perfect, and when it wasn’t, I was going to make the best of it, not just for me, but also for him. 
 
   Maddox grabbed my finger with his small hand, something that made my chest clench with tenderness. And I did what I always do when something comes along that I want to remember forever--I burned it into my memory. Locking it away in that little box in my mind of all the happiest times in my life. Caressing Maddox’s hair, I made him a promise--a promise I intended to keep for the rest of my life. 
 
   “I promise to always love you with all that I have to give. I promise to protect you from all of life’s monsters no matter how big or small. And I promise you, baby boy, that I will never stop fighting for you,” I whispered as I rocked my beautiful son to sleep for the last time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
   Knox
 
                 Walking up to the shitty apartment, I take a deep breath, preparing myself for what was about to be a taxing conversation. It always was. When it came to Bailey, there was nothing less than a war to wage.
 
   You see, she is my ex-girlfriend, and the mother of my son, Maddox. Things between us have always been a roller coaster. We met on a night spent with too many shots of tequila, and not enough common sense. That right there, should have been the red flag to veer me in a different direction, but I was young and stupid.
 
   Our relationship was made up of drama, drama, and you guessed it, more drama. It wasn’t like that’s how I wanted it to be. I don’t think any man in the world really likes the drama that comes with dating. Sometimes, it’s just inevitable. Bailey was like a beautiful box, wrapped up in expensive paper, and you think to yourself that whatever is inside is going to match the incredible exterior. Only that’s the last thing to come to mind when you finally open it. You end up thoroughly disappointed that the interior is ugly, decaying, and completely damaged. That’s exactly how dating her turned out to be.
 
   It shouldn’t have come as a surprise to me that after Maddox was born she wasn’t going to change. But it did. And somehow, I’m still in shock at the amount of unnecessary theatrics she throws my way. Every. Single. Day. It’s a battle of wills that I can never win. I know that because when she challenges me, pushing me to the edge, wanting me to fight, I never do. Because I choose to be better for my son—I choose my son’s welfare over the petty arguments that she insists we get into.
 
   I lift my hand and loudly knock on her paint chipped door, taking a few calming breaths as I listen to her yell and shuffle around the apartment. I close my eyes, grinding my teeth while I listen to her take that harsh tone with my son. But there was nothing I could do to change it. She made it so I had no control over how she treated our son.
 
   Bailey opened the door wide enough to peek through. She looked me up and down with her once vibrant eyes, and grinned evilly. I sighed, for what was not going to be the last time today, and waved.
 
   “What do you want, Knox?” Her smile grew lazily, knowing she was toying with me, as if she had no clue why I was there. 
 
   “You know exactly why I’m here Bailey. I’m here the same time every day, you must expect me by now.” My tone never wavering, despite the immense anger I was feeling toward her. After six years of this, you would think she wouldn’t affect me.
 
   “You would think that huh? I’m just kind of hoping one day you won’t show up.” Of course she doesn’t mean this. She’s saying it to hurt me, to make me want to give up, but in reality she needs me. She always has. I just never needed her in the same way. See where the power play is coming from?
 
   “You know that’s not going to happen,” I stood up straighter trying to use my excessive height to my advantage. I guess being 6'6 has its upsides. Looking above her head, I searched the small, two-inch crack she had in the door, peering inside for any sign of my little man. That’s what was important. That’s why I was here, I reminded myself. “Bailey, where’s Maddox?” 
 
   “He’s here. Somewhere.”
 
   “Can I please see him?” Keeping my cool was becoming more difficult with each passing moment that I had to look at her. She was restless, eyes darting back and forth studying the scenery behind my head. Ever so often her hand would reach up and scratch her cheek vigorously. It killed me to see her like this. I knew exactly what was going on, and despite my best efforts I could never fix the situation.
 
   Fun Fact: When you call CPS and claim that the mother of your child is on drugs, they don’t actually do anything until the child has been hurt, which thankfully he never has been. But just because he had never been physically harmed, doesn’t mean he wasn’t in grave danger.
 
   Apparently, there is some rule against them checking on a family without any evidence. I wish they could see what I see every day, and then maybe, just maybe, they would take me seriously. In my mind, that would be enough to see that Bailey is using again, and she’s using while being the sole guardian of Maddox.
 
   Between the fact that I am the ex-boyfriend, with no custody rights, and her father’s connection, who gives her a heads-up when she’s been reported, I’ve never stood a chance to win. And it breaks my heart. I’ve never given up though, despite the odds being against me, I’ve never had the thought to give up, because I wanted to honor the promises I made to my son when he was born, no matter what it took.
 
   Bailey’s eyes make their way from the imaginary illusions behind my head, to my eyes. She’s glaring, her lips twisted in a wicked grin, looking truly evil. The thought of this exact face looking at my son on a daily basis makes my skin crawl.
 
   “Do you have what I asked for?” My fists clenched before diving into my pockets to retrieve the shit she demanded this time. Have I mentioned that every time I come to see Maddox, she requests me to bring her things or else I won’t be able to see him the following day? Yeah, that’s just the type of person she is. I tested the waters once to see just how serious she was about that threat. That was the one and only day, in the six years of his life, I didn’t get to see Maddox. It took some groveling and some hefty bribes for her to let me see him the day after. I complied, knowing it was the only way I could spend time with him, and I would give up the world to spend a minute in his presence.
 
   Of course, she never asks me for anything criminal, she’s too smart for that. It’s always a twenty here, or a pack of cigarettes there, something little that she can’t seem to scrounge up herself. Something that couldn't possibly be used against her in court.
 
    Every Thursday, I show up with a week’s worth of groceries too. That has never been an order of hers though, I just know that her extra-curricular actives always take precedence over food, which meant it takes priority over my son’s needs as well. So I stock her pantry in hopes that some of it will actually get to him.
 
   I hand Bailey the two packs of cigarettes she asked for, and forty dollars. She holds them up and inspects them as if they were gold, and I guess to her, they are. She pauses, nods, and then yells for Maddox.
 
   “Maddox, get your ass in here! Your father is here to see you!”
 
   “Really Bailey? Is it really necessary to cuss at him? He’s only six years old.”
 
   “Do you want to see your son or not, Knox? Because I really don’t like your tone, and I can lock this door back up and never let you see him again. You know that right?” That grin she had on her face, made me want to rip it off of her. It made me want to break down the door and steal him away from her. But I knew better. Bailey would make me pay for it. Because what Bailey has over me would take Maddox away for good, and I couldn’t stomach the thought of it.
 
   “You’re right, I’m sorry. Just let him out, we’re going to go to the park for a while,” I tried to smile at her, I’m sure it came across as fake, but she didn’t notice. She was too out of her mind to pay attention to small details like that.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I saw Maddox rushing toward the door, pushing through and attaching himself to my leg. I smiled, because it’s the times he squeezes me this hard that make my chest clench in adoration, because he needs me, he loves me, and it makes all of this miserable shit worth it.
 
   “Have him back in an hour, I have people coming over and I want him in bed before they get here,” she ordered and slammed the door.
 
   For the first time since I came to her door that day I felt like I could breathe. I scooped Maddox into my arms and hugged him with all I had in me. He hugged me back and held onto me for what seemed like a lifetime. I stood there though, enjoying the embrace, because I knew that he needed it.
 
   I read somewhere that when a child hugs you, you never release them first, because you never know how badly they might need that hug. And Maddox? He needed a lifetime’s worth of long hugs.
 
   I held him close, and swayed him from side to side, comforting him the best I could. After a few minutes, Maddox lifted his head from the crook of my neck and looked at me square in the eye with a little smile on his face. He continued to stare with a tiny light in his expression. He didn't say anything, but then again, he rarely did. Bailey made sure of it.  There were more times than I could count where I would ask Maddox about his life at home, and he would stay silent.  There was no doubt in my mind that Bailey was behind that.
 
   "You ready to go to the park, little man?” he nodded making himself look like a bobble head. I set him down and grabbed his hand when he reached for mine. We walked like that all the way to the park. And instead of him playing on the jungle gym like the rest of the kids, he stayed with me on the grass and listened to me read.
 
   The times I spent with Maddox weren't ordinary. Not by a long shot. They weren't filled with temper tantrums, or spent playing with useless toys by himself, instead we spent them together, cherishing every second we had together before I had to return him to the devil herself. Every moment counted between us, because they were the times that Maddox finally got a break from whatever happened behind the doors of that apartment. They were the times I got to show him that he meant more to me than what his mother had made him believe. These times were the most important in both of our lives no matter how short they might be.
 
   I lived for this time spent with my son, my own flesh and blood. And I would never stop fighting for it—for him. One day, he would come home with me and stay there. Until then, I just had to wade my way through the storm.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 I was drowning. Drowning in the darkness, in the numbness, in the finality of my surroundings.  
 
   The black settled around me, and for the first time since I could remember, I felt nothing. No stress, no anxiety, no fear. I felt absolutely nothing.  And it felt....peaceful, even though my subconscious knew what was happening was anything but.
 
    I lay there, half of my brain yelling for me to wake up, to face The Nightmare, and the other half begging to be left alone in the void, in the drowning, in the tranquil darkness.  
 
   My mind replayed the battle as my body started to come to.  I could feel the pain resonating throughout my limbs, and it was as excruciating as it was familiar.  
 
   But it wasn't the pain that woke me from my trance—it was the smell of blood mixed with my own tears.  
 
   My eyes flashed open wide and unwavering as I stared at the horror in front of me.  
 
   The eyes that I looked into every day since the day I was born, peered at me completely lifeless.  The blood pooled around his pale, perfect face.  The bruises around his eyes told a story, the story of our lives.  His body was curled into a ball, his lips slightly opened as if the last thing he did in his young life was scream.  And I knew. 
 
   He screamed for help.
 
   He screamed for his life.
 
   He screamed to fight.
 
   But the screams that came from his innocent lips failed him.  And now, now he was gone.  Another victim lost to the soulless man. 
 
   Wade was dead.  
 
   My brother, my best friend was dead.
 
   My chest tightened with the realization.  
 
   My heart started to hurt with every beat. 
 
   My eyes started to leak.
 
   And my mind, it went on high alert.  
 
   I was the only witness.  I was next on the list.  
 
   ***
 
   My eyes flew open as I woke from my nightmare.  I felt my chest struggle to keep up with my ragged breaths, and my face was wet with tears.  
 
   I raised my hand to my chest, the beating of my heart reminding me that I was still here, I was alive, and it was just a flashback.  One that replayed in my mind over and over since that night.  
 
   I inhaled. 
 
   I exhaled.
 
   And slowly, I started to relax, the images removing themselves from my mind with each breath. 
 
   You would think after six years the nightmares would lessen, but of course, they don't.  
 
   I looked at the alarm clock and sighed when it read five-thirty A.M.  I had rolled into town a little after midnight, with one thing on my mind—sleep.  I checked into a motel along the shore and collapsed, awaiting dreamland, but lo and behold, it didn’t come easily.  I tossed and turned, thrashing around, begging sleep to find me.
 
   I’m not sure why it came as a surprise to me that I was still plagued with those dreams.  I wasn’t a stranger to flashbacks and night terrors, especially not on the night before a big move.  And this, this was the biggest move of all.  I was finally settling down after six years and twenty-eight different moves.  
 
   Coming to the decision to settle in one place, for longer than a few months, didn’t come lightly.  Of course, the thought came to mind every time I picked up and took off for a new location.  I craved a life of normalcy.  I mean, it wasn’t like I pictured my life turning out this way being twenty-four and on the run.  I wanted what everyone wanted in life, to put down roots, to be settled, to live a life without wondering if you’d been in one place too long, left too many traces.  I wanted to just…live.  But, I knew that wasn’t what was in store for me, at least, not until now.  
 
   Nothing big changed my circumstances, not really at least.  It’s been six years. Six long years of running, looking over my shoulder, moving from small town to small town, being a complete ghost.   Besides keeping in contact with my best friend, Jay, I left everything behind.  And when I say everything, I mean everything.  I changed my name, changed my hair color, even got colored contacts just to cover my bases.  I left my poisoned life behind.  I left me behind.  And, after a while, it got old.  I called Jay daily, and over the last year, the talk of settling down, and becoming roommates became more frequent.  
 
   At first, I laughed.  Funny, how she thought I could ever be safe enough to just stay in one place.  Funny, that she thought this would all blow over.  Eventually though, the conversations turned from entertaining to annoying, the kind of annoying that drills itself into your head, like a stupid pop song, ‘til all I could think about was settling down.  It took a few dozen serious conversations, and a couple more panic attacks before I came to the decision that it was time.  I hadn’t heard from my nightmare in a few years.  I hadn’t received a letter, hadn’t seen him following me, and hadn’t been threatened.  It was almost like he just gave up.  
 
   Maybe he didn’t find the chase entertaining anymore, or maybe he was tired of searching high and low for the one loose end he had.  No matter the reason, I was finally feeling like there was no need to up and leave every time I got comfortable.  I was still paranoid; oh God was I still paranoid.  I didn’t think there would ever be a time where I wasn’t looking over my shoulder.  But, there wasn’t that urgency to lay low; I could finally attempt a normal life, well, as normal as it could get for me.  I would never be Amber Thompson again.  No, that girl—the short brown haired girl from Mobile, Alabama, she was long gone.  I legally changed my name to Emery Jane Halifax, okay, so legally is a little far-fetched.  I purchased an ID from some kid selling fakes for those under-aged teenagers trying to be old enough to drink.  From there, it was easy enough to fabricate the rest of the forms.  Long gone was Amber Thompson. In her place, stood Emery Jane Halifax, and I was everything Amber was not.  That made me incredibly happy, but even more so, it made me terrified.  
 
   I was doing everything I dreamt of since I was a kid.  I enrolled myself in college, I found a decent apartment with a landlord who not only bought my completely fabricated sob story about my parents dying and me needing a place to stay, but was also okay with taking cash with no credit check.  Everyone has a price and usually, for landlords, it was a couple extra hundred a month.  To me, that was worth not leaving a paper trail.  
 
   Not only was I moving to my own apartment, one I could call my home, I was about to live with Jay.  She was packing up and coming all the way from Alabama to California to be my roommate.  Jay was set to come out here in a couple of weeks, after she finished her last days at work, and sold the house her parents left her.  Until then, I had the place to myself.  But honestly, I was tired of being alone; so ready to spend time with actual people, and an actual person who knew the real me. The amount of excitement I had, and the amount of panic, for the prospects of my future as Emery Jane, was overwhelming.  
 
   I reached my hands above my head and stretched, rolling my neck back and forth, and taking a deep breath, attempting to get my nerves in check.  Despite being bone-tired, I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep, not after the flashbacks, and not now that it was moving day.   
 
   I got up and stumbled over to the shower, turning the heat up all the way. The heat felt good on my stiff muscles, and I stood under the spray for a full ten minutes before washing my hair and body.  After rinsing myself off, I quickly got dressed, threw my near white-blonde hair in a high pony tail, and made my way toward the motel lobby for some much needed coffee.  
 
   Closing the room door behind me, I surveyed the hallway.   Call it a force of habit, but I needed the peace of mind to see that no one was there watching me, that The Nightmare hadn’t found me after all these years. 
 
   I pulled the sleeves of my grey hoodie down past my fingers, fiddling with the frayed hem as I walked through the lobby doors.  It was the first day of my new life, and I was just as terrified as ever.  Reacquainting myself with society was going to be an adjustment.
 
   The room was empty, only sporting the occasional early bird looking for their caffeine fix, like me.  I grabbed two cups of coffee, knowing full well I needed an extra dose that morning, poured in more French Vanilla creamer than is socially acceptable, and made my way behind the building.  There was a small path behind the motel that led to the beach.  I followed it down to the shore, and planted myself on the cool sand.  
 
   The breeze, mixed with the mist from the waves, felt like pins and needles on my face, but I welcomed it.  There was something so incredibly peaceful about watching the waves roll in.  As cheesy as it sounded, the ocean reminded me of my life.  It had the incredible ability to become dangerous to those who knew the ins and outs of it.  
 
   I sighed, deterring myself from going into another fit of over-analyzing my past, and tried to focus on the day ahead of me.   Not only was I moving into my apartment today, I was going to fill out my employee paper work at my new job, and I was about to embark on the newest part of my life.  Working with kids at a daycare wasn’t what I had always envisioned for myself, yet I couldn’t help but take the opportunity, because what more could bring a sense of happiness and normalcy to life than being surrounded by children?  So instead of letting my fears get the best of me, I was going to embrace the unknown.    
 
   With that in mind, I made my way back to the motel, got ready for the day, and took all my things to my car.  I checked out, paying in cash, of course, and got on the road with a small smile on my face, something I hadn’t seen, in a long, long time.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 After signing a few forms, and throwing in an extra hundred on top of my deposit, I finally had my keys in hand.  Relief was all I could feel as I realized that the joint trust fund Jay and I had really went a long way for this adventure into my new life.  
 
   I walked out to my car, grabbed my belongings, and turned back to the apartment.  My hands were full with my two suitcases, and one cardboard box, but I refused to make more than one trip—I suppose I didn’t leave everything about my old self behind.  
 
   I managed to get into the elevator and press the button labeled two, without an issue. I walked through the hall, attempting to find apartment 302 B.  After passing it, and pacing the halls until I found it, I set down my things and placed the key in the lock.  When the lock wouldn’t budge, I took it out and tried it again and repeated this, cursing as colorfully as a sailor.  Finally, I blew out a breath, and had kicked the door out of frustration, when a tall shadow loomed over me.  
 
   I froze.  My heart went into over-drive.  Attempting to calm down, I remind myself, normal people wouldn’t do this, they wouldn’t panic when someone approaches them. He’s not here, I repeated silently, he’s not coming for you. I regained my composure before turning around to face the stranger behind me.  
 
   I came face to face with the chest of someone so beautiful it hurt my head trying to figure out how someone could be that perfect.  Normally, this man would have intimidated me.  He was extremely tall, at least a foot taller than my 5’6.  And he was built, his muscles on full display under his black t-shirt.  His posture was stiff and uncomfortable, his jaw clenched.  That alone would have deterred me from interacting with him.  I would have found an exit and made an excuse to run.  But, when my eyes fell upon his, the need to run—the need to hide, wasn’t there.  I felt nothing but comfort and familiarity, and when I broke away from his gaze, I noticed the entirety of his skin was covered in intricate artwork. I felt connected, in some strange way.  What I could see of his tattoos was beautiful and sad.  It was as if the art on his body was telling a story, a story that was similar to my life.  And honestly, I wanted nothing more than to strip him down and look at every inch of the ink ingrained in his skin.  
 
   I took a deep breath and willed my eyes to leave the incredible ink before me.  Once I finally trailed my line of sight back to his, I stopped breathing for the second time that day.  As if he wasn’t this perfect-looking being to begin with, his eyes were just out of this world.  His left eye was as green as the grass in the spring, and his right eye was midnight blue like the sky after a storm.  
 
   I could see his posture relax, the intimidated stance he started with was now comfortable, mirroring the way I was starting to feel being in his presence.  
 
   Still, I stood there, staring at him, appraising him, like an idiot.  I’m sure I looked as if I had no idea what to do in the presence of the male species, which is only partially true.  In my teenage years, the days before everything changed, I spent my days thinking and talking about boys, like the average young girl but when it came to doing more than just dreaming about those social interactions, I turned completely graceless.  Talking turned to stuttering, which then turned to blushing crimson red.  Hell, one time I giggled like a crazed hyena around a guy, just because he was handsome.  To my dismay, apparently I didn't grow out of the embarrassing awkwardness. So, in true Emery Jane fashion, I made the situation with the opposite sex, completely awkward.   
 
   My mind was still focused on him, completely overwhelmed by the way he looked and by the way he had me feeling without uttering a single word to me.  The connection between my brain and my mouth was severed.  And all I could do was look into his multicolored eyes. 
 
   The stranger gazed at me with a cloud of emotions running across his face.  Our eyes met again, but this time, neither one of us looked away, we just gaped at each other, with this intensity running between us.  It wasn't a carnal emotion, it was something different, something on another level I wasn't sure I understood.   
 
   After what seemed like an eternity of studying each other, he looked away and cleared his throat.  
 
   "Do you need help getting in?” he asked, his voice deep, dark, sensual. 
 
   "Um—no--I mean—yes.  It's jammed,” I stuttered, blushed, and made a complete fool of myself in the first sentence.  
 
   He grinned a half grin, showcasing a small dimple on his left cheek, and chuckled.  The sound resonated through me, willing all my nerves to relax.  I let out a laugh of my own and turned to try the key again.  When it didn't work, I felt him move closer to me, feeling his breath on the back of my neck.  His hand reached out and grazed mine as he took a turn with the door.  
 
   I stood frozen in place, my hand still out in front of me.  He jimmied the door knob for a second, turned the key, and lifted up, opening the door.  
 
   He looked behind and smiled, sweeping his arm out to display his handy work.  I laughed, realizing that it had been a long time since I had laughed so much in one day.   
 
   "Thank you.  How did you even know how to do that?” I asked, surprised that I was able to get a full sentence out without stuttering.  
 
   "I help our landlord with the maintenance in exchange for beer he gets imported from Germany. It's a pretty good trade off if you ask me," he said, pride shining through him from earning such a good deal.  It warmed my heart and made me envious all at once, to be able to be so proud and so happy about such a small thing.  I longed to have the ability to see the good in all things, big or small.  
 
   "Sounds like it. Although I'd say it would be a perfect deal if it was Shiner Bock,” I countered, feeling more at ease with each passing second.  The awkwardness was beginning to fade, making way for my personality to shine through.  
 
   "Now that is a good beer," he said, nodding in approval. I smiled again, which I noticed happened when he spoke. 
 
   “I’m Knox Holloway,” he said, his arm outstretched, initiating a handshake.  
 
   “Emery Jane Halifax,” Knox’s large hand wrapped firmly around mine.  I was reeling at just the smallest touch from him. I wanted to laugh at myself for reacting in such a way toward him.  After all, he was just a man, not some superhero, but I took solace in the fact that I was feeling something other than paranoia or pain.  
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Emery Jane,” Knox said. The way my name rolled off of his tongue made my head go cloudy and my limbs go numb, I had to remind myself to keep breathing. 
 
   “You too, Knox.” Once again we found ourselves standing and staring in complete silence.  It should have been uncomfortable, to stand and look so intently at someone you just met, and have no words being spoken. But, it was actually kind of interesting because it gave me the complete freedom to gape at him, to try my hardest to analyze him.
 
   Knox’s jaw clenched and relaxed over and over again, as he looked at me from head to toe.  From what I could tell, he was trying to figure me out just as much as I was him.  I had a feeling that this was not the normal kind of reaction people had to meeting someone they’re attracted to.  Sure, lust changed the way the general population acted, but this was something different than lust.  I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but it intrigued me.  
 
   "So, you just moved in today?” he asked, breaking the trance between us.  
 
   "What gave me away? Was it the suitcases or the complete lack of knowledge as to how to open my own door?" I dead-panned, suddenly proud at the witty come back.  Knox threw his head back and dissolved into laughter and by the expression on his face, it surprised him as much as it did me to hear the sound come from my own mouth.  Curiosity filled me, and I felt myself needing to know why he seemed like didn’t laugh often.  I felt myself wanting to spill my guts and tell him that I know the feeling, I completely understand him, even if I don’t know his circumstances.  But I didn’t. Instead, I listened and let the sound resonate through me, making me feel that warm excitement.  
 
   When his laughter turned to a light chuckle, he looked at me and smiled, showing that little dimple once again.  I wanted to reach out and trace it with my finger.  It was adorable, making his masculine face a little bit softer.  
 
   "I like you.  You're funny," he said, in a matter of fact tone.  Before I could respond, he picked up my bags and walked through my front door without an invitation.  That might have annoyed me on any other day, with any other person, but something was telling me that he wasn't just another person, he might just be important.  How, why, I had no idea, but it was enough to make me want to find out.  
 
    I grabbed the small cardboard box and followed him inside, setting it on the kitchen counter, next to where he was standing.  I looked around my apartment and felt a little bit of pride to see that all of this space was mine, and knowing I didn’t have to leave any time soon.  I didn’t have to have an escape plan, or have my things ready to go at a moment’s notice, this place was mine.  From the maroon-colored walls to the cherry wood stained floors, it was all mine.
 
   "Do you need help with the rest of your stuff?" 
 
   "This is all of it,” I admitted, patting the box containing what few belongings I had.  Nerves instantly filled me as I realized how it might look that I didn’t have much to my name.   Most people probably have at least half a dozen boxes, and a closet full of clothes.  But here I was, two bags and a box of items to my name, and no way to explain exactly why that was.  He hadn’t asked, but if he did, what was it supposed to say? I've been on the run since I was 18 and this is all I've kept? 
 
   "Really? Normally that's what a woman packs for a weekend away, not what she has to move into a new apartment.  I don’t know if I’m more intrigued, or impressed,” Knox stated, crossing his muscular arms across his chest.  That sight in itself, was enough to make a woman weak at the knees.   He was all that was perfection in the human body.  
 
   "I just don't have a lot. I'm not a real...materialistic person,” I said, slightly defensive. “Although, I think I'm going to have to invest in some things, like a bed, a couch, and maybe some food." 
 
   "And a TV" Knox chimed in.  
 
   "No. No TV needed here." 
 
   "What? What do you mean no TV? What do you do for fun?” he asked, surprised by my admission.
 
   "I read, or write, or I don't know, go outside and do things that don't involve being a couch potato.  Besides, I can't remember the last time I actually watched TV. I wouldn't know what to do with myself." 
 
   "It's easy. You grab a beer, turn the TV on, and become one with the couch.   You can come over to my house and try it out any time," he said, his eyes meeting mine once again.  Just the thought of there being another time where I could interact with him, spend time with him, was completely thrilling.  It wasn't something I was used to.  
 
   Over the years, dating didn't really make it on my radar.  Sure, I found people attractive, and I even had a few one night stands, but dating? Divulge my life to someone else? Possibly bringing danger into their life? That wasn't something I thought I could ever do.  That was, until today.  Until Knox.  
 
   "Thanks for the offer.  But I think I’ll stick to my reading, you know, gain some brain cells instead of lose them," I joked, lightly pushing at him, surprised at how easily I was starting to connect with him.  I could almost pass for normal.  
 
   "Suit yourself.  All I'm saying is you haven't lived until you've spent an entire day watching Adam Sandler movies and letting yourself forget the world exists,” Knox said, his face wistful.  
 
   "That doesn't sound too bad.  Maybe I will take you up on that offer after all," I practically whispered, my cheeks on fire once again.  
 
   "I was thinking of ordering a pizza and watching some movies later tonight, if you'd like to join me?” he questioned, his eyes widening as if he wasn’t completely confident in what he just asked.  My expression mirrored his as I scrambled to figure out what to say.
 
   I just met the man, and sure, I felt some sort of intense connection to him, but was that a good enough reason to take a risk in my life? That question seemed irrelevant, because in our ten minute conversation, I found myself wanting to talk to him more. He made me feel good, normal, as if my life before this moment didn’t exist.  Like today was chapter one of my life, and Knox was the first word.  
 
   But, was this what I was supposed to do in this new life of mine? Was I expected to forget the reality of my past? Should I lie to everyone around me? Start relationships based off of a fabrication? Did I need to forget the danger that comes with the nightmare? All these questions were swimming in my head but I had no way to answer them. 
 
   So, I didn’t.  Instead of plaguing myself with self-doubt and uncertainty, I decided to file them away to deal with at a different time, a different place, because I wanted to enjoy the strange comfort I was feeling in this moment. 
 
   "Okay," was all I could manage. That smile returned to his face and behind the cloudy storm that occupied them, his eyes got a little brighter. 
 
   "Okay," he copied, as electricity zipped back and forth between us. Whatever this was, it was scary. But, it was also thrilling, the idea that my new life would have excitement, instead of death and despair. I had the chance to start fresh and live the life I’d always daydreamed about when I was in my darkest places. Was this where it all started? Would Knox be my first step into the dream life?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Knox
 
                 I shut Emery Jane’s door behind me and stood completely motionless in the middle of the hallway.  A smile crept onto my face as I recounted the last hour.  Of all the things I saw myself doing today, meeting Emery Jane wasn’t one of them, but it was definitely the best thing I could have done today, tomorrow, or any day of the week.  
 
   When I walked into the hall leading to my apartment, I fully intended on going inside, grabbing a shower, and relaxing for a few hours before going to see Maddox.  I was completely blindsided to see this piece of perfection two doors down from mine, kicking and cussing like a grown man.  I couldn’t help but come to her rescue.  
 
   Normally, I kept to myself.  I don’t go out of my way to talk to people, let alone rescue damsels in distress.  I kept my inner circle very small.  Besides the occasional Skype session with my parents, who lived in Vermont, and the weekly hangouts with my best friend Nixon, I didn’t keep any one close.  I had acquaintances, but anything else required trust, and that’s something I lost a long time ago. But, there was something about her that called out to me. One glance at that long blond hair and petite frame, and I was hooked. It was when I looked closer that I became more intrigued, it made me want to have an actual conversation with this woman.
 
   There was something about the way she looked that just resonated deep within me.  She was definitely beautiful, but then again, beautiful just didn’t describe what I saw in her.  Her hair was pulled into a ponytail that gave me a chance to see all of her face, neck, and shoulders. Her skin was smooth, clear, and flawless, like a porcelain doll.  Her eyes were a hypnotic green drawing you in with its beauty, and the yellow around her pupil could keep you staring into them for days.  Her body was thin, but there were curves, curves that had me itching to touch them, to feel them.  In the thirty seconds I had to survey her before I introduced myself, I came to the conclusion that there weren’t enough words in the English dictionary to describe her beauty.
 
   She was perfection.  She was flawless.  But, she was broken inside.  That much I knew.  It didn’t take much for me to figure that part out.  The look in her eyes, the damage that shone through the green and yellow, was exactly what I saw in my own when I looked in the mirror.  And I learned that it takes a lot more than a few bumps in the road to give a person that kind of expression.
 
   I felt something that resembled longing, as the minutes went by and our conversation flowed.  I don’t know if it was longing for Emery Jane, or for human contact, all I knew is that it was eating away at me.  
 
   When I finally asked her over to my place, it came as a shock to me, just as it did to her.  I toyed with the idea of seeing her again, with the idea of getting to know her, and seeing all that made her tick.  But thoughts of Bailey and what she would do to me and to her, if she found out, made me nervous.  It might seem irrational to think that way, but after witnessing Bailey’s path of destruction, I knew better than to give her a reason to ruin me.
 
   So why did I ask Emery Jane out after all? Why did I decide to risk it? I had no idea.  I tried to figure out the answer as I stood in the hallway, feet frozen in place.  I shook my head, clearing it of all thoughts, negative and positive, and made my way into my apartment.  
 
   I didn’t have time to kick up my feet like I had planned, so I hopped in the shower, rinsing off the day, and got dressed.  I threw on a pair of jeans, and a black long sleeve t-shirt and pulled on my gray knit beanie.  I sat on the edge of my bed, with my head in my hands, mentally preparing myself for yet another run-in with Bailey.  It was worth it, but it took a lot on my part not to crumble under the pressure.  
 
   I grabbed my black boots and laced them up before stepping out of the door.  I took my time as I walked to my car.  I wanted to see my son, but it was emotionally taxing to deal with Bailey every single time.  Looking over the list Bailey gave me the day before and sighing, wishing this torment would end.  I couldn’t wait for the day I could stop buying useless things for the mother of my child.  It was a small price to pay though, so I guess I should thank my lucky stars that buying a carton of cigarettes was all I had to do to see Maddox.  
 
   After stopping at the gas station for a pack of Marlboro Reds, Chex Mix, Cheez-Its and gum, I made my way toward Bailey’s house.  The commute to the other side of town took a while, especially in rush hour traffic. It gave me time to think of my life, and all the things I wish I could be doing with my son, if the situation was different.  
 
   The first day I spent without Maddox, I started to imagine the things fathers and sons are supposed to do together.  It put a crack in my heart when I realized I wouldn’t have a shot at doing any of those things.  My son was a day old and I was already going to miss out on his entire life.  I wasn’t going to be the one to burp him, change him, or let him fall asleep on my chest.  I wouldn’t be able to teach him how to walk, and I wouldn’t hear him say “Dada” for the first time.  I wasn’t going to be the person to teach him what little I knew about sports, or take him rock climbing.  I wouldn’t experience it when he started school, made his first friend, or had his first crush.  There was an entire list of things I knew I was going to miss.  But it didn’t stop me from dreaming that I would be there for every single one.  
 
   I tried to picture what Maddox and I would be doing right now, if Bailey weren’t in the picture.  But, when the image came to mind of Maddox and I in a life without her, it just made my heart break more, knowing damn well that the day might never come.
 
   I parked my truck in the parking lot of Bailey’s apartment and prepared myself the way I did every time I had to see her.  I took a few deep breaths and reminded myself of how much Maddox was worth it.  
 
   My steps quickened as I got closer to her door, and knocked on the door, careful not to knock too loudly, knowing that Bailey would be quick to take away my privileges if I did. I hated Bailey, but that didn’t stop me from needing to be near my son.
 
   I could hear voices on the other side of the door, but no one came to open it.  I lifted my hand and knocked a little louder this time, cringing when I heard her raspy voice through the wooden barricade. 
 
   I clenched my jaw and could feel my stance stiffening as she opened the door.  I appraised her the way I always do, to watch for any red flags.  She was dressed to the nines in a sequin-covered dress and heels as tall as a hooker’s.  Her makeup was bright gold, extravagant, and in my opinion, incredibly too much.  It made me wonder what I saw in her all those years ago.  
 
   Bailey noticed my eyes on her and she smiled a cocky grin.  She thought I was checking her out. If she only knew the truth, that I was entirely repulsed by her, she wouldn’t be looking at me with eyes full of memories of what we once had. She would be screaming, and threatening to tear apart everything I’ve worked for.  
 
   “Well, hello Knox,” she sing-songed.  The hairs on my arms stood up with annoyance.  Her voice was like nails on a chalk board to me.  
 
   “Hello Bailey,” I said, peaking around her to look for Maddox.  She closed the door so all I could see was her and stretched her hand out, palm up, as if asking for something. 
 
   “Do you have my stuff?” 
 
   “Yes, I do.  Although, I have no idea why you needed all of these snacks, I just bought groceries for you a couple days ago,” I grumbled, irritated at the things I had to buy for her, but most of all irritated at myself.  
 
   “Is it really any of your business?” Yes. Yes it is I wanted to scream at her.  I wanted to shake her and ask her how she didn’t see that all of this was entirely fucked up.  But I couldn’t. I stood there and shook my head no, like an obedient child.  It was Bailey’s game, and only Bailey would win.  
 
   “Can I see Maddox please?” I pleaded.  Bailey contemplated my request for a moment, and then turned and yelled for Maddox.
 
   “Hey, kid! Your father is here.”  I was about to say something about the way she was speaking to him, when Maddox peaked around the corner, his face bright with wonder.  My heart broke open and spilled out in my chest with love for him.  There was nothing, absolutely nothing, I wouldn’t do for him and that included dealing with the devil herself.  
 
   “Hey bud! You ready to go?” I asked reaching out for him.  When he was firmly attached to my leg, I could feel myself relax.  He was here.  He was safe.  
 
   “Be back in a couple hours.  I’m having people over tonight, and I want him in bed and out of the way by the time everyone gets here. Got it?” she explained, but slammed the door in my face before I could answer her.  I looked down at my son as he looked up at me and I smiled.  One of those face-hurting smiles.  I picked Maddox up and hugged him tight, cherishing every minute I had with him. 
 
   ***
 
   I held Maddox in my arms as we made our way toward Bailey’s apartment.  I could feel the tension coiled through his tiny little muscles.  He didn’t want to come back here.  He never did.  And it killed me to bring him back here every day, when I know he should be coming home and staying with me.  
 
   We stopped one door away from Bailey’s, so we could have a proper goodbye without the hysterics that come with her.  I sat him down in front of me, and made sure he was looking at me.  The anxiety that was etched on his face was more than normal, and I would be lying if I said it didn’t worry me.  
 
   It was true that I never really learned exactly what went on in that house, but I knew that it was bad.  It was enough to paint a picture of what true panic looks like on my six year old son.  The guilt I held inside for not being able to save him was all-consuming.  It gripped me with the strength of a thousand men, and it never relented.  As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t let the guilt show, and I couldn’t let it override what I really had to do.  And that was to protect him, even if I could only do it from far away.  
 
   I looked at Maddox in the eye and ruffled his hair, a sad attempt at earning a smile. When it didn’t work, I sighed, knowing that lame jokes weren’t going to take this away from him.  
 
   “I had fun with you today, little man,” I said. He nodded in agreement.  
 
   “Me too, Daddy,” he whispered and clamped his hand around mine.  He needed this comfort from me, and I would stop at nothing to make him feel safe like this every day.  
 
   “Think of what you want to do with me tomorrow, okay? We will do whatever you want.” The tears threatened to come, but I willed them back, knowing this was not the time or place.  They would be saved for the late nights I spend alone, worrying myself to death.  
 
   “Daddy, don’t make me go back,” Maddox blurted with wide eyes.  Everything inside of me hurt, because all I wanted in this life was to keep him from here.  I had been trying for six years to make this all disappear, to take him away from the demons he has to face in this house. 
 
   “Buddy, you know I wouldn’t make you go back there if I had any other choice. You know that right? You know that I love you?” he nodded vigorously, with tears flowing down his face, his chest heaving with sobs.  
 
   “I don’t like when she has people over, Daddy.  They scare me.”  This wasn’t the first time he admitted this to me.  In fact, every time Bailey invited her scumbag friends over, he relayed this information. He was scared. Terrified. Every. Single. Time.  And every time I asked him why, I got radio silence.  I could only imagine what went on behind those doors.  
 
   “I know little man, I know. Do you still have the phone I gave you?” I question, hoping that Bailey didn’t discover it.  After the first time he told me about the scary people in his house, I went out and bought him a cell phone.  It was a pay-as-you-go flip phone, with two numbers programmed into it, mine and the Police.  The only two numbers he needed.  I showed him how to use it, and said that if there was ever a time he needed me to rescue him, to call me and I would be there.  
 
   “I hid it in my super-secret hiding place, just like you told me.” Maddox looked around while admitting this, making sure no one could hear him.  He took our secret very seriously.  
 
   “Okay, good. Remember, if something happens tonight, and you need me, just call me. I promise I’ll answer. Okay?” he stared at me for a minute, like he was committing me to memory, the way I do with him, every time I leave.  I grabbed him for the biggest hug I could manage and whispered to him, “I love you Maddox.  I love you from the sun, to the moon, and back again.” 
 
   “I love you too, Daddy.  From the sun, to the moon, and back again,” I held him in my arms for a few more minutes, as he held onto me for dear life, preparing himself for what he was about to face. It killed me that he had to be so brave, so strong, and was so young at the same time.  
 
   We walked the rest of the way to the door and knocked, his hand in mine the entire time. Bailey opened the door, looked at the way Maddox clung to me and gave me a threatening look.  I think a part of her was always envious of the connection we had, because deep in her heart, she knew she wasn’t capable of loving someone like this, even if it was her own flesh and blood.  
 
   Bailey grabbed Maddox quickly before slipping me a list of her demands for the following day.  he slammed the door in my face.  he didn’t even give me the chance to mutter a goodbye.  The string of curse words coming out of my mouth could rival a sailor. And at that moment, I realized I wouldn’t wish this feeling of pure hatred on my worst enemy. Not even Bailey. Because this feeling was one that clung to every molecule that made up a person’s body. This feeling was the reason for those who rot from the inside out.  And I could feel it inside me, consuming me, and ruining me.  
 
   I stood there, staring at the door, at a complete loss. How did it come to this? How did I let this woman ruin the life of the person most important to me? I took a few deep breaths, determined not to let the guilt overrun me. After a few minutes, I turned toward the parking lot and left. Every step I took felt heavy and slow, knowing that I was leaving my son behind, when it was the last thing I wanted to do.  
 
   The drive home became a blur of lights and noise as thoughts infiltrated my mind. By the time I actually made it to my apartment, I was sufficiently riled up and panic had made a place in my chest. It was Memorial Day weekend, which meant a weekend of partying at Bailey’s house and three days of worry for me. The thought alone made me cringe and I could only imagine what it was going to be like over there.  
 
   I dragged myself from the car, and headed toward the staircase leading to my third story apartment. I took the stairs two at a time, my long legs hitting every stair with a bounce, and my mind completely preoccupied. Every step I took became quicker, especially with the thought of finally decompressing after a stressful day with a beer and a good movie.  
 
   As I made my way into my apartment, I pulled out my phone, texting Nixon. He was the only one in the world I had to talk to about Bailey and Maddox. So in times like this, I needed to vent, even if I couldn’t tell him the whole story.  
 
   Nixon and I were as close to family as you could get. We had known each other since college, but our friendship was unbreakable. We met our freshman year when we were assigned to the same dorm room. The roommate situation could have easily gone south, but from day one, we hit it off, and had the time of our lives. Where we lived was small, but that didn’t stop us from turning it into a bachelor pad. We hosted parties, invited women over, drank ourselves sick, and then studied our asses off to make up for it. It was the college dream. Until I met Bailey.
 
   Nixon was there to witness our relationship. He was there when we met, he watched every fight Bailey and I had over ridiculous things, he saw the rare moments in which I actually loved her, and he was by my side when she ruined everything.  
 
   I didn’t have to explain much, he was unusually perceptive and knew what was happening before I could even open my mouth. When Bailey told me she was pregnant, I was a goddamn wreck. I mean, I was young—too young, and I hadn’t seen my future involving her, let alone a child with her. I was in shock, and two thirds finished with a bottle of vodka when he came into the room and discovered me. He said there were only a few things in life that bring a man to his knees the way I was right then—a broken heart, a demolished dream, or of the end of someone’s life—sometimes even the imminent destruction of your own.  
 
   When I poured out my heart about my fear of being 
 
   connected to the psychotic ways of Bailey, and my fear of not being able to be a good enough father for my unborn child, he was there to hear it all, offering me advice and handing me the bottle during pauses.  
 
   It was then that I got a good glimpse at the life he had to lead. Nixon’s mother was a less than stellar person. Her addiction took precedence over the rest of her life, including her four children. Nixon, being the oldest, took care of every one. He was playing the role of their father by the time he was Maddox’s age. Where most children spend their childhood being young and carefree, he was forced to grow up and be an adult well before his time. He changed diapers, bathed them, fed them, took them wherever they needed to go, and was there for them in times of need. And his mother, although she was there some of the time, was useless. 
 
   That night, while I sat there drunk and completely confused, I listened as Nixon told me of his troubles, and confessed his fears. He confided in me the shear anxiety he felt while growing up. Realizing that the responsibility all fell on him to take care of his brothers and sisters, regardless of whether it was fair or not, was almost too much to take. But then, in between swigs of vodka and beer, he explained what kept him going, what changed his mindset when shit started feeling like it was just too much.  
 
   “Life isn’t always fair. There’s not always someone there to make sure you’re abiding to the black and white rules. It sucks sometimes, having to do the right thing, but in the end it’s worth it. Because in the end, I’m providing a life for my siblings that my mother couldn’t. I’m giving them the things they deserve, along with the things that they need. I may be breaking my back, and sacrificing the things I wanted, like a childhood and the ability to think about the little things in life that I wanted, like video games or a toy, or the choice of whether or not I wanted to go hang out with my friends, or work to pay the bills, but the end result of it all was worth it. Just like the end result of having a child with Bailey will be worth it. Because your life will change the second you hold that tiny baby,” I nodded my head in agreement all the while thinking just how right he was. He was so incredibly right.  
 
   After that night, we became more than just friends, we became brothers. Things started spiraling out of control, but at least I had someone to talk to that would understand, one person I could trust not to destroy everything.  
 
   He also became one of the only people that I ever introduced Maddox to. Bailey wasn’t aware of it of course, but I had brought Nixon with me on more than a few occasions. I needed Maddox to know that he would be safe and what better way to prove that than to bring a police officer with me?  
 
   There were times when Maddox seemed just as scared to leave the apartment as he was to go inside, and I had no idea what to do to ease him. Introducing Maddox to Nixon was one of the best decisions I could have made. They bonded, although it took some time for Maddox to get warmed up, but when he did they became great friends. It was important to me, you know, because I wanted to bring the one person I trusted around my son, so that if something ever happened to me, I would have someone on Maddox’s side.  
 
   Unfortunately, there was one thing I couldn’t talk to him about, the one thing no one in this world besides Bailey knew, and it was killing me. I wanted so badly to tell someone, anyone, especially my best friend, but it wasn’t a smart move. It would do nothing but complicate his life.  
 
   Knox: Bailey’s at it again.  
 
   Nixon: What else is new? Need me to come by after my shift? I could bring some beer and you could watch me beat your ass in Call of Duty.
 
   Knox: Nah, I’ve got someone coming over tonight. Plus, I would be kicking your ass, not the other way around.  
 
   Knox: Did you get ahold of your friend at CPS?
 
   I waited anxiously, hoping there would be good news in store for me tonight, and God knows I needed it. Nixon, being a well-respected police officer, made friends wherever he went, and that included CPS. He had been trying to get them to check on Bailey without my being involved, that way they might actually take the claims more seriously. It was a long shot, but it was worth trying. 
 
   Nixon: I heard back but it wasn’t good. They said that they’ve investigated too many times without anything coming up. Even with my influence it couldn’t sway them. In their eyes, she’s a non-issue. She always passes her inspections. I’m sorry bro. I tried.  
 
   I sighed in defeat. I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up, but it was inevitable. The prospect of someone catching Bailey in the act was something I wanted so badly and couldn’t help but dream of, even if it wasn’t realistic. There wasn’t anything I could do about it now, so it was back to square one.  
 
   Knox: I know. It’s fine. I knew it was a long shot.
 
   Nixon: Maybe if you just told me the entire story I could help you more.
 
   I felt bad withholding such important details of my life from someone I called my best friend. It made me feel even worse knowing that he was tuned in to my secretive ways. Nixon wasn’t stupid, he knew I was hiding something, he just had no idea what, and no matter how hard he pressed, how much he questioned, I never relented. 
 
   Knox: You know I can’t do that.  
 
   Nixon: So you keep saying. Look, we will figure this out soon. I promise. I’ve got to go. Drunk and disorderly call just came in.
 
   Knox: Have fun with that. Be safe bro.  
 
   Suddenly, the depression, the rage, the disappointment that Bailey was winning yet again, that my son was still being forced to live somewhere that caused him panic, that I would sleep in my apartment without my boy again, was hitting me full force.  And when the emotions within me got this way, there wasn’t a lot that would pull me out.  
 
   And then it hit me. I was having Emery Jane over in an hour and suddenly, I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea. Not that I didn’t want to see her, because I found myself wanting to talk to her again after I left, but I was messed up in the head, and all I wanted to do was drown my sorrows with a six pack of my best beer, or a bottle of Jack. I could only take so much in a day, and I was starting to think I had hit my limit.  
 
   But then with a flash, a single image of Emery Jane appeared in my head. The way her eyes bored into mine with intensity and her lips curled up in a slight smile. And with that image, that longing I felt returned, and I knew any chance I had of keeping her away was long gone.  
 
   My heart was still heavy and I had this feeling in the pit of my stomach that something was off, but it helped knowing that she would be here.  
 
   I stopped in my tracks with that realization.  I couldn’t remember the last time anything helped me, and I had tried it all. The simple company of my friends, and the phone calls from my family provided a small distraction from what was otherwise a chaotic life, But they didn’t help, not in the way this stranger was helping me. It both intrigued me and scared me all at once.  
 
   I sat on my couch, with my head in my hands. What was happening to me? My mind should be on my son, but I couldn’t stop the thought of her invading my mind. This wasn’t like me, this wasn’t like me at all. Before I could think too much on the subject, my doorbell rang.  
 
   I stood, slowly walked to the door, and looked through the peephole. There she stood, still beautiful despite the distortion from the tiny hole I saw her through. I took a second to look around, making sure my place wasn’t a mess, and opened the door.  
 
   When Emery Jane saw me, her lips parted and I could tell she wasn’t breathing. I would be lying if I said it wasn’t good for my ego to see her react like that. It wasn’t as if I had never had that kind of reaction, but it never really mattered to me before. But it mattered to me now. She was making an impact on me. 
 
   “Hi,” I greeted her with a smile on my face. Her eyes connected with mine, and she seemed to come back from whatever mental trip she just took.  
 
   “Hi. I hope you don’t mind, but I brought beer,” Emery Jane added, her face dancing with amusement. I stood to the side and let her walk past me, then she stopped and looked around my apartment with wonderment.  
 
   “Do I mind if you brought beer? I would mind if you didn’t bring beer,” I said to her, grabbing the beer out of her hand, and walking it to the fridge. Emery Jane followed behind me and leaned her elbows on my granite counter. She looked so relaxed, unlike just a few hours ago. I liked seeing that on her, the dark storm rolling across her face had seemed to settle. It was beautiful, like the calm before a storm.  
 
   “You know, if I didn’t know any better, I would say you have a problem there, Knox,” she mentioned nodding towards the cases of beer in my fridge. I threw my head back and laughed. If she only knew just how far from the truth that really was. I rarely drank to get drunk. For the most part, I kept beer around to unwind from a stressful day.  
 
   “What can I say? It’s one of my only vices. There’s nothing better than coming home after a shitty day and popping open a cold one,” I admitted, taking the top off of a bottle and handing it to her. She took the beer and stared it for a moment, before licking her lips and taking a long sip. My eyes stayed on her as I did the same, feeling the icy cold liquid go down my throat.  
 
   We fell silent, her surveying my place in a way that made me nervous, and me studying her in a way that would probably unnerve her if she had any idea. I took in every detail of her, mentally taking a picture of every single thing I saw, the flashes going off in my head like cameras of the paparazzi. 
 
   Emery Jane wore her hair down in loose curls that framed her face, making her look like an angel. She wore no makeup, except for her lips. They were stained crimson red and stuck in a permanent grin that I was starting to realize was her playful smile. And that it was to die for. And the way she was dressed was killing me. She was in a pair of tight skinny jeans with holes around the knees and black beat up combat boots that, to be honest, looked just like mine. Her black top fell off of her left shoulder, showing an impressive tattoo that had me curious. The shirt covered half of it but from what I could see, there were wings, intricately drawn in black and grey. 
 
   Emery Jane wasn’t dressed up. She wasn’t trying to be overly impressive, she was just being her. It was right up my alley.  
 
   She looked at me like she wanted to say something, but paused, debating it. I scrutinized her, my brows raising in question. She looked away and sighed, making me wonder exactly what was bothering her so much.  
 
   “Spit it out. What’s on your mind?” I said, realizing that she wasn’t used to my blunt personality.  
 
   “It’s just, your place. It’s so…,” Emery stopped, trying to find the right words to say.
 
   “It’s so what? Manly? Awesome? Impressive?”
 
   “Lonely,” she blurted, eyes wide like a deer in headlights. I gaped at her, then looked around in complete surprise. Was my place really coming off as lonely? The set up was the same as hers, although the color of my walls was gray where hers were maroon. I had the same cherry wood floors, which were spotless.  My couch, TV, and coffee table were the only things in the living room. But, did that really scream ‘I’m a lonely fuck?’ I bristled at her confession. I’m not sure why it bothered me to hear her say that, but it did, it really did. 
 
   “And what makes you say that?” I asked, my tone a little sharp. She squeezed her eyes shut in embarrassment.  
 
   “There are no pictures or anything personalized. It’s just…stuff. You have a couch and a TV, but you don’t have anything showing any part of your life. Why?” she asked, and for once, I had no idea what to say. What could I tell her that would explain why I kept things the way I did? 
 
   “Says the woman who just moved into a new house with two bags and a box to her name.” 
 
   “You’re deflecting,” she said. I moved past her and sat on the couch, nodding my head toward the seat next to me. Emery Jane firmly stood at the counter, silently letting me know that she wasn’t going to move until I answered her question.  
 
   “And, you’re asking a lot of questions.” Her eyebrows shot up in annoyance and I sighed. “Look, I don’t know why I haven’t made this place feel personal. Maybe it’s because no one is ever in here and I don’t have a reason to impress them with a slide show of my life. Or maybe, it’s because I have too many things going on in my life to really care about something so trivial. Why does it matter?” I realized I sounded like a pompous ass. She was right, I was deflecting. She was also right, my place was lonely.  It was isolated and barren because it was missing my son. My apartment was this way because, in all honesty, I was lonely and it showed throughout the empty walls.  
 
   “It doesn’t, I guess. It just makes me wonder about you,” Emery Jane admitted, finally leaving her post and walking over to the couch.  
 
   “There’s not much for you to wonder about. I’m a simple guy.”
 
   “There’s a ton for me to wonder about. I want to get to know you.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I do. Is that so bad?” 
 
   “No. I guess it’s not.  It’s just different.”
 
   “Sometimes different can be good. Sometimes different can change your life,” I let her words sink in. She was right. Emery Jane was unique, and she sure as hell was changing something, whether or not it was something as big as my life, was yet to be determined. But, here she was, changing everything.  
 
   “Okay then Emery Jane. Wonder away. Ask me whatever your heart desires,” I said, nervous as to where this conversation was going to go.  
 
   “What do you do for a living?”
 
   “Oh, starting off with the hard ones, huh?” I joked. Emery Jane slapped me on the shoulder playfully. “I’m a photographer.” 
 
   “What kind of photography are you into?” 
 
   “I do a little bit of everything, but my favorite is portraits.” When she looked at me in surprise, I shook my head. “It’s not the kind you’re probably thinking of. Most people imagine all portraits being like the cheesy glamour shots, but that’s not what I do. Personally, I love the up close and personal portraits. The ones that show a person’s innermost secrets. The ones where you look into their eyes and can see their entire life story. Those are my favorites,” she appeared lost in thought at my confession. Something about what I said triggered her. And suddenly, she bolted.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 Holy shit. He is perfect. I was drowning in his confession. It was hard not to react that way when the man just confessed to capturing the soul of his subjects. It had me feeling antsy, and kind of ready to bolt, but intrigued and needing to know more. If he could capture that in a picture, what did he see when he stared so intently into my eyes? Could he see that I was hiding something? Could he see the damage that ran in my bones? Could he feel it when he looked at me? 
 
   Suddenly, I felt hot. My body was burning up from the inside out and my mind was on the fast track to panic. I needed to move, I needed air. I stood up, surely startling him, and walked around his living room quickly spotting the nearest exit. When I spotted the back door I practically sprinted to it, throwing back the black curtains, opening the door, and stepping out.
 
   The cold, salty air hit me head on. It felt amazing. My body was no longer on fire, and my mind began to slow. I put my hands on the back of my head and took a few deep breaths, fully aware that I looked like a lunatic. I wouldn’t be me, if I didn’t.  
 
   I felt Knox come out behind me. He just stood there watching me, waiting for me to make the first move. I appreciated that he didn’t push me. He didn’t come out here guns a blazing, demanding I tell him what the hell just happened. He just stood there and waited, giving me my space.  
 
   After a few minutes, I turned around and looked at him. His eyes were clouded with concern, and mine were wet with tears. It only took a second of debate on his part to reach out and caress my cheek. It was the most comforting thing anyone had ever done to me. Isn’t that sad? I couldn’t remember the last time I had someone around to simply touch me, or tell me it’s going to be okay. I had phone calls with Jay, but that wasn’t the same as having someone physically there with you. Because sometimes, you need that touch to know that everything is going to be okay.  
 
   Our eyes stayed locked, and my heart continued to beat out of my chest so forcefully, I wondered if he could feel it. I reached my hand up to his and covered it, closing my eyes, reveling in the simple physical connection to another human being.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered, unsure of what I was apologizing for. Maybe for being a complete basket case, or for pushing him to tell me about himself, when in reality, I wasn’t willing to do the same. Whatever the case, he nodded in acknowledgment.  
 
   “It’s okay Emery Jane. I’m not sure what has you so scared, so broken, but I understand. I’m not sure how, because I have no idea what your story is, but something about the way you look right now tells me that we lived a similar life, filled with more pain than we should have to carry.” The words tumbled off of his lips and impacted me in a way I never saw coming. Understanding. That was a word and emotion, I never felt until now.  
 
   “I can’t tell you my story. I think I want to, but I just can’t.  Just know that whatever happened before this is history, and it doesn’t need to be rehashed,” I hoped he understood that. If he could understand the look in my eyes, he had to know that there were some stories that weren’t meant to be told. Some stories were too dangerous, too painful to be said out loud and put out into the universe. Some of them were meant to be buried just like my life as Amber.   
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   My eyes shot open in question, in shock. Was he really agreeing to just trust me and go about life as if I wasn’t carrying a giant secret? 
 
   “Okay?” I asked in disbelief. His eyes focused on me. He brought his forehead to mine and rested it there. An act that was intimate for the kind of relationship we had. We hadn’t known each other for long, only a few hours. We weren’t dating. We weren’t even really friends. But somehow we connected. Call it a case of kindred spirits, call it what you will, but I was starting to realize that it wouldn’t be smart to run away from this.  
 
   “Yes. I don’t need to know your story to give you a chance. Just like you don’t need to know mine. We can just start from here, both of us a blank slate. You don’t ask about my past and I don’t ask about yours. Deal?” he asked, and I took a second to ponder what he just said. Was I willing to give him the same benefit of the doubt as he did for me? There was a story behind him that I was dying to find out, but would I be able to do the same thing that I was asking of him?
 
   “Deal,” I said, extending my hand out to shake on it. He did the same and shook my hand playfully hard. I laughed, and started to feel freer than I had in a long time.  
 
   “How about we start over? I’ll go get the beers, and order the pizza, then we can sit out here and relax.” 
 
   “Sounds perfect to me,” I agreed, my chest filling with excitement, nerves, and happiness.  
 
   An hour later we were a six pack deep, listening to music, and talking back and forth learning simple things about each other.  
 
   I learned that Knox was the same age as me, born and raised in California. That didn’t surprise me, he looked the part. I discovered his love for all things music, metal especially. And that his parents lived about eight hours away. They didn’t come to visit often, but they Skyped every Sunday. It was his family’s form of a tradition, despite living thousands of miles away from each other. He mentioned his best friend, Nixon, and explained him in such a way that had me wanting to meet the man, because apparently, he was hilarious.  
 
   I also learned that Knox was extremely passionate. It was fascinating to watch. When Knox took a liking to something, he researched it, learned everything he could about it, and enjoyed watching the mystery of it unfold before him. And when he talked about the things he loved, like photography, or his family, he lit up, explaining everything he could about it, his whole body reacting as he spoke.  
 
   I propped my legs on the ledge of his patio and took a swig of my beer, watching him talk about the latest band he’d discovered. I was starting to feel a little light headed, and knew I needed to eat, or stop drinking. The last thing I needed was to be drunk. I set my beer down and looked at Knox.  
 
   It was dark, only the glow of from the city lights below us, but it lit up his profile in the most devastating way. He really was a perfect specimen. His jaw was strong, and his nose slightly crooked, the way fighters sometimes look. His lips were full and glistening with remnants of beer. Just looking at him made my body ignite, but more than anything, it made my mind ablaze. There was something so attractive about a man who could keep you thinking.  
 
   Knox turned his head and arched one eyebrow in question.  
 
   “Can I help you?” he asked with humor in his voice. My cheeks grew red. I’d been caught red handed ogling him, so I might as well own it.  
 
   “You’re really good looking,” I admitted nodding my head confidently, like I had just laid out the smoothest line. He threw his head back and laughed that same hearty laugh I’d heard earlier in the day, and shook his head in amusement.  
 
   “And you’re incredibly beautiful,” he breathed, and my jaw dropped. Of all the things I expected him to say, that wasn’t one of them. “What? I thought we were saying things we were thinking.” 
 
   “You’re insane,” I said, not sure what to say to him next. I wasn’t the best at taking compliments. Knox’s phone vibrated on the table, saving me from further embarrassment.  
 
   “It’s probably the pizza guy,” he announced, as he stood up and went toward the front door. I watched him, admiring the way his body moved so effortlessly for being such a tall muscular man.  
 
   Suddenly Knox stopped, his shoulders tensing, his hands crushing his phone. He was deadly still, not even a breath could be seen coming from him. And in an instant, he went from still to a bat out of hell. He ran toward the kitchen, and I ran inside after him.  
 
   “Knox, what’s wrong?” I asked, a bit alarmed. He didn’t look at me, he barely acknowledged my presence. He just gathered his things, grabbed his keys, and walked to the door. “Knox! What’s going on? Where are you going?” I yelled after him, as he crossed the threshold from his apartment to the hallway. He stopped in his tracks, his head hung low, and looked back at me.  
 
   “It’s my son,” he said, the words threatening to break him in two. “I need to go.” 
 
   I paused, if only for a second, realizing what he just said. He had a son. A son. And he didn’t mention it to me. But then again, why would he? There was obviously a story there. A story that was tied to his past, one he didn’t want to share. I should feel annoyed by that fact, I couldn’t. Instead, I felt the need to help him, because the look on his face was enough to tell me he needed me. I was a stranger, but I recognized the pain in his face, and I knew he needed someone, something. I closed the door behind me and ran up behind him, grabbing his arm as I caught up to him.  
 
   “I’m coming with you,” I said firmly, not giving him another option. 
 
   He shook his head vigorously. “No Emery Jane, this doesn’t concern you. I need to go now,” he practically yelled. I followed him down the emergency stairs at the pace of an Olympic runner, and took off after him into the parking lot. I fell in sync with his run and grabbed the keys from his hand. When he stopped, he looked murderous. I cringed, fighting the fear that was seeping into my bones with just that look. I knew he wasn’t watching me like that because his anger was geared towards me. I took his keys, leaving him with no choice but to take me with him, but there was something serious going on and whatever it was, he didn’t need to be doing it alone. 
 
   “I’m not going to let you drive when you’re like this. Get in the truck and tell me where to go. And before you start arguing with me, just know that the more time you try and fight me on this, the longer it’s going to take to get to your son.” With that, he gave in and got into the passenger side, punching the address into the GPS. He knew exactly where he was going, but he was too pissed to speak.  
 
   My heart was starting to beat faster with the realization that what was happening was a complete mystery. I didn’t do well with surprises, but that didn’t stop me.  I put the car in reverse and bolted out of the parking lot as he made a phone call. 
 
   “Nixon….NO. Dude, shut the fuck up….It’s Maddox….Yeah, I’m on my way right now….Meet me there.”  His voice was filled with anger and laced with fear. My heart broke for him as I drove as fast as I could into the unknown.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   Knox
 
                 I sat in the passenger seat, grinding my teeth until they were throbbing in pain. When that didn’t help ease the restlessness in my body, I bit my lip drawing blood. My body was buzzing, radiating anger.  
 
   When I first picked up the phone, I fully expected it to be the pizza guy. But when the caller ID displayed my son’s name, I went into full protector mode. I hit answer and could hear his sobs. In that moment I experienced pain like I never had before. I didn’t need to know what was going on, I just needed to get to him and make sure he was safe. I needed to take him away from this. I called out to him through the phone and he meekly responded, whispering that there were people there and that he needed me. My body went cold, then hot, then cold again as I registered that I needed to get my ass in gear.  
 
   I told Maddox that I would be there, to just hold on, that I would save him, and told him I loved him. Before he could say it back, the line went dead.  
 
   My body hurt from all the emotions hitting me at once, but I didn’t have time to let it take over. I didn’t have time to ponder it.   I had to go. I got my things and left, not even thinking about Emery Jane and what she was going to do.  
 
   When she stopped me, I longed for her to take this pain away from me, away from my son. But I knew that was impossible, she didn’t know me, she didn’t know him, she was basically a stranger, a stranger I was letting myself pretend could fix everything, by letting me pretend my past wasn’t as complicated as it truly was. I was letting myself fantasize about a life in which I could meet someone and move forward with them, without the fear of my life collapsing around me. As much as I wanted Emery Jane to be the fresh start, the person to take the loneliness away, I couldn’t expect that of her. Not when she was damaged, and not while Maddox and I were so broken by Bailey. So I pushed her away, but when she pushed back, following me, and giving me that speech, I had to agree. She was right. She was so right.  
 
   So here I was, wishing she would drive a little faster, longing to hold her hand to calm the panic coursing through my veins, and wanting to be there so I could take whatever this was, and make it all disappear.  
 
   When we pulled into the parking lot I didn’t wait until the car was parked before I jumped out, letting my long legs guide me to Bailey’s door, not caring if Emery Jane followed me, only caring about getting to my son.  
 
   I got to Bailey’s door and pounded on it, trying the door knob and willing it to open. Just as I was about to kick it down, I felt a hand on my shoulder. When I turned, I saw the face of my best friend, Nixon, standing in his uniform, his partner just behind him. He uttered that he would take care of the door, and take care of Bailey, and for me to just find Maddox. I didn’t nod, I didn’t say okay, I just stood there, and waited for him to kick the door in. After all, he was an officer; it was legal for him to do it.  
 
   I scrambled through the broken wood and stopped cold when I looked at the view before me. There were close to a hundred people crammed into the small space of her apartment. The groups of people were loud, and incredibly intoxicated. Beer bottles, wine bottles, Jack bottles, all surrounded the floors. Red cups and wine glasses were in the hands of everyone there. But what got me, what completely brought me to my breaking point, was in the center of the room. The glass table that was covered from top to bottom in illegal substances. Cocaine, weed, Ecstasy, pills of every kind. There were bongs, razor blades, lighters, and even a light bulb. It was a drug addict’s dream. And who sat in the middle of the floor, in front of the table, with the pipe full of meth to her lips? Bailey. The mother of my child. The person who took care of my son day after day. The person who was responsible for all of my guilt, all of my heart ache.  
 
   I.
 
   Snapped.
 
   My legs took me across the room before my brain was registered what was happening. I kneeled next to Bailey and shook her by her shoulders, screaming at her. The only thing I could hear was the blood rushing in my ears, the panic pulsing through my veins, the anger coursing through every fiber of my being.  
 
   Bailey’s eyes were blank and cold. There was no recognition. There was no fight in them. Instead, they were filled with lust and bliss, as if everything was right in the world. She was high, and that was all that mattered to her.  
 
   “Where is our son?” I screamed, my voice unrecognizable. She responded with a lopsided smile and a high pitched laugh that trailed off at the end. I shook her again, then Nixon stepped in.  He took me by my mid-section and lifted me up, forcing me to stand. He pulled my face to his and made me focus his eyes.  
 
   “I’ll take care of her. Go. Find. Maddox. He needs you.” With that, I forced myself to leave Bailey behind, despite my immense need to destroy her, and bounded toward the hallway. I had never been in her apartment and had no idea what room he would be in.
 
   The hall was filled with people groping each other, grinding on one another like something out of a porn flick.  The first two doors I tried, were unsuccessful. I opened the last door on the left, and what I saw before me made me sick. 
 
   There was a group of people, half naked, and completely high out of their minds. Some of them were doing rails on the dresser. Some of them were smoking. A lot of them were fucking. But as much as all of that made me sick. It was the man hovering in front of the closet that made want to rip my eyes out.
 
   The man, that I would come to find out was Bailey’s boyfriend, was on his knees in front of Maddox. His posture was rigid with anger. My son was still. So incredibly still, it was scary.  
 
   “You deserve all of this,” he said, his voice drenched in anger. 
 
   “Your mother doesn’t love you. No one loves you,” he seethed.  
 
   “You deserve this,” he said, as he struck my son before slamming the closet door in an attempt to lock him away.  
 
   I pushed past the mass of disgusting people and grabbed the man by his white blonde ponytail, threw him on the ground, and punched him repeatedly in the face. I wanted to kill him. I wanted to make it so the words he verbalized would never make their way to another person’s ears. I wanted to make him hurt the way he hurt my son, the way he hurt me.  
 
   It wasn’t until I heard the tiny sobs and felt hands on my shoulders that I stopped. I looked up, the red fading from my vision. Emery Jane stood there, blocking my view of the closet. She didn’t say a word, not a single word. She just looked at me, and I knew I needed to stop what I was doing and focus. I needed to remember what was important.  
 
   I stood and walked, then crumbled at the sight of my son in the fetal position, in the closet. I knelt down and crawled in slowly, careful not to startle him. I reached out and smoothed his hair from his eyes. He jumped and a loud sob escaped him. His lip was swollen and bloody, and his cheek was red. Instantly, I grabbed him and pulled him into my lap, whispering to him, soothing him, in any way I could. I rocked him and cried as he cried into me.  
 
   I opened my eyes and looked around, noticing the blankets and pillows in the corner, the bowl of water, and the plate with half of a sandwich on it. It was clear that this was where she kept him, locked away like some prisoner, like something other than her flesh and blood. I wanted to kill her. I wanted to take this all away. I wanted this to be a nightmare. But it wasn’t, and I couldn’t. All I could do was pick up my son and take him far away from here.  
 
   I stood up, Maddox’s head buried in my chest, and looked at Emery Jane, who stared at me with an expression I wouldn’t dare read. We walked through the throngs of drunken people and into the living room where Bailey sat with her hands cuffed behind her back. She looked like a rabid dog, fighting against the restraints, yelling, screaming, and snarling.  
 
   I looked at her and she looked at me. Then she let out a scream, a carnal scream. There was nothing left for me to do.  She knew what this meant. She knew she had finally lost. But then again, in a way, so did Maddox. I said nothing to her as she yelled at me. I knew this wasn’t over. It was far from over. But at least for now, for tonight, I could hold my son and know that Bailey wouldn’t have a chance to fight back. I held Maddox close as he tried his hardest to bury himself into me, to protect himself.  
 
   We walked through the door and into the hall and each step we took away from the door, each step we took away from that personal hell, was a step we took in the right direction.  
 
   I didn’t know what I was supposed to do from here. In reality, I had no idea what actually happened that night, or any night before it, but I knew it was bad, and I knew I’d have to repair what she did to our son, my son. I saw things, I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that was all Maddox had been subjected to.  
 
   I vowed to protect him the day he was born, and I vowed to help put the pieces together now, because I hadn’t been able to do what I promised I would. The guilt, the unyielding guilt consumed me. But it wasn’t the guilt that had me feeling like I couldn’t breathe. It was the overwhelming realization that with this terrible nightmare came the light at the end of the tunnel. I was about to start my life with my son. Because he was mine and mine alone.  
 
   Somehow, I promised myself, that he would make it through this. He had to. He just had to.  
 
   The ride to our house was a blur. The walk to my apartment went by in a haze. I don’t remember opening my door ,or who followed behind me. I just held Maddox in my arms, pulled down the blankets to my bed, got in, and cuddled next to him, both of us shaking with sobs. Neither one of us slept. He held on to me for dear life, and I let him, holding onto him with the same strength.  
 
   I heard cupboards closing, the sound of water running, the light sound of the TV playing. And eventually, after the sun had come up, I heard the even sounds of Maddox’s breathing. I closed my eyes, kissed his head for the millionth time that night, and fell into a fitful sleep filled with nightmares.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 My eyes fluttered open with the sounds of crying. Alarmed, I sat up and surveyed my surroundings. I definitely wasn’t in my own place, and I wasn’t in a motel. And that’s when the night before hit me like a bus.
 
   The party. 
 
   The drugs.
 
   The bloodied man. 
 
   Maddox.  
 
   The images were burned in my mind, and I knew they would stay there for the rest of my life. There’s no way for me to describe what it was like, watching that scene unfold before me. The people had no concern for anything. No one seemed to notice Knox barreling through like a mad man, or the police officers that took the situation into their own hands. It was as if the only thing that they could see, was sitting on that glass table in bags and bottles.    
 
   But what was so deeply disturbing, what would haunt my dreams, was what was happening behind the doors of that bedroom. It wasn’t the groups of people going at it like rabbits, and it wasn’t the people with dollar bills pressed into their noses, it was the man in front of the closet door. The one with the disgusting determination in his eyes to bring the utmost pain to that little boy. The sweat dripping off of his forehead as he screamed at him, his tongue darting out of his mouth in concentration as he struck him. But most of all, it was the way his blood seeped from his face, after Knox hit him.  
 
   Seeing Knox like that, seeing anyone like that, was a trigger for me. I spent years under the thumb of a violent man, my living nightmare. I lived and relived, the times in which his fist collided with my face, every single day. Watching the way Knox’s hand destroyed the man’s face, took me back there—took me back to my past.  
 
   I wasn’t delusional enough to think that what Knox did was about anything other than protecting his son. Had that been my child, I would have done the same thing, if not more. But, seeing that kind of violence again, impacted me. I felt myself closing up, cowering within myself. I wanted to stop it, but I wasn’t sure how.  
 
   I knew that something had to be done to stop Knox from killing that man, not to give him mercy, but to save Knox from living with that guilt for the rest of his life. I didn’t want him to have the memory of cold dead eyes haunting him. Because, if I knew anything, it was the eternal damage that comes from seeing those eyes in your mind every single day. I knew once he saw his son, everything would change, he’s just that kind of man.  
 
   I’d stared at him as his eyes met the disaster in front of him for the first time. I watched like a voyeur as his gaze connected with the little boy, scared out of his mind. And it was then, that I could see everything through Knox’s eyes. I could see the guilt, the hurt, the fear, the love, the complete destruction all on display. I couldn’t take it and I had to avert my eyes.  
 
   I heard the muffled sobs from both him and his son, and it tore me in two. But still, I didn’t leave his side, despite feeling like I was intruding for seeing these things. I knew he needed me, somehow, even if he didn’t ask, even though I was practically a stranger, I was determined to be the one to help.  
 
   When we finally got back to his apartment, I stayed back and watched as Knox took the little boy into his room. He closed the door behind him, and stayed there through the night. I halfway expected him to come out at some point, but when he didn’t, I felt relieved. I felt relieved because I wasn’t sure what to say when I did face him. How do you tell someone that it’s going to be okay, when it feels like it’s the end of the world? 
 
   I grabbed my phone and checked the time. Realizing that I was, again, up too early and not going to be able to fall back asleep, I walked to the kitchen in search of the love of my life, coffee. When I spotted the sleek black coffee maker, I did a small happy dance, throwing my hands in the air and shaking my hips.  I wasn’t going to be able to face this day without a major dose of caffeine, and if Knox was anything like me, he would feel the same.  
 
   As I waited for the coffee to brew, I nosed around the pantry in search of something I could make for breakfast. I ended up opening and closing every single cabinet before I realized the only thing that Knox kept in his kitchen was a bag of chips and beer. I might have been overstepping my boundaries here, but no one could survive off of that, especially not a little boy. I made myself a list on a scrap piece of paper I’d found on the counter, and slipped on my shoes. I threw my hair in a ponytail, grabbed my wallet, and slipped out as quietly as I could, hoping and praying he wouldn’t wake up before I came back.  
 
   It only took me a half hour before I snuck back in with my arms full of groceries, determined to help soothe the soul with some food. I laid the ingredients out on the counter and got to work, attempting to be quiet.  
 
   My mind became lost as I simultaneously flipped pancakes, baked the bacon, and scrambled the eggs.  The previous night was a giant reminder, and now, my mind kept going to places I didn’t want it to.  
 
   I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about my childhood, my past, and just how much I could relate to the beaten down look Maddox had on his face when he emerged from the closet. Sure, our situations were nothing alike, but I recognized the hurt in his eyes. The way he clung to Knox reminded me a lot of the way my brother and I were when The Nightmare struck. We were each other’s lifeline. After all, we were the only ones that truly understood what it was like, living the life we did.  
 
   Wade was a few years younger than me, but I shielded him with everything I had. When things happened, when our life would get rough, I was the one protecting him. He didn’t want it to be that way, but he never really had a choice. I was more hard-headed, more determined, especially when it came to my brother. But, when it stopped being so easy to protect him, he had to witness first-hand what I was shielding him from, we banded together, knowing full well we couldn’t change a damn thing.  
 
   I couldn’t count the amount of times we sat together, huddled in a heap of frantic breathing and tear stained faces, with him clinging to me, or me to him, desperate for comfort, and support. Watching Maddox do that to Knox took me right back to those nights I spent with Wade, and it made my heart bleed.  
 
   Life wasn’t always that way for us though. No, there were years before it all started, before The Nightmare struck, before everything changed. Life was happy. When I pictured those years, they were always so bright, like the memories were stained in yellow to highlight the best times of my childhood. The ones that were filled with fun family adventures and time spent bonding with my mom, those were always the brightest, like the sun.  
 
   I could still feel those memories as though they had happened just minutes before, the way my chest felt like it would explode from excitement, or the way my cheeks hurt from laughing too much, or the way relaxation would fall over me in an instant when my mother would play with my hair as I drifted off to sleep. Those memories were special and as much as I wanted to bring them to mind more often, I couldn’t muster up the strength. I didn’t want the brightness to mix with the darkness, because they were linked in so many ways. The Nightmare was to blame. He always was.  
 
   I felt my smile fade to a frown as I flipped the last pancake, too caught up in my own mind to hear Knox come up next to me. I jumped when I ran directly into his shirtless chest and my hand shot up to my chest, feeling the way my heart was about to break through my body. Knox’s hands fell on my shoulders to steady me, a concerned, and slightly amused look in his eye.  
 
   “You scared the shit out of me!” I whisper yelled.  
 
   “I could say the same thing about you. I woke up to someone other than myself in my house.” 
 
   “I was cooking breakfast, that’s hardly terrifying,” I countered, glad that he still has a little bit of playfulness in him despite everything. I put the pancakes, eggs, and bacon in the oven to keep warm and walked over to the coffee pot, pouring myself and Knox a cup. I handed him his cup, and sat in one of the barstools in the kitchen nook. Knox stood where he was and looked around his kitchen and then at me, questioningly.  
 
   “Did you go shopping?” 
 
   “That I did.” 
 
   His brow creased and his lips pursed “You didn’t have to do that, Emery Jane.” 
 
   “I know. But, you didn’t have much here, and I was racking my brain, thinking of someway to help you out, and this was all I could come up with,” I said, sheepishly. I looked at his face, and took it all in. He looked devastating. I mean, he seemed to always look good, delicious even, but right now, he looked heartbreaking. His eyes were rimmed with black circles and his face was filled with a day’s worth of scruff. He looked defeated. He usually stood so tall, so confident, but now he stood with shoulders hunched, his head hanging lower, his eyes trained on the floor. He was broken, and it took all I had in me not to hug him, but I wasn’t sure if we were there yet.   
 
   “Thank you, Emery Jane. Really. Thank you,” he murmured, his eyes meeting mine, making my breaths shallow, making my body feel hot and cold, making me feel like a teenager again, even though it wasn’t the time or place.  
 
   “You’re welcome. You need someone to look after you every once in a while, even if you think differently,” I explained, changing the subject before he had a chance to interject. “I bought a few different kinds of cereal for him, and some Lunchables. I wasn’t sure what either of you liked, but I grabbed enough stuff to get you through the next couple days,” I walked into the pantry showing him all the things I bought.  
 
   Nervous, I started to clean. It was a habit of mine. I mindlessly washed the dishes we weren’t using, and was scrubbing away when Knox’s voice hit my ears.  
 
   “What am I supposed to tell him?” he asked. When I looked at him in question, he elaborated. “What am I supposed to tell my son when he asks what happened last night? What do I to tell him when he asks where his mom is or why that man hit him? What do I say to him when he realizes that most kids don’t go through the things he’s had to experience?” he averted his eyes from mine. I took a second, trying to find the strength to tell him something I wish someone had told me when I was Maddox’s age.  
 
   “You tell him that from this point forward, everything will be okay. You say that sometimes in life bad things happen, bad people happen, but that he is always loved, that you are there for him and no matter what you will always be there. When he asks you about his mom, you explain that sometimes good people get lost along the way and that his mom is just a little lost, but she’s on her way to getting better. And then you make sure he knows that you love him. You show him you love him. You make every day from this point forward, better to make up for what he’s lost, not because it’s your fault, but because the kid deserves all the happiness in the world,” I barely managed to spit the words out without getting emotional.  
 
   I was walking back to the barstool when he caught me by the arm, pulling me to him. He turned me to face him, putting a hand on my chin to tilt my face up to his. His eyes were blazing with lust, adoration, and thankfulness. It was overwhelming, but I couldn’t look away.   
 
   Knox’s eyebrows furrowed and he tilted his head slightly, as if trying to figure something out. The longer he looked at me, the harder it was to breathe, to actually stand here and not come out of my skin. He was looking at me with such intensity, it something I wasn’t used to. I started picking at my nails, but my eyes, they never left his. My tongue darted out and licked my bottom lip, a nervous habit of mine. His gaze traveled to where my tongue was, mimicking the action.  
 
   He was analyzing me and honestly, I felt the need to run. I wasn’t used to people looking at me the way he was, and, as much as we had connected the night before, there was something more about the way he was looking at me now, there was something more profound about it. It went deeper than the few conversations we’d had and it was greater than the intensity that ran between us. It was different. I wasn’t sure if it had to do with last night, when his life was crumbling before him, or if it was something else, but it made me nervous.  
 
   “You. Are. Amazing,” Knox said, enunciating each word, making them all seem equally important. I felt drunk on his words. It was a simple compliment, the words themselves nothing extraordinary, but the meaning behind them was. I could already tell Knox wasn’t the type of man to say things for the sake of saying them. He thought everything out before he spoke.  So when the words “you are amazing” came from his mouth, I knew they meant more than your average compliment. 
 
   I looked down, unsure of what to do next, when I heard tiny footsteps. My head snapped up, as did Knox’s, and just like that the moment was over. I was relieved, I was upset, I didn’t really know how I felt. But, all of that took a back seat when I saw Knox and Maddox huddled in an embrace.  
 
   Knox held Maddox close, rocking him back and forth as their foreheads touched.  
 
   “You hungry buddy?” Knox asked. Maddox nodded enthusiastically. “Well, you’re in luck little man, Emery Jane here has made us a feast.” Maddox looked at me for the first time and I fell in love on the spot. I had seen him the night before, but I didn’t get a good look at him. But now? I was seeing it all. He was his daddy’s twin. Everything about him looked exactly like Knox, minus the blonde hair. His wide eyes revealed the same multicolor as his dad’s, and I think I just about died.  
 
   “Hey Maddox, do you like pancakes?” I asked, my voice coming off as sweet and gentle. His smile grew, and I knew I’d made a good choice. I looked at him as he walked to the kitchen nook. His face was less swollen than the night before, but the bruises were there, blue and yellow, now just a physical reminder.  
 
   I felt for him, and I wanted to bring him into my arms and tell him that everything the man had told him was a lie. I needed to tell him that none of what happened should have played a part in his life, and I longed to tell him that as much as it hurts, he will grow bigger and stronger from this. But I didn’t. It wasn’t my place.  
 
   I plated breakfast as Knox poured glasses of orange juice. I set the plates in front of the two boys and contemplated my next move. I felt like an intruder, barging in on a family meal. I didn’t want to over stay my welcome, and honestly, I didn’t know what the hell the protocol was for this kind of situation.  
 
   “Aren’t you hungry?” Maddox’s sweet voice asked. It surprised me to hear him speak, I was getting the impression he was a boy of few words. Knox smiled and chimed in. 
 
   “Yeah, Emery Jane.  Aren’t you hungry?” he mimicked his son, giving me a shit-eating grin. Knox knew I couldn’t say no to his son.
 
   “You know, I am kind of hungry. Do you mind if I eat with you guys?” I asked Maddox. He furrowed his brows and his forehead creased, just like his father’s, as if contemplating what I had asked. It only took him a second to nod in approval. I looked to Knox and he just smiled at me, showing that dimple, making me melt inside.  
 
   I grabbed my plate and sat next to Maddox. I had to hand it to him, he went through hell last night, and he came out in one piece. He seemed perfectly normal, as if nothing in this world had ever affected him. I took solace in the fact that bad things, dark things, could happen to someone so young, and he could survive it.  
 
   Knox seemed to be more at ease too. I couldn’t blame him, seeing the stark contrast from a sobbing boy to a quizzical child was a sight to see. Maybe he was just being a brave kid, but I was proud of him, and I had only known him a few minutes. It seemed to be a pattern in this apartment.  
 
   We ate the rest of our meal in comfortable silence. Maddox kicked his feet happily while he devoured the food in front of him. I was starting to get the feeling he didn’t eat like this often, and that thought made me want to reach out and hug him.  
 
   When everyone was done eating, Knox and I cleared the plates and did the dishes, while Maddox plopped himself on the couch to watch cartoons. I washed and Knox dried, not a single word being spoken between us, just small touches here and there. My arm would brush up against his, or his hand would bump into mine, and I swear, it was the best thing I’ve ever felt. Sometimes, words are just words. They can be empty or full of lies, full of double meanings, and all around miscommunication. But touch, the most basic human connection, can mean more than words ever could. And right now? The innocent brushes of his skin on mine, they were meaning a lot, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for.  
 
   After the last dish was dried I decided it was time for me to leave. I picked up my things and debated on what to say to Knox. This, whatever it was between us, got complicated really fast, and as much as I enjoyed the strange connection between us, I had some thinking to do. And, I couldn’t do that when he was near me, staring at me with those eyes, looking like he does.  
 
   “I’m going to head out,” I announced, hooking my thumb behind my shoulder toward the door. 
 
   “You don’t have to leave. You can hang here if you want,” he offered. He looked so genuine, so sweet, that I almost caved.  
 
   “As much as I’d like to become a couch potato, I’ve got some errands to run, and you should spend some one on one time with him. I know he seems strong and brave right now, but I have a feeling he just needs some time with his dad,” I whispered, nodding my head in Maddox’s direction.  His face softened and he smiled at me, that damn dimple making its appearance.  
 
   “No, you’re right.  Thank you, Emery Jane.  For everything,” Knox added, his hand reaching out to mine and squeezing it. I looked down at our hands and then at him, seeing the wave of emotion on his face.  
 
   “It’s no big deal. All I did was feed you,” I explained, nonchalantly.  
 
   “If you honestly think that’s all you did for us, then you, my friend, might be a little deluded,” he claimed, with humor in his voice. A small laugh escaped from my lips as I waved him off.  
 
   “I’m just glad I could help,” I stated, looking at his face, his annoyingly beautiful face. There was an awkward silence. Neither one of us knowing the protocol for this kind of thing. We hadn’t even known what we were doing the last night, let alone now that Maddox was in the picture. So where did we go from here? What was in store for us now? 
 
   “Well, I’m going to go. The furniture store down the street let me know that my stuff would be ready today, so I’m going to go…do that.”  I explained, realizing my Emery Jane awkwardness was making its way back to the surface. 
 
   “Well, if you need me, you know where to find me,” he said as he stood to walk me to the door. “And you know, if you want to come by later, you’re always welcome,” I nodded and gave him a smile, unsure of what I wanted to say. Half of me was screaming ‘I want to spend all the time in the world with you.’ The other half, the rational half, was saying ‘You need to spend time with your son.’ And ‘My life is too complicated to let you get tangled up in all of this.’ It was a battle that had been fighting in my head since yesterday, and it was loud.  
 
   I waved and said my good byes to Maddox as I stepped out into the hall, turning around to get one last look at Knox. I smiled. He smiled. But, neither one of us were genuine about it. 
 
   Confusion washed over both of our faces as we just kind of stared at each other, the way we did when we first met, only the day before. The intensity was still there, but somehow things felt different, deeper, because now we both knew the truth. 
 
   We were kindred souls in the fact that we were both damaged. But, were we ready to let someone else carry the burden that comes with that kind of baggage? Were we ready to trust each other, to reveal our stories? I had no idea. So, I turned around and walked away confused, just a little bit different than when I’d walked into his apartment last night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Knox
 
                 I watched Emery Jane walk away, and I felt conflicted. I got the sense that she was running, running away from me, from whatever this was between us. I didn’t like it, in fact, it pained me. As insane as it sounded, it made a difference to me whether or not she wanted to be a part of my life. 
 
   It seemed unreal that I had only met Emery Jane a mere 24 hours ago and I was feeling something this extreme. But I learned long ago not to question what the heart wants. I didn’t always follow my own advice, but I knew nonetheless that, if you let yourself resist the things you truly want, you risk watching your life pass you by. I refused to do that, I refused to let her run away from me.  
 
   My long legs were three steps ahead of my mind when I walked toward her and caught her arm. She spun around in shock and waited for me to speak. I gathered my thoughts before muttering a single word.
 
   “Look. I have no idea what’s going on here, between us. I met you and within hours I felt something I hadn’t felt before. And then, this happens with Maddox and you’re there. You’re just there. I didn’t ask, you didn’t have to be there, you just were. And that—that just meant the world to me,” I confessed, looking at her square in the eye, trying to show her how I really felt, despite the fact that I was fumbling my words, stuttering slightly, and rushing them. Nothing was coming out as smoothly as I wanted it to. “Then this morning you look like you want to bolt, and I wouldn’t blame you if did, but I don’t want you to. I don’t know why, because, I have no idea who you are. You’re a giant mystery and skittish as hell, but I know that I need you to stick around. I need to get to know you, and for you to get to know me, because there’s something undeniable here.” 
 
   When the last of my words tumbled from my mouth, she looked stunned. Frozen. Shocked. You name it, it looked like she was feeling it. I had to admit, I felt the same way. I didn’t exactly say things the way I wanted to, but I said them, I made the first step. The ball was in her court now.  
 
   “I don’t know what to say.” Her eyes were still wide and her voice seemed off, as if she were in a trance. I paused, giving her time to gather her wits about her. “I feel it too, you know.  I just—I have a lot of things in my life that I can’t let anyone into,” she admitted, her eyes falling to the floor.  
 
   “So do I.  And honestly, I don’t know what I can give you. I have my son, and he is my number one. He will always be my number one. But I don’t want to deny myself the chance to explore this. So maybe we don’t put pressure on ourselves. Maybe we just hang out and get to know one another, just let things happen. At the very least, we become friends, and at the most, you fall head over heels in love with me,” I ended the sentence with a smile, earning a full-blown laugh on her end. And the sound was beautiful. So was the sight. Man, seeing her smile, a smile that reached all the way to her eyes, it was a sight to see.  My mental camera clicked. Again. Again. And again. This was something I didn’t want to miss, didn’t want to forget. She finally let herself look at me and I could tell I had swayed her decision to run.  
 
   “Head over heels in love with you, huh? You’re pretty sure of yourself there.” That playful look was in her eyes again, and it made excitement course through my veins. It was kind of a rush, being able to see the playful Emery.  
 
   “You’re laughing now.  Just wait and see,” I quipped, slowly walking backwards toward my apartment.  
 
   “Yeah, okay,” she agreed, sarcastically, but her eyes were saying something different. She couldn’t wait to see what unfolded between us.  I could tell.
 
   “Come over tonight and have dinner with Maddox and me.  You can start falling in love with me then,” she laughed, and shook her head while walking backwards toward the elevator. When I reached my door, and she reached the elevator, we stopped moving. Just looked at each other, it was becoming a habit. But in reality, who wouldn’t want to stand and stare at her. She was the epitome of classic beauty.  
 
   I waited for her response. She contemplated, but ultimately, I knew I would win. She nodded and said, “Okay.” Before stepping into the elevator and disappearing from my view. I smiled, and took a deep breath as I stepped over the threshold. I felt better knowing that there was a chance I could balance a life with both Maddox and Emery Jane. Even if, all it ended up being was friendship.  
 
   I walked into the living room to see Maddox sitting on the couch, staring out the window, his posture sad and slumped over. In the light of day, the bruises were startling. My heart broke for him. I didn’t know how to take the pain away for him, or the right things to say to him. I didn’t know what I could do to erase the memories from his brain. And, that’s all I wanted. I wanted him to never have to have lived through the things Bailey put him through, and for him to have an innocent mind, instead of one bogged down with negative memories. I wished for  him to be the bright shining boy I knew he was inside, not the down trodden little boy in front of me. I had to do something. I thought about what Emery Jane had said to me. Sometimes, good people get lost. Sometimes, bad things happen. But they didn’t always have to happen, I thought. I could show him that. I needed to show my son that not every aspect of his life would be dark, and that we could turn his life around, and that it would start now.  
 
   I sat next to him on the couch as he rested his head on my leg as I stroked his hair. Tears welled in his eyes, but they didn’t fall, he was too strong to let them fall.  
 
   “Hey buddy. Are you okay? You seemed happy at breakfast,” he shrugged, not wanting to answer me.  
 
   “Were you just trying to be brave in front of Emery Jane?” I asked, and he turned his head toward me. He nodded slowly and I squeezed him in response.  
 
   “You know you don’t have to do that, little man. You don’t have to be strong for other people. If you feel something, you can feel it, you don’t have to cover it up,” he let the words sink in before nodding again with a slight smile. I think it made him feel good to know he wouldn’t be chastised for acting like himself.  
 
   “Daddy. Can I ask you a question?” he asked, sounding far too old for his six years of age.  
 
   “Of course. You can ask me anything.”
 
   “Why…why did mommy do the things she did?” he asked, his vagueness not going unnoticed. I felt like someone kicked me in the stomach. I didn’t want to have to answer this but I knew I had to. I averted eyes to the window, needing to look anywhere else but his face. If I did, I knew I would lose my composure.
 
   “Maddox, sometimes good people do bad things. They get lost. Your mom, she’s lost right now. Just remember, your mommy loves you. She did bad things, but she loves you. Now, it’s time for me to take care of you, and I promise that everything is going to be okay from this moment on. You and me? We’re going to have a good life buddy,” I explained, watching the emotion cross his face. He smiled, and snuggled closer into me. It was the best feeling in the world. He was here. Sitting in my—no, our apartment, where he was safe.  
 
   Maddox soon closed his eyes, relief taking over, and letting him fall asleep. I followed close behind him with dreams of a life spent doing all the things I thought of with my son, with the addition of a certain mysterious woman by our sides.  
 
   ***
 
   A couple of hours later, Maddox was lying next to me still asleep. I stretched and smiled, and looked down at my son. Unfortunate circumstances brought us here, but I wouldn’t let that take away from the joy I felt from having him with me. I stroked his head, taking in the beauty of the little being that I’d created. The last time I was able to do this, he was a day old. It amazed me just how much he had grown right before my eyes. His peach fuzz made way for thick black hair lying across his forehead, and his lips were set in the same pout they were from day one. He had Bailey’s nose, straight and small, fitting his tiny face perfectly, but that was about the only thing he got from her. The dark hair, the lips, the blue and green eyes, those were all my genes. I took pride in knowing that he looked almost identical to me.   
 
   I tousled his hair once more, before I carefully stood up and walked to the kitchen. My stomach growled as I took stock in what Emery Jane had purchased. She bought more than I thought she did. My cupboards were filled with cereals, snacks, bread, you name it, and I suddenly had it. The empty spice rack was filled with a few different bottles, and my refrigerator was loaded with fruits, vegetables, and meat. Not to mention, she snuck in a six pack of Shiner Bock for me.  
 
   When I realized that she had gone out of her way, I was surprised and incredibly thankful. But I couldn’t help feeling incredibly embarrassed, realizing quickly that I wasn’t exactly equipped to have a kid in my apartment. My pantry was bare, one of my spare rooms was filled to the brim with unpacked boxes, and the other I had turned into my dark room. There wasn’t a stock pile of toys for him to play, or video games to mess around with, or a space for him to call his own. And that needed to change, today.  
 
   I made myself a quick sandwich, grabbed a Dr. Pepper, and walked into the room that would become Maddox’s. Looking at all the boxes, I sighed, knowing that I had my work cut out for me. But, within an hour, the room was looking more like a bedroom, and less like a pile of crap. The boxes were moved into my closet and the random junk was thrown in the trash. If it wasn’t important, it wasn’t staying. I needed Maddox to feel like this was his home. He needed his own space.  
 
   I took a look around, taking note of the things I would need to buy. The room wasn’t very big, but there was definitely enough room for a full sized bed, a dresser, still leaving enough room for him to play.   
 
   I was making a list of things to buy when I heard Maddox walk in. I looked up, and watched him as his eyes wandered around the room, taking in every inch of it. He walked around the room, his hands trailing behind him touching the walls as he walked.  
 
   “What do you think about this being your new room?” I inquired. Maddox’s eyes lit up and a small smile played on his lips.  
 
   “This would be mine?” he asked, his smile turned to a frown as his eyes darted to the closet in panic. It angered me to no end that my son had to ask if a room would actually be his, or if he was going to be stuck living in the closet again, like an animal. 
 
   “Of course, bud. This entire room. I thought maybe your bed could go over here,” I said, pointing to the space below the window. He smiled again, and I knew just how important this all was to him. When he nodded in approval, I grinned at him, and held my hand out.  
 
   “What do you say we go buy you some things to make this room your space? You can pick out all of your own bedding, and even decorations. We can get you some toys too, if you want.” My voice was gentle, reassuring him that he would be allowed to make these decisions. He didn’t know it, but I would buy him the world if he asked me to.  
 
   Maddox agreed, grabbed a new outfit from the stash I was keeping for his upcoming birthday, and ran to the bathroom. He was dressed and ready to go in five minutes flat, wearing a plain black shirt, jeans, and a giant smile on his face. Maddox grabbed my hand as we walked out of the door. 
 
   ***
 
   Maddox and I spent the day shopping. We were able to pick up all of his bedroom furniture, bedding, and a few extra things for him to have fun with. In the few hours we spent out, I noticed a lot of new things about him, which, as a parent, I should have already known. But watching him, seeing these things for the first time, was a huge eye opener for me.  
 
   He wasn’t like most kids. He was polite, well behaved, and never threw a temper tantrum. He was perfectly content being a gentle soul. I wondered how I got so lucky to have a son go through hell and still be as amazing as he was.  
 
   On top of the way he behaved, he was incredibly intelligent. I knew this, of course, however seeing it outside the walls of our sixty minute a day restrictions, when he was free to spend as much time with me as possible, with the ability to be himself, I learned that I only got to see a portion of how bright he really was. His reading level was triple where he should be for a six year old. He could read and comprehend books I’d read in high school, books like The Great Gatsby and To Kill A Mocking Bird, you name it, he had probably read it, or wanted to.  
 
   Maddox admitted to me that he wasn’t allowed to have toys, play games, or play outside. Bailey didn’t allow him into the living room, or his own bedroom, unless he was cleaning it.  The only thing he had to entertain himself, to lose himself in, were books. He never said exactly where he got all of the books, only that he read them over and over again. I guess it was his way of escaping from the hell he was living in.  
 
   When I spent my hour with him every day, I’d always brought a book with me, but never truly understood why he enjoyed reading them so much. I thought, maybe he was trying to please me, or was too shy to ask to do anything else. But now I knew, it was his one and only escape.  
 
   After learning about his love for books, we’d picked out a book shelf for his room, and even bought a few dozen books at the thrift store. The look of pure joy on his face at the prospect of picking out his own novels was nothing short of amazing. The click of my mental camera had gone off a thousand times before we left the store.
 
   I also learned that Maddox had been very closed-off from the world. When I spotted a Batman bed set and asked if he would like it, he looked confused. He divulged that he didn’t know who Batman was. A look of embarrassment had washed over his face. Sure, he saw the superheroes on his peers’ clothing, the backpacks sporting the latest movie theme, but he didn’t personally know what they were.  
 
   Bailey had never let him watch TV, never introduced him to movies, or comics. She’d secluded him from the world. I wished I knew the motives behind every decision she’d made with Maddox, but, of course, I never would.  
 
   All the things I imagined doing with Maddox, all the things I thought I was missing as he grew, I realized he had never done. He never experienced the things he should have as a child, and it filled me with rage. As much as it depressed me to think that I was missing his first movie, or all the superhero phases, or even playing sports, it brought me to despair to realize that he never got the chance to discover these things on his own. I wanted nothing more than to change that.  
 
   When we got home, we were both anxious to start decorating the room. It seemed like what should have been a tedious task was soon exciting and filled with promise. After putting together his furniture, throwing on his new royal blue bedding, adding the new blinds to the windows, and decorating the room, we stood there in astonishment. The room that started out plain and boring, being used as a storage closet, was now filled with personality, one that matched my son’s.  
 
   Our smiles matched as I watched Maddox look around the completed room, his face riddled with astonishment. To most people, things like this were often overlooked. They were those everyday actions that people took for granted. But not my son, he saw this as the perfect gift. Today was the perfect gift.  
 
   His hand trailed behind him again, just as it did at the start of the day, but this time he did it with a smile. His fingers traced the staggered shelves filled with antique cameras. He paused at the book shelf, and exhaled with delight at the sight of so many new worlds to dive into. And then he looked at the bed, with mixed emotions, one part longing, and one part anxiousness. So, I did what anyone would do in that situation. I made a bad memory, a good one. I threw him over my shoulder, stepped onto the bed and began to jump. Maddox’s giggles rang throughout the room.
 
   I tossed him onto the bed and plopped down next to him, bringing him into a hug. I didn’t know all the details of how my son lived, but I did know that something like this, was huge for him. It pained me to think of it. I pushed the thoughts to the back of my head, wanting to revel in the happiness of the moment, not the sadness.  
 
   I had to admit though, that despite the day being a positive one between us, something was bothering me. I kept thinking of more and more things he hadn’t done, or seen. It was time that the list of things he hadn’t done, turned into the list of things he had done. I vowed to show him all the joys of growing up and all the fun things in life It was time that Maddox had a life that made him smile.  


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Emery Jane 
 
                 I shut the door behind me, thanking the movers one last time. They were surprisingly positive despite the fact that they had to make it up two flights of narrow stairs with the large pieces of furniture that I ordered. They even kept a straight face as I told them to set it up in whatever way pleased them. I got a few looks at that request, but in all honesty, this was a big moment for me, and I wanted to open my eyes and have it be done. I didn’t want to stress about the placement, or if it flowed with the room.
 
   After locking the door and looking out the peephole to make sure no one was near, I pressed my back against the cool wood and took a deep breath. My eyes were closed, almost like I wanted to surprise myself. This was my first home, and although it wasn’t my first day here, it felt like it. I had real furniture. I had a real apartment. I had a real life. It was no small feat.  
 
   Slowly, I counted to three, inhaling and exhaling as deeply as I could, before I opened my eyes. It was better than I imagined.  
 
   I picked out the furniture on a whim, not entirely sure what I liked. I’d never had the opportunity to pick out my own furniture, let alone figure out if I’m more of a modern style girl or traditional. Instead of trying to sift through the many styles, I picked the first thing that caught my eye for every single item I bought. It could have ended up disastrous, but it didn’t, it turned out beautifully.  
 
   I let my eyes scan the room taking it all in. It didn’t even seem like the same apartment with it being furnished. It seemed smaller, but not in a bad way. I no longer felt like I was drowning in unused, quiet space. No, it was starting to feel like a normal place to live, not a hotel, or a temporary roof over my head, but my own space to live. 
 
   I slowly walked to my new, black, fluffy couch and sat down gently, not wanting to ruin the fabric, as if I could anyway. I crossed my legs on the distressed wooden coffee table and felt my body sink into the couch. I couldn’t help but think of what Knox called this act. He called it being one with the couch. And he was right, it wasn’t half bad.  
 
   Relaxation washed over me as I turned my head to see my wall to wall book shelf. The thought of being able to fill up every inch of space in it had me jonesing for a trip to the book store. I was something of an addict when it came to books, I’d turned to them for an escape, even as a child. 
 
   The shrill sound of my phone startled me out of my relaxed haze. I looked down to see that Jay was calling.  
 
   “Well, hello there, dear friend,” I said, happiness pouring through my voice.  
 
   “Dear friend, huh? I was starting to think you’d forgotten about me. You haven’t answered one of my phone calls since you moved in. What’s that about?” Jay scolded. She was joking, but I could hear a hint of true disappointment too. I winced, feeling incredibly guilty for not calling her back. Truth was, I got caught up in the move. I might have been avoiding her as well. At some point I was going to mention Knox, and at some point Jay would ask for details. I wasn’t sure I was ready for that yet.  
 
   “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I’ve been busy. Between moving in, filling out new employee paperwork, and picking out furniture, I haven’t had a second to myself,” I admitted
 
   “You picked out furniture without me? You bitch!” I laughed. That was the best part about Jay. She was crass, and sometimes completely inappropriate, but she was definitely funny.  
 
   “Oh? What, did you expect me to sleep on these hard floors until you get here in two weeks?” I asked closing my eyes and pushing my head into the plush pillows of my couch.  
 
   “Well, if you would have answered my calls, you would have known that I won’t be there in two weeks, I’ll be there in two days,” she sing-songed the last sentence. My eyes flew open and I sat up doing a sort of happy dance on my couch.  
 
   “Two days? How is that even possible? I thought you had some things to finish with the house” 
 
   “I did but things wrapped up quicker than I thought,” she said, a hint of sadness in her voice. I knew it was hard on her, having to sell her father’s house. I knew it, because it did the same to me when the thought crossed my mind.  
 
   Her family was like my own. In the end, it was Jay and her father, David, who saved my life. My mother and her father were childhood friends, which automatically made the two of us best friends when we made our way into the world. Jay and I were joined at the hip since before we could walk, and that didn’t change until I left.  
 
   David never asked any questions, and I loved that about him. He didn’t push me to tell him what was going on at my house, instead, he would offer me comfort in the form of food and tell me I was welcome to stay if I needed to. When my mom died, he didn’t offer his condolences, or tip toe around me. David told me stories of all the times he spent with my mom growing up, reminding me of the positive memories with her, and to always remember her in the best light possible. And when things got bad at my house, when I felt like I needed to protect Wade the most, he never hesitated to open his home up to us, every single time.  
 
   He was the sweetest man I had ever met. And often times, I thought of him as my surrogate dad. He damn well took care of me like he was. A year ago, he passed away from a heart attack. It was sudden. It was quick. And it was earth-shattering. The world lost one of the best human beings alive that day.  
 
   To say Jay was devastated would be an understatement. She was crushed, in every sense of the word. And at the time, I was in one of my many temporary homes. I consoled her as much as I could, and told her stories of her father, the way he had done for me. But I knew she needed me there.  
 
   That was the one and only time I returned to Alabama. No one knew it was me. I put on a wig, threw in contacts, and wore all black, sneaking into Jay’s room in the middle of the night. She was relieved when she saw me, and although she didn’t say it, I know it meant a lot to her. I helped her through the next few days, planning the funeral, and making the arrangements. But in the end, I knew I had to leave, I was too close to The Nightmare.  
 
   David left everything to Jay and me. It filled my heart with love to know that he thought of me as family, as I did him. As much as we both appreciated his generosity, we would have given it all up just to have him back. He had set up a trust fund available for both of us to access in the event of his death. I don’t think either of us really understood how much money David had, but we soon found out when we saw the amount in our account. It was enough for both of us to live off of for a while, and in the end, it’s what enabled to me to move to California without worry.
 
   After David died, Jay couldn’t stand to stay in that house anymore. There were too many memories, and although the memories were good, they haunted her with the one thing she would never have again, her family. The decision to sell the house was an easy one, up until the buyer signed the papers. I knew she was taking it hard, and it killed me that I wasn’t there helping her out.    
 
   “How are you handling it?” I questioned, hoping she would open up. 
 
   “I’m fine. It’s hard, and I really don’t want to leave the place, but I had to do it,” she said, clearing her throat.  “But, that’s over and done with. Moving on.”  
 
   I grimaced, wishing that she would talk to me about it, but knowing Jay was far too stubborn. She would open up in her own time, and not a second before.  
 
   “Okay, point taken. But remember, if you need to talk, I’m here.” 
 
   “I know, I know. Thank you,” Jay said, and I could picture her waving me off. She never did do well with the ‘mushy shit’ as she called it.  
 
   “How are you, Emery Jane? Let’s talk about that instead,” I groaned. There was nothing I could do to avoid this part of the conversation. Maybe I was a little bit of a push over when it came to Jay, but could you blame me? We’ve been friends since we were babies.  
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, standing up to pace the living room. Conversations like this made me nervous. I didn’t like admitting my weaknesses or my faults. But, with Jay, I didn’t have to. She already knew every single one of them. Hell, she watched most of them unfold.  
 
   “Fine meaning you’re adjusting and starting to live a normal life? Or fine meaning you’re still checking the peephole every time you pass the door?” Shit. She knew me. It was scary sometimes just how well she could call my every action.  
 
   “You already know the answer,” I admitted, knowing that it was useless to try and lie to her. She had a sixth sense about it.  When I heard Jay sigh, I knew I was in for one of her lectures. Well, I called them lectures, she called them pep talks. Either way, I was about to have my ass handed to me. 
 
   “Emery Jane, are you sure you want to settle down? Are you sure you’re ready to do this without running? Because I don’t want to do all of this, move my happy ass thousands of miles away from my home to find that you’ve up and left the second you get cagey.” The question hung in the air. It was something I asked myself a few dozen times a day. Was I really ready? If I wasn’t, would I ever truly be? The answer was no. I was not ready. I wasn’t prepared to let go of my past and pretend like there wasn’t a monster lurking in the shadows. I wasn’t able to erase all the memories for fear that I could become blind to him hiding in plain sight. I wasn’t sure I could settle down because I had no idea what my future was going to hold. But, I realized, I never would be truly prepared to live a normal life. There was no manual, no twelve step program to walk me through it, it was now or never. 
 
   “Look, I’m ready to try to start a new life. But it’s not easy. The habits I have aren’t just going to go away overnight, neither will the paranoia. But I’m trying, that has to be worth something.” My voice was breaking, my eyes were tearing up, and I was sure I was burning a hole through my new rug just by the way I was pacing. I wasn’t normally a crier, but I was out of my comfort zone, and I didn’t like feeling as though I wasn’t in control of the situation.  
 
   “I know. I’m proud of you, I really am. I just need you to be committed to this. If you’re really going to start a new phase of your life, you need to either be all in or not in it at all. You can’t keep living in fear and expecting to be happy. And you can’t keep preparing yourself to run, and be able to put down roots with a solid future. So you need to decide now. Can you do this; make a huge attempt at living the life you’ve wanted, without the memories controlling your every move? Because if you think you can, then do it. Stop fucking around going back and forth. It’s time you let yourself be happy. But you can’t do that when you’re in two different places in your life.” Silence fell between us. She was right, so incredibly right. I had to choose. I closed my eyes and pictured what I wanted for my future.  
 
   I wanted a degree and a job that I was passionate about, to go out with friends and dance the night away without a care in the world. I wanted to be young, be free but, most of all I yearned to live in a nice house, one that feels like home the minute you step through the door. I was dying to know what it felt like to have someone by my side through the bad and the good times, and have a family, with more love than I could even begin to describe.  
 
   An image of Maddox and Knox cuddled together came to my mind. I longed to live a life where I knew love, the true unconditional love, the kind that could be seen and felt. The same love that Knox had for his son, the type you have for someone you just can’t get enough of.  
 
   I had a list of wants in my life, sure, but I had a list of needs as well. And I needed that kind of love, to feel that kind of passion for another being, and I had to try in order to have it.  
 
   With the thought of those green and blue eyes, I smiled and nodded, despite the fact that Jay couldn’t see me through the phone.  
 
   “I can do it. I have to do it, Jay. I’m just going to need help along the way.” 
 
   “And you know I’ll be there to kick your ass in gear when you don’t think you can do it anymore,” she joked, and I loved her in that moment for not dragging out the heart-felt talk. “So enough of that business. Tell me about California. Is it surrounded with attractive people? Have you met any of our neighbors? Are they all attractive?” I let out a true laugh. She had the uncanny ability to lighten my mood. I wandered back to the couch and propped my feet up once again.  
 
   “California is amazing. It’s right up your alley. And yes, there are attractive people just about everywhere, so don’t worry, you’ll have your pick.” 
 
   “Good. That’s what I like to hear. What about our neighbors? I see you purposely avoided that question.” Ah, Jay.  She never missed a beat, and I was dreading this part of our conversation. I thought I could avoid it or maybe distract her from asking anything that would involve Knox.  
 
   What was I supposed to say when she asked about Knox? I met him, spent a total of a few hours with him, and I was completely entranced by his one dimpled grin, his multi-colored hypnotic eyes, his ridiculous body, and his mind? 
 
   I didn’t know what was going on between us, and I didn’t really feel like over analyzing it. I decided not to lie, just be vague. I could do that, right?
 
   “I met one neighbor,” I said, keeping it as short and sweet as possible.
 
   “And? Was she cool? Better yet, is it a guy? A hot guy? A hot, single guy?” Jay asked, every question getting more and more frantic. I was going to need to talk to her about her mind being in her pants. I laughed at her, because I knew as much as she talked the talk, she didn’t walk the walk. Jay hadn’t dated in years.  
 
   “Our neighbor is a guy. And he’s…” I paused, sifting through my mind for the right word to describe Knox. “Intriguing. Definitely intriguing.” 
 
   “Emery Jane finding someone intriguing. That’s huge!” she yelled, causing me to take the phone away from my ear.  “My baby is growing up after all.”
 
   “Oh, shut up.  It’s not a big deal. I said he was intriguing, I didn’t say I was in love with him or anything.” Or, that if I spent any more time with him I would be head over ass in love with Knox.  
 
   “Coming from someone who finds the entire human race annoying and completely useless, yeah, that’s big. But, I’ll leave it alone, for now. I can tell you’re embarrassed. Just know, I expect all the details and a full introduction when I get there…IN TWO DAYS!” She yelled the last three words. I squealed like a little girl along with her. In two days, I was going to be reunited with my best friend, and on my way to starting over.  
 
   “Deal,” I glanced at the clock and realized how late it was. “Look, Jay. I’ve got to go, but I can’t wait until you’re here. Be safe okay?” 
 
   “When am I anything but? I can’t wait either, by the way. I love you, Emery Jane Halifax!” She exclaimed. I giggled again, feeling a little lighter, a little happier.  
 
   “I love you too, Jayden Rae,” I said, before hanging up. I sat in the same spot going over our conversation. She was right and hearing all of it was exactly what I needed. I was going to start living, and I was going to do it starting today. With Knox.  
 
   I popped up from the couch and ran into my room, skidding to a stop when I reached my suitcase. I didn’t have much to choose from in regards to clothing, and I made a mental note to go shopping when Jay got here.  
 
   After sifting through the few outfits I had, I settled on a pair of black shorts and a flowing red top. I paired it with my Converses, and threw my hair in a ponytail. I swiped a little blush across my cheeks and some clear lip-gloss on my lips. I walked backwards, taking in my outfit, looking at every angle to make sure I looked presentable. I had to say, I looked pretty good. I didn’t have a big head, and I definitely wasn’t the type of girl to base her worth on her looks, but I wasn’t delusional enough to think I was ugly either.  
 
   I sat on the edge of my bed and tied my shoes, letting myself get lost in thought. Tonight was going to change things for me, I could feel it. I didn’t know how, but I was ready. Ready to open myself up to life.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Knox
 
                 Breathing in the salty air, I took a swig of my Dr. Pepper, and looked off my balcony. I could see the entire city from here, and even a part of the beach. It was my favorite place to be, especially when I was feeling as tightly wound as I was right now.   
 
   I knew that I shouldn’t let myself get like this, but I couldn’t stop, I’d tried. The last couple of days had started to wear on me, but it was the phone call from Nixon that got me to that point.  
 
   Apparently, Bailey was requesting to see me. After I left the night before, he arrested her, throwing her in jail. Nixon didn’t have to ask me if I was pressing charges on her in regards to Maddox, he already knew I would say yes.  
 
   But, when Bailey got word of the charges, she had a lot to say about it. She threw a fit, threatened everyone with empty promises, and she demanded to see me. Mentioning that if I knew what was good for my future, I would come see her, immediately.  
 
   Nixon tried to comfort me, explaining the facts of the case, and that I wasn’t required to see her. But, that wasn’t true. I had to go see her, I had no choice. You see, he wasn’t in on what Bailey was holding over me. He had no clue. And if I was smart, I would visit her to make sure he or anyone else never found out. Because if they did, my future, Maddox’s future, would be over, and I couldn’t stand the thought of it.  
 
   I was restless. I was nervous. And I was mad as hell.  
 
   How did it get to the point that I gave Bailey full control of my life? I should have known better, and never listened to her, never believed a word that came from her mouth. Bailey Gold never did anything without a hidden agenda. I guess, at the time, I figured she wouldn’t need one with me.  
 
   Stupidly, I’d thought she cared for me. At least, that’s what she wanted me to think.  he played the part of the girlfriend flawlessly. But every move she made, every word she spoke, was carefully calculated. I didn’t find out just how horrid she was until the day she took everything away from me.  
 
   I shook my head, downed the rest of my soda, and tried to push the thoughts from my mind. I had to, I didn’t want Maddox to see me upset, not now, not ever. Not to mention, Emery Jane was coming by soon, the last thing I needed was to start off lying to her.  
 
   I hadn’t known Emery Jane for long, but what I did know about her was that nothing got past her. She had a keen eye for observation, and her seeing me like this, wound tighter than a coil, and wouldn’t pass by her. Lying to her about the reason behind my mood didn’t set right with me.  
 
   I walked into the house, closing the door and locking it behind me. Maddox looked up from his book and eyed me, appraising me. I was surrounded by inquisitive eyes.                
 
   I forced a smile to my face to reassure him that everything was fine. His frown turned into his natural pout as he reluctantly went back to reading.  
 
   Walking behind him, I’d ruffled his hair and bent down to hug him. In that moment, that was exactly what I needed. He may not have known it, but he helped keep me grounded.  
 
   “You enjoying your book, bud?” I asked, as I watched him flip the page. He nodded, keeping his eyes on the page before him. 
 
   “I was thinking you might want to take a break from your book, and help me cook,” Maddox’s eyebrows furrowed as he thought about his options. When he stood from the couch and walked to the kitchen, he flashed me a wide grin, and I knew he was excited about learning something new. Not that he could learn much from me in the cooking department, I was far from a chef.  
 
   I opened the pantry door, picked out the ingredients, handed them to Maddox, and he set them out neatly on the counter. He pulled the recipe out and read off the instructions as I showed him how to safely use the kitchen knife.  
 
   We had a good system going, the two of us, and before I knew it, dinner was almost done, and Emery Jane was due any minute.  
 
   Nerves infiltrated my stomach as I’d thought of what that night might bring. I would be a lying bastard if I didn’t admit to myself just how much I wanted her body and mind.  And to me, the two go hand in hand. 
 
   Being able to have intelligent, deep conversations with someone is as much foreplay to me as the actual acts in itself. And with Emery Jane, I didn’t even have to try. Her mind was amazing, intricate, unique, and her body, well that was on another level.  
 
   She was starting to fill the empty slots in my mind. When I wasn’t thinking about something, an image of her would come to mind. If I was looking at something, the thought of our conversations would captivate me. And, she was coming here, spending the evening here, with me. I had no idea how I was going to keep myself from making a move.  
 
   I knew I had to be more patient than that, she needed more time to warm up with the possibility of us, but she was becoming a fascination within my mind. I didn’t know it was possible for someone to implant themselves in your life so quickly, so unexpectedly, but I was enjoying the prospects of what that could mean.  
 
   A knock on the door jolted me from my thoughts, then wiping my hands on my jeans, I made my way to the door and opened it.  
 
   It shouldn’t have shocked me to see her look so astounding, but it did, and I didn’t think it would ever stop.
 
   “Hey,” I said, leaning in for a hug. As I wrapped my arms around her tiny frame, I inhaled her scent. There was something about the way she smelled that I adored. It wasn’t a scent that was unique. In fact, I’m sure it was just a run of the mill lotion or soap, but every time it made its way into my senses, I associated it with Emery Jane. I would never be able to smell vanilla again and not think of her.  
 
   “Hi there. Don’t you look…domestic?” she said, laughing as she eyed my apron. I smiled and threw my hands up.
 
   “What’s wrong with my outfit? Do you have something against my apron?” I asked, teasingly. Her lips formed a smile that nearly reached her eyes. The mental camera clicked away as I led her into the kitchen.  
 
   “I didn’t picture you as the apron kind of guy. I’m impressed, actually. Not every man could pull it off,” she joked, as she sat on a bar stool, leaning her head on her hands, and looking at me with amusement.  
 
   “Well, what can I say, I’m just that good looking” I deadpanned, as I started to plate dinner, while it was hot. Maddox entered the room, looked at Emery Jane, and tried to hide the grin that appeared on his lips. Sometimes, his shyness got the best of him.  
 
   It was such a strange thing, to see him react that way to someone other than me. The times I had seen him interact with people, other than myself and Bailey, he seemed impassive, bored, or scared. Never once did he react with happiness in the presence of another person. It piqued my curiosity as to why her. What made Emery Jane so interesting to him? Maybe he saw the same things in her that I did.  
 
   Maddox walked up to her and waved shyly, his head slightly lowered. Her face lit up and went soft at the small gesture. She waved back, probably knowing it took him awhile to warm up for conversation. Emery Jane looked to me and her face was glowing.  
 
   Something similar to adoration started to form in my chest.  Seeing someone understand my son in a way that only I’ve been able to was indescribable. I guess it’s something that happens when you’re a parent, even a single one.  
 
   I set the plates on the bar, grabbed a few sodas, and sat down ready to indulge in some good food.  
 
   I watched as Emery Jane took her fork and swirled the pasta, bringing it up to her lips. She closed her mouth around the fork, and her then eyes automatically rolled to the back of her head. Maddox looked away shyly apparently awaiting her reaction too. I could tell he was proud of what we accomplished. Hell, I was too. 
 
   “This is so good! You guys made this?” she asked, looking back and forth between us.  
 
   “Well, Maddox did the hard stuff. I just read the instructions. Right, big guy?” he giggled, blushed, and returned his gaze to his plate. I reached over and ruffled his hair, something I was learning he enjoyed.  
 
   “Good job Maddox. This is the best meal I’ve had in a really long time,” Emery Jane complimented. He shook his head and continued to pay attention to his plate, seemingly embarrassed. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Maddox pull out a book to read. I didn’t point it out to him, or mention it, because I knew he needed to escape for a little bit. This kind of thing wasn’t normal to him, and I’m sure he needed a little comfort.  
 
   We continued to eat, but this time in silence. The meal was just that good. And although we weren’t speaking, and everyone seemed to be focused on the plate before them, I was barely paying attention as I went through the motions. Swirl pasta onto my fork. Put fork into my mouth. Chew a little. Swallow. Repeat. I couldn’t focus on anything but the woman next to me. She was gorgeous, even when she was devouring a plate of spaghetti like a man in an eating contest. Emery Jane was nothing short of captivating, and I would be a fool if I didn’t spend all the time I had studying her.  
 
   Every so often, she looked up from her plate and chuckled when she noticed I was looking, not caring that she had sauce on her face, or a mouth full of food. And I loved that about her, she didn’t care about trivial things. She wasn’t the type to spend her time worrying what she looked like on the outside. Emery Jane seemed to have her mind focused more on the things she wanted to do versus the way she appeared to other people. I liked the way she could do that, focus on the small things that might make her happy instead of wasting energy on making people around her satisfied. I envied her for it, but I applauded her as well. There was something special about a person who could take the small things in life and truly appreciate them. I took note to try and appreciate things the way she does.
 
   Like right then, I was appreciating the way she licked her lips after she swallowed. Or the way she looked surprised that each bite tasted just as good as the first. Or that when she glanced in my direction, she didn’t shy away when our eyes connected. Instead, she let our gazes burn into one another, causing me to feel things I hadn’t felt in, well, ever. That was definitely something to feel appreciative of.  
 
   It was dangerous, though, watching her the way I was. I was starting to go crazy with thoughts of her. My mind was filled with these images of her, all the damn time. Even when she was standing right in front of me. Questions about her were haunting me and I found myself wanting to know everything about her. I mean, everything. Down to the way she ties her shoes to the way she takes her coffee in the morning. All of the time I spent staring at her, right then, was amplified. I had no choice but to listen, and dive into some of the curiosity that she piqued when she walked into my life two days ago.  
 
   “So, Emery Jane, tell me about yourself,” I asked, turning to face her once more. This time, she shied away from me, keeping her eyes trained to her plate the way Maddox had. Suddenly, I realized I was making her nervous. And I wondered if by asking this question, I was breaking the deal we’d made to not ask about each other’s pasts. At this point, that deal was shot on my end. She’d already got a glimpse into my past, present, and future without even asking. But, was I going to be able to learn anything about her? I wanted to, but would she let me? 
 
   “There’s not much to tell,” she stated flatly, as she twirled her fork mindlessly. I decided to push. Not too much. Not to the point of making her run. But, maybe a little nudge in the right direction could make her open up a little. I knew the importance of having privacy, of being able to keep to yourself, and having the choice to open yourself up to someone, even if it’s about something irreverent.
 
   “I call bull—” I started, then looked toward Maddox, “I call shenanigans,” I corrected. Emery Jane smirked, but that quickly faded as her brows furrowed, like she was weighing the consequences of answering me. I waited, seemingly patient on the outside, but restless on the inside. I was anxious to find out something about her. Anything.  
 
   “Shenanigans huh?” 
 
   “Yes. So far, I know that you just moved, you curse like a sailor when you think no one is listening, and you understand the importance of a good cup of coffee. Oh, and you don’t like TV. Which makes me question your sanity. Other than that, I’ve got nothing. So, indulge me.” The words had left my mouth as playfully as I was hoping they would. My goal was to break the ice and get her comfortable around me. So far, it seemed to be working. Her posture had relaxed and she’d started to glance in my direction again. I felt relieved knowing I could do that to her.  
 
   “Ha-ha. You’re so funny,” she deadpanned, pointing her fork at me. “I’m serious, that’s about all that is entertaining about me.  I’m boring, really,” I squinted at her suspiciously, making her throw her hands in the air out of frustration.  
 
   “Fine! What do you want to know?”she demanded, and I flashed her a cocky smile. She rolled her eyes, and I couldn’t help but feel a tad bit victorious.  
 
   “Where are you from?” 
 
   “I’m from a lot of different places. I’ve moved around a lot,” Emery Jane answered, biting her lip nervously.  
 
   “You’re deflecting,” I said, mimicking the words she’d said to me the night I met her.  
 
   “And you’re stealing my lines, you douche—,” she started, but quickly looked to Maddox in horror. Luckily, Maddox was focused on eating and reading. He definitely wasn’t listening. I let out a quick laugh that ceased when she gave me a death glare.  
 
   She was pretending to be mad, I could tell, and I was loving it. This bantering back and forth, sparring, I was thriving on it.  
 
   “Okay, okay, fine. I’m originally from Alabama,” Emery Jane admitted, sighing in defeat.  
 
   “Alabama, huh? You don’t have an accent.” 
 
   “Oh, I have one. It just doesn’t come out unless I’m intoxicated or exhausted,” she admitted, sheepishly. A slight blush came to her face. It was cute, and I was hooked. I had a little bit of information and I was dying for more but, I had no idea why. It wasn’t like what she just told me was something profound. It’s just that, being able to get a glimpse of what she’s really like, made me adore her even more.  
 
   The problem was, I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. In the end, would she let me in? 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 When Knox first started asking me questions, and pushing, I felt the need to run. But at the same time, I was bursting at the seams, dying to spill my entire life story. I wanted him to know all the ins and outs about me because I was curious to find out the same about him. But I knew better. There wasn’t going to be a time where I could actually divulge that kind of information.  
 
   I didn’t want to lie. The thought of being dishonest to him didn’t sit right with me, especially when there was a strange chance of some sort of a relationship between us. I was getting ahead of myself. Nonetheless, I didn’t want to be the girl that lived her life deceiving the ones she cared about. I didn’t know any other way. I couldn’t offer up answers, like any other person. I couldn’t freely explain that I lived in Alabama until I was eighteen and then I lived in twenty-eight other places because I was running from someone. That just wasn’t my reality.  
 
   So, I made a decision to find a middle ground. It wasn’t a lie to say that I was from a lot of different places. Because, in the last six years, I really was. It also wasn’t a false statement that I was from Alabama, since that’s where I was born and raised. But, if the questions on that subject got any deeper, I didn’t know what I was going to say, or how I was going to say it. I just wanted to keep it as honest as possible.  
 
   The thought of it was making my stomach turn into knots. I’d never had this issue before because frankly, I didn’t let anyone close enough to ask questions. I was only around for a month or two, and then I would leave, disappear in the middle of the night, and no one would notice. I needed to be a ghost, but now I had no idea how not to be the invisible girl with no past, the girl who survived off of as little interactions with others as possible. I needed to learn though, and I had to learn fast. Whatever this was between Knox and me, it was big enough for me to learn on the fly.  
 
   “Well, I for one, can’t wait to hear that southern drawl of yours.” 
 
   “I’m sure you will at some point. One too many beers, and I start sounding like Reba,” I joked, feeling myself loosening up a bit. I turned my body toward him instead of focusing on my plate, which was now empty. If I continued looking at it for another second, I was going to start to lick it clean.  
 
   “That is something I have to hear for myself,” he laughed, then paused, looking lost in thought, clearly thinking of his next question. I stared at him, long and hard. He was just so damn perfect. Perfect pale skin. Perfect piercing eyes. Perfect smile. And his body? That was more than perfect.  
 
   I had noticed these things before and I’d thought about them a lot since meeting him. But, I was finally given the chance to just look at him, if only for a minute or two, and I was impressed. Maybe even a little intimidated too, because he wasn’t just this amazing looking man, he was smart, and witty, and God, did I love it. I could listen to him talk for days and not get sick of it.  
 
   Mentally, I shook my head. Who was I and what happened to my old self? I’d never thought things like this. I was not the girl who put stock into what a guy said. Or, thought about his looks until I was practically panting.  I was never the type to freak out over a guy. But, I guess, I was never really given the chance, was I? Any opportunity of a normal life ended a long time before I ran. It ended when my mother died.  
 
   I was pulled out of my thoughts when I realized I was watching his lips move but not listening to a single word he was saying.  
 
   “I’m sorry. What did you say?” 
 
   “I was saying that if this made you too uncomfortable, I don’t have to ask you anymore questions. You kind of looked devastated, just now.” My chest tightened when a look of guilt came over his face. I reached out my hand and touched his thigh.  
 
   “No, no. It’s okay. Just don’t get mad at me if there are things I can’t answer. I know it’s a lot to ask, but that’s just how it has to be,” he nodded slowly, and to my surprise, he didn’t look upset. He looked…understanding.  
 
   “I won’t. Will you promise to not get mad at me if I ask a lot questions? I want to get to know you, as much as I possibly can. I know you have some limits, and even though I have no idea why, I understand,” he said, looking incredibly sincere. I moved my hand from his thigh to his cheek, and caressed his face with my thumb. It was probably the most intimate thing I had done with someone. I’d had sex and, I’d had hook ups. But, none of those equaled a connection of any sort. They were just a means to an end. The whole connecting with another human being thing, was a first for me. So this? It was scary. However, I found myself needing to reach out to him, and for once, I did it, instead of over thinking it. 
 
   “I won’t get angry,” I said, looking him in the eye, my thumb tracing the stubble on his cheek for a second longer before I pulled away, and leaned back into my chair. “So, go ahead.  Ask away,” he stayed frozen in place for a minute, and then shook his head. 
 
   “I have no idea where you came from, or why you ended up in my life, but I’m ridiculously glad that you did,” Knox blurted, his voice gentle. My body filled with I could only describe as the warm fuzzies. It was like I was curled up in a blanket on the coldest night of winter. That was the equivalent of how he made me feel just then. Warm. Fuzzy. Happy.  
 
   As quickly as those words flew from his mouth, he started with another inquiry. He was embarrassed, at least that’s what it seemed, because he didn’t even give me a chance to respond.  
 
   “What’s your favorite color?” I looked at him, my head spinning from the whiplash of the conversation. First, he’d asked me questions, then he’d said all of these sweet things, only to go back to interrogating me. I wondered if he was afraid of how I would respond. Either way, I was kind of glad he hadn’t let me answer. I wouldn’t have known what to say back. I liked him, but in situations like this, talking about my past, I was a less than stellar wordsmith.  
 
   “Black,” I stated, without hesitation. Knox gave me a confused look and shook his head. 
 
   “Black? Really? Not hot pink or purple? Black?”
 
   “I know, it sounds weird, but I like it. It’s plain and it looks good with everything. Plus, there’s no confusing it with another color, there are no variations, it is what it is,” I nodded my head once to make my point. He chuckled to himself in amusement. I was starting to think he liked the way I answered things.  
 
   “Good answer. I’ll remember that,” he said, then looked over to Maddox, quickly checking on him. “Okay here’s another one. And, this one is important.” 
 
   “You’ve got me anxious here. What’s the question?”
 
   “How do you tie your shoes? Do you do the loop it, swoop it, and pull, or the bunny ears?” My head fell forward as I placed my hand over my mouth, covering my smile and laughed at his playfulness. I was getting a glimpse of the kind of guy Knox was. He was gentle and sweet, and although he was pushing me, he was doing it in the nicest way possible. Knox Holloway was a rare breed.  
 
   I thought about it for a minute, and realized that as innocent as this question was, it wasn’t as easy to answer it. Silly right? How touchy could the topic of how I tie my shoes really be? I guess it’s because I don’t have shoes that tie, and if I do, they’re triple knotted. Not because I don’t know how to tie them, but in case I ever have to run. I can slip them on and be gone in seconds. Just like that, I realized that it might not be so easy to convert my life from the ghost girl on the run, to Emery Jane, the girl next door. Every part of my life, down to the last detail, was in preparation for disappearing, even when I didn’t realize it. What a sad realization that was.  
 
   “You know, I’m not really sure,” I admitted. I watched him look at me with furrowed brows, and a pursed mouth, looking as if a thousand questions were going through his head. Before I gave him the chance to ask, I told him the truth. Or, as much of the truth as I could manage. “I guess, my shoes don’t normally have laces on them. Just in case.” My eyes avoided his as I stared down at my empty plate. I could feel Knox eying me, and dissecting my words, but he didn’t go any further.   
 
   “I think I’ll save the rest of my questions for a little bit later,” he nodded toward Maddox. Instantly, I felt terrible for acting as if he weren’t sitting right next to us. His nose was buried in a book, but I should have been including him in the conversation. Especially after the night before.    
 
   “Oh my god. I’m so sorry. I—,” he stopped me mid-sentence by holding his hand up. 
 
   “Stop. It’s really not a big deal. I could say anything right now and he wouldn’t hear it. Maddox uses reading as a way to escape. And right now he’s so lost in the world of that book he hasn’t have noticed us anyway. Don’t take offense to him reading and feeling the need to escape while we are at dinner. He’s still adjusting,” I could tell it pained Knox to have to explain all of this. It wasn’t the ideal situation for either of them to have to tip toe through it all. But, I was glad he took the time to understand his son. I admired it. It made me wish someone had taken the time to do that for Wade and me when we were growing up.  
 
   Knox stood up and walked over to Maddox, trailing his hand along my back in comfort. He bent down and hugged him, squeezing him tightly, and kissed his head. I’ve seen a lot of children interact with their parents, and usually, they are squirming away from an embrace or giggling, thinking it’s silly, but not Maddox, he leaned into it. He closed his eyes and he just let himself be enveloped. It was beautiful to see.  
 
   “So the way I see it, we have three options on how to spend the rest of this evening. We can watch some movies, go out for dessert, or….,” Knox started, staring between myself and Maddox. “We could have a game night.”
 
   Maddox’s eyes lit up after every suggestion. It was like everything Knox offered was something he would be doing for the first time, and I wondered how true that was.  
 
   “Game night,” Maddox said, meekly. I smiled and did a little happy dance, just to get a rise out of him. He giggled. A true little giggle. I started to feel proud, that I was able to get him to laugh when I don’t think he’s had many chances to do so. Subtle excitement filled my heart when I got here and he wanted to talk to me, and proud of the fact that, despite the poor timing in his life, he was able to take to a stranger. I was getting attached to the two handsome men in front of me. It was unusual, but man, was it real.  
 
   ***
 
   An hour later, we were the picture perfect definition of fun. We huddled around the black round coffee table, cards scattered all over, with Knox and Maddox vigorously tugging back and forth on a spoon. I was bent over laughing harder than I think I ever had as I listened to Maddox’s tiny giggle and Knox’s hearty roar of happiness. It brought me nothing but pure bliss to hear these sounds bouncing off of the walls, to see the two of them so carefree, and for me to feel so easy going.    
 
   When I thought about settling down and living an ordinary life, I pictured something like this. Being surrounded by laughter, without fear or pain. Sometimes, life covers up the things we enjoy the most about living. One day, you’re going about your day, happily playing cards with your family, or riding around town with your friends. The next, everything changes. Life becomes stressful or painful, sometimes even unbearable. But its times like that night, when you’re so caught up in the happiness of the moment, that you can’t even see the darkness of your life, and it makes you truly appreciate those joyful memories that help you see the light.  
 
   I can’t begin to explain how much I missed laughing so hard that you hurt from the top of your head to the tips of your toes. Your stomach muscles burning, and your cheeks feeling like they might just fall off, but you can’t stop giggling and enjoying.  I loved that feeling, and to be able to get a glimpse of it back meant more to me than anything. No matter what happened between Knox and me, from that point forward, I would always be thankful for that night. The night he gave me a little piece of joy in the ordinary kind of life.  
 
   The laughter died down and we were all left breathless. The game was over and Maddox was looking a little tired. He stretched and yawned, leaning his head in his hand just to stay upright. Knox took note, and coaxed him into going to bed. He didn’t put up a fight, he just ran over to me, gave me a quick hug, and ran to bed with Knox in tow.  
 
   My heart melted. 
 
   He’d hugged me.  
 
   He’d trusted me.  
 
   The emotions started to rise within me as I made a simple, yet important observation. Maddox, the small little boy with dark hair blue and green eyes, and strong soul, reminded me of my brother. It was kind of bitter sweet.  
 
   I gathered the cards and cleaned up, while Knox put Maddox to bed. When everything was in a nice neat stack, and the dishes were all in the sink, I made my way to the couch and sank into it. I was finding that laughter was exhausting, but completely worth it.  
 
   I closed my eyes for a minute, enjoying the softness of the material and the way it felt like I was sitting on a cloud. 
 
   I heard the loud sound of Knox’s boots on the hardwood floor and my eyes flew open. I kept them trained on the TV, which was playing some cartoon I didn’t recognize. My heart started to beat erratically, but for once it wasn’t out of fear, it was out of nerves. I was about to be alone with him. Alone with Knox. It was different than it was the night before. Things had been said, feelings had been admitted to, and it was a whole other game now. 
 
   I focused on the mindless TV and controlled my breathing, slowing down each breath in hopes of avoiding yet another freak out.  
 
   Knox stood next to me, popped the cap off a beer, and handed it to me.  
 
   “Thanks. For this. For tonight. It’s been nice,” I mumbled, gaining the courage to look at him. My lips reached the rim of the bottle and I took a long gulp, loving the way the cold liquid felt going down.  
 
   Our eyes met, and I watched as a string of emotions played across his, each one slightly changing the glow of his eyes. 
 
   Attraction.
 
   Intrigue. 
 
   Fondness.
 
   Confusion.
 
   A hint of fear. 
 
   And, the look he was giving me completely summed up how I was feeling toward him and the situation between us. Sure, I had decided to go with it, open myself up to living, and the possibility of being a part of an ‘us.’ But, was it that simple? I had faith in myself to be able to move forward without hesitancy when I left my apartment that evening, but as soon as I arrived in his space, watching him interact with him son, with me, it changed things. It made things real. To be honest, it scared me.  
 
   There was a lot going on here. It wasn’t as simple as boy meets girl, they fall in love, have amazing sex, get married, have babies, and the whole shebang. There was damage and baggage, and when those two come into play it is never a simple position to be in. There was no black and white, there were thirty other colors mixed in between, blending them all together, making it impossible to know right from wrong.   
 
   To me, it was a damn cluster fuck. God, I wanted to have a relationship. I wanted to go with my instinct telling me that Knox could be amazing for me, that he could be my ‘it,’ my future. But, there was the pesky past haunting me, telling me not to get my hopes up, that my life is too complicated. It was advising me that blending myself with another person could be dangerous. And then, there was that inkling pulling on my conscious whispering to me to remember that he has his own secrets, and he has his own nightmares that I may never discover. Knox’s life was in a delicate state, and I was afraid of breaking that.  
 
   But there was something else there, shouting at me louder than the torments of our pasts, pushing me to remember that the possibility of living a happy life was there. The proof was standing right in front of me, staring at me as if I was normal, and as if us meeting, our interactions, were conventional. The proof was also in the eyes of his son, who had only walked this earth for six short years, and was already able to start over, despite the terrible cards he was dealt.  
 
   Yes, the confidence I had when I came over here tonight was wavering, but I needed to hold on to the hope that there could be something here. I had to, or else, I was doing exactly what Jay had told me not to do.  
 
   I had to live, or I had to leave.  
 
   Knox cleared his throat, getting me out of my head once again. I smirked at him and shrugged, knowing that I had been caught red-handed, staring into space.  
 
   “You do that a lot, you know?” 
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Lose yourself in your thoughts,” he said, as he sat next to me, close enough for me to feel the heat from his skin. 
 
   “How can you tell that’s what I’m doing? Maybe I was watching TV. You know, vegging out, becoming one with the couch.” My voice was barely louder than a whisper. He was close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body. I licked my lips out of nerves, or out of anticipation, of how close he really was.  
 
   “I can tell because of the crease you get right here,” Knox trailed his finger to the space between my eyebrows, “And your lips start to pout.” His thumb caressed my lips as he stared at them intently.  His face came towards mine. Although, it was such a small movement, I could have imagined it, but it had my mind going blank. My breathing stopped, I was hot, and cold, my body covered in goose bumps. Being near him was starting to feel like being at the top of a roller coaster right before the drop. We were entering uncharted territory within our relationship, friendship, fuck if I knew what to call it.  
 
   Seconds, minutes, days went by with him looking at me like that, like he was trying to figure me out, and trying to keep himself from devouring me, all at once.  I stared back at him the same way, my intensity matching his, but we didn’t move toward each other. His face rocked closer to mine as he breathed, but he never intentionally got any closer. He paused, I was frozen. We were both feeling the heaviness of it all.  
 
   Knox pulled away and gave us a little bit of room. The silence fell between us, and this time, it felt a little awkward. He had no idea what to do next, and neither did I. Something was stopping us from going forward, and I was starting to think he was having the same debate as I was. Actually, I was certain of it because it was written on his face.  
 
   We should have started a conversation about it. We probably should have communicated what was going on within our own twisted minds, but we didn’t. We avoided it, saving it for another time, another place.  
 
   We changed topics, talking about dinner, and the day he’d had with Maddox. Then he told me all of the things he’d learned about his son, and the way he had lived with his mother. Sadness settled into my bones as I silently realized the similarities between Maddox’s and my childhoods. I knew what living that kind of life was like, and I knew how it affected you, especially being so young. It forces you to grow up, to see the world with jaded glasses. Luckily for Maddox, he had Knox to keep him grounded, and to show him the way life should be. I wish I’d had that.  
 
   Knox got up, grabbed two more beers, and sat back down in the seat to my left, after handing me the bottle. He ran his hands through his already messed up hair and rested his head in his palms.  
 
   “I can’t imagine what it’s like for him, I mean, he hasn’t even lived. Not really anyway. He was locked up and stowed away when he should have been having those life experiences. Hell, I spent the last six years hating myself for missing those times with him and then come to find out I didn’t miss any of them at all. I don’t know if I feel worse for expecting him to have those memories without me, or the fact that I had no idea those memories didn’t exist,” Knox rubbed his face between his hands and sat back against the couch, his eyes shut. I knew all too well what guilt felt like. It was all consuming, and if Knox let it, it would take over his life. I wouldn’t let that happen though, I couldn’t. I reached out and touched his arm, gently squeezing.  
 
   “You had no idea though, Knox. How could you? I don’t know the entire story, or how things ended up as fucked up as they did, but I can tell it wasn’t your fault. You love Maddox, the fact that you’re here, beating yourself up over this, is proof enough. You can’t let yourself drown in guilt. You can’t change what’s happened. You can only make things better. So maybe it’s time to give him a fresh start.” His hand intertwined with mine as he peered at me in disbelief, then bobbed his head up and down as he agreed. 
 
   “It’s the start of summer, I only have a couple months to make it up to him. There are literally thousands of things I pictured myself doing with him over the years. How am I going to even start?”
 
   “Give yourself a limit. Make it a bucket list, of sorts. Make it the ‘Things to do before Maddox turns seven,’ list. Do everything and anything you pictured for him. Pile in all of those memories, give him his childhood back before he grows older.”
 
   “You’re a genius,” Knox said, jumping up from the couch suddenly. I watched him as he walked through the kitchen, opening and closing drawers, searching for something. When he finally found what he was looking for, he sat on the floor at my feet, putting the notepad and pen on the coffee table to write.  
 
   He jotted down a few things before stopping and looking to me, as if prompting me for ideas. It probably should have felt like I was out of place in this, but I didn’t. I found myself wanting to help, and thinking of ideas, things I wished I could have done as a kid.  
 
   “Number four. Go to Disneyland. Because what kid in Southern California hasn’t gone to the happiest place on earth?” Knox’s hand was working over time writing down the suggestions. “Number five. Read the Harry Potter Series. Every kid needs a little bit of magic in their lives.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t have taken you for a closet Harry Potter fan,” Knox joked, as he wrote it down.
 
   “Oh, there is nothing secretive about my being a fan,” he shook his head and I paused to think, wanting to offer ideas that meant a lot to me growing up.  
 
   “I could teach him how to throw a ball. Although, I may not be all that great at it to begin with. I might as well teach him how to rock climb instead.”
 
   I patted his back in encouragement, his hand feverishly writing. “You need to teach him about music. Good music. You don’t want him to become one of those kids who like One Direction, or even worse, Justin Bieber,” I shuddered.  
 
   “Good music, I like it. But, what is your idea of ‘good music?’ I swear if you say Britney Spears, you’re going to have to leave.” 
 
   “I like all kinds of music. I’m not a one genre kind of girl. But, I do have to say, I am a bit of a metal core fan myself. Memphis May Fire, Of Mice and Men, or Bring Me the Horizon, those bands are my idea of great music,” he turned toward me, eyes wide, mouth open, face riddled with shock.  
 
   “I think, I love you,” Knox said, dramatically. 
 
   “Oh shut up and write it down,” I brushed him off although inwardly, I was doing a happy dance.  
 
   We spent the next hour coming up with a list for Maddox, with plans to start on it the following day. He looked so hopeful, so excited, it was contagious.  
 
   Somewhere between making the list for Maddox and our third beers, we made our way to the porch. Both of us were feeling a little buzzed off of Shiner Bock and excitement. I don’t know whose suggestion it was to play War, or whose idea it was to finish off the six pack, but either way, we found ourselves loosening up. 
 
   I sat in the chair across from Knox, cross-legged, beer in one hand, and cards in the other. Knox mirrored my position, or he did as well as any man over six feet could. We had been asking questions in between each turn, and it was kind of thrilling. I was learning little things about Knox, and I was allowing him discover small details about me. Nothing was too serious, but then again, it didn’t have to be, the point was that we were opening up.  
 
   “What’s your favorite book?” Knox asked, setting each card down, and winning the round.  
 
   “That’s a trick question. I don’t have just one favorite, I couldn’t if I tried. It’s totally impossible,” I rambled, watching as he gathered the cards into his pile.  
 
   “Fine, fine. Then tell me one of your favorite books.” 
 
   “A Wrinkle in Time.” 
 
   “Why that one out of all the books you’ve read?”
 
   “To be honest, I only vaguely remember the story.  But, what I do remember is my brother, Wade, carrying it around everywhere with him when we were growing up. To this day, I can’t pass the book without picturing it tucked under his pillow at night.” There it was. My first real, solid memory shared with Knox. I couldn’t take back the words that I had just put out for Knox to analyze, but then again, I don’t think I would have. It felt freeing to tell him a little bit about Wade. I don’t often get to think about him, let alone bring his memory to life, without feeling pain. Maybe because I was well on my way to being drunk, or maybe it’s because I was starting to feel comfortable with Knox. The lines were blurring between my secrets and this life.  
 
   “You have a brother? Is he back in Alabama?” Knox asked, his question completely innocent.  
 
   “Had. I had a brother. He died six years ago.” With every word of that sentence, pain filled my chest. Six years was a long time to hold on to such grief, I knew that, I just didn’t know how to fix it. Thinking of Wade, talking about him, never got easier, but that’s probably because I avoided it.  
 
   “Emery Jane—,” he started, but I couldn’t hear it. I didn’t want to hear it.  
 
   “Don’t. It’s fine, really. I mean, it’s not fine. He was my brother and now he’s gone, but nothing you say can change that,” I said, hoping he didn’t feel slighted at my words. It was just pure honesty.  
 
   “I get it. Nothing I say is going to make the pain subside. It’s something that will stay with you for as long as you live no matter what you do,” Knox whispered, reaching over and pulling on my arm, motioning for me to come sit with him. I sat on his lap and curled up into the nook of his neck. The words he spoke were true and I respected him for not beating around the bush, or trying to fill me with empty platitudes, to make me feel better.  
 
   We sat entangled in each other for a while. I listened to the way he breathed, deep and solid, and heard the way his heart beat hard and strong.  
 
   “Thank you. Thank you for saying it like it is. I miss him. I think I’ll always miss him. In a way, Maddox kind of reminds me of Wade,” I blurted out. Knox looked down and caught my gaze, my eyes started watering slightly.  
 
   “Tell me about him.”
 
   So I did. I told him about the happy times we had as children before my mother died, about the books he read, and the way he spoke. I explained the way he looked so much like Maddox. But, it’s what I didn’t tell him that had me feeling awful. There was this part of me that was bursting at the seams to talk to someone, share the painful memories so I wasn’t the only one holding the burden of them. I could have. I should have. But I didn’t.  
 
   “Wade loved books the way Maddox does. Actually, we both did. It was our way of escaping too. When things got bad, we would sit together under a blanket with a flash light, and whisper the words of our favorite books. He was so intelligent,” Knox held me tight, and I kicked myself for letting that part slide. That was too much information and left too much to the imagination. I think Knox knew that though. He caught on quick. He changed the subject and continued to embrace me.  
 
   I looked at my watch and gasped at the time. 
 
   “It’s almost four in the morning! I need to go to bed. Thank you for all of this. I know I’ve said it already but it was truly an amazing night,” I said, getting up from his lap and stretching, my red top revealing a little of my flat stomach. I watched as Knox studied me, his mouth parted slightly, and his eyes dilated as they roamed the rest of my body.  
 
   Suddenly everything changed. The air between us shifted.  I looked at him, he looked at me, and then we charged. I thrust my hands into his wild hair and his hands were everywhere and nowhere at once. My lips crashed onto his, his tongue slid against mine and I moaned. It felt better than I imagined, like my entire body was set ablaze in a powerful fire.  
 
   Something snapped inside of me and I took control. I pushed Knox back into his chair as I slowly straddled him, breaking apart for only a second. I pressed my body against his, grinding slowly on his lap. I bent down and kissed him again, this time lighter, teasing, trailing my lips from his mouth to his neck. He groaned and squeezed my hips, pulling me tighter to him. His hands snuck under my shirt, his hands warm on my skin, when a light from inside the apartment stopped us.  
 
   We were motionless as we watched a sleepy Maddox walk to the bathroom. Suddenly, we were both in a fit of laughter. Feeling like we were teenagers who just got caught by parents while making out on the porch. I turned crimson red. I stood up from Knox’s lap, giving him a small kiss before walking to the sliding glass door.  
 
   “I think it’s time I go home,” he nodded, still chuckling as he stood up and followed me to the door. His hand fell into mine as we slowly walked into the house. I gathered my things and took the few steps to the front door. I looked back at him, he looked at me, and I could feel that things between us had changed. Things were deeper, more real, and the idea of it didn’t scare me as much as I expected it to. Knox leaned down and kissed me slowly. 
 
   “Till tomorrow, Emery Jane,” he said, his lips only a breath away from mine.  
 
   “Till tomorrow, Knox,” I mimicked, as I walked over the threshold into the hall. I turned around before I got to my door just to look at him again. Knox’s eyes were soft, and his dimple was on full display. Sighing, I waved and walked inside, closing the door and pressing my back into it. Breaking out into a happy dance, I twirled and swirled around, flashing a smile.
 
   I was officially “that girl” but I didn’t care. I was starting to feel something for Knox, and damn it felt amazing.  
 
   I resisted the urge to check the door before I went to bed, I mean, I fought it tooth and nail. Instead, I marched myself to bed, falling asleep with a smile on my face.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Knox
 
                 I closed my door and locked it, then walked into my living room with a permanent smile on my face and my chest feeling like it was ready to burst. I could have chastised myself for acting like a girl, but in reality, I would gladly give up my man card to feel this kind of happiness. It was kind of amazing what connecting with someone could do.               I swear, when the night started, I kept thinking it couldn’t get any better. Here I was, sitting with my son, and this gorgeous girl, what could be better than that? I continued to repeat that question in my head after she told me where she was from, and how she tied her shoes. I replayed it after I watched her interact with Maddox, and when all three of us were brought to tears from laughter. I even thought of it again after we got a little buzzed and she told me about her brother, because I could tell that she didn’t open up about it often. But, it was after I kissed her that had me wondering if that feeling of it always being amazing near her would ever go away. Would I always feel that being in her presence was just as amazing as it was the first time, or the second, even the sixth time? I had a feeling I already knew the answer.
 
                 I think it was when my lips collided with Emery Jane’s  that a little piece of me became hers. It sounds crazy, even a little bit cheesy, but I don’t know how else to explain it. I had never felt anything like it before. I had kissed a lot of women in my lifetime, but no one, had me feeling like this might be the last first kiss I’ll ever have.
 
   Just thinking about that kiss had me readjusting myself. What started out as just a kiss, quickly turned explosive. Connecting with Emery Jane ignited a fire between us that I wasn’t sure could be contained. When she pushed me into that chair, taking control, I thought I might have died and gone to heaven. She looked so stunning, so sexy, in the way she sauntered over to me, my pleasure completely in her hands. It was painful when we were interrupted, and even more so when she released her body from mine. But I had time, and I would use that to show her exactly how she made me feel.      
 
   Walking into Maddox’s bedroom, I’d stroked his hair, and listened to his deep, even breathing, for a moment. He seemed so peaceful when he slept, as if he had never been touched by the demons in his life.
 
   I bent down and kissed his forehead. It was still surreal to see him here, but I was determined to make every day better than the last, just like Emery Jane had suggested. She had no idea just how much I needed to do this. To her, I was just making up for lost time, and in part, that was true. But, it was also to give him a piece of happiness, because it was very possible that it would only be temporary. I didn’t want him to think of me and harbor negative feelings. I wanted him to remember the time he spent with me, and feel the head to toe happiness I would show him.   
 
   The meeting with Bailey wiggled its way into my mind, and forced anxiety to course through me. She held my fate in her hands. The ball would always be in her court, and as long as she wanted Maddox, this life I was trying to provide for him would always be temporary. I shivered at the thought of him returning to her, or even worse, being thrown into the system. I had to figure out a way around this, because I refused to lose him again.  
 
   The anxiety quickly started to manifest itself, threatening to turn into a full blown panic attack, and I decided that sleep would have to wait. I went into my dark room, put on my favorite play list, and started to develop the latest roll of film.  
 
   I lost myself in the music, momentarily thinking back to Emery Jane’s confession of her favorite bands and how similar we were in taste. That thought quickly went away, as I cleared my mind, the way I always did when I was in this room. It was a sort of self-imposed rule; as soon as I entered my safe haven, there was no room for thoughts, negative or positive. I just let myself focus on my photographs, and that was it.   
 
   As I put each photo in their designated washes, images of Emery Jane came to mind, despite my rule, despite every effort I made of clearing my mind. She was there. She’d imbedded herself in my brain, somehow. I could have been irritated by that fact, or irritated because I had never broken my own rule.  But I wasn’t. I found myself feeling more at peace with the thought of her in the back of my mind as I worked.  
 
   The mental pictures I had taken over the last two days came to mind, and before I knew it, a couple hours had flown by. My photos were developed and my mind was free of anxiety. She was changing things for me, even in the parts of my life I didn’t think needed change.  
 
   I quickly hung the pictures up to dry, and looked at them displayed before me. There was something about film photography that captured my heart. As I analyzed my work, I felt a little bit of pride knowing I was good at what I did.  
 
   There was nothing simple about film photography. In the age of everything digital, it was sort of a lost art. It took time, and unlike digital, you only had a limited amount of shots to capture the perfect moment.  There was no Photoshop, or taking as many shots as you want to get the picture you were planning. It was raw, and real, and took pure skill.  
 
   In this day and age, people typically went with photographers who only shot with digital. Film became somewhat obsolete the moment people realized they could get everything they wanted in minutes, just by connecting it to a computer. I suppose instant gratification was the reason behind it. Don’t get me wrong, I still loved it, whether it was digital or film, but I had my favorite nonetheless. There were still a few clients out there that were open to the idea of film. Just like the couple’s photos I was looking at right then, and those were my favorite ones.  
 
   Deciding it was time to put the photos away, and get some sleep, I closed up shop, and migrated to my bedroom. Opening the door, I sighed at the bare walls, the unusually large mattress, and lack of personalization. It never bothered me before, but now, it felt like something was missing. I stripped down to my black boxers, throwing my clothes on the floor next to my bed, and crawled under the cool covers. Goose bumps spread across my skin at the contact.  
 
   Closing my eyes, I instantly thought of Emery Jane, her bright eyes burning themselves into my dreams as I drifted off to sleep.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
   “You ready to head out for your surprise, bud?” I knocked on Maddox’s door, holding a giant bag filled with the secret items we needed for the day. The door swung open to reveal a glowing little boy, dressed in brand new clothes and wearing the sweetest smile. I grabbed Maddox’s shirt and whistled.  
 
   “Look at you. I’m digging the new clothes, dude,” I complimented, as he looked around bashfully. He nodded, and ran past me, heading for the bathroom. I caught a glimpse of him, vigorously brushing his teeth, and attempting to style his hair similar to mine at the same time. I chuckled.  If he only knew that he already looked like my twin. I mean, it was kind of uncanny, to be honest. Even down to the outfit he sported today, a black batman shirt, a black pair of shorts, and black Converse. It was a miniature version of what was in my closet already.  
 
   He emerged from the bathroom and I could feel the excitement rolling off of him. I woke him this morning with the news that I had a big surprise day planned for him. The way his blue and green eyes shown with shock, and happiness, was reassuring that I was doing the right thing. Every child deserved to feel exactly the way he looked.  
 
   “I’m ready, daddy,” he said, quietly. I looked at him, noticing his hair sticking up in a thousand different directions. I laughed, and smoothed it over just a tad, making it look more purposeful, and less like he just woke up.  
 
   I picked up the giant bag, handed Maddox his book, and walked out the door, locking it behind me. We took the few steps to get to Emery Jane’s door, and I knocked while looking at Maddox and noticing how he blushed. If I didn’t know any better, I would say he had a crush on her.  
 
   I wanted to invite Emery Jane, especially after last night, but didn’t know how to bring it up to him. Was this going to be too much? You know, not only changing his entire living dynamic, but bringing another woman into his life? I didn’t even have time to think too much on the question before Maddox suggested we invite her. I grabbed him and pulled him into a hug, realizing just how big this was for him, and for me. There was nothing holding me back from having Emery Jane in my life, but the weight was still there, knowing there was a lot holding her back from being mine.  
 
   We waited a moment before I heard her unlock the deadbolt and open the door. Maddox walked around from behind me, straight into Emery Jane’s arms. He enveloped her in a hug, his head resting in the crook of her neck. Emery Jane’s look of surprise melted into a look of love as she squeezed him just as hard as he was holding on to her.  
 
                 Click. 
 
                 Click.
 
                 Click. 
 
   There was no ‘I want to remember this forever,’ it was a need. I needed to remember the day my son opened up to someone other than me. My eyes were becoming misty, and before I could cover it up, Emery Jane’s spotted my expression. She didn’t have to say anything, she understood what I was feeling, it was written on her face. This was a pivotal moment in my life, and the road we were on, even if she didn’t know it. I could never let anyone into my heart if my son didn’t respond to them, but I didn’t have to worry about that anymore, he adored her.  
 
   Maddox let her go and walked behind me once again, hiding his head. I ruffled his hair and turned my attention to a clearly emotional, and barely awake, Emery Jane.  
 
   “Well, good morning, boys,” she said, attempting to hide the emotion in her voice.  
 
   “Good morning, beautiful. We are here to cordially invite you to the adventure of the day. Would you like to accompany us?”  She smiled, but it was quickly replaced with regret.  
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m waiting for my roommate to come into town,” she explained, looking devastated.  
 
   “Oh, I didn’t realize you had a roommate,” I said, my voice filled with disappointment. I tried to hide it, but I failed miserably. It was saddening for me and for Maddox, although I knew we would have a great day, regardless. But, I was upset in the fact that I was out of the loop. I had no idea about anything in her life, even something as little as this.  
 
   “Oh God, Knox. I’m sorry.” Her arms were moving frantically and she started to fumble her words. “I know I don’t have to tell you things, we’re not dating or anything, I mean, are we? Shit. I’m sorry. I should have told you. It just kind of slipped my mind—,” I put my hand up to stop her word vomit. 
 
   “Emery Jane?” 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Stop talking,” I said, with a hint of humor in my tone. She nodded, putting her hand to her mouth and chewing on her thumb. 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “First of all, it’s okay. There’s no need to apologize. Regardless of what we are or aren’t, you don’t have to check in with me. I don’t own you. You have the right to tell me whatever you want, or don’t want. Plus, I have a feeling you aren’t quite used to having to report to someone, so I’m not mad. It’s not a big deal. Okay?” I reached out and squeezed her arm in comfort. She hung her head, wearing a guilty smile, and nodded again. “I just have two questions.”
 
   “Ask away.”
 
   “Is your roommate a guy, and if so, should I be worried?” I questioned, giving her my best half smile. I was joking, but at the same time, I really wanted to know. This girl was a complete mystery to me, so I felt the need to ask questions even though my curiosity could make her flee.  
 
   “No, and no. My roommate’s name is Jay, short for Jayden Rae. She’s actually my best friend from Alabama,” she lit up and I could tell this Jay meant a lot to her. Which already made me like her, not just because she made Emery Jane look happy, but because she was a glimpse into her past that I might never have gotten to see.  
 
   “What time is she coming in?” 
 
   “Later today. She said she would be here around five or six.” 
 
   “Perfect. Then you can come out with us. I’ll make sure to have you back in time.” 
 
   “I don’t want to ruin whatever plans you have for today,” she whispered. “I know how important they are.”
 
   I squeezed her arm again, then took her hand in mine. “You won’t be ruining anything. In fact, Maddox here requested your presence.  Can you really say no to that?” I realized I was using the ultimate guilt trip, but I wasn’t ashamed. I’d do it again in a heartbeat. Her face said everything I needed to know, she would do anything if he asked. And that meant the world to me.
 
   “I most definitely cannot say no to that. I’m not ready, though, so I’ll just meet you guys there. That way, if I need to get back, I won’t have to make you guys leave too. How about that?”
 
   “Sounds perfect. I’ll text you where we will be.” We both nodded, and Maddox headed toward the elevator. Emery Jane had turned to close the door, when I called her name. She turned around with a look of confusion. I made sure Maddox wasn’t looking, and leaned into her. I paused, an inch away from her lips, giving her the opportunity to back away, but when she didn’t, I dove right in. My mouth crushed hers. Fire spread throughout me, and I felt like I was drowning in all things Emery Jane. Her mouth gave way for my tongue and I stroked it, earning a small sigh from her mouth.  As much as it pained me to do it, I pulled away, knowing my son was just a few feet away, and knowing damn well that this would turn into something more if I didn’t stop.  
 
   She looked at me, breathless, and stared as I walked away. We were both in deep, even if she wouldn’t admit it. I knew it was true.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Maddox and I arrived at the shops above the boardwalk, looked for a pair of swim shorts for him, and a few essentials for our day. After purchasing everything, and letting him change, we walked onto the warm sand, letting the grains squish between our toes.                
 
   Glancing over, I watched as Maddox took everything in. His eyes were wide, and he kept wiggling his toes, with his mouth hanging slightly open. It had occurred to me that, although we lived in Huntington Beach, he had never stepped foot in the sand, let alone in the water. I decided that it was kind of a sin to live in a beach town, and never experience its greatness.  
 
   I grabbed his hand and led him to the shore, picking a spot close enough to the water to feel the coolness of the breeze, and far enough away to keep our stuff dry. I let Maddox observe as I started to set up, laying out a giant grey sheet, unfolding the chairs, and assembling the umbrellas. I left the snacks in the bag, but brought out the mini cooler filled to the brim with soda and water.    
 
   By the time I was finished fixing up our spot for the day, Emery Jane sent me a text saying she was on her way. The day had just started and it was already perfect.  
 
   Maddox sat in the chair next to me, and continued to stare, particularly at the surfers on the horizon. He didn’t say much, but then again, he didn’t usually. Instead, he silently adjusted to his new surroundings. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, enjoying the sounds of the beach. It wasn’t the sun or sand, or even the water that was my favorite part of coming here, it was the sounds. When you close your eyes you could hear the joy of everyone around you. People bring their families, their significant others, and their friends here to enjoy their lives, and it was evident by their smiles.  
 
   I could hear the people to my right, laughing over their kids burying each other in the sand. I listened to the couple behind me talk about the wedding they wanted to plan here, and as the group next to us played the guitar and sang a ridiculous pop song. All of this was the definition of simplicity, and I loved it.  
 
   Opening my eyes, I watched as Maddox moved front the chair to the sand, digging around with his hand as he eyed the water. I felt a soft hand on my shoulder, and when I turned around I was greeted with Emery Jane’s stunning grin.  
 
   “Sorry it took me so long, I realized I didn’t own a bathing suit,” she mentioned, as she took her tank top off, revealing a black bikini top. I could feel myself drooling at the sight of her. If she looked perfect with clothes on, she was starting to look unworldly with less of them on. The bathing suit she wore was plain black, but small, highlighting the curves of her body. And I found myself torn in two; in love with the amount of sex appeal she harbored, and pissed off that there was not a damn thing I could do to show her just how phenomenal she looked.  
 
   She shimmed her shorts off, displaying just how long her legs were. Standing directly in front of me, she put her hands on her hips, and arched her eyebrows.
 
   “Is there something I can help you with?” she asked, playfully. There was definitely something she could help me with, if only the time was right.  
 
   I shook my head at her and averted my eyes to the water, watching as one of the surfers wiped out. Emery Jane sat in the chair next to me, reached into the cooler, and pulled out a water bottle. My eyes focused on the way her lips looked when they touched the rim of the water bottle. Damn, I really needed to get myself in check. It was not the time or the place to be having thoughts like this, especially when they had to do with the way her mouth would look on a certain part of me.  
 
   I heard her chuckle, an evil, all knowing chuckle. I reached for her hand and pulled her closer to me, giving her a quick kiss, before releasing her.  
 
   “So Maddox, what do you think?” she asked him, looking around with the same kind of reaction he had when we first arrived.  
 
   “It’s really….cool,” he admitted quietly, eyeing the water again.  
 
   “I agree. Want to know a secret?” she crawled out of the chair and sat next to Maddox, sticking her feet in the sand, and covering with the tiny grains. He looked at her expectantly.  “This is my first time at the beach too.” 
 
   “Really?” Maddox asked, smiling at her. She bobbed her head and as if that made them instant friends. The pair sat there taking turns burying each other, throwing sand around, and watching the water. It surprised me, to know that this was a new experience for her.  How in the hell had she lived so long and not visited a single beach.  
 
   “I had no idea it would be your first time here too,” I mentioned, as I got up, taking a place next to them.  
 
   “Yeah, I mean, I’ve lived in a lot of places but never anywhere this close to the shore. I’ve been to lakes with beaches but it’s nothing in comparison to this,” she said, her eyes closed as she listened the way I had and I watched her. She looked beautiful, and right then, she looked vulnerable. It was as if the suggestions she made for Maddox’s list, had been things she’d wanted for herself in her childhood.  
 
   “Well, then it’s a good thing you came out here with us today because…” I reached out for the remainder of the items in my bag, “we have sand castles to build, sea shells to collect, and lunch to eat,” I pulled each item out to show them, then stood up and walked closer to the shore to start on the castles, knowing this was going to be a day to remember.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 Watching the sand castle we’d just built get demolished as Maddox and Knox jumped up and down on it, I laughed, feeling a little bit like a kid. When I stepped foot on the beach, I couldn’t help but stand and stare for a few minutes before finding them. Somehow, the view before me looked more beautiful than it did in the movies. The sand was warm between my toes, and the people around me were vibrant and free. The seagulls flew overhead, squawking as they dove for food on the ground. The waves were crashing, and I watched as people of all ages played in them. This was a place of euphoria, I was sure of it.
 
   But as much as it was beautiful to look at, it was even more than I imagined when you get the full experience.  And let me tell you, Knox was pulling out all the stops. We built sand castles, and looked for sea shells, discovering sand crabs along the way.  We walked along the sand and stood with our feet touching the shore, the freezing water biting at our toes. It was the perfect day and it wasn’t even over yet.  
 
   When the boys were done jumping up and down, Knox announced that he would be right back, mentioning something about needing a drink, so Maddox and I wandered toward the water. 
 
   We stood there, watching as the small waves rolled over our toes. His eyebrows were scrunched and his face filled with interest. He didn’t have to tell me what he was thinking, because I had the same thoughts. The water was beautiful, and it was intriguing, but it was terrifying. The waves were small but each time they rolled in, they crashed down with power. It was intimidating to me, and I was an adult.  
 
   Maddox reached up and grabbed my hand, looking at me as he did. We smiled at each other, my chest threatening to explode. We stood there, hand in hand, and watched the world go by. There was nothing better than this.  
 
   I heard footsteps coming up fast behind me. I turned around just in time to see Knox running full speed, his shirt discarded, and heading straight toward me. I didn’t even have time to enjoy the shirtless Knox before he scooped me up and ran straight into the bitterly cold water.  
 
   He threw me up in the air and dropped me into the waves. The shock of the cold hit me like a ton of bricks. The water felt like pins and needles pricking my skin, but in a strange way, it also felt refreshing. My body was engulfed in the frigid water, and in that moment it was quiet. All I could hear were my thoughts and the water rushing around me. As much as I enjoyed the eerie silence, the freezing temperature brought me back to reality.
 
   I found the sand bank beneath my feet and pushed up, and my body rocketed out of the water. I took a giant breath in, feeling the warm air surround me. The laughter of Knox and Maddox filled my ears, and I shot my eyes open to see Knox heading to the shore with Maddox, then they toppled over in a heap of hysterics.
 
   I threw my head back and joined them as we all dissolved into laughter, before trudging my way through the waves toward them, feigning irritation, even though I could hardly contain my smile.                
 
   “You’re going down!” I exclaimed, running after Knox as he hid behind Maddox. I chased him for a while before I gave up, throwing my hands in the air, in defeat.  
 
   Maddox’s little hand tugged on mine and pulled me down to his level. He looked so serious, it was adorable.  
 
   “Was it scary?” he whispered, gauging the waves before him. 
 
   “It wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be.” 
 
   He grinned, but still seemed hesitant. “Do you want to know what I do when I get scared?” 
 
   “Yes please,” he said, politely.  
 
   “I close my eyes, count to three, and picture myself doing my favorite thing in the world,” I demonstrated dramatically, squeezing my eyes shut. “Anytime you get scared, try it. Picture yourself reading, or hanging out with your dad.  I promise, it works every time,” I watched as the fear melted away, proud that I was able to help him in some way. I knew his fears ran deeper than this water. 
 
   Maddox closed his eyes, and mouthed the numbers as he counted in his head. When he opened his eyes, he looked at Knox, and nodded once as if to say ‘I’m ready.’ 
 
   Knox swiftly picked him up and walked slowly into the water. I stood back, watching them have this moment. This was exactly what Knox wanted, to help him participate in life without fear.  
 
   Remembering that Knox brought his camera, I sprinted to our spot, grabbed it, and returned to shore just in time to capture the moment.  Of course, it was a film camera, and I had no idea exactly how it would turn out, but at least they would have this moment, forever. Because it was a moment worth remembering.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The rest of the day went by in the blink of an eye. We played for what seemed like hours in the water, taking turns dunking each other, and body surfing. We ventured onto the pier, walking unhurriedly, taking in the view, and finally reaching the restaurant. When we were finished eating the sun was starting to set, and I knew it was time to head home. Jay would be coming in soon, and I wanted to be there when she arrived.  Maddox and Knox sat in the sand, throwing handfuls of it at each other, as I gathered my things. His multicolored eyes met mine, and I became breathless. 
 
    He looked picture perfect, sitting there, shirtless, his body covered in a fine layer of sand. Those green and blue eyes were shining and his smile stretched across his face. He was mouthwatering to say the least. I knew he was muscular before today, but it was slightly intimidating to see him on full display like this. The contours of his shoulders and arms were nothing in comparison to his back and abs. The need to run my hands along them was intense.  
 
   As if he wasn’t already this incredible human being, his tattoos were even more powerful than I could have imagined. The only part of him that wasn’t covered in ink was his face. I knew that it was a giant design rolled into one, but I couldn’t see where it started or where it ended. I vowed to take a closer look the moment I got a chance to be alone with him. The curiosity was killing me.    
 
   But even more than his superb looks that had me panting in a way that was slightly embarrassing, the way I was falling for him took my breath away.  
 
   I was plunging down the rabbit hole into a strange world where I could find this passionate and divine man, and start to feel this way for him within a matter of forty-eight hours.   
 
   I had no idea which way was up, but I guess, I didn’t really want to know. I just wanted to stare deep into those eyes and stay there.  
 
   Knox stood up, and walked toward me, pulling me into an embrace. His hands rested on the small of my back, and I wrapped my arms around his waist. My head only reached the top of his shoulders, but I laid my head against his chest, listening to his heart beat erratically. Knox’s chin rested on the top of my head. We swayed a little, the breeze hitting our skin, the sounds of the beach playing around us.  
 
   I pressed my lips to the bare skin above his heart, and he leaned down to whisper in my ear.
 
   “I hope I made this day as special for you as you made it for Maddox.” 
 
   “You did. I can’t thank you enough for this, and for introducing me to him. He’s an amazing little boy, Knox.” 
 
   “He is. You are nothing short of amazing yourself, Emery Jane,” I looked up at him, and stood on the tips of my toes pressing my lips to his. It wasn’t a hot and hungry kiss, no, this one was heavy, and filled with meaning.  
 
   We both pulled away at the same time, separating not only our lips, but our bodies too. I tugged my purse on my shoulder and walked toward Maddox to say my goodbyes. He drew me into a hug, for the second time today, and I kissed him on the top of his head. Would I ever get used to the way these two made me feel? I was pretty sure the answer was no.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As soon as I walked in the door, I heard my phone beep with the text message ringtone. I grabbed my phone and walked into the bathroom, starting the shower. I was covered in sand and salt, a shower was definitely in order.  
 
   Unlocking my phone, I look down to see Knox’s name displayed with two text messages below it.  
 
   Knox: When Jay gets in, head back this way. Maddox and I are making S’mores. You guys don’t want to miss it.
 
   The next message was a picture of Maddox’s face, his lip in a pout. With the caption “You can’t say no to this face,” below it.  
 
   He was right, I definitely couldn’t.  I typed a quick message back, explaining that if Jay felt up to it, we would be there, then undressed and stepped into the shower.  
 
   I was scrubbing my hair when I heard a door open and close. My heart stopped, then restarted, beating hard enough to be felt throughout my entire body. I froze, soap running down my face, and I looked for anything I could defend myself with. Quickly, I let the spray wash away the suds, and I waited, knowing damn well I was cornered, even if I did have a heads up that someone was there. My fight or flight instinct kicked in, and as always, the feeling of wanting to flee was strong, but my will to fight for my life was stronger.  
 
   My posture changed as I stood there, stiff as a board, waiting. The door opened and I felt the hot air leave the room. My jaw was clenched so hard I was sure my teeth would be broken when I released it.  
 
   I watched the shadow on the wall grow bigger as the intruder entered the room. I took a deep breath and readied myself, I had prepared myself for this. I opened the door and lunged forward only to be met with a scream, and the shocked face of my childhood best friend.
 
   “Dude, What the fuck?” Jay screeched, while pressing herself against the door. Her black pixie hair falling across her forehead and into her eyes.  
 
   “Don’t ‘Dude, what the fuck’ me! What the hell are you doing sneaking into my goddamn bathroom?” I yelled, throwing my hands in the air, then scrambling for a towel as I realized my goods were on display. Then, as if she hadn’t just scare the day lights out of me, I lunged for her and pulled her into an entirely too tight, hug. The feeling of home washed over me, allowing the fear to disappear.  
 
   “You didn’t answer your phone! I didn’t want to stand outside like some stalker, so I came in. Good job locking the door, by the way,” Jay said, sarcastically, as she pulled away and pushed me playfully.  
 
   “Shit. Shit. I’m sorry. You’re right. I just got back from the beach with Knox and Maddox. I wanted to take a shower—,” she held her hand up for me to stop. 
 
   “I’m sorry, you were just doing what with who?” she asked. A devilish little smile appeared on her face. 
 
   “I was at the beach with our neighbors. The ones I told you about.” 
 
   “Oh right, the intriguing one. The one you definitely don’t have a thing for,” I rolled my eyes and hopped back in the shower, determined to end this conversation.  “You can’t avoid this.”
 
   “Oh, yes I can. This is me. Avoiding. Can’t you see I’m busy?” My tone didn’t match my words, as I bantered with her. This was what our friendship was like, attitude, and a shit ton of sarcasm.  
 
   “You act as if I care. So, when do I get to meet this guy, and wait, you said you were there with two guys…is the other one our neighbor too? Is he single?” 
 
   “Oh good lord woman, keep it in your pants. You’ve been here for less than five minutes. And yes, he’s single, he’s also six years old and Knox’s son,” I revealed, as I finished up my shower in record time. I wrapped myself in my towel before stepping out and brushing my hair, feeling Jay’s judging eyes on me. “If you behave, you can meet him tonight. They’re still down at the beach, and have invited us for a bonfire.” 
 
   I watched her through the reflection in the mirror. The devilish smile quickly turned mischievous and screamed of trouble. Jay had a knack for interfering in people’s lives. It’s not as bad as it sounds, in most cases, but when it came to this, I wanted her to stay far, far away.  
 
   “Sounds like a plan. You continue not trying to get prettied up to impress this guy and I’ll go get ready,” she said, hooking her thumb behind her toward the door.  She paused looking at me intently “In all seriousness. I fucking missed you.” 
 
   I pulled her into another hug, feeling the weight of seeing her hit me. This was real. I had a piece of my home with me, a piece of the, all too rare, good part of my past, and I was starting my new life. 
 
   Breaking away from the hug, I smiled and pushed her out the door. It was just like old times.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I nearly chickened out three times on the way to my car. For some reason, the thought of my past and present colliding was terrifying. There was too much room for error. All it took was one slip up, and this was over.  
 
   My legs seemed to have a mind of their own. My brain was telling me to go back into the apartment, change into pajamas, and throw myself into bed. My body seemed to have another idea. You can guess who won.  
 
   Jay and I got into the car to make the short drive to the beach. I was only half present as she told me about her trip. I listened and nodded when she told me about the truckers who hit on her at the truck stop. I oohed and ahhed when she explained the attractive men she saw, especially the one that looked like Channing Tatum. Although I was listening, processing, and responding, my mind was in a different place. A place with blue and green eyes peering back at me. 
 
   Turning into the parking lot, I could feel my nerves bubbling up inside of me. I chewed on my nails as I parked the car, and turned it off. I just sat there, nearly forgetting I wasn’t alone. Jay reached out and put her hand on my shoulder. I flinched, and turned to her, meeting her concerned gaze.  
 
   A thousand explanations were on the tip of my tongue. I had all the time in the world to sit there and pour my heart out to my best friend. I could tell her that this thing between me and Knox was big, and real, and intense, making me confused and unable to understand it and that I’m afraid my past would catch up with my future forcing me to go on the run again. I could explain to her that my biggest fear is putting these two in danger, when they’ve already been through enough. The last thing I wanted was to put them to into the path of disaster, especially when they’ve been there before. But, I just couldn’t. Something in me didn’t want to mutter the words out loud, for fear that it would become real.  Because, once you put something out in the universe, it has a way of finding its way back to you.  
 
   I just looked at her and shrugged. Jay’s eyes scrutinized me for a minute, which felt entirely too long, and then shook her head. She knew better than to push me when I wasn’t ready to be pushed.  
 
   “I have no idea what’s going through that head of yours, and if I know you, which I do all too well, then I know you’re over thinking things. So stop. Let’s just enjoy this moment. Stay in the here and now,” I opened my eyes to argue with her, to tell her that she had no idea what she was talking about, but Jay had a way of detecting bullshit, and that’s all my arguments would have been. I nodded, took a deep breath, and got out of the car.  
 
   I pulled the sleeves of my oversized black sweater over my thumbs, and played with the hem, and as I walked, I kept my eyes trained to the sand, too scared to make eye contact with Knox, knowing as soon as I did, I would focus on nothing but him.  He had a funny way of making that happen.  
 
   Jay looped her arm through mine and continued to bump into me as we approached the bonfire, smiling at me as we went. I watched as she looked straight ahead at Knox, gauging her for a reaction. Her eyes widened, and her lips turned up in appreciation. Before I could stop myself, I let my eyes wander to him.  
 
   We were only a few feet away, but in the darkness, with the red and orange flames dancing behind him, I could see his profile. The way the light danced across his face was nothing short of amazing.  
 
   He hadn’t noticed us yet, his eyes lost in the fire before him, as he held Maddox in his lap, huddled together. I took a minute to drink him in, and I would probably always do this when he wasn’t looking, because there was no way I couldn’t. He had something that drew me in, every single time.    
 
   I could tell he was thinking entirely too hard. His jaw was tense, and his free hand was balled into a fist. Something was bothering him, and intense curiosity clawed at me. It wasn’t curiosity for the sake of wanting to know, it was this need I had to help him, to take that look off of his face.  
 
   I slowed our steps as we got closer, looking to Jay for…what? I didn’t know. Encouragement maybe. But, more likely, I needed to see that it was okay to go forward, to stay in the here and now like she’d said.  
 
   She tilted her head and gave me a sweet, almost motherly, look. If there was anything I had learned from our friendship over the years, it was that more often than not, Jay knew me better than I knew myself. Sometimes, it was as if she could read my mind. It could get annoying at times, but it was reassuring that I didn’t have to spill my guts to explain my hesitancy, she just knew. And she was right there, pushing me forward, toward the present, with the confidence I was fighting so hard to gain.  
 
   Knox turned as our steps grew closer, and I watched as he appraised me, a slow, soft smile appearing on his face. His gaze connected with mine, and I found comfort in the times we didn’t speak, in the times we just looked at each other, and it felt as if there was an understanding between us.  
 
   His eyes never left mine, even though I had Jay next to me, who looked more like a model than an average girl from Alabama.  
 
   Growing up, I always thought Jay was beautiful, even when her face still held her baby fat, and her hair was curly and unruly. She always reminded me of someone I would see in the movies, or on the cover of magazines. It didn’t surprise me to see that the last six years had caused her to grow into a definition of gorgeous.  
 
   Her once curly hair was cut into a pixie style, in the most edgy way. Her pale skin was a stark contrast to the blue-black color of her hair, and the way her body thinned, without losing any of the most desirable curves, left me with in a pit of envy. Well, as much as I could have when thinking of my best friend. She dressed in bold colors and patterns that, on any other person, would look strange, but on her, it was perfect. It struck me as odd that Knox never strayed from looking at me. It’s like I was the only one he could see, and an unexpected warmth filled me at the thought.  
 
   I pulled on the hem of my sweater again, and looked down, not knowing exactly what to do. He was looking at me like he wanted to devour me and hold me to him all at once.  
 
   When I finally stood next to him, I noticed a sleeping Maddox, cuddled into Knox’s chest, a small, peaceful smile on his lips.  
 
   “The day must have worn him out. He’s been asleep since I set the fire.” 
 
   “I’m not surprised, he played hard today,” I said, looking from him to Jay “Knox, this is Jay. Jay this is our neighbor Knox.” My hands pointed to each of them in the most awkward way. I was never the best at introductions. Jay waved at him and walked to the empty beach chair across from him.  
 
   “Nice to meet you. I heard you’ve been keeping my girl company.” Her mischievous grin played across her lips.  
 
   “More like she’s been keeping me company.  She’s an interesting one.”
 
   “That she is. You should have seen her growing up,” Knox’s eyebrows went up in a, curiosity killed the cat, kind of way. He was itching to find out more about me, even if it was just the small stupid stuff. I just hoped that Jay could keep her facts straight, and not let anything slip.  
 
   We settled in, and I started making S’mores for everyone.  Maddox stayed asleep on Knox’s lap, despite the flowing conversation. Jay asked him about his job and about his time spent traveling with his family as a child. They got to know each other, the discussion kept light, as I sat back and listened.  
 
   Watching my best friend, and my…Knox, talking, was kind of surreal. My past, my present, they were meshing, and a sense of calm started to form around me. At first, this freaked me out, but then, I had no idea why it would. Things were going flawlessly. Conversations were flowing, laughter filled the air, and bonds were being formed. There wasn’t anything to be scared of, I repeated to myself.  
 
   “So Jay, tell me what Emery Jane was like growing up. I expect the full story, no embarrassing stories held back,” Knox probed, as a look of horror flooded my face.  Jay was the queen of embarrassing stories, and holding back on that kind of entertainment just didn’t mix with her.   
 
   “Where to start,” Jay clapped her hands and rubbed them together, bringing them to her face, showing her most devious expression. “Well, she was definitely a nerd in every sense of the word.”
 
   “Hey! I was not a nerd. I was just an overachiever,” I exclaimed, throwing my hands up. Knox reached his hand out to mine and grasped it.  
 
   “It’s okay. You don’t have to lie,” Knox said, attempting not to laugh. Jay, on the other hand, was giggling maniacally. I blushed and looked away dramatically.  
 
   “Dude, you had a 4.0 every year. And, as if that wasn’t enough, you were the captain of like, every club you could get into.” 
 
   “It was a 4.2 average, thank you very much, and I liked being busy. There’s nothing wrong with having healthy hobbies in your life,” I said. In my defense, I needed something to keep me away from home. But, more than that, it cleared my head to keep so busy. I always thrived on having a challenge on my hands.  
 
   “One or two hobbies, yes, five or six…not so much. You were even apart of the MMA group,” she  looked to Knox, his mouth hanging open in surprise.  
 
   “MMA? As is mixed martial arts? You’re kidding me!”
 
   “Oh yeah.  She may look tiny, but she could kick your ass in a second,” Jay admitted. It was true. I knew how to fight and I knew how to do it well. There was no half-assing anything in my life, so when I joined the MMA club in high school, I dove in head first, learning everything I could about the sport. It resulted in a lot of bruises, sore muscles, and exhaustion, but it was worth every second of it. Not only was it an outlet for all my anger about my life, but it created a peace of mind knowing if I had to take care of myself, I had a fighting chance.  
 
   “Is that so? I would have never known.” 
 
   “You might want to remember that. You don’t want to make me mad,” I joked, giving him my fiercest look. He seemed amused, but more so than that, he gave me the impression that he was kind of turned on. He was giving me the same look that he did before I had kissed him the other night. I squeezed his hand and peered toward Jay.  
 
   She had an all-knowing expression plastered on her face, as she looked back and forth between the two of us. I shook my head at her and laughed as she started on another story. 
 
   “Do you remember when you kicked Mike Davis in the throat senior year?” Jay’s voice became louder as she laughed, remembering it as clear as day, I’m sure. I avoided Knox’s eyes, unsure of whether or not I should be openly proud about that day. I was, of course, but I didn’t want to look like a crazy person for it.  
 
   “He shouldn’t have picked on Wade. He brought it on himself,” I said, with a no-nonsense tone. 
 
   “But, you actually kicked him in the throat? You couldn’t have, I don’t know, punched him in the stomach or the nose?” Knox asked, in surprise.
 
   “I could have, but it wouldn’t have made my point clear enough. I could have slapped him or punched him, but more than likely, it wouldn’t have been enough to keep him from doing it again. So, I did something to make sure he never messed with my family again.” There was sadness laced in my voice, I tried to hide it, but I couldn’t. The silence fell around us. Jay looked guilty for bringing it up, and I hated it. I wanted to be able to talk about Wade without feeling sad, or even sounding upset, but it was hard. 
 
    Knox looked at me with understanding. I was annoyed with myself for getting even a little emotional. At least he wasn’t looking at me with pity, like everyone else did when he died. That was something I couldn’t handle.  
 
   “Well, I think that’s badass, Emery Jane. I really do,” Knox admitted, soothing my soul. He knew exactly what to say to make me feel a little better. How he knew what I needed, I had no idea. But, I didn’t question it.  I just gave in to it.  
 
   We spent the next hour talking about nothing important. Well, to Jay, discussing what restaurants were the best, and where the best places to meet guys, was extremely important. She drilled Knox for intel, and I smiled looking at the situation before me.  
 
   That was what I longed for in my life. Normalcy. It was there, right in front of my face, and I loved it. Was it like this for everyone? Did they have moments of clarity, where they realize that their lives could be beautiful and fun? Because, that’s what was happening right then. It was clear as day that this could be my life from then on. I could forget about the darkness, move past The Nightmare, replace the bad with the good, and replace my fears with Knox. I could spend my time thinking about what I want to do for fun, instead of how I’m going to escape when I need to. That was what my life could be. No, it was what my life was right that moment, and I couldn’t stop the bliss from spreading through me.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I woke to the sounds of banging, cussing, and smoke. I jolted up, and ran into the living room in search of the fire. When I entered the kitchen, I stopped to see Jay jumping away from the hot oil that was popping out of a pan. She kept diving back in, trying to flip the bacon, but leaping back when the oil flew onto her skin.  
 
   Laughter bubbled up inside of me, exploding from my mouth. I was bent over, hands on my knees, cackling, when Jay’s look of betrayal sent me over the edge. I had never seen such a disaster in the kitchen before. 
 
   “Well don’t just stand there laughing at me, help me before our breakfast is completely ruined, you ass!” she yelled, yelping as the oil got her once more. I walked into the kitchen, turned down the burner, and took the pan away from the heat. The bacon was browned, but not completely unsalvageable.  
 
   Jay took the spatula and flipped the pancakes, while I dealt with the bacon and the potatoes. She was a mess, muttering things under her breath, and I continued to giggle at her.  
 
   When breakfast was finally done, we sat at the coffee table, both of us cross legged on the floor. We dove in to our half burned meal, and I sighed with contentment.  
 
   “I was trying to be nice and make you breakfast, and here you are, laughing at me,” Jay pouted, dramatically. I patted her on the shoulder, and took another bite of my food.  
 
   “It was nice of you. Even though you should probably stay far, far away from the kitchen from now on.” 
 
   “Ha-ha.  Very funny,” she responded. We sat in silence for a minute. Uncomfortable didn’t even begin to describe it for me. I knew that at some point, we were going to talk about the night before, and that would lead to discussions about Knox, and my future. I wasn’t good at speaking out about my life past, present, or beyond. It was hard to explain, but doing so always made me feel the need to flee. It had a lot to do with the fact that I had to relive memories that I would rather keep buried, and the issue of still feeling like at any moment I might need to run.
 
    Staring down at my plate, I could feel Jay’s eyes on me. “So…last night was fun.” 
 
   “That it was,” I said, drawing out the last word, unsure of where this conversation was going to lead.  
 
   “Knox seems like a really nice guy. He’s funny and ridiculously hot. What’s going on between you two?” I had to hand it to her, she never did beat around the bush. I flushed at the question, a reaction I wish I hadn’t had.  
 
   Shrugging my shoulders, I turned to her.  
 
   “Honestly?” 
 
   “Yes, honestly. I’d be able to tell if you weren’t being truthful,” she said, in a matter of fact tone.  
 
   “Fine. I’m not really sure what’s going on between us. He’s…intense, and when we hang out things are…intense. I don’t know how to describe it. It’s just…”I trailed off, not knowing exactly what to say. 
 
   “Intense?” Jay asked, with humor in her voice. I gave her a small chuckle. “Why don’t you start at the beginning? Tell me everything. It seems I’ve missed a lot in the last couple days.” 
 
   And, so I did. I told her everything, from the second my eyes landed on Knox’s to the night I went with him to rescue Maddox. I described in detail, the times we spoke and the way we reacted around one another. I even told her about the night we kissed, and how I’d let myself go.  
 
   Jay nodded at the appropriate times, but she stayed quiet, letting me explain it all. When I was finished, I was breathing heavily from talking so fast, and reached for my water, gulping it down. Jay continued her silence as she looked at me, confused. I cringed when she began to speak, expecting the absolute worst.   
 
   “I have to say, I’m proud of you,” she started, “You moved, started a new life, and found the perfect guy for you all in a matter of a few days.” 
 
   My eyes were wide as I listened to her. Perfect guy? How did she know? She only spent a total of two hours around us, and she already had this conclusion? So I asked her exactly that. Jay gave me the face. The face that says ‘Do you really have to ask?’  
 
   “If you don’t already see that he’s perfect for you, then you, my dear, are completely blind. Not only did you guys have some sort of freakish, out of this world, connection right off the bat, but he’s willing to let you be closed off without asking too many questions. Not to mention, the way he looked at you last night,” Jay said, fanning herself and falling backwards. Oh Jay, and her theatrics.  
 
   “How was he looking at me?” I feigned ignorance.  I knew he’d gazed at me with a look of determination, a look of desire, and a look of adoration. But, hearing it from someone else, a third party, could make it more believable.  
 
   “Like he wanted to maul you. It was kind of uncomfortable,” she said, laughing “I’m kidding. He looked at you with this undeniable affection. And the way he held your hand, especially when I mentioned Wade, he’s a good guy, Emery Jane. You should be happy.” 
 
   “I am happy,” I confirmed, my eyebrows furrowed together.  
 
   “Then why do you look like you want to bolt? And, why are you second guessing everything?”
 
   “Because, dammit. Don’t you understand what this could mean for him, for his son, if he isn’t done hunting me? It could be dangerous, and they’ve been through enough!” I yelled, standing up and taking our plates with me to the kitchen. I started to clean the dishes, and load them into the dishwasher. I heard Jay behind me, even though I didn’t look, I knew she was there.  
 
   “I thought we talked about this. I thought you were better, or you were going to try.” Her voice was sad, weak, something I wasn’t used to hearing from her. I dropped the plate in the soapy water and turned around to face her.  
 
   “I am trying. That doesn’t mean everything that happened just goes away. This is my reality, Jay. He may be gone for now, but there might be a time when he decides to come for me again. I may not be running anymore, I may be settling down, and starting over, but that doesn’t mean I get to live in a fairy tale world and pretend he doesn’t exist.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to.”
 
   “Yes! Yes you are! You’re asking me to pretend it never happened, live as if that wasn’t my life. He killed my brother, and I was there to see it. He stalked me for years. He was relentless, and then one day he just stopped. It’s hard for me to believe that he’s just…done,” Jay sighed, and walked toward me. I was hunched over the counter, trying to reel in my rapid breathing. I was on the verge of a panic attack. This was too much, too raw. I wondered if I would ever be able to talk about it, about him, without spinning out of control.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry if that’s what you think I’m pushing you to do. It’s not. I’m aware of what he did. I know that there’s this small chance that he could come back. But, I’m afraid that you’re going to let him control you for the rest of your life. And it kills me to think of what that might mean for you and your future. I don’t want you to be forever living in motels in random cities, moving every couple months, because you fear him. I want you to live a happy life, a life you deserve. I want you to have a future, one that your mom, and my dad, and Wade, saw for you. Because if you don’t, if you just let him win, then all of it was in vain.” The tears were flowing down my face, my breaths shallow, and I couldn’t help but sob when she finished talking. I knew what she was saying, even though she didn’t say the actual words.  
 
   If I don’t move on, if I don’t live my life, do the things I dreamed of doing, then I wouldn’t be making my brother proud. He would be disappointed in me for not striving to have the best life. He’d tried to protect me that night, something I had never let him do. He wasn’t supposed to see the things he did to me. Wade wasn’t supposed to get involved. I’d always protected him, but that night, he’d had enough. When things started spiraling out of my grasp, and the world went black, Wade had fought for me. He fought back, and he’d died doing it.  
 
   What Jay said was right. And the guilt I lived with every day was amplified with that conversation. I wished every day that it was me and not Wade. I would have switched places with him in a heartbeat. But that’s not reality. This was. That moment.  I had to choose, and actually stick with my decision. I had to.  
 
   “You’re right,” I admitted, once my breathing evened out. She let out a small giggle. 
 
   “I know,” Jay’s arms surrounded me, and she rubbed my back in comfort. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just want you to see that you deserve so much more. You were given this chance to live. It’s shitty circumstances, but it is what it is. You don’t get to choose the cards you were dealt, you just have to take them and play the game. So, live. Go on dates with Knox, find a job you love, get drunk with me and do stupid immature things, have sex. Do the things you should be doing, instead of dwelling in the past.” 
 
   I hugged her. I hugged her so hard she struggled to breathe. I was so scared to have that conversation. I knew it would make me feel. And I didn’t want to feel. I didn’t want to be real about the life I had. But I’m glad that I did. I was hurting and scared. I was unnerved. But I felt hopeful and ready. Two things I was sure I would always want to feel, but always have to fake.  
 
   A knock interrupted our conversation. I rushed to the door, and looked through the peephole. My breath caught and I smiled. Perfect timing.  
 
   Wiping my eyes, I opened the door, revealing an incredible looking Knox. His hair was in that sexy bed head style, and he was sporting his typical black shirt and jeans. But this time, he’d thrown on a leather jacket and a pair of Doc Martens. It still amazed me how his looks were so different from the way he was as a person. Knox screamed intimidation and rebellion from the outside, but on the inside, he had a golden heart.  
 
   He looked surprised, and then worried at the sight of me. I probably didn’t look as awesome as I was beginning to feel. My eyes were puffy, and red, and I looked like hell. But that didn’t matter. He was there, and he was looking at me. He was staring at me the same way he was last night; with affection.  
 
   “Are you okay?” Knox asked, stepping closer to me and bringing his hand to my cheek. His thumb caressed my face gently, as he continued to appraise me. The warmth from his hand on my skin spread across my entire body, and I’m sure I was blushing. He seemed so concerned, his eyebrows furrowed, and a distinct frown, his jaw tensed.  
 
   Giving him a small grin I nodded, chewing on my lip, and fiddling with the hem of my sweatshirt.  
 
   “I’m okay. I promise. Jay and I just had a heart to heart. You know, girl stuff.” It wasn’t exactly a lie, but I didn’t feel like diving into a recap. I’d tell him eventually, or maybe I would just show him. Knox looked relieved, his jaw loosening, and the frown disappearing.  
 
   “You know, if you ever need me, I’m here.” It was my turn to reach out to him, my hand connecting with his jaw, feeling the scruff beneath my fingertips. I liked it when he didn’t shave. The five o’clock shadow made him look even more delicious, if that were even possible.  
 
   “Somehow, I think I knew that. Weird right?” 
 
   “No, it’s not weird. I’m starting to think that it’s just us.” The way he said ‘us’ made it sound official, and the thought made my day. I brightened at the thought of what that could mean. I opened my mouth to ask exactly that, when I heard Jay come walking up behind me.  
 
   “Get a room, love birds. That is unless you like an audience!” She laughed, causing a chain reaction between the three of us.  
 
   “Good morning to you too, Jay,” Knox muttered.  Jay spouted off some offensive term as she walked away, throwing her hands in the air, in true Jay style.  
 
   I shook my head. I had a feeling we were going to become something like The Three Musketeers, as lame as that sounded.  
 
   “What are your plans for the day?” he asked, returning his attention to me.  
 
   “I don’t think I had any plans really,” I said, waiting to see where he was going with this. Secretly, I was hoping he would ask me on another adventure with him and Maddox. Spending my time with the two of them was quickly becoming a safe haven. I was happy when I was surrounded by their laughter. I was at peace when I could watch them interact.  
 
   “Well, I was thinking of checking off another very important thing on the list, if you were interested in coming with?” he arched one eye brow, and my curiosity got the best of me.  
 
   “And what would that be? Disneyland?” 
 
   “As epic as that would be, no. I have something even better in mind.” 
 
   “Better than Disneyland. That’s pretty big.” 
 
   “I thought we could teach Maddox how to ride a bike,” he said, leaning into the doorway, crossing his arms over his perfectly sculpted chest. His head hung low, but when he looked up, he had an, ‘I can charm the panties right off of any woman,’ look on his face.  
 
   “You’re right. That is way better. But didn’t it just rain this morning?”
 
   “I kind of jumped the gun and told Maddox already. Plus, what’s a little water going to do?” he said, shrugging.  
 
   “Every kid needs to experience the greatness of puddle jumping. Maybe we can check two things off of his list. I’m in.  How about I meet you at your place in ten?” Knox agreed and stood straight, backing away toward his apartment. I smiled at him, then shut the door, and rushed to my room to get ready.  
 
   It was going to be a good day, I could feel it.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Knox
 
                 I watched as Maddox mounted his bike for the fourth time. His tiny head was covered in a black helmet, with a blue rubber Mohawk on the top of it, and he was sporting every sort of padding I could get on him. I expected a fight when I brought out the black knee and elbow pads, but instead, he just shrugged and let me help him put them on. Honestly, I was relieved, I was starting to get cold feet with the thought of him falling and cracking his head open. Call me overprotective.
 
   When we first came outside, I showed him the ropes, telling him how to pedal and how to break. He looked just as nervous as I was feeling, but after the first go of it, he gained some confidence, and even rode by himself not long after.   
 
   Maddox’s tongue darted out to his top lip as he concentrated on pedaling. He was making a figure eight in the parking lot completely unassisted. Pride swelled inside of me, as I brought the camera to my eye, focused the image, and took the thousandth picture this morning.  
 
   Emery Jane was standing on the opposite end of the parking lot, where Maddox’s end point was. She was jumping up and down, cheering him on, with the pep of an actual cheerleader. I couldn’t help but snap a few pictures of her too. She looked too perfect in her tight, black skinny jeans, Converses, and a gray sweater. Her pony tail swirled in the air around her after every hop in the air. She looked carefree.
 
   I had to admit, she seemed different today. Something had changed between the night before and the morning. It was almost as if a weight had been lifted off of her. Her eyes were a little brighter, and her posture was less stiff. But really, it was the way she looked less broken that caught my eye. Whatever she and Jay spoke about this morning that left her in tears, must have been something important to make a change like that.  
 
   Maddox skidded to a halt in front of Emery Jane, jumped off of his bike, and rushed into her arms. Her arms enveloped him as she picked him up and spun him around, a giant smile playing on both of their faces. I brought my camera up and aimed to capture the moment.  
 
   That. That was exactly what Maddox deserved in his life, to be surrounded by those who loved him. And, there was no denying that she felt that way toward my son. I could see it in her face, I could hear it in her voice. Maddox felt the same, even though he hadn’t admitted to it yet.  
 
   My camera clicked once more before I walked toward them, my arms up in the air, as I cheered for him.  
 
   “You did it! I’m so proud of you, buddy,” I said, as I picked him up, and holding him to me. I could feel his cheeks raise in a smile against my neck. I squeezed him once more before returning him to the ground, and watching him get back on his bike.  
 
   I turned to Emery Jane and saw her eyes misting. Her hands were in a steeple in front of her lips and God, she looked so damn perfect. There wasn’t a way to stop myself from reaching my hand around the back of her neck, and pulling her lips to mine. There wasn’t even a moment of hesitation, the second our mouths collided, she melted into me, throwing her arms around my waist.  
 
   I wanted her in so many ways. I wanted to kiss my way around her body, never missing a single inch of it. I wanted to feel myself inside of her as she screamed my name, to curl myself around her as I held her, the silkiness of her skin on mine. But most of all, I just craved her. Body. Soul. I needed her to be my everything, because it was becoming painstakingly clear, that there would never be another person out there for me. It was her.  It was only Emery Jane.  
 
   I pulled away, leaning my forehead against hers, taking in the moment. The words floating around in my mind threatened to break through and keeping them inside was no easy feat. I wanted nothing more than to tell her the way she was making me feel, but I didn’t. A part of me needed to make sure she was ready to hear the things I wanted to say. And, the other part of me was scared she didn’t feel the same, that she might run. Even though, the way she was looking at me with so much tenderness in her eyes, I was starting to think I had nothing to fear at all.  
 
   “You’re beautiful,” I whispered to her, and watched as her eyes fluttered open at the sound of my voice.  
 
   “And, you’re perfect,” she responded. I could feel her breath, fast and heavy. I could feel the way she was messing with the edges of her shirt, the way she did when she was nervous, and see her teeth sink into her lip. I opened my mouth to ask her what was on her mind, when I was interrupted by the laughter of my son, as he made yet another successful lap.  
 
   I turned toward him and clapped, praising him for a job well done. Snaking my hand toward Emery Jane’s, I intertwined our fingers and brushed my thumb on the soft skin of her hand. It felt right to me, everything about it was just perfect.  
 
   Emery Jane and I walked hand in hand over to Maddox, where he had stopped, taking a small break.  
 
   “What do you say we go down to the boardwalk for some ice cream to celebrate?” 
 
   “Yes, please!” Maddox exclaimed. He mounted his bike once again, and we walked behind him, enjoying the cool, stormy weather, listening to Maddox’s laughter.  
 
   On our way back, the sky started to darken, and rumble. I looked up at the same time as the first drop of rain fell on my face. Within seconds, it seemed that the sky was falling around us in a torrential downpour.  
 
   Maddox and Emery Jane started to run ahead of me—Maddox bike trailing beside him while he giggled, and Emery Jane holding her hood above her face. She turned around to look at me, her smile wide, and her eyes sparkling. Dropping the hood, she stopped dead in her tracks, lifted her head toward the sky, and threw her arms out around her. Maddox mirrored her, spinning around, enjoying the cool liquid on their skin.  
 
   Bringing my camera up, I caught each moment of it, just like I had at the start of the day. But, for some reason, I knew I was capturing a first, for not only Maddox, but for Emery Jane as well. I used my jacket as a shield to make sure my precious piece of equipment wasn’t damaged in the rain. The click of my camera went off as the water dripped off of my face, to my neck, my hands.  
 
   Emery Jane turned her head toward me, her drenched hair flipping over her shoulder as her eyes made contact with mine. Ducking to see into the view of the camera, I clicked away, she looked too amazing not to.  
 
   The picture would be one of perfection. And, that wasn’t just me being cocky about my work. It was the honest to goodness truth.  
 
   I ran up behind her and picked her up off of her feet, spinning her around. A clapping Maddox stood beside us, laughing as he watched.  
 
   We stayed out there in the pouring rain for another few minutes, jumping in puddles, splashing each other, dancing in the rain. When the thunder started to rumble and lightning struck, it was time to go inside.  
 
   We ran through the lobby, skidding across the wet tile floors. There were a few people milling around and they looked at our drenched state in horror. We continued to race up the stairs, all the way into the apartment.  
 
   As soon as we entered the apartment, we fell into a huddle of laughter and heavy breathing. Somehow, just by looking at Maddox, I knew it would be one of those days he would always remember, just the way I’d hoped he would.  
 
   Maddox went into his room to change, then let me know that he was tired and wanting a nap. I kissed his head, told him sweet dreams, and closed the door behind me. I walked into the living room and right in front of me stood a wet Emery Jane.  I felt all the blood rush to my cock, the way her clothes clung to her, she looked divine. I cleared my throat and hooked my thumb behind me.  
 
   “Why don’t I get you some dry clothes?” I offered, and excused myself before I did something I couldn’t control. 
 
    Once in my room, I pulled out a shirt and some shorts, before turning around and seeing her in my doorway. Her hand was braced on the door frame, and she cocked her head to the side, before striding toward me slowly.  
 
   I leaned against the dresser, my hands gripping the wood with incredible force. If I let go, I knew I would touch her, grab her, and I needed Emery Jane to be the one to tell me she was ready.  
 
   Her eyes were dilated, the black overpowering her glorious green. Those pouty lips were slightly parted as she stalked me like prey, slowly coming toward me, wearing the sexiest smile I had ever seen.  
 
   Emery Jane stopped in front of me, her body so close I could feel the heat coming from her, and I could hear the rapid breath coming from her lips. Hell, I could even see the way her pulse quickened by the vein in that lean neck of hers.  
 
   Her tongue darted out as she stared at my mouth like it was a piece of candy. She bit her lip, and our eyes connected right before her mouth crashed onto mine. All the will power I had to hold back was gone. She made the first move, and now that I felt her mouth on mine, her body smashed against me, there was nothing I could do to stop myself from taking her and making her mine.  
 
   My hands went to her hips as hers went around my neck and onto the tops of my shoulders, her nails digging into my shirt. Quickly, I slipped my hands around her tight ass and lifted her up, leaving her no choice but to wrap those mile long legs around my hips. I walked her back, groaning as every step caused my dick to rub in the heat between her legs. Despite all the wet clothes we were wearing, the heat from her skin seems scorching, as I let my lips go from her mouth to her neck, her ear, her chest. 
 
   Pressing her into the wall behind her, I heard a moan slip from her mouth. And the sound just about killed me.  
 
   Suddenly things got frantic. Her hands were everywhere, my hands were all over her as I braced her against the wall with my hips, her legs locked at the ankle behind me. My mouth caressed any part of her skin that I could reach, and she was nipping at my neck making me go insane with lust.                
 
   I needed to be able to touch every inch of her, without any restrictions. So I carried her to the bed, tossing her down, earning a giggle from her as she bounced. I walked to the door and closed it, locking it behind me, acutely aware that we weren’t alone.  
 
   The grin that was on her face started to slip as she watched me walk over to her, peeling off my wet shirt. Her eyes roamed the contours of my muscles, and the intricate design of the tattoos covering my body. I’m not above admitting that the way she was looking at me was going straight to my head. Literally.
 
   I hit the edge of my bed, crawled to her on hands and knees, and reached out to her. I grabbed the edges of her shirt and peeled it off of her, revealing a lacy black and red bra beneath it. Her tits were spilling out of it, and good Lord, did they look magnificent. I threw her shirt away and flashed her a devious grin before bending down and kissing her from her neck down to those glorious round tits. I wanted to tell her exactly how perfect they were, and I wanted to tell her every dirty thought I had in my head, but my mouth was too busy aquatinting itself with her skin.  
 
   Her breath caught as I switched from kissing to licking her, making my way to her nipple, where I bit down. Emery Jane hissed, arching her back from the pain, and moaned when the pain quickly blurred into pleasure. I repeated this again and again, switching back and forth between them, making her eyes roll into the back of her head.
 
   Deciding I’d had enough fun teasing her, I let my lips trail down the middle of her stomach all the way to the top of her jeans. My hands reached for the buttons, but I paused, silently seeking permission to go further. When my eyes met hers and I saw her grin, I knew I had the go ahead.
 
   Faster than you could say strip, I had her jeans unbuttoned and on the floor next to the bed, unveiling the matching black and red booty shorts she was wearing. I took my time, watching her, soaking in the heat in her eyes, the way her body looked spread out in front of me, ready for me to devour and conquer.   
 
   “You. Are. Flawless,” I whispered and kissed her hips.    
 
   “Beautiful,” I mumbled in between my exploration of her body.
 
   “Stunning,” I told her as I hooked my fingers through her panties and slid them off, slowly. It was a tease for her, and a treat for me, to watch as I unveiled the most delicious part of her body.  
 
   When her panties joined the rest of the clothes on the floor, I bent down, my lips just an inch away from her wet pussy. I sat there, letting her hope, pray, and wish for me to lick her folds, but instead I kissed the inner most sensitive part of her thighs, and watched as the goose bumps appeared on her skin.  
 
   Emery Jane let out a frustrated groan and I smiled, loving the fact that I could drive her crazy. To me, building up the anticipation was half the fun. It made for a hell of an ending.  
 
   I ran my fingers lightly across the sensitive skin, so lightly I had her squirming. When I decided she’d had enough, I let my finger sink into her tight pussy and curled it up, hitting that magic spot. Just that one touch had her nearly coming apart at the seams. She was arching and groaning with her fist in her mouth to keep herself as quiet as she could manage.  
 
   “I’m going to make you come, Emery Jane. I’m going to make you come so hard you see stars. And, as much as I want to hear you scream when you come apart, you’re going to have to stay quiet. Do you think you can do that for me, gorgeous?” I whispered, hoping that my voice was quiet enough. She nodded, eyes wide, her lip pulled in between her teeth.  
 
   It killed me to not be able to tell her exactly what I wanted her to do, and exactly what I wanted to do to her. God, I wanted nothing more than to hear those moans she was muffling under her hand. I wanted to hear her not just yell, but scream my name as I made her come. However, reality kicked in, and I realized that if I wanted to have anything happen between us, I had to be quiet.  I wasn’t used to have limitations where my sex life was involved, and even though my son was worth every single limitation I could ever face, it was still a pain in my ass.  
 
   Emery Jane lifted her head and nodded before collapsing back onto the bed as I plunged my fingers deep inside of her again. I alternated between curling up and hitting her g-spot, and simply fucking her with my fingers.  
 
   She was thrashing around, and although I couldn’t hear every sound she was making, I could hear the ones that escaped. And fuck, they were sexy. I stifled a groan watching as I fucked her that way, bringing her to the brink of ecstasy, and then carefully taking it away. Building and building it up so when the time came, it would be explosive.  
 
   I could feel her clenching around me, signaling she was close, and this time, I was going to let her have it.  
 
   “Knox. Fuck. I’m close,” she whispered. Hearing my name spilling from her lips made me want so badly to sink myself inside of her. And I nearly did, but I wanted to experience everything with her. Honestly, I wanted to watch her come apart at my mercy, and be able to watch without interruption, that was the glorious part of fingering someone.  
 
   Emery Jane was grabbing and pulling on her nipples, writhing, as I curled my fingers once more, and pressed my thumb to her clit, applying just enough pressure to send her over the edge.  
 
   I watched as she lost herself. Her mouth was parted, her body was pulling off of the bed, and she looked fucking beautiful. Her hair was wild across the sheets surrounding her head, and her skin was flushed, her hands pushing her tits together. It was so incredibly sexy. As she rode the waves of her orgasm, I bent down and licked her pussy, the evidence of what I had just done to her on my tongue.
 
   “Fuck, you taste phenomenal,” I muttered, as I pushed my head up from in between her thighs and brought it to her mouth, kissing her, letting her taste herself. She moaned as I kissed her, and something inside of me snapped. I was up and ripping off my pants and boxer briefs faster than I ever thought possible.
 
   I hovered above her, letting her take in the sight of my hard cock. A look of intimidation crossed her face, but before I let her think too much about it I pressed the tip of my cock to her clit, watching her feel the sensations straight to her bones. I rubbed myself along her slick folds, teasing her, and myself, when there was a knock at the door. A line of curse words fell from my mouth, and a giggle sprouted from hers. I looked at her, frowning, and she laughed even harder.  
 
   “Daddy?” Maddox asked, his voice still groggy. 
 
   “I love the kid to death, but he is a damn cock block,” I whispered to her before answering him.  
 
   “What’s up, buddy?” My voice was straining. Emery Jane sat up on her elbows and watched me, my cock still pressed against her. I could see the desire in her eyes, but the humor was much more prominent.  
 
   “I’m hungry. Do you think we could make dinner like we did the other night?” His innocent voice carried through the wooden door. I sighed and hung my head. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for him, including throwing Emery Jane some clothes so she could dress, instead of burying myself inside of her.  
 
   “Sure, bud. Give me a minute and I’ll be out,” I heard a meek, ‘okay,’ and then the loudness of the TV. I stood up, dressing myself carefully, because as any guy knows, putting clothes on with a raging hard on, was not an easy task. I looked up to see Emery Jane in my shirt and shorts and I couldn’t help closing the gap between us, kissing her, and then patting her on the ass as we walked out of my room.  
 
   “I like seeing you here in my clothes, in my room. And, I definitely love watching you come apart,” I whispered in her ear before sitting down on the couch.  
 
   The rest of the night went off perfectly. We ate. We talked. We laughed. And, whatever stress any of us had in our lives disappeared. It was the perfect ending to a perfect weekend. Still, I couldn’t fight off the nagging feeling that reality was about to strike, and it wasn’t going to be good.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Screams. Blood curdling screams rang throughout the walls of my apartment. Jumping up in alarm, I looked around, and gathered my bearings, before I realized that those screams were coming from Maddox.  
 
   I tossed the comforter off of me, and nearly tripped over it in my mad dash to Maddox’s room. I threw open the door to see him thrashing in his bed, his blankets wrapped around him like a vice. I rushed to his side, gathering him in my lap and rocking him, wiping the tears from his eyes.  
 
   He was still asleep, but slowly started to calm as I whispered gently into his ear that it was going to be okay, and that I was here for him. I ran my fingers through his hair repeatedly until the screams turned to sobs, and the sobs turned to silent tears. Eventually he drifted off to sleep, but I couldn’t.  I didn’t want to be apart from him knowing he was being haunted when he should be dreaming peacefully.  
 
   Pulling him into my arms, I walked him into my room, laid him down on my bed, and climbed in next to him. I cuddled him and soothed him, not ready to let go of my little boy.  
 
   Reality was knocking on my door, and as much as I wanted to hide behind the excellence of this weekend, I knew I had to face it. I was going to be seeing Bailey this week, and that would determine the future for Maddox and me. The knot in my stomach grew, and I felt sick at the thought. But I choked it down, snuggled close to my son, and drifted off into a fitful sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 Yawning, I grabbed my second cup of coffee, poured creamer in it, and hustled back to my bathroom to finish getting ready. I spent most of my night tossing and turning, alternating between nightmares and flashbacks. I fell asleep with a smile on my face, and after the weekend I’d had, how could I not? But apparently, it wasn’t enough to allow me to sleep peacefully.
 
   I blow-dried my hair, trying my best not to let the night before decide how my day was going to go, but I could tell I was already failing. I’m used to nightmares, and a pitiful night’s sleep. But there was something about these dreams that paralyzed me, the demons grabbing me by the throat, making sure to immobilize any plans I had to escape.  
 
   My thoughts were exceptionally loud this morning, and I had no time for it. It was my first day of work and the last thing I needed was to be bogged down by my nightmares.  
 
   When my hair was dry I put on a little bit of makeup to ensure the bags under my eyes didn’t make me look too much like a zombie. As I dabbed foundation under my eyes, I couldn’t help but get irritated at myself. How was it that I went from moving forward to letting my subconscious get the best of me at night? Wasn’t that the opposite of what should be happening? 
 
   I sighed, there was no use in beating myself up over this, it wasn’t like I could control my dreams even if I tried, and trust me, I have tried. But after nights like that, I knew my day would be doomed, there would always be my lovely subconscious whispering to me, reminding me, taunting me.  
 
   I walked to my closet and picked out a pair of black skinny jeans, and a white sheer blouse, pairing it with my black boots, attempting to heal my mood with a cute outfit.  
 
   Feeling a little more uplifted, and a little more caffeinated, I made my way to the kitchen for a quick bite before leaving. Jay was sitting on the couch, a cup of coffee up close to her face.  
 
   “Where are you going looking so adorable?” she questioned, her eyes still half closed.  
 
   “It’s my first day of work today,” I said, grabbing a bagel and slathering it with cream cheese.  
 
   “Well, look at you. My baby is growing up so fast,” she joked, making me feel a little more at ease. I laughed and flipped her off in response. Feeling my phone vibrate in my pocket, I reached for it, to see Knox’s name on my screen. A smile spread across my face, and a blush grew under my skin at the thought of what happened between us in his bedroom. Before I could even read the text I heard Jay clear her throat.  
 
   “What’s with the blush? Let me guess, you’re talking to Knox.”
 
   “You are correct.” 
 
   “What has you blushing so much? Are you sexting?” My face grew redder than it was before, and I turned around, trying not to let her see me. “Oh my God, you so are! You naughty girl, you!” 
 
   “I am not sexting. It’s too early in the morning to sext. Who in their right minds actually has something sexy to say when they’re brains are still asleep?” 
 
   “Good point, although, I’m disappointed. I thought I was rubbing off on you.”
 
   “What, you thought I was turning into a hussy?” I said sarcastically, sitting next to her and taking a bite of my bagel.  
 
   “I am not a hussy.  I’m just…open minded, thank you very much. So spill. Something happened between y'all and I want the details,” Jay’s southern drawl came out stronger than normal, most likely due to the fact that she wasn’t fully awake yet.  
 
   “Things did happen between us last night.  Good lord was it amazing, more like mind blowing. But, Maddox interrupted before we could get all the way to home base, if you know what I’m saying,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows up and down. Jay laughed at my exaggerated response. This was a first for us. Usually, I was the one listening to her as she explained to me, in more detail than I wanted, what she did with her male companion the night before. Now the tables were turned. 
 
   “Well, well, well. Innocent Emery Jane is becoming a little less innocent by the second,” she tisked at me, and wagged her finger. I shrugged, stood up and gathered my things, getting ready to leave.  
 
   “I blame it on the tattoos, they were hard to say no to.” 
 
   Jay laughed, but then grew serious, her brows furrowed.  
 
   “You know, your mom would be really proud of you. Dad would be too.” Her voice was small, almost weak, at the mention of them. I understood why though, it was hard to speak of those we loved who wouldn’t be coming back to us.  
 
   “Why do you say that?” I asked, curious as all hell how she had that in her head during the conversation we’d just had. It was like a complete one eighty in topic. No matter what the reason was, my heart instantly hurt. It always did when someone mentioned my mom. It’s not like it happened a lot, but when it did, it stung.  
 
   “I mean, look at you. You’re starting your first day of work, you have your own apartment, and you’re doing well for yourself. But mainly, because you look happy. That’s all she ever wanted for you and Wade.” 
 
   It was true. My mom stressed the importance of living a life of happiness. I swear, one of my first memories was hearing her lecture on the topic. As a kid, I brushed it off, not fully understanding the importance of it. It just kind of seemed like common sense, you know, to live a happy life. You do what makes you feel good simply because it makes you satisfied. You get into a career because it’s your passion, not because it’s the only way to support yourself, or your family. You hang out with people because they make you smile and laugh, not because they could do something for you. You stay with the significant other that makes your heart beat a little faster out of happiness, not out of fear. But that’s just not how life works, is it? 
 
   I wish that I would have listened harder at the words my mom tried desperately to drill into my mind. Maybe things could have ended up differently for me. I could picture it. Wade and I running away, living life the way our mother always wanted, doing the things that brought us joy instead of only doing what kept us safe in and away from the nightmares wrath. I would fall in love, get married, and have kids, and he would follow suit, our kids growing up together. And Wade’s life would have lasted until he was old and wrinkly, us still close even then. Life would be lived without demons, fear, or a life altering past. I would have started my life at 18 years old instead of leaving it behind me in a trail of dust. 
 
    I could go on with the list of what ifs, and what I should or could have done. But what’s the point of it? I’m here now. My life is what it is now for a reason, even if I didn’t have a goddamn clue what that reason was. I had to accept the choices that I made.  
 
   Still, it made an impact in the way I lived while my mom was still alive, to hear her want so much for us, even if it seemed like it was something so simple. But, as I got older, it gutted me to know that my mom valued our lives, and our happiness so much more than her own. We weren’t the only ones dealing with The Nightmare. No, my mom, she was the one that took the brunt of the beatings so we wouldn’t have to. She was the one that stared The Nightmare in the face, the man she loved with her entire being, and watched him strike her again and again. She did it for herself, and she did it for us.  
 
   Layla Thompson’s existence was the epitome of how complicated life could truly be. She saw happiness in the most important thing in life. Yet, her life, besides my brother and I, was depressing and painful. She loved my father fiercely, despite how twisted it may seem. My mother loved him before he turned into this monster, and she continued to feel that way for him after he turned into someone she hardly recognize. She let him do whatever he did out of love. And that, I will never understand.  
 
   If I learned anything from her death, it was to try and live by the same principles she taught us; to live for ourselves, to find happiness, to make the one life we have worth every second. And it wasn’t until now, that I realized I never got the chance to do that. What Jay said was true.  My mom would be proud knowing I was chasing happiness, like a pot of gold.  
 
   I hugged Jay, unable to conjure up any words that would describe my appreciation. 
 
   She kissed my cheek and left for her room, her shoulders slumping a little bit. Any mention of her dad was always hard on her. 
 
   I starred after her for a minute before I slid my phone from my pocket again, remembering that Knox had texted me. Unlocking it, I was greeted with a simple but perfect text message.
 
   Knox: Good morning gorgeous.  I can’t stop thinking about you.  
 
   Emery Jane: Would it be cheesy of me if I told you I was feeling the same?
 
   Knox: Not in the slightest. In fact, I was hoping you would.  
 
   Knox: What’s on your agenda for the day?
 
   Emery Jane: I’m about to head out for my first day of work. What about you? More adventures for you and Maddox?
 
   I typed away as I grabbed my keys, and told Jay goodbye. I reached for the doorknob, pulled open the door, and stopped short when I noticed a remarkably handsome Knox standing in front of me. I’d opened my mouth to greet him when he pulled me in for a kiss. His lips glided against mine, and as quickly as it happened, he pulled away leaving me missing his touch already.  
 
   “I decided to walk you to your car, since it’s your first day of work and all,” he said, innocently.  Although he flashed me his same grin, something looked off. He was tenser, a little more clouded. I could tell in the way his eyes looked, they were dark, sullen, almost as if a storm was brewing beneath them. It reminded me of the first time I met him. Maybe it was just early, or maybe something was happening with him. I put a pin in the thought for a moment as I mentally went down the list of things I needed before I could leave.  
 
    I closed the door behind me, locked it, and turned toward the hallway, Knox’s hand reaching out for mine. We walked hand in hand as if it were the most normal thing in the world. The question of what exactly we were nagged at me, but it was too early to be getting into that train of thought. My brain wasn’t cut out for those kinds of conversations this early in the morning.  
 
   “Well, thank you. So, you never answered me, what’re you and Maddox going to be doing today.” I watched as his jaw tensed and a flash of pain flew across his face. It was gone in an instant, almost as if I had imagined it. I waited for his response as he held the elevator door open for me.  
 
   “We’re putting a hold on our list for today. I have a few…things I need to take care of and then I have a photo shoot tonight,” It seemed like he was hiding something. 
 
   “Where’s Maddox now?” I asked, surprised he wasn’t towing behind him.  
 
   “He’s with Nixon. I had him come over to watch him for a couple hours. He’s one of the only people I’ll let him be alone with.” The elevator dinged and we stepped out into the sun kissed lobby. I pulled my Ray Bans out of my purse, and Knox took his out from the neckline of his shirt, shielding us from the blinding summer sun.  
 
   We walked out of the complex in silence. The weather was bright, sunny, and beautiful, unlike our matching moods. The air enveloped us in its cool breeze, a stark contrast to yesterday’s freak summer storm. I looked to Knox and saw his posture was growing more and more rigid. He looked completely lost in thought, not even paying attention to his surroundings.  
 
   When we stopped at my car, I pulled on his arm, trying to get his attention. He looked down at me and attempted a genuine smile, but failed miserably. 
 
   “Okay. What’s wrong? Tell me what’s going on in that head of yours,” I practically begged, not liking the unnerving feeling that something terrible was going on.  
 
   “It’s just,” he paused, scrubbing his hands across his face “I’m meeting Bailey in about an hour.” My heart stopped. I couldn’t imagine how he would feel having to see her again. I didn’t know much about their relationship, and I knew even less about what happened to her after we took Maddox that night, but I did know that she was trouble.   
 
   “Why?” I asked hesitantly. This was a sensitive subject, I decided, watching him as he started to pace back and forth. 
 
   “She requested a meeting. There are, um, things going on that I can’t really talk about, but it’s not good,” he revealed. I reached out and grabbed his arm once again, to make him stop walking and face me. When he finally did, I let my hand caress his cheek and our eyes connected. He looked so worried and broken, it took all I had not to take him back into his apartment and hide him from the world.
 
   “Is it about Maddox?”
 
   His eyes grew clouded, and I swear, I could hear his teeth nearly cracking from the way his jaw was clenched. But still, I held him in my gaze, trying my hardest to comfort him in some way. I wrapped my arms around his waist and rubbed my hands along his back.  
 
   “Yes and no.” Suddenly, he broke away from me with a growl. His back was to me and he hunched over, his hands running through his hair. “I want to tell you what’s going on so badly. But I just can’t. I know that if I did, it would change everything. And I just can’t let that happen. I can’t let this happen. I can’t let her control my life anymore, Emery Jane. I just can’t.” He was talking so fast it was hard for me to keep up. Even from the outside, it looked as if his mind was racing with thoughts that he couldn’t quite keep up with.  
 
   I wrapped my arms around his middle and rested my face on his back. I knew exactly how it felt to be dying to tell someone your secret, but never being able to. I dealt with it every single day.  
 
   “It’s okay, Knox. I get it. I do. I have secrets too, remember? Whatever it is, whatever’s going on, I’m here for you. Even if that means just being here without knowing the details,” I said, walking around to face him. I brought my face in front of his and commanded his attention. “Do you hear me? I’m. Here. For. You.” 
 
   Knox wrapped his arms around me, and held me, leaning his chin on the top of my head. He kissed my hair, and I could hear him inhaling, then he sighed, and I waited for his next move.  
 
   He released me from his grasp, kissed me quickly, and pulled away. I could feel him drifting further and further away from me, mentally, physically. A rush of panic blew through me. I didn’t want to lose whatever it was we had between us, not now, not when I was finally ready to face it head on, and be in the present. But whatever was going on with him was big. And by the way he was acting, it was bigger than him or me. It was something he was going to deal with in whatever way he could. He was just trying to survive, something I understood far too well.  
 
   “Thank you. Look, I have to go. There’s a set time I need to be there so, I’m going to call you later okay?” His eyes were distant; my hand was still in his as he inched away from me. Our arms outstretched, and I didn’t miss the irony of how I was trying to hold onto him and he was running away. It was the exact opposite of how we started.  
 
   A dull ache started in my chest, and all I could do was nod in acknowledgement. Knox turned and walked away, and I watched him, not sure what I was supposed to do. The only thing I was sure of, is that I didn’t want to lose him.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When a day went by without hearing from Knox, I got my first glimpse of what heartbreak felt like.  
 
   Then a week went by without so much as a text message or a knock at my door, the pain within my heart and soul intensified, and confusion set in. It left me thinking myself in circles as to what happened, and what I did wrong.  
 
   When nearly two weeks went by, I started to really worry.  And, that worry started to fester until, finally, I did something.  
 
   It was late, close to midnight. I was laying in my bed, thinking and thinking, my thoughts too loud for me to fall asleep. The image of him kept coming front and center in my mind, and the weekend we spent together replayed like a fucking broken record. I was killing myself, because logically, this was pathetic. I knew the guy for a few days. It’s impossible to feel for someone so strongly, so immensely, in that time. So what he hasn’t contacted me, he’s just a man.
 
   But logic never was my strong suit. The truth was what I believed in, how I lived my life, and if I was going to be honest with myself , I felt something for Knox that was unexplainable, indescribable, and completely real. The feelings I had for him should have been unimaginable, but that didn’t change the way they had embedded themselves within me. Knox wasn’t just any guy, he was the guy.  
 
   I scoffed at the thought. Here I am, realizing what I’m feeling for him is just about as life changing as they get, and he’s a few feet away from me, completely moving on with his life. And for what reason, I will never know. That infuriated me the most. Wasn’t he the one who promised that we would be friends at the very least? Wasn’t he the one that almost guaranteed that I would fall in love with him? Wasn’t he also feeling what I felt? 
 
   I sat up, feeling more angry than hurt, and made an impulsive decision. I was out of bed, throwing on my slippers, and stomping my way to his apartment.  
 
   I raised my hand to knock loudly, when I realized it was late, and Maddox would be sleeping. So instead, I texted him, telling him I was here. But, after a few minutes, he still hadn’t responded. I would have thought he was sleeping if I didn’t hear all the banging around, and the ping from his phone letting him know he had a text message.  
 
   Irrational irritation had bubbled up inside of me, but it was momentarily forgotten, and replaced with fear. What if something had happened to him, to Maddox? What if Bailey had sent someone for Knox and Maddox? She was in jail but that didn’t mean her boyfriend or friends on the outside wouldn’t still do anything she asked. I know that I shouldn’t have instantly gone for the most paranoid thought process but I trusted the instinct I had to worry, and tried the door. It was unlocked, so I slowly opened it, assessing the apartment, looking out for any sign of disruption.  
 
   I expected to see a stranger, or even Bailey’s boyfriend,  hurting the two men I’d come to love. But what I didn’t expect to see was an entirely too drunk to function Knox, crumbled on the floor with a bottle of bourbon and a scatter of photos surrounding him.  
 
   Bringing my hand to my mouth, I gasped. The sight of him like that was heart wrenching. His hair was everywhere, as if he had run his hands through it one too many times. His white tank top was wet with stains of spilled bourbon. His face was streaked with the trails of his tears and his eyes were darkened. He looked devastated.  
 
   Quickly, I walked to him, kneeling down in front of him, and putting my hands on his face, bringing it to mine. It took a minute for his eyes to register that I was even there, he was probably seeing double. His face remained sad, and guilt seemed to wash over him. Tears leaked from his eyes, but he remained eerily still, as if completely numb. 
 
   “Emery Jane?” Knox slurred, after a minute of recognition. 
 
   “Yeah. It’s me. I’m here now, okay?” I cooed at him, running one hand through his hair. Suddenly, sobs broke through, his entire body shaking. He folded over, his head now resting in my lap as he let the emotions take over. I curled myself around him, whispering in his ear, telling him it was going to be okay, when in reality I had no idea if it would.  
 
   Minutes ticked by, or maybe it was hours, I didn’t know, but eventually his sobs stopped and his breathing became normal again. He stood up, nearly losing his footing, and caught himself on the barstool beside him. I sat below him, frozen in place, unsure of what I could do to help the broken man in front of me.  
 
   He stumbled to his bedroom, bumping into the walls and the door frame on the way. I stayed in place for another minute before getting up, grabbing him a glass of water, and following behind him.  
 
   To my surprise, he wasn’t curled up in bed, and he wasn’t passed out. He was sitting at the edge of the bed, his head in his hands.  
 
   Walking in, I set the water on the dresser, and felt his eyes on me as I moved. I sat next to him, our thighs touching, our breathing the same, but no words being spoken. I could smell the sour scent of liquor on his breath, and it took me to a dark place I never wanted to go back to. I felt anxiety settle in my stomach, making me want to run away from all of this, but I didn’t, I stood my ground, and waited.  
 
   Part of me wondered why I was doing this, subjecting myself to this when I wasn’t entirely sure that he wanted me here. The other part of me knew it was because I loved him, and when you love someone, you go through the darkness with them, even when they push you away.  
 
   I was filled with empathy for him; I knew what it was like to hurt so badly you couldn’t tell which way was up. I remember what it was like to feel the pain spread through your very soul. And I remember what it was like to feel so alone while you felt like you were being tortured. The last thing I wanted was to let Knox go through that with no one beside him, so even if this triggered me, and even if I wanted to flee, I wouldn’t, I was going to stick by him, the way he needed me to, even if he couldn’t say it.  
 
   I reached out to him again, placing my hand on his cheek, the stubble from his five o’clock shadow pricking me as my thumb trailed across it. Knox leaned into my touch and sighed.  
 
   “Knox, tell me what’s going on. Please? Please let me help you. Where’s Maddox?” I whispered, my eyes closing as I pressed my forehead against his.  
 
   “Nixon took Maddox for the night. He could tell I needed a night to myself,” he paused before deciding he was ready to speak again “I did something.  I did something bad, Emery Jane.” His words were jumbled, but I could hear the pain in them.  
 
   “What did you do? Whatever it is, we will fix it,” I said, encouragingly. But he just shook his head at me.
 
   “You can’t fix this. I can’t fix this. I fucked up.” 
 
   “Why don’t you tell me what happened, and maybe I can help.” 
 
   “This thing that I did. It’ll take Maddox away from me. I can’t let that happen.” 
 
   “Then we won’t let it happen, okay?” As if what I said ignited him, he was up, looking like he was about to explode. His hands were fisted in his hair again, his knuckles as white as the walls. I flinched at the way his body was moving, the anger radiating off of him. He noticed it and fell to his knees in front of me.
 
   “I’m not a good guy, Emery Jane. I hurt somebody.” The words were barely audible. Coldness spread through my chest and I started to feel dizzy.  
 
   “What do you mean you hurt someone, Knox? What did you do?” He looked at me, those green and blue eyes, showing every ounce of pain he was feeling. The fear in me subsided. Knox wasn’t a violent man. Whatever he did, he was feeling remorse, something The Nightmare never did. It wasn’t a part of his vocabulary. But here stood Knox, sweet, kind hearted Knox, with enough pain and guilt to sink a ship.  
 
   I waited for what seemed like an eternity for him to respond. I silently prayed, something I didn’t often do, that what he was about to confess to wasn’t as bad as it seemed. I knew better than to think it would work though.  
 
   His shoulders fell, along with his head before taking a deep breath. “I beat someone. I beat him within an inch of his life. And now he’s in a coma, has been for the last seven years,” I froze, letting it sink in. He hurt someone, badly, but there had to be a reason. There just had to be. Good people didn’t turn violent for no reason. Did they? 
 
   I sat there, still as a statue, unsure how to respond to his confession. I needed to know more before passing judgment, so I waited for a full minute before he decided to continue, as I tried to keep an open mind.
 
   “His name is Derek Blake. I met him when I was first dating Bailey. They were friends, but from the start I didn’t like him. He always seemed kind of off, you know? He gave me this bad vibe. Of course, Bailey told me he was a good guy, and assured me there was nothing wrong with him. I believed her until I walked in on them in her room and saw him on top of her. I remember just standing there, too much in shock to make a move, but then she started screaming and fighting him off. I realized he was hurting her. Everything went black after that.” Knox ran his hands through his hair before returning his gaze to mine. I reached out and caressed his shoulder in comfort. It took a lot for someone to bare their soul this way, and I admired him for it, even if it was hard to hear. I nodded, encouraging him to continue and he paused before starting again. “I can’t recall exactly what happened, but I do I remember bits and pieces of it. The way his face caved in as I hit him, the way the blood splattered on my clothes, on the floor, on him. But what I remember the most is the gurgling noises he made as he choked on his own blood. The next thing I knew, I was in Bailey’s car and she was calling 911, placing an anonymous tip claiming that he had been a part of a break in. She covered it all up for me, lied to the cops, and saved my ass. It wasn’t until the next day that I found out he was in a coma. I went to a dark place after that. The only thing that pulled me out of it was her telling me that I saved her. I helped her. He was raping her and I protected her.” He was pacing as he recalled the story. As terrible as it was to say, I felt relieved knowing there was a reason behind his random act of violence.  
 
   “Knox, you saved her. You saved her from what could have been an even worse situation. That doesn’t make you bad. Yes, you hurt someone, but you aren’t a bad guy,” I tried to assure him, but he just shook his head and continued to pace the floor in front of me. 
 
   “No, you don’t get it, Emery Jane. Bailey is good at one thing, and one thing only, and that’s manipulation. Derek wasn’t abusing her, not even close. They were together. She had been cheating on me. But, when she saw me walk in and I caught her in the act, she put on a show, manipulating me into thinking he was hurting her just so I wouldn’t find out what was really going on.”  My eyes went wide, and my mouth flew open. Knox stopped pacing and stared at me, his eyes boring into me.  
 
   “Oh my god Knox, I’m so sorry,” I stood up and wrapped my arms around his waist, his arms falling slack beside me.  
 
   “That’s not even the worst of it. I didn’t find out the truth until after she was pregnant. We weren’t together anymore, but I was there for her. I went to every appointment with her, bought all of the necessities, held her hair back when she had morning sickness. We were broken up, but I was trying to be there for her the way I thought she had been for me. Until one day, she begged me to take her back and I turned her down. And then, she told me. She told me every painful detail of their affair, and then blackmailed me with it. Bailey said that if she couldn’t have me then she was going to make my life a living hell,” Knox’s voice was hoarse. With the last sentence, he put his arms around me and squeezed. “When Maddox was born, I got to see him once before she took him. I knew then that this is what she meant when she threatened me. I hunted her down and demanded to see him, but she just kept telling me that if I didn’t do what she said, she would make it so that I never saw him again. She told me about her father’s connections with the police department and how she knew all the right people to get me put away for life. It didn’t matter that she was the one that covered it up, or that she’s the one that started it all. No, what mattered was that she could hold this over my head and be able to bend me to her will.” 
 
   We stood there, huddled together in an embrace that was anything but sweet. He was rigid and angry, and I was confused and upset. But, I rubbed my arms along his back, determined to comfort him, and bet here for him, even though I had a feeling he didn’t think he deserved it.  
 
   “So, when you went to meet with her a couple weeks ago that’s when she threatened you again?” He nodded and I could feel his chin on the top of my head.  
 
   “Yeah. She said if I press charges she will tell them every detail and I’ll be thrown in jail leaving Maddox at the mercy of the system. But, if I don’t press charges against her, she’s going to get a slap on the wrist. She will still be able to see Maddox and she’s still going to be able to control my life. It’s a lose-lose situation.” I pulled away from him far enough to look into his eyes. I stared at him, intent on showing him exactly how I felt, and right then, I was feeling determined.  
 
   “I’m not going to let her do this to you. We will get this figured out, okay? I promise that I won’t let this happen without a fight. I’m not going anywhere, as long as you want me here, I’m going to be by your side.” He nodded, and we stood there, holding one another for a while until finally our limbs were tired, and Knox started to sway. 
 
   Taking a look at his stained shirt, and his rumpled appearance, I decided he needed to shower if only to make him feel more refreshed. I helped him strip down, both of us knowing that as much as I enjoyed seeing him naked, this was not for sexual gain. I was focused on taking care of him and right now that meant getting him cleaned up and put to bed.  
 
   Knox leaned against me, as I guided him into the spray of water, then waited for him to finish up before handing him a pair of fresh boxers, sweatpants, and a shirt. I tucked him into his bed, made him drink the glass of water I’d brought in, then crawled in next to him. My back was pressed into his front, his arm locked tightly around my middle. He didn’t ask me to stay, and I didn’t offer. It just happened. I knew what he needed, and that was to feel like he wasn’t alone, because he wasn’t, he had me. I didn’t exactly know where he stood on the topic of us, but I was here, and I think that said more than words ever could.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Knox
 
                 My head was pounding, my body was exhausted, and I felt like I had been run over by a truck, but none of that mattered when I opened my eyes to see Emery Jane snuggled into me. Flashes of the night before came back to me in a rush. I cringed. The liquor, the way I sobbed in her lap until there were hardly any tears left for me to shed. The way she looked when I told her what I did, what I was truly capable of. But what stuck in my mind the most was the way she responded to me, despite it all.
 
   Why she was still there was beyond me. Emery Jane was able to look past my deepest and darkest secret. She didn’t run screaming from the monster. She accepted it, she accepted me. I held her a little tighter, pure gratitude coursing through me.                
 
   I don’t know what I did to deserve someone like her in my life, but I wasn’t going to take it for granted. From that moment on, there would be no more games, no more questions, I was going to make her mine. She proved to me, what I knew all along, that we belonged together. I just needed to make sure she understood that. I would fight until the end of time to show her just how much she owned me. 
 
   I carefully sat up, attempting not to wake her as I did. I needed to get up and stretch, but more than anything I needed a strong cup of coffee, some aspirin, and definitely a shower. 
 
   I tip toed across the room, then took one long look at her. She had rolled over as I got out of bed, leaving her lying on her stomach, her arms pinned under her chest. Her hair was wild, some of it falling in her face, the rest in disarray over the pillows. Those pouty lips were parted, making me want to caress them. She looked peaceful in a way, despite her eyebrows being furrowed.  
 
   She was mine. All of her, every inch of her, was completely mine. Even if she didn’t know it yet, she would soon. 
 
   I turned and left the room, heading to the kitchen, making a beeline for the coffee maker. After filling up the tank with water, I grabbed a bottle of aspirin, took three, and swallowed. If I was going to make it through the next few hours of this hang over, I was going to need some assistance.  
 
   While I waited for the coffee to finish up, I texted Nixon to check on Maddox. Apparently, they’d spent the entire night watching superhero movies and he was still asleep.  
 
   Relief flooded me. I hadn’t been at my personal best since the meeting with Bailey. I tried to be, I really did, but there was only so much I could do when the stress was clawing at me, consuming my every thought.  
 
   I was still a good dad to him, don’t get me wrong. I made him smile, crossed things off of our list, took him to work with me, and taught him about photography. It was when we weren’t doing anything that I turned into a robot going through the motions.  
 
   Maddox’s nose was buried in a book if we were just sitting idle in the apartment, and I hated it. I wanted to be better than that for him. 
 
   I wasn’t proud of the way I was handling myself. Actually, I was pretty fucking ashamed. Not only was I half-assing my own life, I was pushing away the ones I loved, Emery Jane included.  
 
   There wasn’t a day that went by that I didn’t feel like a complete asshole for the way I’d treated her. When I told her that I was going to see Bailey, she was more than willing to fight my demons with me, and I hadn’t even told her what they were. But, that’s the thing about her, she didn’t care about my past, or the things I had done, she only cared about me as a person, and she could see I was in pain. God, she was such a selfless person, and there I was, pushing her away.  
 
   I’d like to say that I had a really good reason for it, but I didn’t. I was scared. I was terrified of what Bailey was going to do to me if I pressed charges, and I was fearful of what my future with Maddox would turn out to be. But, I was just plain scared of the thought that Emery Jane might not be able to handle all of it. Let’s be honest, she had something going on in her life that she hadn’t let me see, and I could tell it was a lot. It didn’t deter me from wanting to be with her, hell, I would be with her if she never told me what happened to her, but I didn’t want to add to her stress. I didn’t want to be the reason she ran.  
 
   Sometimes, she reminded me of a frightened animal. She seemed skittish and sometimes, I could see her wanting to make an escape. Did I want to take the chance of scaring her away, pushing her to the edge and make her run from me? No. Did I want to see the way she looked at me when I put all my cards on the table? No. I didn’t want to change the way she saw me, and I knew it would change the minute I spoke the truth. Or at least, that’s what I thought.  
 
   Ultimately, I pushed her away because I was an idiot. I made assumptions on how she would react, and it wasn’t fair to her. But here she was, in my bed, in my heart, and she still cared for me. Instead of being worried over what I did, she was working herself up for a fight to save me.  How in the world did I get so lucky? 
 
   I stood outside on my porch, watching the birds fly from tree to tree, listening to the city beneath me, when I felt her hands wrap around my waist and her head lean against my back.  Setting my coffee cup on the ledge, I held her hands in mine, and sighed. There was so much that we needed to talk about, but for just a moment, I wanted the silence. I wanted to enjoy the calm before the storm. She was here, by my side, but we still had a ton to wade through before we were as perfect as any one could be in a relationship.
 
   My thumbs circled her knuckles, and I brought one of her hands to my lips and kissed it. She hummed in approval, and I watched as she snaked her hand around the handle of my coffee mug and stole it.  
 
   I laughed effortlessly, this girl was my perfect match.  
 
   “You weren’t there when I woke up. I was worried.” 
 
   I turned around to look at Emery Jane as she leaned against the ledge. Reaching up, I caressed her face and felt her relax against me. I hated that I’d worried her. She wasn’t afraid that I was a mess or upset, I think she was afraid that I had left her again, and that hurt. I mentally kicked my own ass for putting those thoughts in her head.  
 
   “I’m sorry, gorgeous. I was in desperate need of caffeine and aspirin. I promise, I’m not going anywhere. From now on, I’ll be here. I promise.” I think she knew as well as I did that I wasn’t talking about being on this porch or in this apartment. I needed her to know that I was always going to be here for her, that I wasn’t leaving her side, but I wasn’t an idiot, I knew that I needed to show her.  
 
   Emery Jane nodded and sat down in the chair across from me. She lifted her legs and rested them on the ledge next to me. I watched her carefully as she seemed to be lost in thought.  
 
   “We need to talk about last night.”
 
   I nodded my head in agreement and sat next to her, taking her hand in mine. “Why did you push me away, Knox?” 
 
   There it was. The biggest question with the most complicated answer. I tried to gather my thoughts before I spoke, I needed to say the right thing.  
 
   “Honestly? I have no idea. I mean, I know why I did it, I just don’t know why I thought it was the best answer.” I sighed and squeezed her hand. “I was afraid of what was going to come of that meeting. When I got home that day, I had convinced myself that I just needed a day to be by myself. I was going to call you the next day, but when I woke up, the anxiety was clawing at me. I felt like I was drowning. I couldn’t stand the thought of what you would look like when you heard the truth, or what you would say when I admitted that I was letting Bailey win by not pressing charges. But mainly, I was afraid that you wouldn’t want this, that you would leave, which was shitty of me, I know. I guess in my mind it was easier to push you away than to watch you walk out of my life because of my past.” The words were out and I could feel my muscles begin to relax. This was the first step to moving on and moving forward. Emery Jane looked at me like she was in pain. I didn’t know what to make of her reaction, but instead of asking, I waited, letting her get her bearings.  
 
   “I told you I would be there for you, and I meant it.” Her voice was firm, but filled with hurt, I started to interrupt her when she put her hand up to stop me. “And, as much as I want to be mad for why you pushed me away, why you didn’t trust me to stay by your side, I understand it. I think I would have done the same thing if the roles were reversed.” 
 
   “Emery Jane, I can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am. But I’m going to make it up to you. I promise you that—”
 
   “Stop. Stop apologizing, beating yourself, and thinking you need to prove something to me. I’m here, I trust you, and I know you weren’t thinking straight. Let’s just forget that it happened. We’re starting over.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to start over?”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked, her eyes widened in panic.  I sat up, leaning closer to her, grabbing her hands in mine.  
 
   “I mean, I don’t want to go back to square one. If we did that, if we started over, that would mean forgetting the days we did spend together. That would mean me forgetting that I was falling for you, and I don’t want to do that. I can’t do that, because I am falling for you, Emery Jane. I’m falling in love with you, and there’s no turning back for me, there’s no starting over. There’s only this, us, going forward, being together, living a life together, despite our baggage,” I professed, getting on my knees in front of her, willing to beg for her love if it came down to it. “I want you to be here, by my side. I want to be able to go through life knowing that I have the person my soul belongs to with me always. That means getting past your fears, my fears, and diving in head first. I know that it’s a lot, and it’s fast, and logically, this makes no sense, but I don’t care about any of that. I care about you. So no, I don’t want to start over, not even close,” I rested my head in her lap as I spoke the last sentence. I was drained and I was sure I was scaring her off. Still, I laid my head on her legs, and waited an eternity for her answer. 
 
   “You don’t know anything about me or my past, I’m still keeping so much from you, and here you are baring your soul to me. How are you actually okay with that?” she questioned, her hands on my cheeks, lifting my head to meet her eyes. I stared at her with such force, I’m sure I could have knocked her down. I brought my lips close to hers, and paused before speaking.  
 
   “Because, you are not your past, and I’m in love with the person you are, despite whatever it is you’re hiding. I don’t need to know what happened to you to bring you here, to this point in your life. I just need to know that you want me here with you for whatever life brings your way next.” Truer words had never been spoken. I watched as her eyes filled with tears, and finally, I pressed my lips to hers. If my words weren’t enough to convince her, then I would show her.  
 
   As much as I wanted to let loose all the sexual frustrations I had built up, I wasn’t going to. That’s not what this kiss was about. It was about pouring my emotions into her, so she had no doubts in her mind that I loved her.  
 
   Our lips glided against each other’s and I swear it was the best kiss of my life.  
 
   When I pulled away, I felt the loss of her skin on mine, but I knew we had more to talk about.  
 
   “I love you too, you know.” My mouth flew open and I stared at her, wondering if I’d heard her right.
 
   “You do?” The happiness in my voice was loud and clear. I smirked at her, and she returned it with a chuckle.  
 
   “I do. I think I have since the minute I met you. It doesn’t make any sense, but I don’t really care. I don’t want it to make sense, I just want you.” Then, she kissed me like her life depended on it.  
 
   We went from a slow loving kiss, to frantic within a matter of seconds. Somehow, we made it from the porch to my bedroom without separating from each other.  
 
   As soon as we entered my room, we fell onto the bed. Last time she was in here, she was naked and at my disposal. However, unlike last time, there wouldn’t be any interruptions, and I was going to take full advantage of it.  
 
   It was like a fantasy, one I had replayed in my head so many times over the past couple of weeks. There she was, beneath me, kissing me from my lips to my neck, her fingers digging into my skin. Her legs wrapped around me, her hips lifting to grind herself against me. I groaned, feeling her under me like that. It was almost painful, the way I wanted her, needed her.  
 
   I pushed myself up, and stood in front of her, my eyes burning into hers as I lifted the back of my shirt up and pulled it over my head, tossing it to the side. Her gaze left mine, as she watched me strip down for her.  
 
   Slowly, I unbuttoned my jeans, sliding them off of me, my boxer briefs going with them. I stepped out of my pants and wrapped my hand on my already hard cock, gliding up and down once, twice, just enough to rile her up, and man, was it working.  
 
   Emery Jane was panting, her lip in between her teeth, her hands fisted in the sheets. In a flash, she was pulling her shirt up over her head, messing with the fastener of her bra as I dragged her pants down, revealing she wasn’t wearing any panties. I groaned and pinned her down under me, bringing her hands above her head and holding them there with one hand, as my other trailed along her tits, her stomach, and the sensitive skin between her legs.  
 
   She gasped when I brushed my fingers across her wetness. She was so ready for me, and god, if I thought I could get any harder I would have.  
 
   I pushed one finger in, testing her boundaries, watching her arch her back, her tits pressing against my bare skin.  
 
   I added another finger and curled up, hitting that sweet spot, and she let out a loud moan, so perfect.  
 
   “Oh god, Knox. Do it again,” she demanded, her voice faltering as I pumped my fingers in and out of her. 
 
   I knew I could make her come this way, and I wanted to feel her lose herself again, but this time, I wanted it to be when my cock was buried inside of her. So I teased her. Bringing her to the brink of oblivion before taking it away, her pleasure completely in my control.  
 
   Her eyes stayed rolled to the back of her head, and she couldn’t stop herself from muttering my name like I was God.  
 
   I bent closer, brought my tongue to her clit, and licked her once, enough to feel her shudder. I dragged my tongue along her folds and nipped at her, bringing her to that line between pain and pleasure. 
 
   “You like it when I do that, baby?” My voice was thick with lust. "Make you hurt just enough to intensify your pleasure?” 
 
   “Fuck yeah I do.”  
 
   I did it again, nibbling at her, licking her, devouring her.  
 
   Her body was shaking and I knew she was close, so I pulled away, standing above her, watching her like she was my prey.  
 
   She whimpered when I stopped, but as she opened her eyes, they dilated and her breath caught. She knew exactly what I wanted, what I needed.  
 
   I lowered myself over her, straddling her chest, bringing my cock closer to her. She licked her lips at the sight of me on top of her, long, hard, and proud.  
 
   Emery Jane grabbed my dick and stroked, before putting those beautiful lips on me. She licked me from the base of my cock all the way to the tip, swirling at the head. I groaned and fisted my hands in her hair.  
 
   Bobbing her head up and down, she took me in further and further, until I was all the way in her mouth and down her throat.  I was impressed at the lack of gag reflex, but I didn’t have time to really think about it, because as quickly as she took me to the back of her throat, she took me out of her mouth and smirked. Licking, then stopping, swirling my head around and around before stopping again.
 
   She was teasing me, and I fucking loved it.  
 
   Before she could take me in her mouth again, I moved, pushing myself down her body, eye level with her tits.  
 
   I took her nipple in my mouth and bit down, licking right after to soothe the pain, while palming the other.  
 
   “Please, Knox,” she begged, 
 
   “What do you want, Emery Jane? Tell me,” I probed, as I continued ravishing her chest.  
 
   “I want you. Now.” When I met her eyes, they were pleading. I brought my lips to hers and worked her tongue against mine, switching between sucking on it, and nibbling her lips. I brought my hand back down to her pussy just to make sure she was ready for me, and she most definitely was.  
 
   I stood at the edge of the bed, put my hands on her hips, and pulled her down to me, bringing her legs over my shoulders.  
 
   I pressed my cock to her entrance, teasing her. When I looked at her expression, I realized she wasn’t looking at me, her gaze was searing at the place where we were about to connect.  
 
   A smile spread on my face as I pushed my way inside of her. Her head flew back, as did mine. She moaned. I groaned.  
 
   She felt like fucking heaven. 
 
   I pushed myself all the way inside of her and stilled, reveling in the out of this world feeling of her tightness. Emery Jane grew impatient, she was circling her hips in a way that was driving me crazy and I swear, I started to see stars.  
 
   I wanted to enjoy this, every second of it, but I was losing control. I think I liked that though. I wanted to lose control with her, and  to lose myself with every thrust inside of her, I needed it like I needed air, and I was going to get it.                
 
   “Emery Jane, I’m going to fuck you. I’m going to fuck you harder than you’ve ever been fucked before. And baby, I want to hear you. I want to hear every moan and every scream,” I demanded, as I started to push in and out of her, faster and harder on each thrust.  
 
   “Oh. My. God. Knox!” she screamed. As I pressed my hand to her clit and applied pressure, I could feel the way her walls were closing around me. She was going to come.  
 
   “Come for me, baby,” I circled my thumb slow, pressing down, and took her right over the edge.  
 
   I thought the first time I saw her come was beautiful, but seeing her come while I was buried inside of her was something else. She was wild and completely uninhibited. She didn’t have a care in the world other than the ecstasy she was experiencing. I almost lost it. Almost.  
 
   I slowed as she rode the waves, her body trembling. I pulled out of her and her eyes flew open.
 
   “You’re done?” she shrieked. I laughed.  
 
   “Baby, I’m not done with you. I don’t think I’ll ever be done with you,” I said, bringing my lips to her ear, watching the goose bumps rise on her skin. “But, I can’t stop thinking about what you would look like bent over this bed,” I flipped her over onto her stomach, then grabbed her hips, bringing them level with mine. Emery Jane tossed her hair over her shoulder as she looked at me, pressing her ass into me. Her confidence was the definition of sexy. She wasn’t afraid of this side of her. I loved it. I loved her.  
 
   I trailed my fingers from the small of her back to her neck before twisting my fist in her hair and pulling as I pushed my cock back into her.  
 
   “Oh. My. Fuck,” she yelled, as I slammed into her over and over again, losing myself in all that was Emery Jane.  
 
   She was so responsive. Every thrust I gave, she was there to push back against me. Every time I hit her g-spot she screamed my name. She wasn’t afraid to look back at me as I fucked her, our eyes locked and burned into each other.  
 
   I felt myself getting close, so I released her hair, and put my hands on her hips, slowing my movements. I bent over bringing my lips to the small of her back as I whispered to her.  
 
   “I’m going to come, baby. And when I do, I want to feel you come too,” I coaxed, as I snaked my arm around and pressed my finger to her clit, rubbing it in circles. She was already close, and the minute I started talking to her and touching her, she was on the verge of exploding. She was quivering as I started to speed up, her hips matching my rhythm.  
 
   When I felt like she was ready, I grabbed hold of her hips and slammed into her, fast and hard. Then I was soaring.  I felt it all the way through my body, as I came apart inside of her. I was calling her name, gripping her hips, and losing my mind at the sensation. I didn’t know which way was up, all I knew was how phenomenal she felt. 
 
   I pulled out of her and collapsed on the bed, bringing her with me and cuddling into her. She giggled smiled that beautiful smile of hers.  That was the last thing I saw before I fell asleep, feeling the happiest I’ve ever felt.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 We woke a couple hours later, completely rested and sated. I felt like I was glowing after what transpired between us. I lay in Knox’s bed, stretched out in the center, looking up at the fan as it circled above my head.
 
   When I’d come stomping over there the previous night, the last thing I’d expected was to end up in his bed the next morning. I definitely hadn’t expected the heart to heart we had that lead us to this point. But, I’m so glad that it happened, because I could honestly say, for the first time ever, I was starting to feel whole.  
 
   Knox walked into the room, juggling two plates filled to the brim with pizza and a two-liter of Coke.  
 
   “Hungry?” he wiggled his eye brows up and down before setting the plates next to me. I sat up, pulling the sheet around me and sitting cross legged. My stomach growled at the sight of the food.  
 
   “You have no idea,” I exclaimed, before digging in. Knox mirrored my position and grabbed a piece of the pizza, shoving it into his mouth hungrily.  
 
   “So where’s Maddox?” 
 
   “Nixon texted me this morning saying that he lost a bet to Maddox and now he owes him a trip to the book store. They’re probably going to be awhile,” he chuckled.  
 
   “That book shelf is going to be completely full by the time he gets home,” I said, taking another bite. For some reason, I felt kind of awkward. It had nothing to do with the fact that I was sitting here naked, chowing down on the greasiest pizza I’ve ever eaten. It had nothing to do with the ridiculously hot sex we’d had hours before. The awkwardness stemmed from me. I was thinking way too much, way too hard, making my nerves flare.  
 
   Although, there was only one train of thought rolling through my brain; I need to tell Knox.  
 
   Panic started to fill me as I imagined myself telling him the truth, the entire honest to god, dirty truth. But then I pictured his face, how honest and kind he was, and the way he looks at me with so much understanding, that I knew it would be okay. Or, at least, I hoped it would.  
 
   Something happened between last night and this morning. The way he professed his love for me, and the way I refused to leave him despite learning his darkest secret;  it changed things. Suddenly, we weren’t friends flirting with the idea of getting together, we were an ‘us,’ united and about to face a world of hurt.  
 
   Knox’s life was getting more complicated by the minute, and as much as I didn’t want to pack on the problems, I knew I needed to be open and honest in order to move forward and have a healthy, working relationship with him. I had this feeling deep in my soul, that Knox wasn’t just temporary. This was the real deal. The forever kind of deal. And, I didn’t want to mess it up. I just had to gather my nerves, grow a pair, and tell him.  
 
   We finished eating, and after the plates were cleared from the bed we laid next to each other. Our heads were close together in the middle of the bed, his hands tangled in my hair, my fingers drawing circles on his chest, the two of us smiling uncontrollably. He looked at me with  tenderness in his eyes, and I couldn’t stop myself from swooning.  
 
   I traced the raised skin of his biggest tattoo; a giant phoenix rising from the ashes. It started on his back and made its way to the front of his ribs and the tops of his shoulders. His arms were covered in a good versus evil scene. His left arm had his own description of hell, demons battling, fire surrounding them, and one giant shadow overpowering the rest. His right arm portrayed his own personal heaven, with a small portrait of his son. The rest of his body was covered in small, but intricate tattoos that somehow told a story. I wanted to know what those stories were, but I knew I had enough time to learn.  
 
   I was lost in the designs on his skin when he started talking again, my eyes shot to the way his lips moved as he spoke.  
 
   He played with the strands of my hair, twisting them, and pulling them into a knot. 
 
   “Tell me something.” His voice was soft and curious.
 
   “Tell you something. Hmm. Like what?” His brows furrowed and he brought his finger to his mouth.  
 
   “I don’t know. Just tell me anything. About you, about Jay, whatever you want, I just love hearing you speak,” he admitted, as he placed small kisses on my forehead.
 
   I became motionless, realizing that it was time. I did the hardest thing I could do, I pushed all fears of rejection out of my head, and spilled my heart out.  
 
   “Did you know Wade was younger than me? He didn’t look it, but he was.”
 
   “I kind of had an idea. It’s the way you talk about him, you’re so protective of him.” 
 
   “Wade was different from me. He was so quiet and soft- spoken, whereas I was loud and opinionated. When something happened to him, it would hit him hard, he always wore his feelings on his sleeve. I was thick-skinned, and had this profound need to protect him, even though he was a guy and it might be embarrassing to be protected by your older sister. - It annoyed him sometimes, but I knew he was secretly appreciative.  -Confrontation always made him nervous,” I paused and relaxed before I took the plunge 
 
   “I want to tell you about my life,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. Knox stilled, before kissing me passionately, erasing all my nerves. When our lips broke apart, I kept my eyes closed, but I could feel him nod, as if to tell me to go ahead.  
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut as I watched the images in my head. I started to chew on my lip, nearly drawing blood, and picked at the edges of my thumbs. Taking a big inhale and slowly letting it out, I started, my voice weak as I spoke.
 
   “Wade was murdered,” I kept my eyes closed not wanting to see Knox’s reaction. I hated the look that came across people’s faces when I said the word murdered. I inhaled again and held my breath, before the next sentence fell from my mouth. “He was murdered by our father.” 
 
   “Emery Jane…” he spoke softly, bringing me close to him. Our chests were touching, my bare skin on his, and I felt the grief, the pain, and the anger wash over me. Having Knox here, having him touch me as I spoke, it helped ease the overwhelming emotions.  
 
   “He wasn’t always violent. When I was growing up, he was distant, but never abusive to us. It wasn’t until I grew up that I realized it was because he was taking it out on our mom. She protected us as fiercely as she loved us. My mom took on my father to make sure he wouldn’t touch us,” I cuddled closer to Knox, the heaviness of my confession weighing on me. “When she died, my dad kind of lost it. I don’t know if it was the grief or guilt that was eating away at him, or the fact that my mother was no longer around to be his punching bag, but on the day of her funeral he hit me for the first time.” My voice was distant, and cold. This part of my life didn’t faze me like it probably should have. Maybe, as time went on, I detached myself from the emotions of it all, or maybe I was screwed up mentally, either way I never let my anger for him surface.  
 
   “After a while, it became the norm between us. He never said much, and there wasn’t always a catalyst, it just happened. He would hit me and I would sit there, still as a statue, and completely emotionless. Once in a while, he would threaten Wade, but I made damn sure that never happened. I was stronger than Wade. I could take the beatings and still live on to have a normal life. I could detach myself from the situation, whereas my brother couldn’t. I didn’t let him see what our father did to me, or let him know that he was a target too. I made sure he was blissfully ignorant. He wasn’t stupid, he let me believe I was doing a good job of hiding it.”
 
   “Emery Jane, look at me,” Knox coaxed, running his thumb along the corner of my eye. I shook my head vigorously.  
 
   “No. I don’t want to lose my nerve, and as soon as I see the emotion on your face, I’m going to lose it.” I felt kind of bad, he was trying to comfort me, but there was no way I could continue and watch him hear this for the first time, seeing how overwhelming it is.
 
   “Okay. Keep talking. Tell me everything,” I felt his lips touch the top of my head and I let it all out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Emery Jane
 
   Six Years Earlier
 
                 Sitting on the red leather couch in the family office, I picked at my nails as I read my history book.  I sighed, realizing that I was reading the words in front of me, but not absorbing a damn word of it. I’d had a pretty bad day, and the last thing I wanted to do was study.
 
   School was becoming more difficult as midterms were coming up, and I had once again, overloaded myself with AP classes, and after school activities. It was for the best though, I reminded myself, it got me out of the house and away from him. I wasn’t the only one though. Wade had a schedule even heavier than mine. I guess that’s what happens when you’re avoiding your home life.  
 
   I could hear Wade in his room above me, his music just loud enough for me to listen to  the soft melody, and his voice trailing in unison. I loved hearing him sing, it was something he didn’t do often, mainly because we were supposed to be as quiet as mice in the Thompson household. Luckily though, there were days when Dad didn’t come home until late, so the beautiful melody coming through the walls would be okay for just a few more minutes.  
 
   Days like this made me remember why I was still here, in this house filled with violence, even though I wasn’t in high school anymore. I was an adult, I could be out living the young adult life, in a dorm room, surviving off of Top Ramen and energy drinks, having the time of my life. And yet, I stayed. The reason was as simple as it was complicated. It was for my brother. I stayed here, because I needed to protect him. The moment I left, the anger would be focused on him. He would become the latest target, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if that happened. My decision never made me long for what I didn’t have. Instead, I took solace in the time spent with my brother, because although we were surrounded by violence, Wade and I had each other.  
 
   I closed my eyes, listened to the music, and lost myself, for just a minute, reliving a fantasy that I was in another place, in a different life. That all came to a screeching halt when I heard the front door slam and a familiar angry stomp coming my way.  
 
   I braced myself, putting up my defenses. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with his shit today, but just like every other day, I didn’t have a choice. It was either me or Wade, and I would gladly volunteer myself than have my brother be subjected to the wrath of our father.
 
   I could hear his angry breathing and I looked to see him standing in the door way, his posture completely stiff, and his fists balled up at his sides.
 
   “What in the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he yelled at me. His eyes were blood shot, I wasn’t sure if it was from the anger or the booze, either way, the red was over taking the white in his eyes.  It was intimidating, that I wouldn’t deny, but as he stood in front of me, I refused to let myself feel anything. If I did, then he won.
 
   “What are you talking about, Dad? I’m studying.” His nostrils flared as the attitude in my voice hit his ears.
 
   “I’m talking about the mess you’ve made,” he said, pointing to the text book and notebook on the table. “And, the fucking racket upstairs!”
 
   I sighed, knowing that Wade would soon hear this argument and spend the rest of tonight and tomorrow apologizing for getting me in trouble. I hated that he felt responsible for the anger our father directed at me. He wasn’t the problem, and honestly, neither was I. Our father was just a sick man with an uncanny ability to crush the ones he loved. I tried to explain it to Wade, but that didn’t stop him from feeling guiltier over the years. 
 
   There were a few times that Wade argued with me over the way I took the rap for him. He struggled with why I would do that for him, and he wrestled with the idea of standing up to our father. I begged him not to. It would have been worse for him than it was for me.  
 
   Maybe there was something wrong with me, because I couldn’t explain how I handled this the way I did and still function emotionally. I lived every day as if my home life wasn’t Hell. Sure, it upset me, it angered me, but what I felt most, was the need to protect my brother. And the only way to do that was to get my shit together, not break down, and deal with it. So I did. Every. Single. Day.  
 
   “I’m studying, Dad.  There’s no mess, I’ll just take it upstairs,” I said, trying to avoid a confrontation, and stood to gather my books. My father’s wrinkled hand swatted the books from my arms to the floor, causing them to scatter across the room.  
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to hone in the anger that was threatening to come forward. There was nothing I wanted more than to release the beast I had growing in the pit of my stomach and teach him exactly what it felt like to be harmed by someone you cared for. But I didn’t.  I couldn’t. No amount of anger could change the small build I had, and it wouldn’t change the fact that my father was twice my size in weight and height.    
 
   I stood there and remained still as I waited for his next move. He stalked me, walking around in a circle, his red eyes trained on me. My body was stiff and my breathing was shallow.  I tried to keep calm, but I knew something bad was going to happen, something worse than usual.  
 
   My father was an angry man. That was a fact. But, I hadn’t seen him that pissed off since the day of my mother’s funeral, the day he hit me for the very first time after I mouthed off to him. I could practically feel the anger rolling off of him in waves.  
 
   In a flash, his hand came around hitting me in the mouth. My head snapped to the side and I felt the blood dripping from my lips onto my fingers. I hung my head low, quickly coming to the conclusion that if he was willing to hit me where people would see it, he had finally snapped. 
 
   The next few minutes I had vague flashes of clarity as he hit me, kicked me, and threw me to the ground. I stayed curled up, awaiting the next blow, going in and out of consciousness, when I heard Wade yell. 
 
   “Get off of her, you miserable fuck!” His voice was feral as he tackled our father to the ground. I had never seen Wade look like that before. His eyes were wild with anger, and he was snarling, screaming at him to leave me alone. I watched as his fists came down on Dad’s body over and over again.  
 
   I tried to get up, to fight for Wade, to protect him, but I was hurt badly enough that I fell to the floor, my vision growing black. 
 
   Everything from that point on came in brief flashes of consciousness. I saw our father throw Wade off of him, his face dripping in crimson red. I saw the way he wailed on my brother, over and over. I saw Wade get up and try to run, before he fell within a foot of me. I saw my father kick him, and yell, spit flying from his mouth, the vein in his neck popping out so much I thought it might explode. And then, I saw Wade’s eyes meet mine.  
 
   It was almost as if he just knew it was going to be the end, and that he had made peace with it. Somehow, he had adapted my mindset that eventually this would happen. Eventually my father  would win, he always did.  
 
   I reached my hand out to his, the tips of our fingers touching. His face was contorted in pain, but he kept his eyes open and on me. He mouthed the words ‘I’m sorry’ and ‘I love you’ right before I saw my father grab the plaque from his desk, and bring it down on Wade’s head.  
 
   The world went black. I think it was my body’s way of letting me know I had seen enough, that if I witnessed anymore, I would snap. 
 
   When I next opened my eyes, I saw Wade’s cold eyes staring back at me. I felt the grief, the pain, the anguish bubble up inside of me. I lifted my fist to my mouth and bit down as I fought the screams threatening to surface.  
 
   I took one last look at my brother, my innocent, kind hearted, beautiful brother, before slowly getting up. My vision faded, but the adrenalin carried me, as the awareness of my father’s inevitable return hit me like cold water.  
 
   If I knew Henry Thompson well enough, then he would return, and he would be looking for a way to get rid of the loose end leading to him and the murder of his son.  
 
   I don’t remember how I left or how I got to Jay’s house, but when she opened the door, she didn’t look shocked at my state, only understanding. I think she knew what happened before I could tell her in between my sobs. It was apparent.
 
   Jay helped me to the shower, and stripped off my clothes. The jeans and shirt I had worn that day were in a bloody pile on the floor, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of them, not even when she pulled me in the shower and helped me wash the blood from my body.  
 
   I don’t know what I would have done if it hadn’t been for Jay. She saved me that day, giving me her car, and enough money to get where I needed to go, even though neither one of us had any idea where that would be.
 
   I hugged her tight before I left, and told her I loved her. She forced me to promise that I wouldn’t disappear from her life.  I agreed, but not before grieving, when I recognized that this was going to be my last time seeing her for a long time.  
 
   I got in her car, still not well, but alert enough to drive far away. I gripped the steering wheel and let myself shed a tear before leaving my life behind.  
 
   It wasn’t long before my father was hot on my trail and I always knew he was near. The sick bastard liked to play games with me, leaving me letters, calling me and hanging up, and placing items on my doorstep for me to find. Every time he did, I left in a rush.  
 
   In a matter of days, he went from my parent, to my brother’s murderer, to my personal stalker. But, I never dwelled on it. I couldn’t let myself. I had shut off the emotional link to him, to my life, before I ever went on the run. I stayed focus on the end game, hoping and praying that one day, it would all stop.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Knox
 
                 I watched as Emery Jane relived the nightmare that was her life.  When the tears began to leak from the sides of her closed eyes, I brushed them away, wanting nothing more than to save her from the anguish she lived with.
 
   Anger boiled up in me with the thought of someone hurting her the way he did. How could anyone willingly do that to an innocent person? 
 
   As quickly as the question came to mind, the images of the night I found Maddox curled in the closet flooded my brain. I guess it was more common than I thought for the evil of the world to hurt the innocent.  
 
   When Emery Jane was done retelling me what happened that night, and how she ended up on the run, I rubbed her back and kissed her. Her eyes slowly opened again and she searched my gaze. I tried to stay as neutral as possible.  
 
   I understood why she didn’t want to look at me while she was telling me the story. It was too hard to see the pity in peoples’ eyes when you told them something tragic. And although I didn’t pity her, she would have seen the rage, the confusion, the sadness in mine.  
 
   My lips grazed hers again, and then followed the tear stained trail along her cheeks. She smiled, a small, sad smile.  
 
   “I’m sorry I had to tell you all of that. When you shared your secret with me, and had faith in me to stick by your side, I knew I needed to do the same to give us a fair chance at a life together,” she admitted, looking a little drained. 
 
   “Honestly, I’m thankful that you trusted me enough to explain it all,” I said, bringing her hands to my lips and kissing them. “What happened to make you come here and settle down?” 
 
   Emery Jane let out a little chuckle before explaining.  
 
   “It was actually Jay. She had been begging me for a year straight to move in with her. My dad hadn’t contacted me in a long time, and she was confident that I needed to stop looking over my shoulder and live my life.” 
 
   “I’m glad she did.” 
 
   “I am too, because now I have you.”
 
   “I love you,” I professed, kissing her for the hundredth time that day, something I was sure I would never get tired of. 
 
   “I love you just as much.” 
 
   The words she spoke went straight to my heart, I loved this woman with everything that I had. Someone as indescribably perfect as her, deserved a life filled with happiness, and I was determined to make that happen, for her, for me, for Maddox, and for us as a future family. She may not have known it yet, but I was going to make her mine for all of eternity.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 Over the next two months, since we opened up to each other, things seemed to go without a hitch. It was almost as if we were living in an unconventional fairy tale. We continued to check items off of Maddox’s list almost as fast as we could put them there. Our time was spent with laughter and love, not to mention incredibly hot sex.
 
   We had come to the decision together, to not press charges on Bailey. There wasn’t a way around it to ensure that Knox would be safe from incrimination, and to make sure that Maddox wouldn’t be forced into the system. It had been a month since she was released and so far, we hadn’t run into any trouble. I knew that it was only a matter of time, but I secretly hoped that she just gave up.  
 
   Everything was going perfect but inwardly I was waiting for the other shoe to drop. It’s only reality, things can only be beautiful for so long before something happens to destroy it all. I tried to ignore the nagging feeling that it was coming, and it was coming soon.  
 
   I stood in front of the mirror, applying my eyeliner with precision. Tonight was going to be my and Knox’s first real date.  I chuckled to myself as I repeated that thought in my head.  We’d been together for two months and had yet to go on an actual date.  We had been out a lot, but we always had Maddox, Jay, or Nixon tagging along.  
 
   Knox was keeping everything under wraps for tonight, so as I stepped into my closet to pick out my outfit, I suddenly felt nervous. I had no idea what to wear, and usually that didn’t bother me, but tonight was special, to me and Knox. He was going above and beyond to make everything perfect.  
 
   I heard a light knocking at my bedroom door, and I turned to see Jay standing there, shaking her head. 
 
   “Need some help?” she asked, giving me a smirk.  
 
   “No. I can pick out my own clothes, thank you. If I let you do it, I’ll end up looking like a hussy.” 
 
   “Shut up and move over. If I leave you to fend for yourself, you’ll end up in jeans and a band t-shirt, and that’s definitely not happening tonight.” 
 
   “Wait, do you know what we’re doing?” Jay turned, giving me that trade mark devilish grin and cackled. She actually cackled at me. “You have to tell me!”
 
   “Now, what would be the fun in that? This way, I get to torture you.”
 
   “Traitor,” she waved me off while flipping through my wardrobe. I started bombarding her with questions, in hopes that she might give me a hint, but after my twelfth guess, she yelled at me and kindly told me to fuck off, and wait until she was done.  
 
   As I curled my hair, I could hear Jay squeal, her happiness rubbing off on me, making any nerves I had before disappear. I walked into the bedroom, half expecting to see a ball gown on the bed. I was pleasantly surprised to find a cream colored, knitted sweater, a pair of tight, fitted skinny jeans, and knee length, black boots. It was simple, but outside of my normal day to day outfits. I loved it. 
 
   “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a genius?” I joked 
 
   “Now that you mention it, I have been told that before. Now shut up and get dressed, he’s going to be here soon,” she smacked my ass before walking out. I pulled on my outfit, took a look in the mirror, and smiled. Tonight was going to be amazing, I could already tell. 
 
   When Knox showed up at the door wearing a pair of black jeans, and a black button up with suspenders, I just about melted. He was completely swoon-worthy, and completely mine.  
 
   His smile matched my own as we stared at each other, the same way we did the first day we met. My heart was racing, my pulse was rapid, and my breathing was shallow. I hoped that he would still make me feel this way eighty years from now, and somehow, I had no doubt that he would.  
 
   Knox pulled out a list, much like the one he made for Maddox, but instead of there being a bucket list for his son, it was for me. And, number one on that list? Go on a romantic date.  
 
   The smile that spread across my lips didn’t fade, not when we got in the car, when we got stuck in traffic, or when we parked in a giant parking garage.  
 
   I had no idea where we were, other than in the city. I could have blamed it on the fact that I had yet to venture out, despite living here for two months, but that wasn’t the case. I was too busy ogling my boyfriend as he drove us to our mystery date.
 
   The parking lot was packed, people milling all around us. I took a second to survey my surroundings, wanting to play detective, and put the pieces together. It was just a regular parking garage except for the letters marking which area you left your car. Instead of normal numbers, there were Disney characters. My eyes grew wide as I grabbed Knox’s arm, pulling him to me, when it dawned on me exactly where he had taken us.  
 
   “You’re taking me to Disneyland?” I exclaimed, a little too loud, my voice echoing throughout the area. I covered my mouth and squealed when he nodded. 
 
   He kissed my forehead and I could feel his smile. “Before you get too excited, I promised Maddox that I wouldn’t go to Disneyland without him, but I didn’t say anything about California Adventure and Downtown Disney.”
 
   “You have no idea how long I’ve waited to come here!” 
 
   “I think I have an idea. I knew it was one of the things you never got to do growing up, so I took it upon myself to be a part of yet another one of your firsts. I have a list of things that I wanted to do for you. We might not be able to get to all of them today, but at least I can cross this off.  ” 
 
   “I love you, you know that right? I’m pretty sure of all the boyfriends in the world, you are the best one,” Knox laughed, and offered me his arm. I rested my hand on his bicep as we walked to the tram and made our way downtown.  
 
   When the tram pulled up to Downtown Disney, I was enamored. It was full of people from all walks of life. It wasn’t just filled with families and children; there were couples young and old, and groups of friends having the time of their lives. Oh, and the energy of the place screamed nothing but happiness. It truly was the happiest place on earth.
 
   We took our time, walking slowly, throwing our heads back in laughter at the craziness of the people around us. People-watching was at its finest in this place, and I soaked it all up. We were here all of five minutes and I had already had the time of my life.  
 
   Approaching the park was like my childhood dream. I could see the characters wandering around signing autographs, and watched as the children surrounding us laughed, and ran around, making their parents entirely too nervous for their own good. I examined the rides and starting feeling giddy. They looked even more fun than they did in pictures, or in the movies.  
 
   Knox didn’t judge me when I squealed over seeing Pooh Bear, and he didn’t laugh when I suggested we ride just about every ride. He let me experience this the way I should have.  
 
   After an hour and a half we had efficiently rode the adult rides, and even some of the kid ones, including the giant rollercoaster. We had stopped for margaritas, and done our fair share of shopping, grabbing a few things for Maddox, Jay, and Nixon.
 
   There was only one ride left and that was the Tower of Terror. I could feel my stomach dropping just looking at the outside of the tall building. It was the one ride Knox had insisted we go on, so I obliged, despite the terror rolling through me. 
 
   When we took our seats, I wrapped my arm around his and squeezed, pressing myself as close to him as possible. He patted my hand in comfort, seemingly at ease even though we were about to free fall from a ridiculous height.  
 
   Reaching the top of the ride, Knox cupped my face, and studied it, gazing at me with adoration. It was enough to make everything around us fade away. Suddenly, we weren’t on this terrifying ride, and I wasn’t about to face one of my biggest fears, it was just I in our own little world.
 
   Slowly, he brought his face to mine, and as our lips collided, we were falling, the drop causing my stomach to feel like it was in my throat. But it didn’t matter, not anymore. The only thing that mattered, was the connection between us. Our lips, our minds, our hearts. And the fall to the bottom only made kissing Knox that much more thrilling.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After leaving the park, we drove hand in hand, for what seemed like an hour. I was again entranced by the man beside me, completely unaware of my surroundings, as the city lights passed us by. I couldn’t get over the overwhelming feeling of excitement, and complete gratitude, from our day.  
 
   By the time we pulled into the parking lot of the beach, it was close to midnight. I yawned, stretching my arms above me as we got out of the car. Knox grabbed his beach bag out of the back of the truck, and held my hand as we made our way to one of the fire pits.  
 
   This place had such good memories for us. The last time we were here, I was afraid of what he and I could have, and here we were, two months later, hopelessly in love.  
 
   Knox piled the wood in the pit, sprayed lighter fluid in the center, and lit the fire. I watched as the flames roared to life. It was beautiful and relaxing, a perfect ending to a perfect night.  
 
   We spread a blanket out in the sand and cuddled together, both of us silent, captivated with the flames. I could hear the waves crashing behind us, and the crackling of the fire in front of us. I could hear the slow steady breath in Knox’s chest, and the beating of his pulse beneath my ear. I sighed, completely content, but utterly scared at the same time.  
 
   I hated that negative thoughts had made their way to the front of my mind, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t remove them. Tonight was the epitome of romance and bliss, but what would tomorrow be like? When was the other shoe going to drop? Because at some point, it would, and when it did, would we survive it? 
 
   “Hey, what’s going on in that head of yours?” Knox questioned, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. I shrugged, unsure of how to explain it to him without being a complete downer.  
 
   “I don’t know. I’m just thinking. This night has been amazing, hell, the last two months have been incredible but…” I trailed off desperately trying to figure out the right way to say it.
 
   “When is our bubble going to burst?” Knox finished my sentence, raising his eye brow in question, and laughed when I nodded. “You’re not alone in that thought, babe. Things have been too good, something is bound to happen sooner or later.” 
 
   “That thought came to mind too. I know that between the two of us, we’ve racked up some good Karma, but the reality is, Karma is a bitch, and she only gives us so many picture perfect moments before she takes it all away.” My brows furrowed and I shuddered at the thought of what could be coming our way. The two of us had enough demons in our lives to destroy everything. He wrapped his arms around me and tucked my head into the crook of his neck.  
 
   “The way I see it is this, even if Karma decides to take away everything else from us, at least we will still have each other. At the end of the day, as long as I have you and Maddox, my life is still unsurpassable,” I sighed, and nodded in agreement. As long as I had him, and that little boy of his, my life would be complete.  
 
   “Whatever happens, just know I’m sticking by your side okay?”
 
   “Ditto,” he said in all seriousness. I threw my arms in the air and shot him a confused look.
 
   “Ditto? That’s so romantic,” I joked, nudging him with my shoulder. Knox shrugged, and threw his arm around my shoulder, pulling me into him once again. The cool air was biting at our skin, causing us to move closer to the fire, and huddle together for warmth.  
 
   “So, tell me Knox, what else was on this mysterious list of yours?” 
 
   “Well, there was Disneyland, which technically we can’t even cross off of the list,” Knox pointed out.
 
   “Yet,” I assured him, inwardly excited at the thought of being able to take my two favorite boys with me on that adventure.  
 
   “Yet. You’re right,” he pressed his lips to the top of my forehead and continued, “So besides Disneyland, and this Nicholas Sparks-worthy romantic first date, there is going to a concert, taking you to a drive-in movie, oh, and making out.” 
 
   “Making out? Knox, I hate to break it to you, but I’ve done that before.”
 
   “Yes, but you’ve never done it with me, and you’ve never done it on a first date,” he argued, wiggling his eyebrows at me suggestively. I let out a chuckle at his bad attempt at making a move.  
 
   “What about having sex on the first date? That would be another first of mine,” I tilted my head to the side and gave him the sexiest look I could manage, which in hindsight, might not have been all that sexy. But it brought a smile to his face, so I guess it was okay. 
 
   “That will come later, my dear. For now, we’re going to head to first base, maybe round  second. But, we are not, and I repeat not, stealing third or sliding home… Not until we’re in the confines of my bedroom and I can have you at my complete mercy.” My cheeks flushed, and the pulse between my legs increased. How he got me this riled up with just a few words was beyond me, but I loved it, oh did I fucking love it.  
 
   “Alright. Although, I can’t make any promises about not trying to steal third, you’re kind of irresistible you know.” 
 
   “This I know, but keep it in your pants, Emery Jane. I’m trying to give you an honest date, dammit.” His face was stern, but his voice was playful.  
 
   “Fine, now kiss me, you fool!” I exclaimed dramatically, loving that Knox always managed to bring out my carefree side.  
 
   Knox and I spent the next hour making out, and rounding to second. At first, the thought of not being able to ‘slide home’ made me frustrated, but that was before I actually started kissing him. That thrill I’d felt earlier in the night returned as our tongues danced, and our fingers intertwined.  
 
   There were only a few times growing up where I truly felt my age. Once, when I went to homecoming with Jay as my date, and the day that I graduated from high school. But tonight, I felt more like a young, free spirit than I ever had.  
 
   This date would forever be one of my favorite memories, not just because it was one of my ‘firsts’, but because Knox was able to instill the emotions that go along with experiencing life as you should growing up. He did that for me, and for that I would be forever grateful.  
 
   ***
 
   Knox and I slowly gravitated toward my apartment door, my arm locked in his, our clothes smelling like smoke and fire. When we reached my door step, Knox leaned down and kissed me, one of those toe curling kisses that, given any other circumstances, would lead to a night of sweaty, dirty sex. Unfortunately for us, Nixon had texted us on the way home informing us that Maddox wasn’t feeling well, so our night was being cut short.  
 
   His arms encased me as we stood there swaying, enjoying the last few minutes of our date. When he released me, and started walking backwards toward his door, I smiled at him and told him I loved him, watching as he disappeared into his place.  
 
   I turned to place the key in the door, lift up and push, just like Knox taught me, when I noticed a bouquet of flowers by my feet. They weren’t just any flowers though, they were my favorites; stargazer lilies. I smiled and wondered how Knox knew, it wasn’t something I’d told him. I never mentioned them because I loved them, but they reminded me too much of my mother to keep them around. Still, the thought behind the gift made me feel like I was going to burst from how amazing the night was.  
 
   As I got ready for bed, I pulled my phone out and texted Knox, thanking him for the flowers, and the thoughtful date. I was just pulling the blankets over me when he responded.  
 
   KNOX: I really wish I could say those were from me, especially knowing how much you love them, but I didn’t buy them.
 
   My vision went blurry, hot and cold filled my body, and my hands started to tremor. Something wasn’t right about this.  I willed the paranoid thoughts to go away. I attempted to pretend that this wasn’t something he would do. But the reality was there, staring me in the face.  
 
   KNOX: You okay? 
 
   I sat there, staring at my phone, contemplating my next move. I didn’t want to alarm Knox. It could be nothing, I repeated that to myself over and over. It didn’t help. The words even sounded fake and forced in my head. Still, I could be going crazy, I could be blowing this out of proportion.  
 
   ME: Yeah. Sorry. Was getting ready for bed. Thank you for tonight. Love you
 
   Guilt, rage, confusion, it all filled me, bubbling up inside, and it was on the edge of overflowing. I laid my head on my pillow and stared at the stark white celling, counting the millions of dots from the plaster, hoping that the repetition would calm me.  
 
   After two hours, and close to 100,000 tiny dots counted, I finally felt decent enough to attempt sleep. I closed my eyes, but a minute later, my phone was ringing. Alarm bells were sounding off in my mind as I slid my finger across the screen, accepting the blocked call.  
 
   I let the receiver rest on my ear, and whispered hello. When I was greeted with nothing but silence, déjà vu hit me. As did the panic. The worry. The paranoia. The dam broke loose and all of my emotions came pouring out of me as I stared down at my phone.  
 
   He had found me. 
 
   He knew where I lived.
 
   He knew my phone number.
 
   My Nightmare was back, and all the positive thinking in the world couldn’t erase the truth behind the thought that this time was going to be different. This time, I knew, he was going to destroy me.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Knox
 
                 I woke up feeling like something wasn’t right. I had no idea what it was but it was right there in the pit of my stomach, eating away at me. The first thing I did was check my phone. There weren’t any new texts from Emery Jane, no emergency phone calls from Nixon. Everything seemed normal, but I wasn’t convinced.  
 
   After the talk Emery Jane and I had last night about Karma, I was a little more alert to the demons of the world knocking on our door. It had been nice to live in a fantasy world for a couple months, pretending like our lives weren’t plagued with worry. But that wasn’t reality. Reality was much, much more harsh, and I had a feeling our reality would be making its appearance soon.  
 
   The floor felt cool beneath my feet, as I migrated into the kitchen for coffee. Maddox was awake, vegging out on the couch, and he seemed as normal as always. I tried desperately to shake the bad feeling off, but it was hanging on for dear life, trying to warn me. I would be stupid to ignore it, even though that’s what I wanted to do.  
 
   My coffee was brewing when I heard a frantic knock on my door. Without thought I hurried to answer it, expecting Emery Jane, but coming face to face with Jay. Gone was the normal glowing and cheerful girl, and in its place stood a concerned, and almost panicked woman.  
 
   In that instant, my mind went to every dark place it could, and before she even opened her mouth, I was shouting for Maddox to follow me, and walking to their apartment.  
 
   Jay and Maddox jogged behind me, as my long legs led me in the right direction. 
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on. She locked her door and she’s not responding. I can hear her crying, but she won’t come to the door. I’ve tried everything. I’m worried,” Jay’s voice was laced with concern. She sounded protective when talking about Emery Jane this way. I knew it was because of all the years she spent watching her friend fight for her life, and being there to pick up the pieces.  
 
   I made it to her door and raised my hand to knock softly. There was no need to startle her, I just needed her to come out so I knew she was okay. I could hear the muffled cries behind the door, and my heart broke, never actually having heard her cry before.  
 
   “Baby, it’s me. Open up,” I pleaded. But, I was greeted with nothing but quiet sobbing.  
 
   “Come on, Emery Jane. We’re all worried about you. What’s going on?” My palm rested on the door, as my head hung low. I felt completely helpless, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it until I got past this wooden barrier.  
 
   The next few minutes were like a broken record. It was more of me pleading with her, and more of Jay coaxing her best friend to come out. But, it wasn’t until a tiny hand pulled on my shirt that I had hope of being able to get in her room.  
 
   “Baby, Maddox is here and he’s worried about you,” I heard rustling but no footsteps.  
 
   “Remember what you told me to do when I was scared? Close your eyes, count to three, and think of something that makes you happy.” Maddox’s voice filled the air. He didn’t have to ask, or beg, for her to come out. All he needed to do was help her get over her fear of letting us in.  
 
   A minute later the door opened, and before us stood a broken version of Emery Jane. Her hair was piled on top of her head, and the makeup she wore the night before was smeared. If the redness of her eyes hadn’t been enough indication that she had been crying, the trail of tears was.  
 
   Before Jay or I could take a step toward her, Maddox was in her arms. She held onto him for dear life, as she rocked him from side to side. In a different situation, I would have felt proud that my son was the only thing snapping her out of whatever it was that was happening, but right now, I felt torn.  
 
   I was glad that someone was able to break the emotional trance she was in, but the bottom line was that we still had no idea what was going on. And when it came to her, there was really only one thing that could destroy her this way.  
 
   After a while, Jay took Maddox into the living room, and I guided Emery Jane onto the bed, bringing her into my lap, and cradled her tightly.  
 
   I stroked her head, whispering gently in her ear, but still, I got no response. Her eyes were glazed over as she stared at the wall opposite to us. I was at a complete loss. Everything I tried to bring her back to me failed, and I was left feeling more useless than I did before.  
 
   I’m not sure how much time passed before she finally fell asleep, it could have been minutes, hours, days, I wouldn’t have known the difference. Emery Jane’s breathing became more even, and when she let out a light snore, I knew it was time to let her rest, even though I wanted nothing more than to keep her in my lap.  
 
   Pressing my lips to her forehead, I noticed that although she was in a deep slumber, the tears were still flowing. My heart shattered for her.  
 
   I felt lost, completely and utterly confused. I had spent awhile in there with her, and I still was faced with the ultimate question of what in the hell happened? 
 
   As I roamed from her bedroom into the rest of the apartment to find Maddox and Jay, I felt an overwhelming need to protect her. From the moment I met her, I knew that she was strong. She’d carried herself through the depths of torment, and never shattered, until now. Something was happening, and I needed to find out the catalyst.  
 
   Jay watched me as I sat down next to Maddox, pulling him into a hug, desperately seeking the comfort I found in him.  
 
   “Did she tell you anything?” Jay questioned, looking as defeated as I felt. I shrugged and shook my head, she sighed.  
 
   “I was hoping you could break through to her.  In all the years I’ve known her, I have never seen Emery Jane react like this. Not when her dad…”Jay trailed off looking at Maddox before continuing, “did the things he did, not even when Wade died, did she look like that. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
   The silence that surrounded us was heavy with questions and concerns. We were both determined to discover what was going on, but with no clues, we didn’t have much to go on. I racked my brain for anything that could connect the dots from when I dropped her off at her apartment to this morning. The only thing I could come up with was the flowers.                
 
   So, I didn’t give her flowers on our date. Emery Jane didn’t strike me as the type to want a gift like that, after all they were kind of cliché, and only survived for a few days before dying.  The thought crossed my mind that I should bring her a dozen roses, or something similar, but I decided against it. Did I offend her? Did I hurt her feelings? 
 
   As quickly as the question entered my mind, I willed it away, knowing damn well that wasn’t what was happening. But, as I started to think about how last night played out, I couldn’t stop my mind from picturing the reaction she’d had when I told her that they weren’t from me.  
 
   “Did you happen to leave a bouquet of flowers on the door step for her last night?” I knew it was a long shot, but there was a possibility, right?
 
   “No…” she drew the word out seemingly confused at my question “Why would I buy her flowers and leave them on the door step instead of bringing them inside?” 
 
   “I know this might be a long shot, but after I dropped her off last night, she texted me thanking me for buying her favorite flowers. I didn’t think anything of it until now. She seemed off after I admitted it wasn’t me. Do you think that has something to do with it?” 
 
   “What kind of flowers were they?” Jay’s posture became stiff, as she leaned forward, resting her hand on her mouth. Her change in demeanor sent a string of panic rushing through me.  
 
   “I think she said they were stargazer lilies. Why? What does that mean?”
 
   Jay stood up, and paced the apartment, her hands balled up next to her. I called her name, trying to get her attention from whatever inner battle she was having, but when that didn’t work, I stood in front of her, grabbing her shoulders.  
 
   “Talk to me. What’s going on?” Her eyes met mine, and they were filled with fear.  
 
   “It’s him. I think….I think he’s back.” 
 
   “What makes you think that?” The stories Emery Jane told me of her father came to mind and rage began to take over my thoughts. There was no way in hell I was going to let him take over her life.  
 
   “When she first took off, he followed her. Every time she thought she was two steps ahead, he would be there, to remind her that she could never get away from him. He would call her, but never say anything. He would leave things on her doorstep, or her car, letting her know that he was close by. It was never just random items he left either, they all had significance.” 
 
   “And, the flowers? What’s the significance in that?” I probed, realizing I had asked a lot of questions in the last minute, but not feeling satisfied with the answers. If I was going to be able to protect her, I needed to know everything, and I needed to know it now. Learning what I was about to face was crucial.  
 
   “Not only are they her favorites, but her mother’s too. I remember seeing them all over the house when we were growing up. He’s taunting her, Knox. He’s getting to her, and I have a feeling it’s less about him, and more about you,” Jay admitted, reaching out and squeezing my arm. “I’ve never seen her break like this. Not when her mother died, not even when Wade died. Now she has this chance at having a good life with you and Maddox but her dad is back. You can see where that might fuck with her head.” 
 
   Everything started to click. It wasn’t about the flowers, and it wasn’t even about the fact that her father had shown up, once again to ruin her life. It was the fact that she felt responsible for us, and probably terrified that she put us in harm’s way. I could almost picture the guilt building inside of her, causing her to go over the edge. I racked my brain for a solution to this, but I came up empty, realizing that this was ultimately going to be Emery Jane’s fight. It wouldn’t matter how hard Jay or I fought to help her, to solve this, to battle this for her, she wouldn’t allow it. She was going to do this on her own, just as she did her entire life before this, before us. The end of the story had yet to be written, but Emery Jane already knew how she saw it coming to a close. And just like that, our bubble had been broken, and karma was knocking on our door.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 At some point in the middle of the night, I snapped. There was the initial shock that had me pacing the floors of my room for hours before I finally lost it. I went from normal to certifiably insane, and there was no stopping it.  
 
   I collapsed on the bed and sobbed, my thoughts getting louder with each passing second. It was too much. It was entirely too much. My skin became itchy, and it felt like a colony of ants had taken over, crawling all over me. The need to run as far and as fast as I could to escape this, all of these overwhelming feelings, became urgent. I couldn’t lay here staring at the ceiling anymore, I couldn’t sit still. I had to get away from the thoughts, from the feelings, from reality.  
 
   Quickly, I shot up, and knelt on the bed. My body bowed forward as if I physically couldn’t handle the stress of it all. I shoved my hands in my hair and pulled, bringing my head in between my legs. I reached for a pillow, rammed it in between my teeth, and let out a scream.  
 
   It wasn’t just a scream, it was a full body experience. I let the noise build from the bottom of my feet to the top of my head, and I forced it out, sounding like a feral animal.  
 
   I knew I was being crazy. It was like an out of body experience. I could see myself thrashing around, hair falling from my head, my body rocking back and forth, in a desperate plea to make it all stop. But it wouldn’t stop. It was determined to overrun me, and the more I tried, the more intense and out of control my movements became in attempt to fight it, until finally, I’d reached my breaking point.
 
   It felt like someone had hit a switch. The pain subsided and transformed into a dull ache, making way for complete numbness. It wasn’t a welcome feeling. It was uncomfortable, the way everything went from rapid movement to completely still. The tears that were flooding my face, ceased to exist, the only proof of them were the trails they left behind.   
 
   My hands slowly fell from my hair to my sides, as I sat there staring at the rumbled blankets beneath me. What was I doing? This wasn’t me. This wasn’t how I handled my life. The words in my head were garbled and blending together, nothing made any sense.  
 
   Autopilot kicked in as I laid myself down in bed, pulling the blankets up to my chin, and turned to my side. I curled my feet under the coolness of the comforter and stared at the white wall.  There were a thousand thoughts racing on the track inside my mind, but I couldn’t comprehend a single one of them. They were just white noise in the background. The only thing I understood was the consuming feeling of panic and depression.  
 
   I could feel it, clawing its way from the inside out, decaying everything in its wake. That all too familiar feeling of drowning returned, just as it did every time I dreamt of Wade, but instead of subsiding as soon as I snapped my eyes open, it stayed, setting up camp inside of me. The depression, the panic, it was all there, waiting for that moment, the moment I completely gave myself over to them.    
 
   My eyes pinned themselves to the same small imperfection in the wall, as I focused on the things that proved I was alive. I wiggled my feet, reminding myself that even though I felt as if I was about to face oblivion, my body was working. Every movement was filled with the pressure of the world, but it worked. I focused on my heart painfully beating away in my chest. I was alive, I was hanging on, but I didn’t know for how long. It was a dramatic train of thought, but I was faced with the reality that The Nightmare wasn’t here just to talk. He wasn’t here to catch up with his long lost daughter, and he damn sure wasn’t here to apologize. The Nightmare was here to tie up loose ends and I was the last one, pointing the blame right at him.  
 
   My father was like prey hunting his dinner. He made me feel like I was free, before he stalked and played games with me, before making his move to end my life. I would have loved to believe that, even though he was here, and he was taunting me, I had nothing to fear. I had a boyfriend who could protect me and a best friend who would die before letting me come in harm’s way. But, I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that they could save me from this, from him.  
 
   I had to face the facts, I was about to go through the fight of my life. Despite my outburst of mental insanity, I wasn’t weak, I wasn’t about to roll over and let him win. I would fight. I would fight till my last dying breath, I just wasn’t convinced I’d succeed.  
 
   The seconds turned into minutes, which turned into hours, and suddenly it was a whole new day and there I was, still laying in the same spot, watching the wall, letting my mind take me in circles.  
 
   It wasn’t until I heard the knock on my door that I averted my gaze. Hearing Jay and Knox’s worried voices wasn’t enough to kick my ass in gear. Because, despite how irrational it was, I was angry at them. I was angry at Jay for pushing me, making me settle down, making me believe he wasn’t going to come for me. I was pissed at Knox for entering my life, making it impossible for me to just up and leave, like I had done a few dozen times before him. But most of all I was pissed off at myself, for believing in the fairy tale, giving in and not being vigilant enough, and for possibly endangering the ones I loved. Because, if he was watching me, that means he was watching all of them, including Maddox.  
 
   When the melodic sound of Maddox’s voice made its way to my ears, I allowed myself to sit up, stretching my aching limbs as I did. But still, even knowing they were all on the other side of the door, fear stopped me from opening up.  
 
   The moment I let them in, it all would become real. It wouldn’t be something that was only affecting me, it would taint all of them too. The panic started to rise once more, pushing aside the numbness. I could feel it heating up my insides and my hands started to shake. I was slipping away from reality when Maddox spoke once more.  
 
   “Remember what you told me to do when I was scared? Close your eyes, count to three, and think of something that makes you happy.” And I did. My eyes slammed shut, and I inhaled and exhaled at each number. I pictured myself surrounded by my three favorite people, on the beach, with no one else around. It was just us, in our own world, where the darkness of life couldn’t find us. As I conjured up the images in my mind, I let my eyes drift open, and I walked to the door. Giving myself a moment in my happy place for a second longer, I paused, before opening the door, and gathering Maddox into my arms.  
 
   The comfort he brought me was immense, but as he and Jay left my bedroom, I felt it slipping away, as Knox moved closer. I felt better being near him, after all we were talking about the love of my life, but I also felt worse. I didn’t want him to see me like this, or to include himself in my mess. The closer he was the more involved he became, which put him in the line of fire.  
 
   Still, I let myself fold into him as he held me, stroking my hair, and whispering words that I couldn’t comprehend. I could hear them, the soothing sound of his voice hitting my ear drums, but nothing of what he said stuck. Nonetheless, I listened as his voice became something like a lullaby. I still continued to stare and cry, but eventually he lulled me to sleep.    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day was a blur. I remained in the same spot, but there was a constant stream of people coming in and out of my room.
 
   The longer I stayed rooted in that spot, letting my father mentally break me, the worse it got. It was a vicious cycle of self-hate, anger, and fear. It pissed me off that I was letting him get to me, but it seemed to be impossible to get make it stop. I suppose it was time that I let go.  
 
   In the entirety of my life, I never just…broke down. I remained strong through the toughest of times, never allowing myself to grieve before I was on to the next problem facing me. It only made sense that everything had finally caught up to me.  
 
   It occurred to me to fight through the psychosis that I seemed to be in. But, the energy that it took to simply move was too much to bare, let alone snapping myself out of the depression that was overtaking me. So I rolled over, and I let it run its course. I knew it would have to come to an end at some point, I just didn’t want to think about what would happen when it did. I would have to come up with a plan and face the problem head on. I would have to put my brave face back on and fight, because I had no other option.
 
   Knox, Jay, and even Maddox, had been checking on me since they discovered me after my break down. As far as I could tell, the boys had stayed there, just in case, but as I listened to the activity in the living room, I could hear them tell Jay they would be back.  
 
   The front door had barely shut before an angry Jay stood before me. I had never seen her eyes look so deadly.  
 
   Jay ripped the covers off of me, sending a chill down my spine. I glanced at her, and then settled back into place.  
 
   “Get. Up,” she demanded, pulling me by the arm and sitting me up. When I didn’t react, it seemed to irritate her more. “Snap the fuck out of it. I let you sit here and have a pity party for an entire day and a half, but enough is enough.” 
 
   Jay walked over to my closet, pulled out some leggings and a sweatshirt, tossing them at me. I stared at the clothes and my shoulders slumped. She was forcing me to break out of my trance but I wasn’t ready, not yet. 
 
   When I didn’t immediately move, Jay kneeled down in front of me and grabbed me by my shoulders. 
 
   “Emery Jane, are you really going to let him win?” My eyes widened and I opened my mouth to protest, but shut it immediately, not able to find the energy to argue. “I know you’re scared, but you don’t have to do this alone. You have family.  Knox, Maddox, and I, we are all here.” Her words were meant to comfort, but they just pissed me off. Could she not see that’s why I was like this? 
 
   “I know. That’s the problem.” 
 
   “So she speaks. You going to explain to me why you’re being like this? I’ve known you my entire life and I have never seen you break down. What’s going on in that head of yours?” Jay asked, ignoring my attitude.  
 
   “You want to know what’s going on? I’m fucked, Jay! My father is here. He followed me here. He’s not just going to go away.” 
 
   “I know he’s not, but we will figure it out together. We will make a game plan and we will—,” I put my hand up to stop her.  
 
   “There is no we in this. It’s just me. This is my problem. Mine alone. And, I need to face this by myself,” she shook her head, stood up, and threw her hands in the air.  
 
   “Yeah, because we are going to stand back and let you do this by yourself. Right. Okay.” Her voice was dripping with sarcasm. I knew I’d hit a nerve, but maybe that was good, maybe she would back off.  
 
   “You have no idea what he’s like Jay. I don’t want to risk putting you or Knox in danger, let alone Maddox. I can’t let you guys be here for me the way you want to be. I can’t risk it.” 
 
   Jay turned and sat next to me on the bed, taking my hands in hers. “I think you’ve forgotten who it was that cleaned up your wounds every time that bastard came after you. I know what he’s capable of. And I’m telling you that I’m not scared and I’m not leaving you. You can sit here, throw a fit, wallow in your own sorrows, but I’m not going anywhere, so you might as well clean yourself up, get dressed, and join the world again. Because despite what you may think, putting up these kinds of walls, and giving into his mental mind fuck isn’t doing a damn thing for you, for me, for Knox, and especially not for Maddox. So put your big girl panties on and let’s figure this out together.” Her words rang true in my ears and it only took me a minute to sift through her speech to realize that she was right. It didn’t take away any of the anger I was harboring, or make the panic disappear from inside of me, but at least I was out of the trance. She was right, I wasn’t alone, and even if I wanted to be, it wasn’t going to happen. Those people who loved me weren’t going to run at the sight of a meltdown, so I needed to accept them.  
 
   I stood silently, grabbing the clothes she laid out for me and a towel, then hopped in the shower, determined to scrub myself clean from this, mentally and physically. When I emerged, I was going to have my game face on.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Pulling my most comfortable sweatshirt over my head, and placing my feet in a pair of slippers, I walked into the living room to see Jay, Maddox, Knox, and Nixon sitting on the couch.  
 
   Feeling self-conscious, I pulled the sweater over my fingers and padded through the room, keeping my eyes trained on the floor. The silence, their stares, made me feel even more self-conscious. I had become a full blown basket case, the last thing I wanted was to be reminded of it.  
 
   I sat on the edge of the couch next to Knox, and looked at everyone, waiting for someone to talk. They were walking on egg shells around me, no one fully knowing what to do or say. It made me uncomfortable, so I did the only thing I could, I made sure they knew to knock it the fuck off.  
 
   “Alright. Enough of the staring, and the enough of the silence. Yes, I broke down. It was not my finest hour. But it’s done, I’m over it, it’s time to move on. Okay?” I put extra effort into making my voice sound firm instead of weak and scared. I didn’t feel entirely like my strong and indestructible self, but I was getting there.  
 
   “That’s my girl,” Knox murmured in my ear as he kissed my cheek. Maddox gave me a quick hug before retreating to the kitchen bar to read his book, giving us adults some private time. I looked to Nixon with my eyebrows arched.  
 
   “No offense Nixon, I love being able to see your handsome face and all, but why were you summoned to this little powwow?” I laughed, attempting my hand at humor to break the ice. Luckily, it worked, bringing everyone’s stress level a little lower. A quick chuckle made its way around the circle as Jay grabbed four beers from the refrigerator. Jay had this uncanny ability to know what everyone needed in any situation. It was a gift really, especially when it involved beer.  
 
   “Good to see you too, Emery Jane,” Nixon said sarcastically, before taking a swig of his beer. “Knox called me over and said there was something going on that I might be able to help with. So here I am, to save the day.” 
 
   A smile played on my lips. I couldn’t help but feel thankful that Knox wanted to help me. Nixon might have just been a phone call away, and I know he would do anything for Knox if asked, but the fact that he even thought to get help made me feel hopeful that maybe there was a way to win against my father.
 
   “I thought maybe he could give us some perspective on what to do about your dad. He might not be able to solve the issue, but there has to be something we can do, right?” I patted Knox’s thigh in comfort and kissed him. I didn’t like the idea of bringing another person into this, but it looked like I didn’t have a choice, and honestly, Nixon could take care of himself. He was a part of LAPD for God’s sake.  
 
   “I’m not really sure what the situation is, but I’ll help in any way that I can. What exactly is going on?”
 
   I took a deep, preparing myself to go over the emotional details once again, knowing I had to let everyone in on my last secret, even if I didn’t want to. They were my family now, there was no turning back. 
 
   “My father has been stalking me since the night of my brother’s murder.” 
 
   “Okay, there’s definitely something I can do about that.” Nixon announced with confidence. I shook my head and Knox held up his hand.  
 
   “Wait until you hear the whole story, it’s a little more complicated than that. Go ahead babe, you can tell him,” Knox said encouragingly.  
 
   “Six years ago I watched my father murder my brother Wade. He was trying to protect me while my father took out his rage on me, and didn’t survive it. I’ve been on the run ever since. My father has a sick obsession with taunting me. He’s followed me and for years he knew my every move, no matter how diligent I was about covering my tracks. Out of nowhere, about three years from the day I ran, he stopped and a few years after he did, I came here, started my new life as Emery Jane, and decided if he was done stalking me I was safe enough to start a new life. A couple nights ago it started again. He has probably been watching me for a while before deciding to make a move. But, now that he’s here, I’m faced with the dilemma of running again or facing him, both options are definitely not ideal,” I watched as Nixon’s gears ran double time in his head. His forefinger and thumb were pinching the bridge of his nose, and his eyebrows were scrunched together. After a minute or so, he opened his eyes and looked toward me with determination. 
 
   “Did you try to turn him in?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?” he asked with genuine curiosity. This was the question I didn’t want to be asked, but I knew I had no way around it. I had to reveal the last secret I had. It was time.  
 
   “The night everything happened, I left to get just far enough away from him to feel safe. I was afraid he would come after me before I could even step foot in the police station. I had every intention of turning him in, and coming home as soon as he was arrested, but that was before he had found me, and before he revealed that he had framed me for Wade’s murder,” Jay gasped, and I heard Knox curse under his breathe. I kept my gaze strong as I looked everyone in the eye. I couldn’t hide anymore, I couldn’t break down, and I couldn’t run. I was ready to face this all head on, because even though it was hard, it would be worth it when I took down my nightmare.  
 
   “What do you mean he framed you? Why didn’t you tell me this?!” Jay yelled, standing up in front of me, her demeanor completely changed. There weren’t a lot of times you would see Jay doing anything but smiling, but over the past two days I had brought out the worry in her.  
 
   “I don’t know. I was afraid. And honestly, saying it out loud just made it more real. I figured if I stayed on the run or stayed out of his grasp, the evidence he had wouldn’t come to light and I wouldn’t have to worry. But I’m starting to realize that I’m never going to be free.” 
 
   Jay shook her head and walked into the kitchen. She needed her space from me, I understood it, but it didn’t make it hurt any less. I watched her as she checked on Maddox, who was too focused on his book to even notice she was speaking to him.  
 
   “When you say he framed you, what do you mean?”
 
   “He left a photo on the windshield of my car with a picture of me and the murder weapon,” I admitted, looking to Knox, tiring to gauge his reaction. His head was in his hands, and his knee was bouncing furiously.  
 
   “How did he get a picture of that? That seems a little too perfect, don’t you think?”
 
   “My father is a smart man, too smart. Just because he was an abusive fuck doesn’t mean he was stupid. I was in a lot of pain and I’m my body went into survival mode. I kept blacking out, and when I watched my father deliver the final blow to his head, I passed out. When I woke up, I had the murder weapon in my hands. I was disoriented and in shock, I didn’t think to drop it right away, I just stood there, circling the room, trying to piece everything together. He must have snapped a picture from the security cameras. That bastard had them all over the house, just to catch us in the act of doing something wrong.” I knew it was as bad as it sounded when even Nixon was silent. There wasn’t a flow of questions, or a discussion on how we could dispute the evidence, there was just painful silence. I had spent years trying to find a way around the photo and my fingerprints on the murder weapon. I racked my brain for minutes, days, months, thinking of anything that I could use to fight it, but in the end, I knew there wasn’t. A picture was worth a thousand words, but it wasn’t always the words you needed them to be.  
 
   The silence continued, as I grabbed the empty beers bottles and took them to the recycling bin. Then I paced in front of them, waiting for someone to speak. The quiet continued when I clapped my hands to get their attention. The information was just too heavy, and the bleakness of my situation was starting to sink in for them.  
 
   “I know you guys wanted to save me, but now that you know everything, you can see how that’s impossible. Don’t get me wrong, I’m eternally grateful for the support, but he’s just going to keep coming after me.” My voice was quiet, barely a whisper in the immense silence of the room, but the words were loud and heavy, bringing everyone’s eyes to me. My heart stopped as the words fell from my mouth. “It’s a fixation, or else he wouldn’t keep up the hunt. The only evidence in my brother’s death is what my father conjured up, and my story would be nothing in comparison to that. This is a sick game for him and it won’t end until I face him. So that’s what I’m going to have to do.” 
 
    I refused to break, I refused to fall, but that meant I had to confront my worst fears, and honestly it was more overwhelming than I ever thought imaginable.  
 
   Jay had rejoined us, and as mad as she was at me, she still stood next to me, bringing me into her embrace. I think it was more of a comfort for her, than it was for me, and I enveloped her in my arms.
 
   Knox stood up, and joined us, bringing us both into a hug, followed by Nixon. We stood there in the most awkward hug known to man. I wouldn’t have changed it though, not for a second. I wouldn’t trade the sense of comfort and love I had with these people for all he safety in the world. Because, I adored everyone in this room, with my entire being, and living without them wouldn’t be living at all. 
 
   I knew in that moment, that running was off the table, if it was ever there to begin with. I had the people who loved me the most by my side, and they would be there as I fought this head on.  
 
   All I needed now was for everything to go on as normal, I needed to be able to figure out a plan that wouldn’t endanger this perfectly imperfect life I was living. But, most of all, I needed The Nightmare to believe I hadn’t caught on if I was going to be able to delay him for a little while longer. I would play his little game, but it wouldn’t end the way he wanted. No, in the end, I was going to come out on top. One way or another, I was going to fight for my life, for my family, for this love.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Knox
 
                 After Emery Jane’s confession, my head was in a fog, and my heart was twisted in confusion. There was so much I wanted to do to protect her, but there wasn’t anything I could actually do about it. I could dream of all the ways to be there for Emery Jane, fighting this, helping her, but at the end of the day, her bastard father was too smart and too sick minded to make it that easy.
 
   We carried out the rest of the day as if she hadn’t let us in on her secrets, like nothing had changed, at least we all tried to. It was at Emery Jane’s request. She admitted that it made her feel terrible to think that we would pity her, or that we were spending our time worry about her when she was capable of taking care of things without help. I think, over time, she got so used to being alone, that having people around her to take the burden off of her shoulders made her uncomfortable. Emery Jane wanted us to go about our lives as if she never dropped the bombshell about her father, and she promised she would come up with a plan to take care of him, eventually. But, if I knew her as well as I thought I did, she wouldn’t tell us what the plan was with the sole purpose of not bringing us into the line of danger.  
 
   It pissed me off, to be honest. I wanted to be there for her, and maybe if we could just talk it out, even if we talked ourselves in circles, we could find a solution. But, I respected her wishes because it was all new to me. Emery Jane, she was the veteran in all of this. She’d had years to figure this out, and if she hadn’t found a way out of her predicament yet, maybe she was right, maybe there wasn’t anything we could do. I refused to accept it, but for now, I would lay it to rest, for her.  
 
   I stroked her back as her head rested on my chest. She had fallen asleep hours ago, but I stayed awake, my mind too crowded with thoughts to even attempt it.  
 
   It took some persuading to get her to stay with me for the night; her stubborn ass actually thought I would let her out of my site after her father’s return. I laughed when she fought me on it, I laughed my ass all the way to my apartment, with her in tow. It took some negotiations. She only agreed if I promised her food, and sex, and for me to stop laughing at her. Emery Jane stressed that it was only for one night, but little did she know that I had no intentions of ever letting her sleep anywhere but with me, ever again.  
 
   Thoughts of our future had been floating around in my head for a while, but I promised myself I would wait another month to ask her to move in with me, not because I wasn’t confident in us, but because I knew she was still skittish. The last thing I wanted to do was for her to get scared and run. With that reasoning alone, I vowed to wait a few months after she moved in before getting down on one knee. But now, with her past out in the open, I wasn’t so sure I wanted to wait for my plans to unfold.  
 
   There was a distinct possibility that she would fight it tooth and nail. If I knew Emery Jane, she was going to be afraid that my sole reason for moving forward so quickly was because of my fear of losing her. And in a way, that was true, but it wasn’t my only motivation for it. I loved her with all of my heart, my body, my soul, my mind. Every part of me loved her. I was tired of rolling over in the middle of the night only to find the spot she laid in a mere few hours before was cold and empty, but still smelled like her. I was tired of starting my morning with a text instead of being greeted by her smiling face. But most of all, I was tired of watching her go at the end of the day when I knew damn well she belonged with me, with Maddox, every day, and every night, forever.  
 
   The more I thought about it, the more I wanted to do it right then. And the more I pictured what it would be like with her here, the more urgent it felt for me to ask the question immediately, even though that would mean waking her up to do so.  
 
   Emery Jane started to stir underneath my arm, and for a second, I wondered if I was thinking out loud. When her eyes fluttered open and a smile played on her beautiful, pouty lips, my heartbeat accelerated. Since she was awake, there was nothing holding me back from saying everything that was rolling around in my mind.  
 
   “Well hello, beautiful,” I whispered against her skin as I kissed her forehead. Emery Jane cuddled into me more, her leg wrapping around my waist. Her naked skin against mine was enough to make me hard, but when she teased me like that, it was a whole new game. I felt her lips form a smile on my chest as she brushed against me, causing a tent in my boxer briefs.  
 
   “Well, hello to you too,” she said in between kisses on my chest. “What has your heart racing so fast? I swear I could hear it in my dreams.” I brought my fingers to her chin and tilted her gaze up to me.  
 
   “I’ve been thinking…” I started, only stopping to gather my wits. I needed the perfect words in order to convince her of my undying devotion to her.  
 
   “That’s dangerous,” she joked, her laughter dying when she realized my face was as still as stone. “Knox, what’s wrong?” 
 
   I took a deep breath and brought my lips down on hers, just long enough to keep her quiet.  
 
   “Nothing’s wrong, sweetheart. I just have something I need to ask you, but before I do, I want you to keep an open mind. Because I love you with all that I have to give.” 
 
   “You’re kind of scaring me right now,” she stated as she sat up next to me, her legs crisscrossed, and she rested her hands on my stomach. I reached up, cupped her cheek, and caressed her soft skin. When she leaned into my touch, her eyes closing, her body relaxing, I got the nerve to do it. If there was any doubt in my mind that she loved me, it was gone just by seeing how she reacted to me.  
 
   “I want you to move in with me,” I stated simply. 
 
   “You want me to move in…with you…why?” Her perplexed look made me chuckle as I sat up mirroring her position.  
 
   “Well, there are a lot of different reasons. I want you to move in with me because I love you. That’s a pretty damn good reason on its own I want you to move in with me because I would love  to wake up to you every morning to be able to bring you coffee just the way you like it as you get ready for your day, and to be able to miss you, but know that as soon as I walk through the door you’ll be there. I want to cook dinner together, play games with you and Maddox, and watch as the two of you connect in the special way you do. The thought of  you being there when we tuck in my son, watching you kissing him goodnight, makes me feel a little more complete, because he loves you just as much as I do.” I leave the lightest kisses on her forehead and the bridge of her nose before cupping her cheeks in my hands, making sure that she sees how serious I am. “And, I long for the day when I can make love to you every night, bringing you to the highest point right before you drift off to sleep. But mostly, I want you to move in with me because it doesn’t feel like home when you aren’t here.” I poured my heart out and I watched as every word hit her, sending her eyes the signal to mist, and her heart the permission to beat as fast as possible. She sat there stunned to silence, and I knew I needed to drive my point home. 
 
   “The first night you came to my apartment, you asked me why I didn’t have any pictures in my house. I was ashamed to tell you the truth. I lived my life focusing on how I was going to survive the hours I spent without my son. Because to me, he was all I had, and the only time I felt whole was the hour I got to spend with him. The day he was born was the day he was taken away from me and because of that, I’ve spent too much of my life drowning in anger and helplessness. I’ve wasted my time watching movies and drinking beer, ignoring the world around me. I buried myself in my work to take away the hurt. I shut myself off from the rest of the world, and if it weren’t for Nixon, I wouldn’t have talked to anyone outside of my clients. I knew that the betrayal was worth dealing with because every day for sixty short minutes I got to be in the presence of my son. That was what I lived for. Every. Single. Day. That didn’t make it any less lonely for the rest of the time I spent without him. And, lonely was all I knew until the day I met you.” I kissed her lips and her cheeks where the tears were slowly falling, and I kissed her forehead where it was creased. “I knew you for a few minutes before everything became less painful. The things around me that always seemed to be muddled in the background came to life. For the first time in six years, I felt hope. In a matter of a day you flipped my world upside down, and in less than a week, you had me not only head over heels in love with you, but feeling like I had another reason to live for. Because of you, I feel love in a way I didn’t think I would be able to experience. Because of you, I see things more clearly. And because of you, my son and I have a bright future that we need you to be a part of.” My breathing was ragged, as if I’d just run a mile, and I was at a complete stand still. Everything around me ceased to exist as I waited for her response.  
 
   “I don’t even know what to say, Knox. For the first time in my life, I have no words.” 
 
   “Say that you’ll move in with me. Say that you’ll make your future apart of Maddox’s and mine. Say that you’ll marry me.” The last part tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop it. Emery Jane’s eyes flew to mine, wide with too many emotions to comprehend. 
 
   “Marry you? Did you just ask what I think you asked?” Emery Jane’s voice seemed far away and dazed.  
 
   “I did. But, you don’t have to answer me right now, I know there’s a lot for you to consider,” I backtracked, kicking myself for pushing her, for rushing her. She looked confused before she nodded to herself and opened her mouth to speak.  
 
   “Before I answer anything. I need you to answer me one thing first.” 
 
   “And what is that?” I questioned, completely curious and lost as to what was about to happen.  
 
   “Are you trying to make me a part of your future because you’re afraid that something is going to happen to take me away from you?” she seemed timid, almost afraid of the answer. I grabbed her hands in mine and brought them to my lips.  
 
   “No. I’ve been thinking about these things for a while. Sure, with everything that happened the past few days, I’ve wanted to keep you closer so that I know without a doubt that you’re safe, but everything I just told you is all true. I want you with me because I love you, not just because I’m scared of what might happen to you. You understand that, right?” I questioned firmly.  I closed my eyes and kept my lips pressed to her hands.  
 
   “Yes.” My head snapped up to hers.  
 
   “Yes? As in you understand me or…?” 
 
   “Yes, as in I understand you,” She said as she held my face in her hands, bringing her to my level. “Yes, as in I’ll move in with you,” she whispered as she brought her lips close to mine.  “Yes, as in I’ll marry you.” The words barely escaped her mouth before I closed the gap pressing my lips to hers. I stood up, picking her up as I did, and spun her around. I could hear her laughter ringing in my ears, as I held her close to me, stunned that this woman chose to be mine.  
 
   “Do you know how crazy we are?” she asked, as I set her down, kissing her feverishly. “We’ve been together for a few months and now we’re engaged.  This is unreal.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be us if we didn’t do things in an unconventional way. We could wait to get married for a year, or five, or whatever is the norm for everyone else, but it still wouldn’t make a difference. The love we have for each other is real, despite how fast it grew.” 
 
   “You’re right. But, are you sure you don’t want to wait until this thing with my dad is over, that  you won’t change your mind?” I could see her confidence wavering. All the words in the world wouldn’t convince her, I had to show her.  
 
   I walked to the dresser, opened up my sock drawer, and pulled out the black box.  I turned around, opening it as I did, revealing my grandmother’s wedding ring.
 
   “I’m sure. I’ve had this with me for years. My grandmother gave it to me when I turned eighteen, in hopes that one day I would make a woman as happy as my grandfather made her. She was very specific on the type of woman she expected me to marry. And you, Emery Jane, are the exact definition of what she saw for me. If anything, I have to abide by my grandmother’s wishes. You know, out of respect,” she laughed and hit me playfully. “Emery Jane, this thing with your father has nothing to do with what I feel for you. I promise you, when this is over that I will still feel the same about you and about us.”
 
   “And, I promise you that I will fight, for me and for us. I know that it’s hard for you to accept that there isn’t a solution. I know it’s hard for you to feel helpless I am be in danger, but I have you and Maddox to motivate me, to make it possible for me to win this. There isn’t another option for me.” 
 
   “So, does this mean you have a plan?”
 
   “Not really a plan, so much as I’ve had a realization. My father is fixated on me and he finds some sort of sick entertainment off of the way I run, the way I fear him. I’m going to show him that he no longer controls my life. Once he realizes the thrill of the chase is gone, he will stop. I’m sure of it.”
 
   “And what happens if he confronts you?” 
 
   “He won’t. Not if I’m careful. But, on the off chance that he does, I know how to protect myself. I know you are worried, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t either, but I refuse to live in fear. I’m going to continue living my life, the one I worked so fucking hard for, and I will not let him take it away from me,” she said, as if it were that simple. I made a mental note to talk to Nixon about having a detail at the apartment complex, and to have a game plan if something were to happen. She may be willing to fight him alone, but I wasn’t willing to chance her life. I would have a plan of my own, just in case.  
 
   “I love you and I love how strong you are, fiancée,” I let the words fall from my lips as I put my hands on her hips.  
 
   “And, I love you and the way it sounds when you call me that,” she uttered, as she stood on her tip toes, bringing her lips to mine, in a completely mind blowing kiss. The heaviness of the past few days mixed with the immense happiness from the last hour, causing an explosion between us. But tonight was different any other night before. Instead of frenzied movements, everything was slowed down, and we were showing each other exactly how we felt.  
 
   I walked her backwards to the bed until she fell, her hair creating a halo around her head, her eyes sparkling, her mouth parted, and her body beautiful. It was perfect. The mental camera went off, not just because she looked like the epitome of my fantasies, but because this night, well, it meant everything to me.  
 
   Slowly, I stripped her down, completely focused on every inch of her that was becoming exposed. And she did the same for me, her hands slow but steady and determined.  
 
   I lowered myself on top of her, and when our bodies pressed together, her skin feel like silk against mine. My lips hovered above hers, close enough I could feel her breath, and feel the heat from her mouth.  
 
   I kissed her, sending a shiver down my spine. My hands roamed her naked body, as she moved her hips in little circles against my dick. The movement alone had me ready to explode, feeling her wetness so close to me, but not close enough. It was the ultimate tease.  
 
   I reached down and pressed my thumb to her clit, rubbing it slowly, as she moaned in my ear. Normally, I would take my time with the foreplay, making her crazy with lust before actually taking her, but tonight, I couldn’t wait to be inside of her. I needed it like I needed to breathe.  
 
   Pressing my hard cock into her pussy, I felt her breath in, holding her breath until I was in all the way to the hilt. Feeling her walls close around me, I stilled, reveling in the sensations. There was no way to describe what it felt like to be inside of her.  
 
   When Emery Jane had had enough waiting, she started grinding into me and whimpering. Taking that as my cue, I started to thrust into her, slowly at first, but steadily building my tempo, knowing exactly what angle I needed to hit her g-spot.  
 
   Her moans were muffled by her fist as she tried to keep herself quite in fear for waking Maddox. I grabbed a pillow from the top of the bed and handed it to her, before flipping her over on her stomach.   
 
   “Bite this sweetheart. I’m about to fuck you and I need you to keep quiet so I can take my time with you,” I whispered in her ear before wrapping my arm around her waist and slamming into her. Emery Jane’s head was thrown back as she pressed against me with every thrust. I looked down and watched as I fucked her. The site in itself was more than I could bear. Just being able to see my dick disappear into her pussy was my own personal heaven.  
 
   I slowed my movements, wanting to tease her before I turned her over. I brought her onto my lap with her legs on either side of my hips. Titling her back, I watched as she rode me, her eyes on mine. Reaching up, I grabbed her tits, pulling on her nipples, earning a groan from her. She looked sexy as sin, riding me the way she was, completely lost in us.  
 
   As she brought herself onto my cock time and time again, I pressed myself against her so her clit made direct contact with every thrust. I could feel her getting close, she was quivering around me, and I nearly lost it.  
 
   I pulled myself out of her, keeping my gaze on hers as I laid her back, bringing her legs onto my shoulders. I caressed the smooth skin of her thighs, before leaning down and kissing in between her legs.  
 
   I started with one hard push into her, pausing making her wiggle beneath me.  
 
   “Please Knox. I need you,” she muttered, nearly incoherent. I repeated the movement, each thrust getting harder and harder as I slammed into her. My hands were digging into her thighs and she was clawing at the head board behind her. I brought my hand down to her clit, sending her over the edge. She grabbed the pillow, biting into it as she screamed, riding out her orgasm.  
 
   When her eyes flew open, they looked like they were glowing. Emery Jane removed her legs from my shoulders, and sat up pushing me back.  
 
   “It’s your turn,” she demanded as she bent forward bringing my cock into her mouth. “I love tasting my come on your dick.” If it was possible for me to get any harder, it happened when those words came out of her mouth. I leaned back, putting my hand in her hair, gently guiding her as she took me further and further in her mouth. Her tongue ran along the base of my cock to the tip, swirling the head in her mouth before sucking, and taking all of me in. I groaned, unable to stop the movements in my hips.  
 
   When I felt like I was getting close, I stopped her, pulling her head up and bringing her lips to mine. Our tongues tangled and I pulled her lip in between my teeth.  
 
   “As phenomenal as fucking your mouth feels, I want to be inside of you when I come.” 
 
   “Then fuck me in any way you want,” she whispered, bringing her lips to my ear. I stood up, Emery Jane following my lead. I kissed her before turning her around and bending her over with my hand. I ran my fingers from the back of her neck down to her tight ass.  
 
   I spread her legs further apart before raising my hand and spanking her, then guiding my cock from the crack of her ass down to her wet pussy. Emery Jane reached down and pushed me inside of her, she was tired of waiting.   
 
   “I want to make you come babe, do whatever you want to me,” she whispered looking back at me. I lost control, thrusting into her as hard as I could, watching as my dick disappeared inside of her. I fucked her hard and fast until I hit my limit, and let myself go. I collapsed on top of her, but still held my weight up enough as to not crush her. I kissed and licked the back of her neck and whispered how much I loved her before we crawled into bed, completely spent and satisfied.  
 
   The thought crossed my mind that I would have her, have this connection, this great physical and emotional connection to her, for the rest of her life, because she was now my fiancée. I fell asleep with a smile on my face, despite the shitty situation we were in, I at least knew I would always have her by my side.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 In the rush of being engaged, and the process of moving in together, time seemed to fly by. Before I knew it, it had been a month since we got engaged, and a week since I’d moved all of my things over to our apartment.  
 
   When I first told Jay everything that happened between Knox and me that night, I felt kind of guilty. I didn’t want to make her feel like I had abandoned her, after all she moved across the country to be my roommate. But after about an hour’s worth of arguing, she convinced me that she wasn’t mad, in fact she was happy as hell for us. She reassured me that, although she would miss seeing my grumpy face in the morning, that it wouldn’t be so bad for her to live on her own. I had spent so much time over at Knox’s already, that it didn’t make as much of a difference to her as I thought it would. In the end, I started to feel okay with it because despite not living in the same apartment as her, I still only lived across the hall.  
 
   Things went back to normal soon after my father left the flowers. I made sure that Jay and even Nixon knew of my plan. I was just going to go on living my life, and make it perfectly clear that I was done with his games. I made sure to seem as confident in my plan as I possibly could, even though inside, I was scared shitless.  
 
   So far though, my father had kept his distance. I was sure that he would strike again, because I knew him well, and he wouldn’t give up that easy. Every time I returned to my apartment, I braced myself to find another gift, but in the four weeks since he left the first one, I’d come home to an empty doorstep. In reality, I should have felt relieved by that, but I didn’t, not by a long shot. The anticipation of when he would strike, and how he would do it, built up every time I didn’t receive another sign that he was around. I didn’t share that with anyone, because I knew as soon as I showed any sign of being afraid, the rest of them would feel it tenfold since it was a complete unknown to them. I knew what to expect, I still feared him but I could prepare myself, but my friends, my fiancé, they had no clue.   
 
   I put on my brave face every day, the same way I put on my makeup. It became a part of my persona, and I didn’t mind. I knew it was for the best. Especially this week, Maddox was starting his first day of school, and Knox was a wreck. It was kind of adorable to see him so nervous, and being a helicopter parent, hovering around Maddox making sure he had everything he needed.   
 
   I leaned against the door way of the bathroom and watched as Knox styled Maddox’s hair in a Fauxhawk. I surveyed his outfit and secretly wondered if Knox was trying to make him a mini version of himself in his black skinny jeans, black batman t-shirt, and high top Converses.  My heart swelled in adoration for the two of them.  
 
   I caught Knox’s eye as he finished up with Maddox’s hair.  He smiled that devastatingly handsome half smile, and mouthed the words “I love you.” When I said it back he nodded and turned Maddox to face me.  
 
   I whistled as I dramatically looked at his outfit.  
 
   “Looking good, buddy! I think you look even better than your dad,” I joked, and he let out a full laugh before hugging me quickly and running off to gather his things. It was crazy to watch Maddox’s transformation since moving in with Knox. That first night I met him, he was so timid and broken. But, as the months went by, his strength and confidence started to build. He wasn’t as quiet as he was before, in fact, he was often the one to engage Jay or Nixon in a conversation without anyone pushing him to do it. Maddox still spent a lot of time reading, but it was for fun, not for a coping mechanism. The amount this kid smiled, warmed my heart. Who would have known how infectious a smile could be? 
 
   There were times where his night terrors would bring him back to a dark place, but Knox and I were always there to fight the demons with him. I spent a lot of time with him, teaching him how to fight against the things that scared him, and he spent just as much time teaching me how to be resilient, even if he didn’t know it.  
 
   Somehow, in the short time we had all known each other, we became a family. It was something I always wanted, but something I never thought I would have. And, Knox might not have admitted it out loud, but seeing us united like a family, created a happiness for him I don’t think he’d ever expected.  
 
   I walked over to the kitchen counter with my coffee mug in hand, and watched as Maddox ran around searching for all of this school supplies. I felt Knox come up beside me and then kiss my forehead.  
 
   “So how does he look?” he questioned, as I handed him a cup of coffee. 
 
   “He looks a lot like you. How are you holding up?” I asked, searching his face for any signs of nerves. It was written all over his expression, he didn’t like the idea of letting his son out of his site and leaving him in the care of strangers. It took a few conversations between us before he started to even consider the idea of sending him to public school instead of trying to homeschool him. When I pointed out just how hard it would be to teach him everything he needed to know, and how important it was for him to socialize, he obliged.   
 
   “I’m not happy about leaving him, but I’m doing okay.  I’m not sure how I’ll be when I get home though.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around his waist, and squeezed. “I know, but luckily, I have the day off. I can spend it distracting you,” I said, lowering my voice in the most seductive way I could manage. He laughed and held me tighter. 
 
   “What would I do without you?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe go insane?”
 
   “You’re probably right,” he agreed. When Maddox was finally ready to leave, we were running behind. We loaded up in the truck and made the ten minute trip to the school.  
 
   There were kids of all ages running around excitedly. Parents were standing in huddles, gossiping I’m sure, and there were teachers clutching their coffee mugs as if they were their life lines. I smiled, realizing how amazing it was to be on this side of it all. Watching as my soon-to-be stepson started his first day of first grade, it was overwhelmed me with pride.  
 
   Knox and I stood there, wrapped around each other as we let Maddox take it all in. His eyes were wide and I could tell he was a little more nervous than he wanted to let on.  
 
   Nixon walked up and stood next to us, his 10 year old brother following close behind him.  
 
   “Dude, it’s cold as balls out right now. Where did summer go?” 
 
   “You’re being a girl. It’s not that cold.”
 
   “You’re calling me a girl? You’re the one practically pissing yourself over your son starting school,” Nixon joked, punching him in the shoulder. Knox shook his head and waved him off.  “So you really don’t mind picking up Manny from school today? I told my Sargent that I needed the afternoon off, but we’ve got some shit going down at the station and he won’t let me leave.” 
 
   “It’s no problem at all. You know we love him, plus, I’m pretty sure Maddox will be happy to have some good competition on Call of Duty” I laughed, trying to lighten Knox’s mood. He chuckled and squeezed me tighter. 
 
   The bell rang for the start of the day. Knox hugged Maddox, and told him how proud of him he was. As he was talking I pulled out the gift I had for Maddox in my purse. I bent down to his level and handed him the book.
 
   “I wanted to give this to you for your first day of school. This book was my brother’s from when we were growing up. We used to spend every day reading this series. I know it’s the one set you don’t have, so I thought you might like it,” I said, as I watched him unwrap the slightly worn cover of Harry Potter. His face lit up and he practically knocked me to the ground when he hugged me.  
 
   “Thank you, Emery Jane! I love it. I promise to take care of it,” he exclaimed before hugging me once again. I kissed his forehead, and shooed him off to class.  
 
   When he finally disappeared behind the closed doors of the school, Knox and I walked back to the truck in silence. Knox opened my door and I buckled myself in when I got the strangest sensation crawling up my spine. My paranoia had been at an all-time high this past month, causing me to survey my surroundings.  The once crowded campus was now nearly empty, only a few parents were left milling around. I searched for any sign of him but of course, I came up empty.  
 
   Deciding that it was just nerves for Maddox, I shook it off, even though the feeling lingered.  
 
   “You okay?” Knox asked, his face filled with worry.  
 
   “Yeah. I’m fine, just thinking about Maddox’s first day of school,” It wasn’t a lie, I had been thinking of that right before my paranoia set in. Still, I felt bad for keeping this from him. I knew though, that if I alerted him every time I felt like I was being watched, he would constantly be on the lookout expecting danger, causing him to worry more about Maddox and me. It wasn’t worth causing him that kind of stress especially if it was just me be
 
   “It was really nice of you to give that book to him. You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
   “I wanted to. This way, Wade kind of lives on. I know it sounds weird, but he spent so much time living in storyland that it almost feels like a piece of him is still around when I crack open those old books. I couldn’t think of a more perfect person to have those books than Maddox,” Knox leaned over and kissed me, holding my hand as we drove home.  
 
   I get lost in thought, trying my hardest to think positively, to get the lingering fear to dissipate. It was starting to work until we came to our door step and there sat a gift from my father.  
 
   As Knox bent down to pick up the box, I looked around, starting for the hallway leading to the stairs. We were only gone a half an hour, if he had just left this, he could still be in the building. I could hear Knox following me, and telling me that it wasn’t a good idea to go searching for him, that I was only endangering myself. He ushered me into the house, but I was only half listening to the words that fell from his mouth.  
 
   Knox set the box down in front of me and I lifted my fingers to trace the pretty pink ribbon he’d wrapped it with. It reminded me of the ribbons my mother used to wrap our birthday gifts in, in fact, I was sure it was the same ones.  
 
   Slowly, I untied the ribbon, as Knox called Nixon letting him know that I’d received another gift. Lifting the box lid, I held my breath and closed my eyes, calming myself before I looked inside.  
 
   Lying at the bottom of the cardboard was a pile of childhood pictures. Some were of Wade and I, and some had my mother in them. There was even a family portrait that my mother had forced us into taking a few months before she passed away. I thumbed through the photos, letting each one fall to the counter, when I came across on with red marker on it.  
 
   I recognized the picture instantly. I was about Maddox’s age, my hair was in pigtail braids, and I wore a set of dorky overalls. But, what was most familiar about it was that it was the same picture I kept in a frame in my small box of belongings, because next to me in the photo, was Jay.  
 
   The red ink circled her face, and I knew what he was trying to tell me. My father had taken his obsession, his sick game, to a whole new level. He was targeting my best friend and the thought made me sick. I rushed to the bathroom and emptied the contents of my stomach.  
 
   The blood was coursing through my ears, and my heart was threatening to beat right out of my chest. How could I have been stupid enough to let myself live in a fantasy world where I hoped things could change? My father was not one to give up easily. I knew that, and yet, I let myself hope for the best case scenario instead of preparing for the worst. And now, now my best friend was potentially in danger, all because of me.  
 
   I walked back into the room, throwing my hair in a ponytail, and reached for my phone, frantically dialing Jay’s number. It went straight to voicemail, and I was going to walk over and pound on her door, but Knox had read my mind. I watched from the doorway as he knocked yelling for her to open up. I continued to dial, but I wasn’t successful.  
 
   Knox walked back, and pulled me into a hug before migrating over to the box once that was lying in disarray on the kitchen counter.  
 
   “Was that all that was in here? Just pictures?” 
 
   I shook my head and shrugged. “I don’t know.  As soon as I noticed the picture, I stopped looking” I admitted, all the while peering into the cardboard. Underneath the pile of photos sat a letter I had seen a thousand times over the years I spent in that house. It was a letter addressed to my father, from my mother.  
 
   I unfolded it, and felt the tears starting to form in my eyes as I traced the curly cursive of my mother’s handwriting. It was strange to me that he chose this letter of all things to taunt me with.  
 
   The letter was one my mother sent to him when they’d started dating. In it, she professed her undying love for him. I thought about just how sick he was for sending this. What in the fuck was he trying to accomplish?
 
   I let out a scream as I slammed my fist on the counter. The hysterics started to rip through me and my body began to convulse. Knox picked me up and brought me to the couch, folded me onto his lap, and rubbed my back.   
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Emery Jane. I promise, I won’t let him hurt you,” he whispered.  
 
   My body went rigid with anger, fear, and fucking confusion. “It’s not just me he’s going for anymore, Knox. It’s Jay, too.  She could be hurt or worse, and it’s my fault,” I cried, as the tears streamed from my face. The guilt was consuming me, images of Wade came forward, and my mind completely focused on him.  
 
   My phone vibrated in my hand, and I rushed to answer it.  
 
   “Jay? Are you okay? Where are you?” I exclaimed, my voice getting higher and higher with each question.  
 
   “I’m fine. I’m at work, I couldn’t have my phone on me. What’s going on?” she asked warily.  
 
   “My dad. He left me a box on my doorstep. There were a bunch of photos in it and there was a picture of me and you. He circled your face. I thought…” I trailed off, uncertain of how I could finish that sentence.  Instantly I started feeling drained and dizzy. 
 
   “You thought he had hurt me. Oh, Emery Jane. You know that fucker can’t touch me,” she joked, attempting to ease my stress. When that didn’t work, she continued, “I promise I’m okay. I’m on my way home right now. I’ll stop by your place.”
 
   “Okay. Please be careful,” I pleaded. 
 
   “I will. Hey, don’t let his mind games fuck with your head.” She said before hanging up, not giving me the chance to respond. My head was cloudy. My chest hurt. And honestly, the overwhelming rush of emotions had me feeling more exhausted than I had ever felt in my life. The tiredness took hold, despite the fight my mind was holding up trying to keep me awake, and before I knew it, I was passed out.    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I could hear soft voices surrounding me, pulling me back into reality. My eyes fluttered open and I took note of everyone in the room. Jay, Knox, and Nixon were sitting on the couch, speaking in hushed voices, and the tension in the room spoke volumes.  
 
   I kept my eyes closed and listened in on their conversation, not entirely ready to face them.  
 
   “I’m really worried about her,” Jay admitted to them.  
 
   “I am too. Things seem to be escalating. From what I know, he’s never threatened anyone besides her before,” Knox said, I could feel the way he stroked my hair as he spoke.  
 
   “Unfortunately, with cases of stalking, things don’t usually die down. They always escalate before coming to an end. I think we’re at that point where things might start to get worse. There has to be something that we can do to protect her,” Nixon’s voice was calm, but there was no mistaking the tension beneath it. He was in protector mode, not just because he was a cop, but because he wanted nothing more than to protect his best friend’s girl.  
 
   “Well, what can we do? You heard her, there’s photo evidence, and it’s too much of a risk to involve anyone from your precinct,” Knox explained. My jaw tensed and my teeth ground together. I didn’t want them to have to worry, and I didn’t want them to feel that they had save me. As much as I knew that they were all here to stay and support me, I couldn’t help but feel guilty because they had no idea how dangerous this could be. It was already dangerous. My father wasn’t fucking around anymore. He was dragging the people I love into our mess, and it worried me.  
 
   “I know you’re awake, sweetheart,” I opened my eyes and gave Knox a guilty look. Sitting up, I faced my loved ones, as they seemed to analyze my mental stability.  
 
   “You can stop looking at me like that, I’m fine.” 
 
   “Of course you’re fine. We didn’t think anything differently,” Knox’s voice was sweet, too sweet. He was trying to be careful around me, and as nice as it was, it irritated me. I didn’t want to be handled as if I would break.  
 
   “Oh shut it, Knox. We are most definitely looking at you differently. No offense girl, but with this shit going on, I’m surprised you’re not more of a mess,” Jay explained. Her knee was bouncing nervously and she was chewing on her thumb. I never realized how hard this might hit her, especially now that she was a target. I scooted next to her and hugged her quickly, then stood up and grabbed myself some water. 
 
   “I’m just in shock. I never thought he would take it this far.” 
 
   “Well, he did,” Nixon chimed in. “So what is the game plan, Emery Jane? Because this sit and do nothing tactic isn’t working anymore.” I stood with both hands gripping the edge of the counter.  He was right, but the problem was, I had no idea what to do. I would never give him the chance to touch Jay, let alone Knox or Maddox. The only option I had was to confront him.  
 
   “I don’t know. I’d hoped once I stopped playing his games that he would stop, but obviously it just fueled the fire. Maybe it’s time that I face him,” Jay gasped, Nixon shook his head, and Knox sat eerily still.   
 
   “Like hell it is. That’s the worst idea you’ve come up with so far!” Jay growled, throwing her hands in her hair. I hated that I was riling everyone up, ruining their day, and dragging them into my shit. It ate away at me that I was causing this stress. I knew I wasn’t alone anymore, I had to get used to that, but it wasn’t easy.  
 
   “Jay’s right, that’s a bad idea. You have no idea what tricks he might have up his sleeve. He might try and finish what he started,” Nixon said. I was waiting for Knox to give his two cents, but there he sat, still as a statue in another world within his own mind. Walking over to him, I placed my hand on his shoulder and squeezed.  
 
   “What do you think?” I probed, attempting to get something out of him.  I needed to know where his head was. He sighed, and tilted his head toward mine. His eyes were dark and stormy, I knew he was struggling with this, maybe more so than me. I had time to adjust to this kind of life, where as Knox had to learn how to deal with it on the fly.
 
   “I think that you know him better than the rest of us. I want to be able to sit here and dictate what you should or shouldn’t do, but at the end of the day, I have no idea what your father is like. You do. You’ve known him your entire life, you’ve been at the other end of his fists, you’ve been the one who has played the mouse as he chased you, and hunted you, for the last six years. So, do I want you to face him? No. In fact it makes my insides hurt from the very thought of it. But, do I trust your judgment? Yes. If you honestly think this is the only way, then I’ll support you, although I’ll do it begrudgingly.” His eyes never left mine.
 
   Suddenly, I felt light headed. His blind faith surprised me, but it also made me realize that there was no one holding me back. I was finally going to face my nightmare in person again.  
 
   “Okay. So it’s settled. We can figure out all the details later,” I said, looking at the clock “Right now, we need to go pick up the boys.” 
 
   “Thank you. I’m going to get my ass handed to me for coming here, especially when I was instructed not to. I have to get back to the precinct before I lose my job. You still okay to have Manny here?” I could tell he was nervous about the security of the place, but he trusted his best friend to take care of his son.  
 
   “Of course. We’re good,” I said, hugging him and Jay goodbye. She held me a little tighter than normal, scared for what was to come. We made plans for her to stay with us, so we could protect her for the time being.  
 
   Knox and I started on our way to the school, hand in hand, with our hearts in our throats.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Knox
 
                 As we entered the school, I got a feeling that something wasn’t right. I saw Manny sitting at the bench we’d told him to meet us, but Maddox was nowhere to be seen. After what had transpired today, my nerves were shot already, and not being able to see where Maddox was just intensified it.
 
   I scoured the area as Emery Jane talked to Manny. When I approached, I heard him say that he hadn’t seen Maddox since lunch. Something wasn’t right. My pulse was accelerating, increasing to unhealthy heights every passing second my eyes didn’t spot him.  
 
   Finally, I found his teacher, a nice older lady named Mrs. Brown. Attempting not to seem frantic, I smiled before shaking her hand. 
 
   “Hi, Mrs. Brown. I’m Maddox’s father, Knox.”
 
   “Oh yes! He’s a lovely boy,” she responded, looking slightly confused over our conversation. 
 
   “Have you seen him, by chance? I was supposed to pick him up in this area, but I can’t seem to find him,” I kept my voice even despite the look that came across the teacher’s face.  
 
   “Didn’t his mother tell you? She signed him out. She said he had a dentist appointment this afternoon.” Her words echoed in my mind, and repeated themselves over and over again. It couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t have stolen him from me, could she? Without saying another word to the teacher, I bolted toward Emery Jane. The look of alarm on her face was apparent.  
 
   “Babe, what’s wrong?” Her voice squeaked at the end. My mouth opened but the words just wouldn’t come. “Knox…,” she prompted impatiently.  
 
   “Bailey,” I spat out. It was all I could manage, the panic coursing through my entire body as I racked my brain for my next move. 
 
   “Bailey, what? What did she do?” 
 
   “She took him. He’s…he’s gone. She checked him out claiming he had a dentist appointment and she took him,” I said, my voice sounded foreign to me. Emery Jane’s hand flew up to her mouth as she gasped. She paused, as the severity of my words sunk in, her expression transitioning from worried to serious within a matter of seconds.  
 
   “Okay look, this is what we need to do. I’m going to call Nixon and let him know what’s going on. Maybe he can put an ABP out for them. We will drop Manny off with Jay, and then go search on our own okay?” Her ability to think of a plan on the fly was admirable. And honestly, had she not thought of our next move I probably would have still been standing there, completely confused as to what to do next.  
 
   Emery Jane called Nixon on the way home, and as soon as we dropped Manny off with Jay, we were out the door a minute later. She was ahead of me, my gaze was at the floor as I prepared myself for the worst. Suddenly my body slammed into hers, and I nearly took her out. 
 
   “What the-?” I asked, but stopped short when I saw the tall, silver haired man in front of us. I didn’t need to ask who he was, it was there clear as day, showing through in her rigid posture and they way her knuckles whitened as she squeezed her hands tighter into fists. This stranger standing before us was Emery Jane’s father, her living breathing nightmare.  
 
   “Well, well, well” He tsked, as he continued his stare down with his daughter. “It’s nice seeing you again, Amber, or I guess I should say, Emery Jane.” His voice gave me the chills. It was deep and full of darkness and his hands were behind him as he spoke. You could tell by the wrinkles on his face as he stared at her, the way his eyes sparkled with the prospect of taking her down, and the animalistic snarl, that this man was as close to being the devil as he could be. Momentarily, he made me forget that my son was out there, being stared at by the same kind of person, evil to the bone.  
 
   “What are you doing here?” Emery Jane’s voice came out strong and defiant. It surprised me that she could hold her composure this way. Adrenaline was coursing through me as I scoped out the situation. This man was calculating. I had to be careful of my next move. The idea of beating him to a pulp to show him exactly what it feels like, was in my mind, but I knew I couldn’t just attack him, not without cause.  
 
   “Is that any way to greet your father?” he asked with a chuckle.  
 
   “This is your father?” I asked even though it was completely evident.  
 
   “Victor Thompson, nice to meet you,” he held out his hand, but all I could do was look at it as if it were a weapon.  
 
   “You are more delusional than I thought if you expect me to greet you with open arms,” I grabbed Emery Jane’s hand, hoping to persuade her to look at me so I could get her away from here, from him, from the impending doom that we were facing, but she held her ground. She stood there, her entire body squaring off toward him, the flare in her eyes challenging him to take a step closer. I was ready to take him down, and I waited for him to move even an inch toward her, but he didn’t. He kept in his place, with a menacing look on his face. 
 
   “I see. I take it you received my message then?” he asked, and I started to lunge forward, but she pulled me back. I loathed the fact that I wasn’t able to beat him down, the way he needed to be, but I also knew that this was her fight, and when she needed me, she would let me lose on him. 
 
   “I did. Although, I don’t know why you bothered. You know I won’t let you near her, or anyone else I love.” The look on his face said it all. He already had been. His hoarse cackle filled me with rage, and I could tell it was making her sick.  
 
   “Oh, how stupid you are. Did you ever stop to think that I was trying to throw you off of my scent so I could get to another person in your life, someone that might be worth much more?” he questioned as he pulled something from behind him and handed it to her. My heart went cold when she flipped it over and revealed the book she had given to Maddox just a few hours ago.  
 
   That was all it took for me to break. I rushed him, pinning him against the wall with my arm to his neck. The bastard couldn’t breathe but still had the audacity to laugh in my face.  
 
   “You sick fuck! Where is my son?!” I screamed, the spit flying from my mouth. Emery Jane was pulling on me, trying to get me to stop. His maniacal laughter continued to ring through the hallway and straight into my mind. I slammed him once more against the wall before she yelled at me to stop. 
 
   “We won’t be able to find Maddox if you kill him!” Reluctantly, I loosened the hold on his neck, but I didn’t free him. My face was within a couple inches of his, the stench of stale beer and cigarettes making me want to gag.  
 
   “Where. Is. My. Son?” 
 
   “Well, that is a very good question. And it’s something I’ll tell you, once my daughter comes with me.” The spark in his eye was back as he mentally pictured how this was going to end. The thought of her leaving with him, with the inevitability of her death, made me sick.  
 
   My son was missing, in the hands of his demented mother, and the only way I could get him back was to let the woman I love, the woman who I’m meant to spend my life with, follow him into some kind of sick game. How the fuck was I supposed to allow that?  
 
   “I’m not going to allow you to just take her.”
 
   “You don’t have a choice if you want to see your son again,” he said, his eyes growing dark. “Once she and I are far enough away, I’ll send you a text giving you the address of where your son is. I give you my word.” 
 
   Emery Jane’s hands grabbed my arm as she pulled me toward her and then away from her father.    
 
   “This is the only way, Knox. Trust me when I say, if I don’t do this, he’s going to take it out on Maddox.” Her words were like a dagger to my heart. The drive to kill the man in front of me was fierce, but the need to save my son was more important than revenge.  
 
   I couldn’t form the words I needed to let her go. But, she could see it in my eyes.  he pressed her lips against mine for the fastest kiss I’ve ever had and whispered in my ear. 
 
   “I love you. I love you more than I could ever tell you. Please tell Maddox the same,” I reached out for her as she stepped away in the direction of Victor.  
 
   “I love you,” I cried out as she disappeared behind the doors of the elevator.  
 
   I stood there for a moment before running to my truck, turning on my phone, and opening the GPS locator for Maddox’s phone.  
 
   If Maddox hadn’t have forgotten his cell phone in the car this morning, I might not have asked Emery Jane to grab it so we didn’t leave it in the car unattended all day. She didn’t carry around a purse, so she placed it in her front pocket. We never got the chance to give Maddox his phone, which meant one thing, that she still had it.  
 
   And if I hadn’t have done that, asked her to keep it safe for me and watched her as she stuffed it into her jeans, I wouldn’t have been able to track her movements and follow her to the exact location Victor was taking Emery Jane. 
 
   You didn’t think I would let her go that easy, did you?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 The broken leather seats in my father’s car scratched the skin below my neck, as I looked out the window, hoping for this nightmare to end. I refused to look my father in the eye. The pull to kill him with my bare hands was too much.  I couldn’t figure out how he’d roped Bailey into this so easily, or how the two of them were able to go undetected as they kidnapped Maddox but I was being torn apart inside because of it.
 
   Everything I had feared was becoming my reality. The ones I loved were being hurt and I was about to be thrown into a losing battle. I knew we weren’t just going to go for a ride, far, far away to rehash our relationship, and that he wasn’t going to let me go. I would be delirious if I thought otherwise because, this was it. It was the end. But, I wouldn’t go down without trying to save myself and Maddox. When the time came, I would do Wade proud, I would fight till my last dying breath.
 
   We pulled up to an abandoned warehouse in the middle of nowhere. I tried to keep an eye out for landmarks, on the off chance that I could get out of this mess, but after a while all the trees looked the same, and the dirt road leading to this building wasn’t visible to the open road.
 
   My father put the car in park and wasted no time coming around the passenger side door, and tossing me out of it. I landed on my hands and knees in the dirt. Pulling my hair back, and out of my eyes, I stared at him as I got back up, wiping the dirt and rocks from my hands.
 
   “Still the fighter I see?” he questioned, as he circled me. “Good.  It makes it that much more entertaining for me to watch you struggle.” As soon as he spoke I spit in his face, resulting in a slap to my cheek. Instead of flinching, or holding my throbbing cheek, I stood my ground, as if everything he did had no effect on me.
 
   Grabbing me by the arm, he dragged me through the rusted doors of the warehouse. The sounds of our feet echoed in the massive room. Quickly, taking inventory of the room, I spotted what looked like an office off in the corner, and another exit on the opposite side.
 
   My father let go of my arm and strolled across the room to the office. He opened the door, and I could hear voices speaking hurriedly. I waited, wondering who in the hell he had in there, and what this meant. Then, a tall brunette woman walked out, holding Maddox by the back of his neck.
 
   My heart lurched at the sight of the broken boy, the one I had come to love as my own. It didn’t take much for me to piece everything together. The woman with Maddox was Bailey.
 
   “Maddox!” I screamed, as I ran toward him, only to have my father grab me by the waist and lift me off the ground, before throwing me down. “What are you going to do to him?” I demanded, trying to control the tremors racking through my body.  
 
   Maddox kept his eyes on the floor. By that time, he knew that anything happening around him was going to be too much for him to see.
 
   “It’s not what I am going to do to him, it’s what she is going to do to him,” he pointed to Bailey as she stood there swaying, and scratching her arm neurotically.
 
   She was high. She was fucking high and had assisted in her son’s kidnapping. How did everything around me get so fucked up?
 
   “Bailey, what are you going to do with Maddox? You need to let him go. He doesn’t need to be involved in any of this,” I pleaded with her, but her demeanor never wavered. She was too out of it for anything to get through to her.  
 
   “He most definitely needs to be involved in this. It’s the only way that I can keep Knox close to me.” Her words were coming at me a million miles an hour. I wondered if she even realized how entirely screwed up her logic was.
 
   “This isn’t going to bring Knox back to you. If anything, this is going to make him disappear from your life completely. Please, Bailey, just let him go.”
 
   “You think you’re so smart don’t you, bitch. You think you know what Knox wants in a woman? You’re nothing compared to me.” The words could have spurred something like jealousy in me, but they didn’t. The only thing I felt was pity. She really was too far gone, too out of touch with reality to grasp the truth. When I didn’t respond, she continued her inebriated tirade.
 
   “I know you think that he loves you, but he doesn’t. You’re just a means to an end. He’ll come back to me and when he does, you’ll be left behind.”
 
   “As much as want Knox, do you really think all of this is worth it?” I asked, waiving my hands in the air. Bailey tilted her head as she appraised me, releasing the grip she had on Maddox.
 
   I saw the way his shoulders slumped in relief. She came toward me, slowly, stumbling as she walked.
 
   “What does he see in you?” Her voice seemed far away as she thoroughly inspected me. “What do you have that I don’t? I gave him a son. I saved his life. And still, he chose you!” Her sudden outburst startled me, and I flinched with the sound of her high pitched voice. She wasn’t making any sense and I knew it had to do with the drugs. If I could only get through her intoxicated haze, I could help Maddox.
 
   “Bailey, why are you doing this? It can’t be all about Knox.”
 
   “It’s always about Knox. Didn’t you know that? It’s always about him.  The prick isn’t even appreciative of all the things I did for him.” Bailey started to pace, and I let my eyes trail around the room, trying to find a way to escape. My father’s stare connected with mine as I located the other exit. He was watching it all, enjoying it, and I wondered if that was his plan, to let Bailey be the one to hurt me. If that was the case, I could win. I could beat her, save Maddox, and I could leave. But, something told me that it wouldn’t be that easy. It never was. It wasn’t just Bailey I had to go through, it would be my father too, but still, the hope stayed with me. If I could just get past her, I might have a chance to distract him, and get away  It was a long shot, but I wasn’t going to accept the fate they were attempting to hand me.
 
   I just had to keep her talking, distract her long enough to come up with a plan.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Knox
 
                 I drove furiously as my phone directed me to Emery Jane’s location. As soon as my GPS was up and running, I called Nixon and drove out of the parking lot, informing him of my plan.
 
   Eventually, I took a turn onto a dirt road and drove slowly as I approached a broken down building. There were two cars parked, one I assumed was Victor’s, and the other was Bailey’s. The pieces of the puzzles started to come together as I realized that she was in on it.  
 
   Of course she would be involved in this, because she couldn’t just give our son a loving home, and a great life. She had to destroy everything in her path, and that now included Emery Jane. I parked my car far away from the entrance, making sure that my presence wouldn’t be given away by the sound of the engine.  
 
   Walking as lightly as possible, I approached the back side of the building, hoping that I could sneak in. The door was wide open, giving me a view of the room.  
 
   I could see Victor on the other side of the room, blocking what looked to be another entrance. My eyes roamed to the middle of the room where Bailey was standing over Emery Jane, her body shifting from side to side. In the corner, I spotted Maddox, sitting still, watching the disaster in front of him.  
 
   There was a wall blocking enough of me to keep out of sight, so I stepped inside and listened closely to their conversation, as I continued to sneak in as far as possible.  
 
   I stopped with my back against the wall as I tried to figure out a way to get to Maddox without being seen. 
 
   “It’s always about Knox. Don’t you know that? It’s always about him. The prick didn’t even appreciative of all the things I did for him.” My ears piqued as soon as I heard the shrill of Bailey’s angered voice.  
 
   “I’m sure he’s appreciative of you, Bailey. You’re the mother of his only son,” Emery Jane’s voice hit my ears, causing my heart to stop. She was speaking to her like a child, and yet, Bailey didn’t even notice. I don’t even think she was listening to a word that came out of Emery Jane’s mouth. 
 
   “He didn’t even thank me when I saved him, you know. The bastard didn’t even so much as mutter a thanks when I staged the beating as a break in.” My heart lurched at the mention of that terrible day. She actually expected me to thank her, to feel appreciative of her, after she staged a rape causing me to beat a seemingly innocent man half to death.  
 
   As a man, as a normal human being, I had a limit on how much I could take emotionally, and I was dangerous close to maxing it out. I didn’t think I last a minute longer without blowing up, but still, I listened as she continued. 
 
   “When he first walked in on us fooling around, I thought I was caught, but after some brilliant thinking on my part, I got out of it. It was for his own good too. We were meant to be together, and I didn’t want to lose him, so I lied. I lied for us,” she said, emphasizing ‘us’. Bailey paced, and swayed, itching the same spot on her arm over and over again. I could tell she was out of her mind on meth. “And, when he went into that rage, beating the shit out of him, I couldn’t help but feel loved. But, I knew he was a good guy, he wouldn’t do what needed to be done. See, Knox wanted to beat him because he was supposedly doing something terrible to me. I needed to finish him off so he wouldn’t have the chance to ruin my relationship,” she paused, just long enough to sit down on the dirty floor, and pick at her hands as she spouted off about the past.  
 
   “So, after I piled Knox in the car, I called the police. I went back into the apartment to finish what he started. When Knox stopped hitting him, he was only knocked unconscious. There was no permanent damage. But, that wouldn’t help me, so I picked up the lamp on my night stand and hit him a few times before staging the break in. I cleaned up any evidence that Knox was there. I. Saved. Him,” It was hard to keep up with how fast Bailey was speaking. But I heard every word. And, I saw red. I spent years of my life drenched in guilt over what I thought I had done to that guy. I missed out on my son’s life because I believed she would tell someone about what I did. I fucked up my entire life because of the lies she told.  
 
   I fought to control my breathing, as my hands started to shake. I heard shuffling in the room, but kept my back against the wall. 
 
   “You saved him? Are you that insane that you actually think you saved him? You destroyed Knox! You destroyed him, Bailey. You took away any choice he had in his son’s life, you made him believe he nearly killed someone over you. Are you fucking insane?” Emery Jane scream was followed by what sounded like someone falling to the ground.  
 
   When I started to turn and see what was happening, I came face to face with the devil himself.  
 
   “You really are stupid, aren’t you?” he asked, as he grabbed the side of my head and slammed it into the wall. My vision went black for a few seconds before returning. There was a ringing in my ears, and pain radiated through my skull. “All you had to do was listen to directions and you would have had your son back, but now, you won’t. No, instead of saving your son, you’ll have to watch as I take him with me, along with your precious girlfriend.” 
 
   “Over my dead body,” I growled, then tackled him to the ground. I heard a scream from Emery Jane as she called out my name, but I didn’t have time to look at her before her father’s fists were barreling into my head. He had twisted us around on the ground, straddling my chest.  I put my hands up to block his fists, but that wasn’t enough to protect myself from his crushing blows. I was trapped, but I refused to give up. I threw a punch to his stomach and one to his face, but nothing seemed to stop him. It wasn’t until I twisted my body to the side that I was able to throw him off of me.  
 
   Victor stood up, dusting the dirt from his pants, which to me came off as odd. He wasn’t coming at me with rage, determined to take me down, punish me for putting a wrench in his plan.  Slowly, I stood up, but was careful not to take my eyes off of him.  
 
   He lifted his head, stretching his neck from side to side, cracking it, before he looked to me and smiled. It wasn’t a smile of happiness, or even one of satisfaction, it was a smile that told me everything I needed to know. He was one step ahead of me.  
 
   His hand reached into his pocket and he drew out a gun, pointing it at my head. Everything inside of me stilled. My mind, my body, everything was frozen in place.  
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as Emery Jane ran for him. As if he knew exactly what she would do he pointed the gun at her, causing her to back away.  
 
   “Now dear, you should know better than that,” he tsked at her, as he returned the gun to me. “This is what’s going to happen. I’m going to take your precious boyfriend here into the other room to have a discussion. And when I’m done you and I, well, we’re going to finish what we started the night I killed your brother. You want to know why? Because I don’t like it when people fuck with me. And you spent your entire life fucking with me, challenging me, testing my boundaries. It’s time you learned your damn lesson.” A chill ran down my spine as I frantically thought of ways to get of this mess, but I came up blank. All I could think about was Emery Jane and Maddox, and what our life could have been as a family.  
 
   They say when you’re about to meet death, you’re life flashes before your eyes. And in a way, that’s true. It was a mixture between images of the present, and images of what my future would have looked like. A flash of watching Emery Jane walking down the aisle came to my mind.
 
   As I followed Victor into the office, I passed my son on the way, his eyes on me as he saw me for what could have been the last time.  
 
   A flash appeared of Maddox in high school, going on his first date, as Victor called out to Bailey, demanding that she watch his daughter.  
 
   A flash of Emery Jane’s pregnant belly jumping with our unborn baby’s kicks seared into my brain as Victor took the barrel of the gun to my head.  
 
   And a flash of Maddox, Emery Jane, and I sitting around the dinner table laughing the way we had a dozen times, caused me to reach for the knife I carried in my back pocket, forcing it into Victor’s skin at the same time as the gun went off.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 The sound of a gunshot rang through my ears.
 
   Everything happened so fast.  
 
   I screamed, not knowing if it was out of fear for what was going to happen next, or out of the knowledge that the man I loved was bleeding in the next room.  
 
   I saw the entire altercation through the tiny window into that room, and unfortunately, although my father fell, so did Knox.  
 
   Something inside of me broke, snapped clean in half, and I knew what I needed to do. 
 
   Bailey’s back was turned to me as I ran and pushed her to the ground before sprinting toward Maddox, picking him up, and heading toward the door we came in.  
 
   Maddox’s tiny arms held tight on my neck, and his legs locked themselves around my hips. I crossed my fingers under his legs as I struggled to see where I was going.  
 
   Suddenly, I was falling hard and fast toward the floor. I stopped myself from landing on Maddox, by twisting and catching my body weight on my arms.  
 
   “You stupid bitch!” Bailey screamed, as she kicked me repeatedly. I could feel my ribs breaking underneath her feet, but I stayed huddled over Maddox, hell bent on protecting him from his mother. If I died, I wanted to leave this Earth saving the boy I had grown to love as my own.  
 
   I tried desperately to keep myself up as Bailey continued her assault.  
 
   Time slowed down. It felt like an eternity since I’d heard the gun shot and grabbed Maddox, but in reality it had only been a couple of minutes.  
 
   Blood was dripping from my face, my arms, everywhere. And I could feel the sobs ripping through Maddox, but I stayed still. Taking each blow knowing it was the right thing to do.  
 
   Out of nowhere the kicking, the hitting, it all stopped. Followed by what sounded like a heard of horses heading my way.  I opened my eyes, and cried in relief when I saw Nixon, and twenty other police officers surrounding the place.  
 
   They had Bailey on the floor, her hands behind her back. She was swearing and screaming, bucking against them in a weak attempt to get away.  
 
   Nixon spotted me, and ran as fast as he could, holstering his gun, before bending down next to me. 
 
   “My god, Emery Jane. Are you okay?” I shook my head, and slowly brought my body up from Maddox’s. Nixon wasted no time grabbing him and inspecting him. Maddox turned to me and wrapped himself around my legs, I bent down, determined to give him the comfort he needed despite the agonizing pain from my injuries, and hugged him with everything I had in me.  
 
   “Where’s Knox?” Nixon asked hesitantly. I pointed to the office. I had lost the ability to use my words, the shock starting to take hold of me despite my attempts at keeping it away. He yelled for his team to check it out, sending a dozen men, weapons in hand, to the door. I craned my neck to try and see inside of the room, but all I saw was blood. Nixon sprinted towards the room Knox was in, and my heart was shattering watching the aftermath of what my past brought to us.  
 
   My father may not have killed me, but he took the most important person in my life away from me. He might as well have murdered me, I’m sure it would have hurt a whole hell of a lot less.  
 
   I didn’t know how it all happened, or what was going on in my father’s sick mind, and I had no idea why Bailey needed to get involved. The only thing I knew for sure was that I had Maddox. At least he was safe, I repeated that to myself as were escorted from the crime scene, and into a life of the unknown.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Knox
 
                 The beeping next to my ears was starting to irritate me, and as hard as I tried to open my eyes, I wasn’t successful. It felt as if my eye lids were sealed shut with super glue. And my mouth, god, it was like it was filled to the top with cotton.
 
   It wasn’t until I attempted to move my body that I felt the pain, the all-consuming, excruciating pain radiated throughout my stomach. I wrapped my arm around my center, thankful that I was able to move at least one part of myself without hurting, and I felt gauze underneath my fingers.  
 
   What happened? 
 
   How did I get here? 
 
   Why am I in so much pain?
 
   Breathe in. 
 
   Breathe out.
 
   Calm down.  
 
   It’ll all make sense as soon as I can open my eyes.  
 
   I could hear the shuffling of feet near me, and the hushed voices of people in the room, but it wasn’t until I started to remember flashes of what had happened before I woke up here, that I was able to free my eyes from their paralyzed state.  
 
   Frantically, I searched the room for Emery Jane and Maddox. But, I was met with only blindingly white walls, causing me to squint, and tubes coming from my body.  
 
   As my heart started to race, the annoying beeping continued in my ear. I was two seconds away from pulling the power on the damn machine when I felt a firm hand on my arm.  
 
   Startled, I reached over to the hand, intending to defend myself against whoever was touching me, when I realized it was Nixon. I felt relieved, safe, but most of all confused. 
 
   I tried and tried to remember what happened to land me in the hospital, but to my dismay, I could only conjure up a few images. And, those images caused me to become frenzied.  
 
   “Calm down, dude. Everything is fine.” Nixon said, trying to relax me. It didn’t matter what he said though, I needed to find them, and I wouldn’t feel calm until I did.
 
   “Where are Maddox and Emery Jane?” My voice was becoming hysterical as I thought of the worst case scenario.
 
   “Knox.  They are fine,” he enunciated each word and looked me in the eye. “Emery Jane took Maddox into the cafeteria to get some food. They’ll be back in a little while.” My body relaxed, and I sagged into the overly stiff bed.
 
   “What happened?” I asked weakly, my face contorting with the pain as it seared through me once more.
 
   Without a word, Nixon leaned over me, and pressed the red button calling a nurse in. The round woman with the clipboard arrived in the room and she set me up with some pain medication, then left to alert the doctor that I was awake.
 
   The medications coursed through my veins, making me shiver as they made their way into my body. Within a matter of minutes the pain was starting to dull and become numb.
 
   “I need you to tell me what happened. I can’t…I can only remember certain parts,” I sighed and Nixon nodded at me, offering me a comforting smile my way before speaking.
 
   “After you called me, I was able to track you through your phone. But, as soon as you got off of the main road, I lost you. It took us a while to find that dirt road, but when we did, it was easy enough to find you. We arrived sometime after your altercation with Emery Jane’s father,” Nixon ran his hands through his hair and stood up as he continued.
 
   “When I got out of my car, I heard the gun shot.  I hightailed it into the building but I couldn’t figure out where the shot came from. The only thing I could see was Bailey towering over Emery Jane.  Bailey was kicking her, it was brutal. Emery Jane was crumpled on the floor on top of Maddox, protecting him. I don’t know what would have happened to him if she hadn’t been there.” I sat there, stunned and unsure of how I was supposed to feel. I was fucking furious that I let Bailey into my life, and I was livid that she hurt the people that I love. But, I was fucking relieved that Emery Jane had been there. She’d sacrificed her safety for my son.
 
   “Emery Jane told us where you were. I thought you were dead, dude. I walked into the room expecting to see you sitting there bruised up, but I didn’t expect to see you lying lifeless in a pool of your own blood. From what I could tell, you were able to stab him in the neck before he shot you.” My hand flew to my stomach and I started to remember bit by bit. I remembered the look in Victor’s eyes as he pulled the trigger. The look of satisfaction, the look of contentment, the look of amusement, it would haunt me for the rest of my life.  
 
   The way it felt when my pocket knife pierced his skin would stay with me for a while too. I don’t think I could ever understand how people committed these types of violent acts without it shaking them to the core. I’d done it out of self-defense, and I’d done it to protect the ones I loved, but somehow, it still felt wrong.  
 
   “Is he dead?” I questioned warily. I wanted him to die. I had silently prayed to any God that could hear me, to let him die, to take him away from me and my family. But, in the light of day, I didn’t know how I would live with someone else’s blood on my hands. He deserved to hurt the way he hurt Emery Jane, Wade, and now my son and I, but did he deserve to die? That wasn’t my decision to make.  
 
   “No. He barely made it out alive. You missed his major artery, but you got him pretty good. He’s being detained in the hospital until he’s healthy enough to be put in prison.” Relief came over me again, but was quickly replaced with overwhelming memories of what had happened.  
 
   I shook my head over and over again, trying to wrap my brain around all the information. Everything started coming back to me. I was seeing everything happen before my eyes and I started to feel enraged. My body was shaking, and I was gripping the sheets as hard as I could, fully aware that even doing that much was too much for me to handle.  
 
   Tears threatened to escape me until I felt her presence. I always thought it was utterly ridiculous that people claimed they knew their loved one was near, just by getting a special feeling, like they had Spidey sense or something. But now, I was one of those people. If the fifteen year old version of myself could only see me now.  
 
   “Look who’s awake,” Emery Jane soft voice filled the room as she came to my side. I grabbed her hand, careful not to move too much, and she leaned down to kiss me. She kept her forehead on mine, and tears started to spring from her eyes.  
 
   “I thought I lost you,” she cried, as her shoulders slumped and shook.  
 
   “Never. I’m too hell bent on spending my life with you to leave,” I joked, earning a giggle through the sobs. I didn’t want to see her cry, all I wanted, all I needed, was to see that sparkling smile of hers. I could have spent this time professing my love for her, or telling her how terrified I was that I had lost her, but when her lips met mine, I was sure she already knew. That kiss, those small touches, they spoke everything that was on our minds, without saying a word. It was the connection that we had formed. Blame it on trauma, or maybe on the pain meds, but I had no doubt in my mind that she knew exactly how I had felt.  
 
   Maddox came up behind her, waiting patiently for his turn to talk to me even though he didn’t need to wait, I would be there for him whenever he needed, always.  
 
   He looked nervous, as if he didn’t want to hurt me, and my heart ached for him. He had gone through so much, too much for such a young boy. But luckily, this was over. I refused to let anything else harm my family, Emery Jane, Nixon, and Jay included.  
 
   “Come here, little man,” I ordered, as he climbed into the bed next to me. It hurt like hell, but I wouldn’t have wanted him anywhere else. My son belonged in my arms, and that’s where he would stay, hospital bed or not.  
 
   I kissed his head a few times before releasing the anaconda style grip I had on him.  
 
   “What’s going to happen to Bailey and your father?” I asked, my gaze switching between Emery Jane and Nixon, needing someone to assure me that neither of them would be able to touch my family again. I couldn’t see a way for either of them to get away with this, but I needed to know without a doubt, that we were all safe.  
 
   “That’s kind of a long story actually,” Emery Jane explained, looking to Nixon and shaking her head. He joined her and sat in the chair at the foot of my bed. He crossed his ankles, and rested his hands on the back of his head, looking at ease. That alone made me relax a little more.  
 
   “Bailey made a full confession to Emery Jane, about what happened to Derek and she didn’t skimp on the details either. With her confession, and Emery Jane’s ability to testify, Bailey will be going away for a very long time,” I wouldn’t have stopped the smile that broke out on my face even if I could. It was music to my ears. Everything I had worried about for the past six, nearly seven, years had disappeared. It took a complete cluster fuck of a tragedy for it to happen, but there was nothing standing in my way from living the life I wanted with my son, with my future wife, and our future family.  
 
   “Thank fuck,” I said, after I covered Maddox’s ears so he wouldn’t hear me curse. “What about your dad?” I questioned hesitantly.  
 
   “Well, apparently, my father spent his own time confessing to Bailey. He told her everything.  I don’t know if he was trying to gloat, or scare her, but whatever the reason, it came back to bite him in the ass,” Emery Jane explained, patting my hand as she smirked.  
 
   “How?” I asked, feeling like it was a little too perfect. I wasn’t complaining, just skeptical.  
 
   “Bailey had the option for a slightly lesser sentence in exchange for testifying against Victor.” My eyes went wide, and Nixon held up his hand interrupting the near panicked thoughts that were going through my mind. He knew me well, because the first thing I envisioned was Bailey walking out of prison and back into our lives.  
 
   “Before you freak out, regardless of this deal, Bailey will still be locked up for years. Maddox will be an adult by the time she’s even considered for release. It wasn’t for a lack of trying though.” Nixon mentioned before continuing.  
 
   “I guess Bailey wasn’t lying when she said her father had connections. He is just a rich bastard, but her father’s best friend, he’s the Mayor. All he had to do was pull strings with CPS, whispering in their ear that you’re not as sane as you sound, and giving Bailey the heads up, to get her through every one of those inspections. When the Mayor heard about the last two arrests involving Bailey, he stopped backing her up even though he had been by her side, no questions asked, for years. Her father, on the other hand, tried his hardest to convince us all that she was innocent. He busted into the precinct yelling about how he was going to file a law suit against all of us for wrongful incrimination. It was quite comical, really,” I could just imagine it unfolding. I let out a laugh, but stopped short as the pain seared through me, causing me to groan.   
 
   Emery Jane kissed my head, and reached for the little red button that administered my pain medication. The sneaky woman, she was knew that I was too stubborn to give myself anymore in fear of missing anything. She gave me no option and before I knew it, I was asleep, dreaming of a world without Bailey.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty
 
   Emery Jane
 
                 Knox stayed in the hospital for a couple more days. It was all precautionary of course, but it didn’t help that he was a pain in the ass patient. He pushed himself too hard, too much, everyday, determined to act as normally as possible. I’m sure it was to comfort Maddox, or to make me feel less guilty about his injury, but it hindered him nonetheless.
 
   When Knox had arrived at the hospital, he immediately went into surgery. The bullet had been lodged in his side, but they were able to remove it, with no complications. He spent a day and a half asleep before he came to. And when he did, I felt whole again.  
 
   I kept myself busy while he was unconscious though. I wasn’t up running around, or going back to work. No, I was busy in the sense that I was running myself ragged with guilt, as I laid in my own hospital bed overnight.  
 
   Bailey had cracked a few of my ribs, but luckily, none had slivered, or pierced my lungs. I was bruised from head to toe, with a minor concision, but as far as outcomes go, I made it out all right. That right there, was the reason I stayed awake at night. The guilt that I was fine and Knox had been seriously injured fed the thoughts milling around inside of me.  
 
   If it weren’t for me, Knox would never have been shot. 
 
   If it weren’t for me, Maddox wouldn’t have had to witness his mother savagely beating me.
 
   Jay stayed with me that night, and as soon as she saw that I was beating myself up, she stopped me. With her sassy attitude, and her relentless ability to change my mood, I was able to pick myself up. Because in the end, it didn’t matter how we all got here, at this point, all that mattered was that we were all alive, and we were all free. 
 
   I assisted Knox into our apartment, my tiny body holding his weight under his shoulder. We slowly made our way to the couch, where Knox propped his feet up and relaxed, as much as he could with a bullet wound.  
 
   He face twisted in pain, but he pulled me toward him, to lean into his good side. I curled my feet underneath me and rested my head on his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart reassuring me that everything was going to be okay. 
 
   “I love you, you know?” I said, snuggling closer to him. With Knox’s arm around my shoulder, he stroked my skin with the lightest touch, drawing circles with his thumb. 
 
   “I do know. I love you too, in case you were wondering,” I could hear him smiling as he talked. There was a change in him since we left the hospital. He was a version of himself that I had never seen, and I adored it. He seemed less burdened, and his smile was on full display.  
 
   I always thought of him as this man who carried the world on his shoulders, the sheer weight of it all bearing down on him, but now I saw him as the man carrying his world in his heart.  
 
   Tilting my head up, I kissed his lips, his nose, his forehead, before returning to my comfortable spot on his chest. 
 
   “Thank you,” he whispered against the top of my head. My brows furrowed and my lips pursed. What did he have to thank me for? I did nothing but cause pain for us all. Silently, I shook the negativity from my mind. I wouldn’t go there.  
 
   “For what, my love?”
 
   “For coming into my life. For being you. For being the reason that I now have Maddox to myself, safely.”
 
   “I think you’ve twisted the last part around. You should be angry with me, not thanking me. If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt, and Maddox wouldn’t have—” Knox’s lips collided with mine, his tongue parting my mouth. He took my breath away with just one kiss. 
 
   “Now that I’ve efficiently shut you up, will you listen to me?” I nodded and waited for him to talk.
 
   “Yes, what happened was fucked up, and we were all affected by it. It’ll take time to heal the wounds, physical and emotional, that both of our pasts inflicted on us. But, if this hadn’t happened, I would still be under Bailey’s thumb, never truly having control over my life. And if this hadn’t happened, your father would still be out there, hiding in plain sight, waiting for the perfect moment to hurt you. The way I see it is this, our pasts collided for a reason, and things had to happen the way they did because now we’re free. We’re free to live without fear, and without hesitancy. We would be able to look forward to the future. I have you to thank for that.” Tears ran down my cheeks and I wondered how I got so lucky to have found this man. His twisted logic made sense, and in a way, it reaffirmed what I’d already known, that we were each other’s fate. We were destined to be together. 
 
   Our broken souls brought us together, but it was the sudden rush of intense love that would keep us together, through thick and thin. We had fallen for each other fast and unconventionally, but it was that love that saved us. Knox and I were unbound for the first time in years, and the possibilities of what we could do with the rest of our lives were endless.  
 
   I stared into those multicolored eyes of the man that I loved, the man that I was going to marry, the man I would have a family with, and I thanked my lucky stars that I had found him.  
 
   “And, I have you to thank for changing my life. You made me stop running long enough to see that life could be beautiful without pain and that I could love without bounds,” I kissed him determined to show him how I felt, because I wasn’t an expert wordsmith like him, “And, that little boy you have in there, he taught me more than I could have ever imagined. I didn’t think it was possible to love as much as I love the two of you.” 
 
   Knox cupped my cheeks and mouthed the words I love you before folding me into him, holding onto me, making me feel safe and adored, in a way only Knox could do.    
 
   Sometimes life becomes unpredictable, and when you finally decide to give into the unexpected, you get something beautiful out of it. And that’s what I had, the most beautifully unexpected gift, love.  
 
   The road ahead of us may not always be perfect. There will be bumps and hard times.  But, I had the love of my future husband and my future step son, to keep me strong. And our futures, they were, oh so bright.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   Four years later
 
   Knox
 
                 Looking down at the small finger wrapped around my hand, I felt as if I would burst. The cooing noises escaping my daughter’s mouth brought a smile to my face, and caused my chest to tighten.
 
   I smoothed my hand over her thick black hair, and brought my lips to her small button nose, sprinkling her with kisses as she flashed me a gummy smile in response.  
 
   Gently, I rocked us back and forth on the porch swing, as the cool Alabama air swirled around us. The sun was setting, and although I knew I would have to lay my darling daughter down to sleep soon, I decided to stay out there for just a moment longer, because there was no better feeling in the world than holding your child close to your heart.  
 
   After three kids, you would think I would be used to this feeling. The feeling you only get while looking at a person you created. It’s completely indescribable. The only thing I could possibly compare it to, is taking everything you’ve ever wanted, everything you’ve ever dreamed of, and rolling it up into one, causing you to feel overwhelmed with joy.  
 
   That’s exactly what I had, a life, a life I spent with my beautiful wife and three gorgeous children. It was what I’d always wanted, and everything I’d ever dreamed of, mixed into one.  
 
   Before I met Emery Jane, my future seemed far away. I couldn’t let myself think further than how I was going to survive the day, let alone how my life would turn out years from then. But, when she walked into my life, everything changed. My dreams started to unfold before me, and I didn’t even know what I was in for until it was happening. I met the woman of my dreams, we got married, and she legally adopted my son, taking him as her own, and never treating him like anything other than that. We were the most loving family, and that continued to grow, as Emery Jane discovered she was pregnant.
 
   The day we confirmed her pregnancy, I couldn’t stop smiling and rubbing the barely there stomach of hers. I spent the next nine months preparing myself for all of the firsts that I had missed while Maddox was growing up, and experiencing firsthand what it was like to watch your baby grow before they were even born.   
 
   Maddox had been thrilled that he was going to be a big brother, and even more excited when he found out that he was going to have another boy around the house. He vowed to show him everything in life that would make him happy. And, he did just that, helping us raise a mindful, big hearted, little boy just like Maddox.  
 
   The small apartment we lived in suddenly seemed too small, too unsafe, and completely unsuitable for children. We had tossed around the idea of moving to a house on the beach, or maybe to the suburbs, but none of that sounded right. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but when I picture our lives, ten, twenty years from then, it wasn’t anything close to what we had in California, and honestly, I had Jay to thank for that. 
 
   Without Jay, we would have been stuck living somewhere that we loved, but didn’t necessarily belong. We wouldn’t have been able to find the perfect house, to make the most beautiful of memories come to life. And we wouldn’t have been able to start our life where Emery Jane’s began, in Alabama.  
 
   We moved into the small town where she had grown up. But not only that, I was able to buy Jay’s father’s house outright with Emery Jane’s trust fund, and the money I had saved up over the years. To me, it was worth every penny spent, to see her light up the way she did when we arrived.  
 
   Emery Jane once told me that when she closed her eyes and pictured her happy place, it was in that house that she saw herself, swinging on the tire swing hanging on the oak tree in backyard. She saw herself running through the greenest grass she had ever seen, with Jay by her side, and she pictured herself running through the house, the echoes of her laughter following close behind.  
 
   I’d closed my eyes as she’d described it, never leaving out a detail. I could see it so clearly, that when I opened my eyes, I thought it would be right in front of me. It was then that I knew what I had to do, and where our family belonged.
 
   That was four years ago, almost to the day, and that joy, that excitement for the future, that undeniable happiness that we felt the day we moved in, stayed with us as we experienced the ups and downs of life.  
 
   I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I turned to see Emery Jane smiling down at me. She looked just as perfect as she did the day I met her. Her hair was a little shorter, and the smallest of wrinkles had formed along her eyes and mouth, showing off the years she had spent laughing. I had to say, I was impressed as to how much better her body got after every pregnancy. She was the definition of perfection. And still, even after all these years, I couldn’t conjure up enough words in the English language to describe her, in all of her glory.  
 
   Emery Jane leaned down, and kissed me before doing the same to the bundle of joy in my arms. She chuckled as Jayden wrinkled her nose when her lips came in contact to her cheek.  
 
   “She really is gorgeous, isn’t she?” she asked, as she sat down next to me on the swing. Switching Jayden to lay her across one arm, I took my free hand and intertwined it with Emery Jane’s. Nearly five years together and I still couldn’t keep myself from finding that connection that came to life when my skin grazed hers.  
 
   “She looks like you,” I admitted, as I kissed her hand before returning it to her lap. “You know, I was thinking.” 
 
   “You were thinking, uh oh, that’s dangerous,” she joked, making me laugh. She still had the uncanny ability to make me smile even in the times I didn’t want to. 
 
   “Yes, very dangerous. That’s how we ended up with baby number three,” she slapped my arm playfully.  
 
   “Shut up. Tell me what you were thinking, husband dearest.” 
 
   “I was thinking about the day I met you and how beautiful you were. How at the time, I had no idea what I was getting myself into, but somehow, I knew you would bring the light back into my life.” 
 
   “It’s funny. I thought the same thing. I knew I probably needed to keep my distance but there was something about you that made it completely impossible.”  
 
   “It was my good looks, you can admit it. I am not ashamed,” I joked, and reveled in the way it felt to listen to her laugh.  
 
   “It was definitely your good looks, and that son of yours certainly helped.” 
 
   “Son of ours. He really has turned out to be pretty amazing hasn’t he?” 
 
   “You can say that again. Can you believe that he’s starting fifth grade already?” I shook my head and shrugged. It felt like time was flying by so fast, and although I was watching him grow before my eyes, I always felt like it was slipping through my fingers. My little boy was turning into a respectful kid, someone I was so immensely proud of.  
 
   “No. I don’t even want to think about it. Or that Xavier is turning three. Or that this little beautiful girl here will be six months old tomorrow. Where is the time going?” I asked mindlessly, as I picture my children growing up so fast. I could nearly picture what they would be like as adults, and what their lives could turn out to be like. I knew whatever happened in their lives, they would be phenomenal people just like their mother. 
 
   “We did pretty good, my dearest wife, we did pretty damn good,” she nodded and kissed me again before standing up, and grabbed Jayden from me, with a promise to return. Emery Jane disappeared into the house, putting our daughter down for the night.  
 
   When she returned, she climbed onto my lap, tucking her neck into the crook of my neck as she had done a thousand times over the years. Reaching in to my jacket pocket, I pulled out a folded up piece of paper, and held it out for her. Taking it in her tiny hands, she unfolded it, eyes wide, as she read the chicken scratch writing.  
 
   “I found it while I was in the attic today,” I admitted, as I read the words to myself. Emery Jane’s list of firsts. The paper was old, and crumpled up, but it was filled with some of our happiest memories.  
 
   “I can’t believe you kept this!” She exclaimed.  
 
   “How could I not? We never finished everything on the list,” I said, my voice even as I traced the ink with my finger.
 
   “What do you mean? We checked off all of my firsts that first summer we spent together, didn’t we?” she said, as she scoured the paper looking for any unchecked items. When she came across the bottom of the paper, the fresh ink was a stark contrast to the faded black above it. A smile lit up her face, and her eyes were shining as bright as the sun.  
 
   “Renew our vows huh? I don’t recall seeing that on there four years ago.” 
 
   “That’s because I added it this morning,” I said, as I held her tighter.  “Don’t get me wrong, I loved our Vegas wedding, but lately I’ve had this image stuck in my head.” When we finally got around to planning our wedding, it seemed like too much to have a giant, traditional wedding, and as everyone already knew, we were far from traditional. A weekend wedding in Vegas seemed like the perfect idea. Emery Jane wore a short white dress, and I wore a suit with converse, as we said our vows in a small chapel a few miles away from the hustle and bustle of the city.  
 
   Jay, Nixon, and Maddox were there, smiling brighter than I had seen before. My parents weren’t able to come due to the shitty Vermont weather, but I still felt thankful that we were surrounded by people who loved us like family.  
 
   It was perfect. But like I said, I had been picturing the real thing lately. How it would look to see her in a gown, surrounded by my family and our friends both from California and Alabama. I pictured our kids by our sides as we professed our love, the love that had survived it all, in front of everyone.  
 
   “And what would that image be, Mr. Holloway?” 
 
   “An arch way right underneath that oak tree. You in a lacy, floor length gown, and our kids dressed to the nines standing beside us. Our friends and family all around, witnessing our everlasting love, and the sun setting right behind us as we say our vows, making the most beautiful picture to hang on the mantel.” 
 
   “It’s perfect. I love you.” 
 
   “I love you too, Emery Jane. More than you’ll ever know,” I whispered into her ear.  
 
   I let her love course through me as we stayed there, entangled in each other.  The love I felt for our children, the love I felt for her, it was the stuff of dreams. And honestly, I didn’t know what I was capable until I opened myself up to love. Love from my son. Love from my family. Love from her.  
 
    And it’s that powerful four-letter word that still baffles me to this day. It has the ability to make or break you as a person. It has the skill to mend you, when you’re hurting, and the potential to let the light in when you’re at your darkest. It has ability to fill your heart to capacity and completely shatter any concept of how much you think you can handle. And somehow, that mysterious emotion has a way of making your life full of possibilities when you find it.  
 
   If there was ever any advice I could give to another person, it would be to let love in, let it course through you, and watch what it does. You’d be surprised to see what your life will become when you accept the love you deserve.  
 
   Because the day I let Emery Jane in, my life became limitless.
 
   THE END
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