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 Chapter 1 
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    Stone 
 
    I sat staring at the attendant for a moment, her green eyes glaring into mine. 
 
    “Sir, are you going to board the plane? We’re about to take off.” She seemed anxious. 
 
    “No…” I shook my head. I glanced at her shoes, the gold buckles shimmering in the fluorescent light. I lifted my head towards her. My eyes met hers. She spoke to me as if she cared. 
 
    “What about the fare? I don’t think it’s refundable,” she said sympathetically. 
 
    “Please…just leave me alone.” I stood up and started walking towards the exit. 
 
    “Sir…Sir?” she called out to me. 
 
    I kept a steady pace, my feet walking faster than my body. I was anxious. I felt lost. My heart was racing faster with each step I took and before I knew it I was running towards the exit. I turned to look behind me as if I were being chased and, as I turned around again, I slammed into a security guard. 
 
    “What’s the rush young man?” he asked as he held me by the shoulders. 
 
    “I’m late. I have to go,” I said, trying to catch my breath, my chest heaving in and out. 
 
    “Well, walk. We don’t allow running in here,” he said as a warning. 
 
    I continued to walk as fast as I could. The automatic doors opened, and I nearly fell on the ground, tripping over my own feet. I rested my hands on my knees, trying to inhale deeply, trying to catch my breath. I glanced up and saw the cab driver that dropped me off earlier. I managed to catch my breath and walked towards the cab. 
 
    “Hey.” I whispered, leaning into the passenger window of the cab. 
 
    “Oh no, not you. What do you want?” he asked nastily as he shook his head in shock. 
 
    “I need a favor…please.” My voice was trembling with each word. 
 
    “What?” He asked sarcastically, perusing the area as if I were going to mug him. 
 
    “I need you to drive me to Syracuse.”  
 
    “I know you don’t have any money. How are you going to pay me?” He raised his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Look man, I need to go home. I’ll pay you the following week. You can come to my house personally. I need to get home…please.” I was practically begging. He stared at me and unlocked the door. 
 
    “Get in,” he said. 
 
    I sat in the cab staring out of the window. The rain started to tap lightly against the glass reminding me of the time Lacky and I drove up to Saranac lake to drop off the kids. Lacky…he’s dead. This whole situation had me fucked up in my head. Now, I made a drastic decision to stay in Syracuse, without my family, without the love of my life, without…anyone. 
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    We finally arrived in Syracuse. The cab driver stopped in front of Maddie’s apartment building. 
 
    “You live here?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” I looked at him suspiciously. 
 
    “Okay. Can I have your number? I’ll be back to collect.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” I asked angrily. 
 
    “No, dude. Look man, I’ll get in trouble. Please, just pay me next week.” He handed me his card and a pen. I wrote down my name and number. 
 
    “I’ll see you next week…thanks.” I slammed the door to remind him that I am just a little crazy, but he really didn’t know the half of it.  
 
    Two murders. Even my own father. Maybe I am crazy. Maybe this is the best thing for all of us. 
 
    I jogged up the familiar walkway, tracing back the steps of the day. I walked back into Maddie’s life with no boundaries, no walls between us, no restraints. I thought from that day forward nothing could stop us from being together, but I was wrong.  
 
    Letters, birth certificates, psychos and death; and our sibling bond, tearing us apart at the seams, never recovering from the DNA that taints our blood.  
 
    I pressed the button for the elevator, the feeling of nostalgia taking a tight hold on the nerves in my gut. The elevator doors opened and Clarissa’s face flashed before my eyes. Her beautiful brown eyes, her long black hair.  
 
    The lump in my throat formed immediately. As I walked towards the apartment, I glanced over at Clarissa’s door. The lump grew thicker, and it was harder to swallow without the tears burning at the back of my eyes. 
 
    I pulled my keys out from my pocket, opened the door quickly, then closed it behind me. Everything was the same. The same as I had left it before I ran out of here, stepping over Clarissa’s dead body with the kids wrapped tightly in my arms. 
 
    I walked to the living room and sat on the couch. I placed my hands over my face to wipe the sweat off of my brow. I opened my eyes to see Jackson standing in front of me. 
 
    “What the fuck!” I yelled, startled. 
 
    “Stone, what’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean? What the fuck are you doing here?” I was confused. 
 
    “You’re in protective custody. You were supposed to be on a plane. You were supposed to return to Maryland.” He spoke in a nonchalant tone. 
 
    I stared at him nervously. Something felt wrong.   
 
    “Look, I need some time to think. My father died. I need to be here for the funeral.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. Take all the time you need. It’ll give me some time to get to know Alyssa. She’s a beautiful little girl. She has Sylvester’s crystal-clear blue eyes.” I glanced up at him. The words bounced off his tongue like a sharp knife at my throat. 
 
    “Where are they?” I asked eyeing him up and down suspiciously. 
 
    “They’ve been taken to a different location until you get back, of course.” He turned towards the window. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Stone, but, now that Andrew is behind bars, Madison has no money to take care of the kids.” He turned to face me. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Well, they need to be taken care of. I think Social Services would provide a nice home for them.” I stood up from the sofa, my hands balled into a fist.  
 
    “Relax Stone.” He placed both of his hands in the air as if surrendering. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on here? No one is taking those kids. Do you hear me?” I spoke through gritted teeth. 
 
    “There’s nothing you or Madison can do right now. We have to do what’s best for them.” I grabbed Jackson by his shirt and pushed him up against the wall. 
 
    “You fucking bastard! You want to take Alyssa from me, don’t you! Don’t you?” I turned us around and pushed him against the sofa until he fell on his ass. I grabbed him again, yanking his body around the arm of the sofa. 
 
    “Alyssa is my niece! She’s not your daughter, she’s your sister!” He barked. 
 
    “Why are you doing this? You know how much we love them.” I yelled. 
 
    “She needs a good home. With someone who can love her and give her everything she needs. Not you two screw ups!” He stood up staring at me, tears starting to brim at the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “She’s my daughter…Jackson. Why are you doing this?” I asked confused. 
 
    “Look, I already went to court. Alyssa is staying with me. Maddie and Daniel are in an undisclosed location for now until the trial begins and everything is over. You won’t have any contact with her or Daniel, since you decided to not get on that plane,” he said calmly. He started walking towards the door. 
 
    “You son of a bitch! I’ll kill you! Where are they? Where are they?” I grabbed him by the back of his shoulders. He turned around and pulled out his gun, pointing it directly into my face. I stepped back. 
 
    “You little shit. Do you actually think I give a fuck about you or your trailer trash family? You’re lucky I’m taking care of Maddie and Daniel. Step the fuck back…now,” he said sternly. 
 
     I took another step back. My heart was racing, and I felt a heated rage raise from my feet to the top of my head. I couldn’t contain it. I grabbed the gun from his hand quicker than he could take a breath and placed it in my mouth. 
 
    “What are you doing?” He asked with icy fear in his eyes.  
 
    I took the gun out of my mouth and held it tightly, pointing it directly at his head. 
 
    “I’m going to place it back in my mouth…pull it…pull the trigger,” I said, then I placed the gun back in my mouth. 
 
    “Stop this!” He barked.  
 
    I removed the gun again; the tears began to trickle down my face. My chest was tight. The pain so real, it would only take one pull of the trigger to kill myself and that’s what I wanted to do. 
 
    “If you take my family away from me, there’s nothing left for me to live for. So, you might as well kill me.”  
 
    The tears continued their journey down my cheeks, scattering about as if they had a life of their own, feeling every inch of my pain. 
 
    “It’s done. I can’t take this back. Maddie and Daniel are safe. Alyssa will stay with me.” He took the gun gently from my hand. 
 
    “You’re just a kid, Stone. Get your life together and get your family back when your head is on straight. Madison is your sister, not your lover. She deserves a new life after what Andrew did to her. Give her a chance to start over from this nightmare. You know damn well what you’re doing is incest. Do you think that’s right?” He scolded me as If I were a child. 
 
    “We can’t help who we fall in love with Jackson…I love her. She’s everything to me. She’s my entire life. We are one. You may not understand that, but our connection goes beyond sex. I’ve never touched her like that, so do yourself a favor and mind your own fucking business. I’m going to get my family back. The woman I love and MY kids…not yours. You’ll have Alyssa only temporarily. I promise you that. And If I have to kill you to get her back, then I will. That’s not a promise…that’s a fucking fact.” I stared incessantly into his eyes.  
 
    I wanted to kill him right then and there, but I needed him close, close enough for me to try to find out where he was hiding Maddie and Daniel. 
 
    “Keep thinking that. Keep your distance, Stone. I’ll be watching you from afar. Don’t try to find them. They are being watched twenty-four hours a day.” He walked past me towards the door and smiled.  
 
    “There’s nothing that can keep me away from them. Nothing.” I vowed. 
 
    He opened the door and slammed it behind him.  
 
    I sat at the kitchen table listening to the deafening sound of silence echoing throughout the apartment. I looked around at the emptiness that surrounded me and I felt a coldness in my heart that knocked the air out of my lungs. The tears flooded my eyes as I thought about what Jackson said, ‘She deserves a new life after what Andrew did to her. Give her a chance to start over from this nightmare.’ I sat on the sofa and placed my head between my hands, my elbows on my knees. I felt sick. I knew what I needed to do. I walked into the bedroom and lay down on the bed. I thought about them all night until sleep took over my body. 
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    Madison 
 
    I woke up staring at the ceiling in a room that was unfamiliar to me and smelled like cigarettes. I sat up. I was wiping the sleep from eyes when I realized Daniel and Alyssa were not in the bed with me. I got up quickly, headed towards the bedroom door, and threw it open.  
 
    Alyssa was sitting in a high chair in the kitchen. Jackson was standing behind her. “Momma!” she shouted. I ran to her side. Daniel was sitting across from her chewing on a pancake. 
 
    “Momma, I’m eating pancakes. They’re good!”  
 
    “I see the both of you are being well taken care of. Thank you, Jackson.” I looked around the room expecting to see Stone. He wasn’t there. “Where’s Stone?”  
 
    “Um…he decided to stay in Syracuse.” 
 
    “Getting our stuff from the house, right?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “Well…to tell you the truth, he’s not coming at all,” he said nonchalantly. 
 
    “What are you talking about? He needs to be in protective custody. He needs to be here with us!” I shouted.  
 
    Daniel and Alyssa stared at me. Jackson picked Alyssa up from the high chair. She smiled at him but reached out for me. He didn’t give her to me. 
 
    “There are some things we need to talk about Madison,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll take her,” I said, reaching out for her. He held her tighter and Alyssa began to cry. 
 
    “Let’s talk,” he said placing her back in the high chair. “Daniel, can you be a big boy and watch Alyssa? I have to speak with your mommy.” 
 
    “Where’s daddy?” he asked. 
 
    “He’s coming soon, champ. Stay with Alyssa, okay?” I interjected. 
 
    I walked into the bedroom with Jackson and left the door open wide enough to see the kids in the kitchen. I felt uneasy. I was afraid that I might have to grab the kids and run. 
 
    “What is it? What’s going on?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “Stone isn’t coming back right now. I…I’m taking custody of Alyssa until we can find you a home with Daniel.”  My heart sank into my stomach. Taking Alyssa? Why? 
 
    “Why are you taking Alyssa? Is she sick?” 
 
    “Alyssa is my niece, Madison. I think I’m her best option right now. I can give her things you can’t.” 
 
    “Excuse me? Alyssa is my daughter. I’ve raised her since birth. What have you done for her?” I said angrily. 
 
    “It’s not up for discussion. The court gave me full custody of her. You can’t do anything about it right now.” 
 
    “Are you fucking crazy? Those kids are my life. You just can’t take them away from me!” I yelled. 
 
    “You have no choice. She stays with me until you can get your shit together!” he shouted. 
 
    “No! No! You can’t do this! I won’t let you!” I ran to the kitchen and grabbed Alyssa and Daniel by the hand.  
 
    Before I knew it, two men in suits grabbed me and took Alyssa from my arms. 
 
    “Take the girl to the car. I’ll be right out.” Jackson told the men. 
 
    “Why are you doing this? You will destroy her, she’s just a baby.” I cried. 
 
    My hands were shaking, my body growing weaker and weaker as I heard the door slam behind the man carrying my daughter. 
 
    “Momma, where’s Alyssa going?” Daniel asked crying. 
 
    “She’s going to the hospital. She has to get better.” I lied. 
 
    “Are you going away, momma?” he asked. 
 
    “No, no…never again. Never again.” I picked him up and held him in my arms. He cried on my shoulder. 
 
    “Jackson, when will I see her again?” I asked as the tears skated down my face. 
 
    “I’ll call you.  Gather whatever you have. They are coming to take you to your new location.” 
 
    “Where?” I asked. 
 
    “Nebraska.” 
 
    “Nebraska? What the hell am I going to do in Nebraska?”  
 
    “It’s far enough from here so Andrew doesn’t hire someone to kill you and your family.” 
 
    “But what about Alyssa? I’ll never see her living so far away.” 
 
    “We’ll make arrangements.” 
 
    “Please don’t do this. Please…I beg of you.”  
 
    “Gather your things. We have to go. I’ll be outside.” 
 
    I walked into the bedroom with Daniel and locked the door behind me. I had seconds to think about what I was going to do next. I lifted the bedroom window, crawled out first, then grabbed Daniel. I placed him on my back and ran to the house across the yard and knocked on the door.  The door opened slowly. 
 
    “Can I help you?” She was a tall slender woman with deep green eyes. 
 
    “Please help me. Someone is in my house…they are going to kill me and my son.” She opened the door and let us in. I stood staring at her not knowing what to do next. She grabbed me by the arm gently and took me down to her basement. 
 
    “Stay here.” She closed the door behind her as Daniel and I sat on top of a plastic bin near the cold concrete wall. We had no choice but to stay there. I felt I needed to run, run as fast as I could to get to Syracuse, to get to Stone. 
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    I had been alone with Daniel for what seemed like hours in the icy basement of our neighbor’s house when I heard the door unlock. I grabbed Daniel and looked for the darkest corner of the room to hide in. Then, I heard the footsteps of the unknown person approaching us.  
 
    “Madison, let’s go.” It was Jackson’s voice. I peeked out to see him standing with my green-eyed neighbor, his arms crossed against his chest. “Madison?” 
 
    “Please Jackson, give me Alyssa. I can’t live without her.” He grabbed me by the arm and I stared into my neighbor’s devious, dark green eyes as he yanked me across the basement. I held Daniel tightly as he began to cry against my shoulder. 
 
    “Momma.” He whimpered. 
 
    “Shhh…champ. It’s okay.” I whispered into his hair.  
 
    “Get the fuck in the car!” Jackson shouted as he shoved me in the car and sat next to me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You know…I tried to help you. I really did. I wanted to help. But now, I know why Andrew did what he did. You’re trailer trash Madison. My brother fucked up, but he doesn’t deserve to be in jail. You killed my brother Sly. You deserve to be in jail.” I glanced up into his dark blue eyes. 
 
    “He was going to rape me,” I whispered as I held Daniel’s head against my chest. 
 
    As we sat in the back of the car, the privacy window in the front revealed the driver and the face of the devil reappeared…Andrew. I jumped back in my seat and started to scream. 
 
    “No! No! Open the door! Help me!” I cried. I started to grab the handle of the door when I felt my hair being pulled and was knocked to the floor of the car. 
 
    “Stop the car!” Jackson shouted. 
 
    “No! No! don’t let him come back here! Keep driving!”  
 
    The car stopped suddenly, and I heard the front door on the passenger side slam shut. I knew he was coming for me. I placed Daniel on the floor and kicked Jackson in the face, making his nose bleed as he tried to grab at me. Alyssa was screaming in the front seat. I grabbed Daniel and pushed open the door but before I knew it Andrew had punched me so hard in the face I fell against the car and Daniel fell out of my arms onto the ground. 
 
    “Bitch! Look what your fucking brother did to me!” He unbuttoned the top of his dress shirt to show me the bullet scar where Stone had shot him. 
 
    My vision was blurry as I reached out for Daniel. I couldn’t see him. The pain in my face was disseminating towards my temple. I grabbed the side of my face where it began to swell. 
 
    “Momma!” Daniel cried. I tried to adjust my vision, but I couldn’t see for a moment. I shook my head clear and saw Andrew holding Daniel. 
 
    “There, there, little angel. Momma tripped.” My eyes widened as I saw the gun next to Daniel’s waist. “Get up Madison, Daniel needs his momma.” He said with a wicked grin. 
 
    “Grab that bitch and handcuff her to the fucking door Andrew.” Jackson shouted. 
 
    “Get up bitch!” Andrew said as he grabbed me by the hair. My legs were like jelly. I stumbled into the back of the car. Andrew sat Daniel in the front with Alyssa. She quickly stopped crying. 
 
    “Alyssa, don’t worry, it’s me…me Daniel.” Daniel said, trying to comfort her.  
 
    “Start driving.” He shouted to the driver in the front. Let’s get the fuck out of here before the nosy neighbors call the police.” Jackson laughed, then looked at me angrily.  
 
    “You thought you got away…didn’t you.” Andrew growled. He grabbed me by the hair. “Shut the kids up before I throw them out of the window of the car!”  
 
    “Take it easy, Andrew. You don’t have to hit her anymore. Alyssa is ours. Why are you threatening the kids?” Jackson was staring at Andrew intensely. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m turning over a new leaf. Once we get to Mexico, we’ll start our new lives.” Mexico? Who’s going to Mexico?  
 
    “You’re going to Mexico. I’m going overseas on business,” Jackson said, smiling as he watched me squirm on the floor of the car. 
 
    “I can’t believe you got me off, Jackson. You never cease to amaze,” Andrew said as he crossed his leg over his knee. Re-buttoning his dress shirt. 
 
    “That’s what brothers are for. Besides, this piece of shit trailer trash deserves everything she got and more. No one kills my little brother and gets away with it.” He stared at me for a moment, then must have remembered Sly and kicked me in the stomach so hard I lost my breath. I was struggling to breathe when I heard Andrew’s voice. 
 
    “Don’t do that Jackson. She’s going to carry my children. We can’t damage her.”  
 
    No matter how much pain I was in at the moment, the thought of being with Andrew again hurt more. How the hell did I get into this mess? Fuck my life. My mother…I’m glad she’s dead. I placed my head between my hands and muffled my cries with my elbows covering my face. I felt a hand grab me and lift me up by my elbow. 
 
    “Come, sit here Madison. We need to get you cleaned up before we go to the house. Make sure you take those two kids with you, Jackson. I don’t care about either of them.” 
 
    “Why don’t I just leave them with Stone…or at least leave Daniel? I’m taking Alyssa with me.” The conversation made me sick to my stomach, but I was afraid to speak because I thought they would kill me. I glanced at Andrew. 
 
    “Oh…you want to keep them, don’t you?” Andrew whispered. 
 
    “Please Andrew, I’ll do anything.” He glanced over at Jackson, his face stern and cold. 
 
    “Yes, keep them. We’ll keep them.” He said sharply. 
 
    “What? No!” Jackson shouted. 
 
    “Yes, we have to think about the connection. If they end up somewhere without her, the police will come crawling back to me…then you. Get it? Besides, you don’t know how to take care of a little girl.” He pursed his lips to the side and rolled his eyes. I grabbed Andrew by the arm. 
 
    “Thank you.” I whispered. 
 
    “You’ll pay for it. Trust me.” I looked over and Jackson smiled. 
 
    “Pull over…I’m out of here. Good luck Andrew. I’ll be in touch when I get back.” He stared at me, got of the car and slammed the door shut. My life was over. 
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    Stone 
 
    I spent an entire year looking for Maddie and the kids. I went back to Maryland a couple of days after Jackson showed up at the apartment and Jackson was nowhere to be found. As a matter of fact, no one knew who the fuck he was. I had returned from Maryland to Syracuse to attend my father’s funeral. His insurance policy had lapsed and Annette had to pay for the funeral in full. She also gave me money to go to Maryland, then sent me money to return home.  
 
    The sight at the cemetery was surreal. I walked up just as they were filling in the deep hole in which he laid. I was so happy my father was dead. I couldn’t express the amount of joy I felt in my heart knowing that the person who raped and impregnated my sister, the love of my life, was in that casket and it was because of me. 
 
    I killed him.  
 
    Me.  
 
    And I didn’t give a fuck.  
 
    Annette spent the rest of the time sitting near his gravesite. The fresh dirt piled high over his body, six feet under.  She sat by the headstone that read “Mickey Shelton, Beloved father, son…” and some other bullshit. I wanted to crack the headstone in half, but Annette’s grief was so overwhelming I didn’t have the heart to do it. She was crying so hard that she was gasping for air. I sat next to her, even though I really didn’t want to, and wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    “You’ll be fine. My father was a piece of shit, Annette. You deserved better.” I whispered.  She glanced up at me and shook her head. 
 
    “It’s not that. I’m flat broke now. What am I supposed to do?” she asked, staring at me. I sighed deeply. 
 
    “I’m going back to work tomorrow. I’ll help you out. You can move to Syracuse with me.” I offered without really wanting to, but she was in a bind. I thought I owed her that much since I killed my father right in front of her and she didn’t rat me out. 
 
    “Thanks, but I think I’ll go back home to Oklahoma and stay with my sister. She called me, you know?” she asked as her eyes widened to avoid another round of tears sliding down her cheeks. 
 
    “I didn’t know. That’s great.” I patted her on the back and grabbed her hands to lift her up on her feet. 
 
    “You can keep the car if you’d like,” she said as she wiped her tears. 
 
    “Thanks, I can really use it to go back and forth to work. I’ll give you a ride home.” She held onto my arm and we walked to the car. She turned around to look back at gravesite, then whimpered and sat in the car. 
 
    “May you never rest in peace, you bastard, never,” I whispered, staring at the dirt that was settling into the ground on top of his casket. I almost felt his presence. The presence of Evil. Chills crawled up and down my spine. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as his presence became stronger. I opened the car door, sat down, and began to drive. A howling wind shook the trees surrounding us and heavy rain began to fall, reminding of the night I drove the kids to his house.  
 
    Every memory of my father was one of hate. But I hated him the most because of what he had done to Maddie. The only lesson I’ve ever learned was not to be like him. Yet, here I am. One year later…just like him, hooked on drugs, barely surviving. Lost just like him. I had lost my family just like him. I was broken and I couldn’t be fixed. I was him.  
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    I woke up with the worst hangover I had ever had. My head was pounding and my stomach was gurgling. I drank Hennessey all night long at the bar just down the street from the apartment. What I really needed was a bump. I rubbed my nose gently, and it started to bleed profusely. 
 
    The blood dripped down to my lip, and I cursed the day I was born. I was hung-over and longing for a fucking hit of blow. I glanced over at the clock. I only had a half hour to get to work. I got up quickly, took a shower, and started getting dressed to get the hell out of there on time. I started feeling sick, my hands were shaking and my stomach was bubbling. My cell phone buzzed on the dresser. It was Rick. My boss. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered. 
 
    “Yeah, dude, where the fuck are you? You were supposed to be in at seven this morning. We had to cancel the move to the city because of you. Stone, I like you a lot, you know that, but you’re fucking up way too much.” His tone was stern. I had fucked up…again. 
 
    “Give me another chance Rick, please.” I pleaded. 
 
    “Listen to me, you need to get into rehab. Do you understand? If you don’t get into a program by the end of this week, you’re fired. Now get your ass in here,” he shouted. I pinched my nose to stop the bleeding and headed towards the door.  
 
    I was so regretful.  
 
    Regretful of everything.  
 
    The worst thing I ever did was not get on that plane and go to Maryland.  
 
    I fucked everything up. 
 
    I drove to work in a hurry, praying to God that Larry, my dealer, was working today.  I pulled up in front of my job and parked near the bus stop. I got out and saw Larry standing with the other guys from work, talking shit as usual. 
 
    “Larry, can I talk to you for a minute?” I motioned with my hand to get him away from the others. 
 
    “Not now, Stone. I’m busy.” He brushed me off like I was some piece of shit in the street. The anger in my body rose from zero to sixty and I clenched my fists at my sides. I walked over to him, grabbed him by the arm, and dragged him away from the others. 
 
    “What the fuck, man!” he yelled. 
 
    “I told you! I need to talk to you! Don’t ignore me!” I grabbed him by the throat and pushed him against one of the trucks. 
 
    “Get off me, Stone!” he yelled. 
 
    “Do you have any or what?” I whispered as I held the collar of his shirt tightly. 
 
    “Look man, Rick told me I needed to stop. I can’t give you any more blow. You need help man. You need help,” he whispered, trying to get a hold on my hands wrapped around the collar of his shirt. 
 
    “I need it man…please. I feel sick.” I was begging. 
 
    “No…You need help.”  
 
    I loosened my grip on his collar and stared directly into his eyes. I saw my reflection and the pain in my face said it all.  
 
    I needed help.  
 
    I needed a hit.  
 
    I needed something.  
 
    I turned and walked towards Rick’s office. 
 
    The door was closed, which could only mean that he was fucking his nineteen-year-old babysitter again while the kids ate breakfast in the back room. I didn’t care. I needed to speak with him. I opened the door and stormed in. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Rick said as he pulled out of her, holding on to the condom with his hand. She glanced over at me seductively, her brown eyes smiling.  She reminded me of Maddie and I smiled back. “Go clean up, Rebecca.” He turned and shouted at me. “You…close the door.” He pointed at me as I watched Rebecca walk by me quickly, her breasts exposed and ass out for everyone to see. We all knew he was banging the babysitter. The only one who didn’t know was his wife. 
 
    “We need to talk,” I said sternly. 
 
    “First off…don’t ever barge in here like that again. You got me?” He was talking to me while cleaning his dick. I turned around to face the door, pretending I didn’t just see that. “What’s your story, Stone? You need a bump?” He chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. I need a fucking bump badly, but I can’t do this shit anymore. I need…help. I need to keep looking for Maddie and the kids,” I whispered softly, where only I could hear myself talking. 
 
    “Look, my sister has a friend who works in Montgomery, New York. There’s a facility up there where you can stay. You have to stay for thirty days to get clean. You can’t keep living like this, man. You’re fucked up.” He glanced over at me with a concerned look on his face and I knew he was serious. 
 
    “How far is that? Montgomery, New York.” I asked, rubbing my nose. I felt a nosebleed coming on. 
 
    “About three hours from here.” He adjusted himself in his pants and went to the sink to wash his hands. “Look, Stone, I know you want to get Maddie, but you have to be right in the head to do that. She’s nowhere to be found. You should move on with your life.” He grabbed a paper towel, dried his hands, then dropped it in the trash. 
 
    “She is my life.” I answered without thinking twice. 
 
    “Move on. Do you want to go or not? You won’t have to pay. It’s on me.” He walked over to me, placed his arm around my shoulder, and whispered, “You have your whole life ahead of you kid. Don’t do this to yourself. Take my advice and go. I’ll make the phone call right now.”  
 
    I shrugged his arm off my shoulder. 
 
    “If I go, will you help me find Maddie?” I asked as the blood started to pour out of my nose. 
 
    “Yeah, man, let me make that phone call. Go to the bathroom and get cleaned up.” He took out his cell phone and asked for a woman named Ruthy. I walked out and headed to the bathroom.  
 
    Rebecca had the kids by the hand and was walking back towards Rick’s office. She stopped in front of me and whispered in my ear. 
 
    “I know Rick is old, but he is a good lay. I just need someone to take care of me. He does you know,” she said, trying to convince herself. I grabbed her hand and moved her away from the kids so they wouldn’t hear us. 
 
    “Why do you have to screw him Rebecca? Why can’t you just be the babysitter?” I asked. 
 
    “Because he won’t pay for college, or clothes, or anything. That was the deal.” 
 
    “You’re just a prostitute. He doesn’t love you, you know.” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t have my parents anymore. They were killed last year in a car accident.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you have to do to survive. You don’t have to do this. I have to go.”  
 
    She stood standing there with her mouth open, ready to respond, but I didn’t let her. I walked away towards the bathroom and turned to look at her once more. She reminded me of how Maddie risked everything to take care of those kids and got mixed up with Andrew, who almost killed her. I felt sorry for her. I knew why she was doing it. But if she stopped now, maybe she would have some self-respect left in her. Maybe she could lead a normal life. I wondered what Maddie, and the kids were doing? I wondered if she had her own life. 
 
    Someone knocked on the bathroom door. 
 
    “You okay?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I shouted through the other side of the door. 
 
    “They’re here,” he whispered. 
 
    “Who’s here?” I said as I opened the door. 
 
    “Ruthy and Darwin.”  
 
    “Who are they?” I asked. 
 
    “They’ve come to take you to rehab,” he answered. 
 
    “Why do you care so much Rick?” I asked, shaking my head. 
 
    “Because my son, Rick Jr., died of an overdose and I didn’t know he was hooked on heroin. Straight A student. Played on the soccer team in high school and when he went to college, his roommate got him hooked fast. Before I knew it, he was shooting the shit up. I found him on the floor, face down in his own vomit.” My heart sank into my stomach. “Go…I couldn’t help him, but I can help you.” 
 
    “Okay…I’ll go.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
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    Madison 
 
    “Daniel, come on sweetie, you’ll be late for your first day at Pre-k.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go momma.” 
 
    “Why, champ?” 
 
    “I miss daddy.” 
 
    “Daddy’s not here. I told you that. We have to be grateful we have Andrew.” 
 
    “No. I don’t like him. He’s mean.” 
 
    “He’s mean to you?” 
 
    “You momma, you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. Now, let’s go.” I grabbed him by the hand, walked to the car, and placed him in the back next to Alyssa.  She entertained him while I strapped him into the car seat. Andrew came up behind me. 
 
    “Hey there,” he said as he grabbed me by the waist. I flinched from the touch of his hands on my body, a reminder of the bruises on my hips from the rough sex we had last night. Every night was worse than the night before. 
 
    “Andrew, you scared me.” I giggled nervously. 
 
    “Where are you going so early?” he asked with a possessive tone in his voice. 
 
    “It’s Daniel’s first day at Preschool.” I smiled apprehensively. 
 
    “Really? Well, that’ll give us a couple of hours to fuck like rabbits while he’s in school.” He pushed himself against me. I could feel his erection through his pants. 
 
    “Not in front of Daniel, Andrew…please.” I pushed him away, and he grabbed me by the wrist. 
 
    “I’ll do what I please.” He grabbed me by the hair. “Now come inside.” He commanded. 
 
    “I can’t. Let go. He has to go to school.” I grabbed his hand, yanked my hair free, and jumped into the car, locking the door. He ran after me. 
 
    “Open the door Madison!” He shouted. 
 
    I put the car in reverse and stepped on the gas until I was flying down the driveway. I put the car into drive and proceeded to the school. I heard the sound of tires screeching behind me. I stepped on the gas again making the car go even faster. I looked through the rear-view mirror and saw Andrew’s car behind me. 
 
    I panicked but continued to drive to the school at full speed. I freed one hand from the steering wheel and grabbed my cell phone. I pressed the principal’s number from the school. She was also Daniel’s daycare center teacher before she became principal of the school. She knew Andrew. She knew what was happening. 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Austin, It’s Madison Turner. Can you please meet me in front and take the kids inside for me?” 
 
    “Mrs. Turner, are you okay? You sound hysterical.” 
 
    “Please Mrs. Austin, please, hurry,” I said frantically, dropping the phone on the floor.  
 
    As I turned my head to the side, Andrew’s car was toe to toe with mine. We were in a race to see who got to the daycare first. My heart was racing. I was sweating just thinking about the beating I was going to get when I got home tonight. The babysitter was picking the kids up for me. I had to work late tonight. We both pulled into the parking lot and Mrs. Austin was waiting for me. She saw Andrew’s car halt in front of mine and she ran towards the car. My cell phone rang and Mrs. Austin’s name appeared. I picked up. 
 
    “Lock the doors. Don’t come out.” She yelled.  She ran to Andrew who was about to open my door when I locked them. He banged on the window. Then he walked away from the car towards Mrs. Austin. I opened the window ever so slightly to hear their conversation. 
 
    “Mr. Turner, I think you should leave,” Mrs. Austin said harshly. 
 
    “Excuse me?” He chuckled. 
 
    “You heard me…leave,” She demanded. 
 
    “I’ll do no such thing, Mrs. Austin. You should leave.” He pushed her to the side. 
 
    “Mr. Turner, I have the cops on speed dial. Would you like to get arrested this morning?” She opened her arms and stood in front of him to stop him from walking. 
 
    “This is business between my wife and me. This is not your concern,” He barked. 
 
    “Well, the welfare of those children is my concern. Do I have to remind you that they are not your children?” she said firmly. 
 
    “Watch your mouth lady,” He ordered. 
 
    “You don’t scare me Mr. Turner. You’re a coward. You can beat up Madison every day if you’d like. Why she stays with, I’ll never know. But, you can’t touch me. So, do yourself a favor and get the fuck out of here,” she shouted. 
 
    My stomach churned. I knew within seconds Andrew would raise his hand and smack her across the face if he could, but when the sirens in the distance started to chime in his ears, he turned around, walked to his car and took off. Mrs. Austin walked towards me. 
 
    “Come on, Madison, give me the kids…both of them. When you get off of work, meet me at my house. I’ll text you the address.” 
 
    “I won’t let you get involved,” I said teary-eyed. 
 
    “You have no choice. I won’t let him hurt you or the kids anymore,” she said sternly. “That piece of shit has seen the last of you Madison.”  
 
    I grabbed the kids and handed them over to her. She walked into the daycare without looking back and closed the door behind her. The cops arrived and waited for her to come out and address them. My hands were trembling. 
 
    All I wanted to do was run inside the school and hide under the table like a scared little girl. I didn’t know what to do next. I called the babysitter and cancelled for the evening. She seemed upset, and I knew why. Andrew hired her, and he was also fucking her. A nineteen-year-old who loved watching the kids and getting screwed by Andrew at the same time.  
 
    I wiped the sweat off of my brow, took a deep breath, and started to drive to work. I was doing my internship as a mental health counselor at the clinic in Hyattsville, Maryland. I was working on my degree in Mental Health online at the University of Maryland. Andrew said his wife needed to be an important asset to society, not trailer trash like I was. We never made it to Mexico because Andrew had no fear in his heart. He kept his loaded gun underneath his pillow every night waiting for Stone to show up. He was going to kill him right in front of me and he reminded me of it sometimes when he placed the gun in my mouth while we were having sex. I never knew if he was going to pull that trigger when he came, but that was the highlight for him; seeing me squirm beneath him with tears in my eyes while he asked me to beg for my life, and then…he would come every time.  
 
    Every night I lived like it was my last. I cried as he came inside of me, fearing that I would get pregnant and have to have his child. ‘Don’t move’ he ordered. ‘I want my seed deep inside of you. You’ll shower in the morning.’ And that’s when I would cry the most, for my kids, for Stone. I waited for Stone. I waited for him every single day. I told the kids daddy was coming for them every night when I tucked them in. He never showed up. It had been a year now, and I had never heard from him. I wondered if he thought of us? I wondered if he was okay? I wondered if he still loved me? 
 
    [image: C:\Users\Desiree\Desktop\Angel Rose Clipart.jpg] 
 
    I finally arrived at work, but I was afraid to get out of the car. I called my friend Alicia to bring Frank, the front desk security officer, out to get me. I was waiting patiently in the car when suddenly the side passenger window exploded into a million pieces. I automatically ducked, but then I felt someone pull me by my hair and drag me through the passenger side door onto the street. I couldn’t even scream as my thighs and legs were being pierced by shards of glass from the window.  I looked up to see Andrew’s angry green eyes staring down at me as he continued to drag me down the street. 
 
    “Let me go!” I cried. He lifted me up from underneath my arms as pedestrians stood watching in shock. 
 
    “Did you really think you were going to get away with that little stunt you pulled at the school?” 
 
    “Everyone is watching, Andrew. You’re going to go to jail,” I shouted. 
 
    “Not before I have a reason to, Madison.” He pulled out his gun and placed it in my mouth. “Get in the car.” I shook my head no and tried to run away from him. He grabbed my arm. “Get in the fucking car Madison, Now,” he yelled. 
 
    “Yo, dude, let go of her!” Some guy in the crowd yelled. Andrew pointed the gun into the air and shot three times. Everyone started to run and scatter in all different directions. Andrew opened the back-passenger door and pushed me into the car, ran into the driver’s seat, and drove off. 
 
    I kept my head down and covered it with my hands for fear he was going to shoot me. I took out my phone and texted Mrs. Austin. 
 
    I’m in trouble. He found me at work. I’m in the back of his car. Call the police. Call my job. 
 
    “What are you doing!” he shouted. I dropped the phone on the floor before I pressed send. I quickly picked it up and pressed the send button before he turned and grabbed the phone from my hand and tossed it out of the window. 
 
    I could feel his foot press the pedal as the speed of the car went from zero to sixty. I still held my hands over my head and whimpered into the newly vacuum cleaned rug. It smelled like a new car. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you not to fuck with me, Madison?” he asked calmly through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Andrew…stop this. You don’t have to do this,” I sobbed. 
 
    “You underestimate me, Madison. You act like I give a fuck about you. Did I ever give you that impression?” He chuckled. I placed my hands over my ears not to listen to him when suddenly the car stopped short and my body flew forward towards the back of the front seat. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he yelled. 
 
    I sat up and looked towards the front of the car. A man in a suit came out of the car and approached us. I slowly slid down back on the floor of the car and placed my hands over my head. Whoever it was opened the driver’s door. 
 
    “Get out Andrew,” I heard the familiar voice say. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Jackson?” Andrew asked angrily. 
 
    “Saving your ass again. That’s what the GPS was for,” Jackson barked. 
 
    “Wait, what about Madison?” Andrew asked. 
 
    “Leave her…Let’s go. Now.” I sat on the floor of the car as Andrew exited the car. I heard the other car screech its tires and take off. My heart was pounding against my chest. I was sweating. I grabbed the leather of the backseat and sat up slowly. A tall, blonde- headed man approached the car. His piercing blue eyes gleamed in the light. I was so exhausted and frightened I couldn’t move. He opened the passenger back door. 
 
    “Miss, are you okay?” he whispered. He must’ve seen the expression of horror on my face. 
 
    “No…,” I answered. He reached out for me and I grabbed his hand. 
 
    “Come on.” He walked me through the crowd of people and into a diner. 
 
    “Sit here. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I looked around, not knowing who or what was going to approach me next. The pounding of my heart made me breathless and all I could think about was when this guy was going to come back to kill me. 
 
    I stood up slowly, apprehensively. I didn’t want anyone to notice I was leaving. I was trying to slip out of the diner when I felt someone tap me on the shoulder. I turned around. It was him. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked. His eyes innocent and concerned.  
 
    “Look, I don’t know what your intentions are but I have to get my kids. Please, I have to go.” He grabbed me by the arm gently. 
 
    “Let me help you.” He stared at me intensely. His eyes were honest. “I just want to help you,” he whispered. 
 
    He grabbed my hand, and we walked out of the diner. As much as I felt I didn’t trust him, I had to. I had to find a way to get to the kids before Andrew did.  
 
    “Come on, we’ll grab a cab so we’re not alone,” he said. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I watched him grab your phone and throw it out of the window. I was in the car next to his,” he said shaking his head. “What an asshole your boyfriend is.” 
 
    “He’s my husband.” 
 
    “Even worse.” He held out his hand to hail a cab. There was something about how he tried to hail a cab that struck me, like he was from the city. 
 
    “I think you should call one. I don’t think they just stop on the street here.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He reached for his cell phone and dialed a number.  We stood awkwardly, waiting for the cab as he tried to make small talk to pass the time. Thankfully, it wasn’t long before one pulled up. 
 
    He opened the back door, and I glanced around the area before getting in, hoping someone noticed me getting into the cab. I slid over to the far side of the back seat as he slid in beside me. He grabbed my hand gently and stared at me with those intense blue eyes. I swallowed hard. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay.” He smiled at me and I felt safe. 
 
    “Where to?” the cab driver asked. His blue eyes met mine. 
 
    “Ridgecrest elementary school,” I replied. 
 
    “Okay…” The cab driver drove off. This savior with the blue eyes smiled and held my hand. I loosened my grip and placed my hand on my lap. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you.” he whispered. There was something about the sound of his voice. Warm. Soothing. Caring. It made me feel at ease. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are,” I said, gazing into his eyes. 
 
    “I’m a concerned citizen. Just looking out to help another human being.” He smiled. His smile was contagious. “I thought he would kill you. I didn’t want that to happen.” 
 
    “Why would you care? Why would you risk your life?” I whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know. I felt…I needed to.” 
 
    I turned away from his intense stare and glanced out the window of the cab. I took a deep breath and hoped that Mrs. Austin had Daniel and Alyssa in her possession.  The cab driver continued to drive, the familiar houses that surrounded the elementary school caught my attention. My heart began to race, my breath becoming erratic. It almost felt as if I were going to have a panic attack. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” he said. 
 
    “Your name. What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Alex,” he replied. 
 
    “Thank you, Alex, “I said and tapped the top of his hand lightly. 
 
    “Okay, we’re here. Ten-fifty, miss,” the cab driver said. 
 
    “This is where we say goodbye,” Alex said without blinking. 
 
    “I’m Madison by the way. I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself earlier.” I smiled. It was a desperate smile. I was afraid. Afraid the kids wouldn’t be there when I went inside the school. 
 
    “It’s okay. Go get your family. Good luck,” he said without smiling. 
 
    “Thank you. Good bye.” I whispered. 
 
    I stared at the cab as it drove away. I saw Alex pick up his cell phone and place it near his ear and saw his lips move. I saw a slow grin grow as he spoke. I immediately felt uneasy. I glanced around the parking lot and saw the same black Lincoln that had stopped abruptly in front of us on the highway. My legs grew weak. I couldn’t move. My mind went blank. The message to run into the school building did not register to my brain. I stood immobilized in the front of the school, tears building up in my eyes.  
 
    I started to pray to a God I had hated for giving me the fucked-up life that I was given, only to remember that it was the same God that got me through the vicious nights of rough sex with Andrew reminding me of how I was going to pay for killing his brother. Somehow, in the midst of being paralyzed and brain dead, I got the courage to move my legs and I started running towards the school doors. I heard a car door slam behind me as I pressed the buzzer so someone would let me in.  
 
    I banged on the door furiously with both fists. I saw Andrew’s reflection in the glass door. I banged harder and harder, then I began to scream. Suddenly, the doors opened. I stumbled in and fell face first on the floor. I quickly turned over on my back and kicked the doors closed with both feet. Andrew stood on the other side of the doors staring at me. 
 
    “Don’t open the doors!” I shouted. 
 
      Security approached me and lifted me up from the floor. My entire body was shaking. I turned and begged the security officer. 
 
    “Please, please, don’t, don’t open the door!” I yelled. 
 
    “Mrs. Turner, it’s okay. The police are outside. Let me escort you to Mrs. Austin’s office. Your children are waiting for you,” he said calmly and politely.  
 
    He placed his arm around my back. I turned around and looked towards the doors. Andrew’s wicked smile made my insides roll. He was approached by the Maryland State police. I stood staring as he walked away from the building. He was stopped and placed in handcuffs before he reached the police car. I gasped, the tears flowing down my face. 
 
    I walked over to the door and stared through the glass. Andrew stopped before entering the back seat of the police car. He turned to look back at me. I watched in horror as his lips moved. He mouthed, ‘you are dead bitch.’ I stepped back away from the doors and turned to the security officer. 
 
    “Take me to my children please,” I said nervously. 
 
    We proceeded towards the office, the anticipation of seeing Daniel and Alyssa making me sick to my stomach. He opened the door to Mrs. Austin’s office. 
 
    “Momma!” Daniel yelled and ran to me. 
 
    “Momma!” Alyssa cried as she stumbled to follow Daniel. 
 
    I knelt down on the floor and wrapped them both in my arms.  
 
    “Oh, my babies! Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, momma!” Daniel cried as he hugged me by the neck. 
 
    “And my little princess?” Alyssa nodded with tears in her crystal blue eyes. 
 
    “I want daddy, momma, daddy,” Daniel shouted. 
 
    “I want daddy, too,” I whispered in his ear. 
 
    “May I speak with you Madison?” Mrs. Austin Asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Jimmy, can you take the kids to the cafeteria for some snacks?” Jimmy nodded and took Alyssa and Daniel by the hand. 
 
    “Momma?” Daniel said. 
 
    “Yeah, champ?” I asked. 
 
    “Momma, I love you. Don’t leave, okay?” he said smiling. 
 
    “I’m not leaving. Ever.” I smiled, trying to hold back the tears. 
 
    “Promise?” he questioned me. My heart broke in half. 
 
    “I promise champ. Now, go get momma some Cheetos.” He laughed, let go of Jimmy and ran to me. He wrapped his arms around my legs. I patted his head lightly, while holding in the tears that were ready to fall. He let me go and ran back to Jim. Alyssa smiled and held Jimmy tightly. 
 
    “Cheetos Daniel,” she said laughing. 
 
    The door closed behind them and Mrs. Austin stood up, leaning against her desk. 
 
    “Madison, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Well, trust no one that’s for sure. The guy who offered to help me set me up so Andrew could be here when I got here,” I said nervously.  
 
    “I mean about Andrew. He’s going to kill you one day. This is not a joke,” she said lowering her head towards the floor. 
 
    “I’m scared, Mrs. Austin,” I whispered, the tears trundled down my cheeks relentlessly. 
 
    “Please call me Angela,” she said. 
 
    “Angela, Andrew is capable of murder, you’re right. He broke Daniel’s arm and threw both of the children in a lake without remorse. Alyssa almost died. She hit her head and developed a blood clot. He killed my best friend Clarissa. He’s a monster. I can’t escape him.” I swallowed hard as the ball in my throat choked me, the tears flowing without end in sight. 
 
    “Madison, you have to get away. You have to divorce him. Where is the father of your children?” She said suspiciously.  
 
    “It’s a complicated story,” I whispered. 
 
    “I have time.” She sat on the couch and motioned with her hand for me to join her. 
 
    “Angela, Daniel and Alyssa are not my children. They are my brother and sister. The man they know as their father is actually my brother. We raised them since they were babies. I had another brother who died of leukemia when he was five. My mother was a junkie and a prostitute. Stone, my brother, his father was a junkie and dropped him off at my mother’s doorstep when he was thirteen. I was eleven. He said his father told him that she was his mother. We took care of each other. I was his everything, and he was mine. We fell in love the very first time I touched his hand when I was eleven.” 
 
    “Wait, this Stone guy…he’s like, your stepbrother, right?” she asked. Her eyebrows furrowed and the concerned look on her face changed to disgust. “I mean; how can you love him? he’s your brother.” 
 
    “I love him because he loved me. He killed a man who was going to rape me when I was thirteen. He was the only man in my life who didn’t hurt me, who took care of me. Who loved me wholeheartedly without question, without falter?” 
 
    “But sweetie, he’s your brother.” 
 
    “I know…and I don’t care. He went to jail for six years for me. I visited him every weekend with the kids. We raised them. We did. Not our mother. Not their fathers. We did.” I began to sob. The pain in my heart for Stone was so strong, I became lightheaded and nearly collapsed. 
 
    “Madison, here…drink some water,” Angela said as she held my hand. She offered me a tissue but instead, I leaned my head on her shoulder and cried…the ugliest cry you have ever seen. I felt like I was bleeding inside. Like my heart had exploded and I couldn’t breathe. “Madison, please,” she whispered into my hair. 
 
    My body shook uncontrollably, I grabbed her blouse at the shoulders and fisted it into my hand. I needed something to hold on to. She grabbed my hands gently, and I released my grip on her. She pushed me away and stood up. I stood staring at her, my heart broken, my nerves shot and my mind on the only thing that mattered in this world…Stone. “Your husband has been arrested. Let’s get you home to gather some things and then you can stay with me. We can talk later about your brother.” She grabbed my hand, and I grabbed Daniel and Alyssa.  
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    I walked into the house that I had called home for a year now.  
 
    Everything immaculate.  
 
    Everything the way he wanted it.  
 
    Nothing out of place.  
 
    No toys around the house to show that children lived there.  
 
    No life to the house we were supposed to call a home.  
 
    I went to Daniel and Alyssa’s room and gathered some clothes. I inhaled deeply, looking around the room, and making sure I wasn’t leaving anything important behind.  As I walked towards our bedroom, I noticed the door to the closet that was always locked. Today it was slightly ajar. For many months I had been curious to see what was inside. I pushed the door open with my free hand and glanced inside. A black bag sat at the bottom of a shelf, tucked in neatly between a pair of tennis shoes and a tea pot. As strange as that seemed, the black bag called out to me. I leaned down and picked the bag up. I sat on the floor of the hallway, placed the kid’s clothes on the floor, and opened the bag. To my surprise, it held birth certificates and two envelopes, one of them sealed. I glanced through the birth certificates, Bryan’s, Daniel’s, Alyssa’s and mine. Alyssa had no father and mine…The birth certificate slipped out of my hands. Stone was right.  
 
    His father was my father.  
 
    My heart hurt.  
 
    A feeling of guilt ran deep into my gut.  
 
    The love I had for my brother.  
 
    The only love I knew and ever wanted was confirmed that our blood was the same.  
 
    The open flap of the envelope seemed as easy to open as the black bag, but the tight, sealed envelope enticed me more. Curiosity had my body aching for the thick paper that lay folded neatly in that envelope. I couldn’t wait a second more. I tore open the seal flap and pulled out the folded white paper that lay nestled inside. I opened it. A letter and a birth certificate. 
 
    Birth Certificate 
 
    Joseph Michael Shelton 
 
    Mother: Annette Emily Perkins 
 
    Father: Mickey Shelton 
 
    My heart sank into my stomach. Happiness struck a chord so deep within me the tears automatically fell from my eyes without notice. We only shared the same father, not the same mother. My God… we had waited so long to find out and now that I knew…I could love him; I could be with him. I had to find him, tell him how much I loved him. That he was my half-brother and that it was okay for us to be together. I stuffed the birth certificate back in the envelope not noticing the letter that had dropped on the floor. I grabbed the kids clothing and stepped on the letter. I bent down to pick it up, then read it. 
 
    Madison, if you’re reading this letter, tell Stone I’m glad I’m not his mother; look what I did to you. I met Annette one day at your grandmother’s house. I don’t know what she was doing there, but it was after your sixteenth birthday. She was crying, a lot of tears, uncontrollably. Grandma sat her down at the kitchen table telling her it was going to be okay. I needed money for my next hit of heroin. I passed right by her. I didn’t care what she was crying about.  
 
    I’ve never been human Madison, just a junkied up whore. Drugs and my mother ruined my life. If I was his mother, I would’ve done the same thing I did to you and the kids. He deserves to find his birth mother. He deserves a little happiness in his life. Happiness I couldn’t give him.  
 
    Though he suffered because of my mistakes, I’m happy he found you. He’s been good to you Maddie. Take care of each other. Make sure you give him the birth certificate. Let him find some happiness. Will you tell him I’m sorry? Will you tell him, Madison…Please?  
 
    I crumpled the letter in my hand. How long had she had all of these birth certificates? She knew Stone was not her son and didn’t tell me. She didn’t even tell him. God, I hated that she created four children and didn’t give a fuck about any of them. I hated the fact that she let my own father rape me. I hated her for killing Bryan. I hated her for dying and leaving me alone. I hate myself for loving my mother and feeling sorry for her.  
 
    I heard a car horn beeping and shoved the crumpled-up letter into the envelope.  I ran down the stairs quickly and opened the door and ran to the car. 
 
    “Madison, are you okay? You look like you saw a ghost,” Angela said frantically. 
 
    “I did. I did,” I whispered as I turned around to look at the kids in the back seat. 
 
    “Are you ready to go to Aunt Angie’s house?” she shouted to the kids in the back. 
 
    “Yay!” Daniel shouted as he raised Alyssa’s arms. “Say yay! Lyssa!” Alyssa smiled. She had Bryan’s smile, and I closed my eyes for a moment, picturing his beautiful face. I turned towards the window and let the tears fall again from my eyes. My Bryan. My poor angel. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
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    Stone 
 
    I sat in the back of a new white Ram truck. The fact that I was getting help seemed enticing enough, but it didn’t distract me from the need of a bump my body craved for. I sat thinking about how fucked up my life was without Maddie and the kids; how I fucked up on myself. If Maddie and the kids saw me now, they would never want me back. I was a mess.  
 
    “How do you feel back there?” Ruthy asked as she turned around staring at me. 
 
    “Fucking horrible,” I barked. 
 
    “It won’t be long now. You’re going to get better.” Ruthy turned around quickly. My response startled her. I clenched my fists together. I was so angry at myself I wanted to punch and shatter the window I was staring out of. I held it in. I closed my eyes and thought of Maddie.  
 
    It made my chest tight, and I had to draw in a deep breath to realize,  
 
    I’m nothing without her… 
 
    I never was. 
 
    “Don’t worry kid, you’ll be better in no time,” Darwin cackled. 
 
    “Really? Are you an expert in being a junkie?” I replied sarcastically. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I am. I’ve been clean for fifteen years now. Your sarcasm and nastiness will subside my friend. I’m glad you did this now…before it’s too late.” He glanced at me in the rearview mirror. His eyes were pale blue, like Daniel’s. I looked away from his intense stare and clenched my fists again. For some reason, I just wanted to lose control. I wanted to punch him in the back of his head and smash Ruthy’s face through her window. I closed my eyes again, my chest heaving in and out. 
 
    “Pull over, Darwin…now,” Ruthy said. Darwin looked at her expectantly. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Just do it.” She demanded. 
 
    We pulled over on the side of the road. 
 
    “Get out!” she shouted. I awoke from my mental picture of fucking them both up when her voice rang in my ears. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Get out of the car and take a breather Stone. I don’t want anyone in this car getting hurt.” She got out of the passenger side and opened the back door. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    I got out of the car and leaned against the back of the car. Darwin got out of the driver’s seat and walked towards me. I could feel his presence. 
 
    “I’m sorry kid. I know this is hard.” He placed his hand on my shoulder and it ignited the beast in me. 
 
    “Don’t touch me…please,” I whispered. 
 
    “This isn’t you, you know. It’s the drugs,” he said. 
 
    “This is me. You don’t know anything about me.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Maybe it is. But the drugs are making it worse.” 
 
    “My father was a junkie. I promised myself I would never be like him. Look at me…look at me.” The pain in my chest tightened. The only person who could take the pain in my heart away was Maddie. I had made the conscious decision to leave her alone, to make sure she would start over and have some happiness in her life. 
 
    “Yes, it’s okay. We all fall apart in life. But, you can pick yourself up now. Don’t you understand?” He touched my shoulder again. The tears started to build up in my eyes, the pain in my chest escalating to new heights. I turned to him, looked into his pale blue eyes and saw my son, Daniel. I gasped for a moment as the tears fell from my eyes, letting out another sob. Darwin grabbed the back of my head tightly and placed my face against his shoulder. The sobs and yells I let out could be heard up in the heavens. I grabbed him by his shoulders and sunk my face deep into his shoulder. He held me tightly…as tight as another human being could hold a person. I cried and cried until I couldn’t cry anymore. 
 
    “I’m telling you…it’s gonna be okay kid. I got you. You’re going to be okay.” I held him tight and cried even harder. I wanted to get better. I needed to, for Maddie and the kids.  
 
    “We have to get back on the road,” Ruthy said as she forced back the tremble of her voice. 
 
    “Come on kid. Let’s do this.”  He let me go from his embrace. I could barely see him, the tears clouding my vision. 
 
    I didn’t say a word. I wiped my face with my shirt and opened the door to the back seat of the truck. Ruthy got in the passenger seat and Darwin got in the driver’s seat. He started up the car and got back on the road.  
 
    I closed my eyes and felt the warm liquid seeping from my nostrils.  
 
    Blood. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    This ends today. 
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    We finally reached our destination, pulling into the parking lot of the facility. My head was pounding, the headache relentless. I could barely see with my eyes swollen from crying. Now having to deal with this damn unrelenting headache that practically made me nauseous was an added bonus. I placed my head between my hands before looking up at Darwin and Ruthy who were staring at me from the front seat. 
 
    “Ready kid?” Darwin asked. 
 
    “No…not really,” I whispered. 
 
    “It’s now or never. Let’s go.” Ruthy stepped out of the passenger side and opened the back door. I got out, staring at a building that seemed more like a hospital setting than anything else. It was already making me feel like this was the wrong decision. As we walked towards the facility, the automatic doors opened. Before I took a step inside, I stopped. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Darwin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said softly. 
 
    “Look, let’s get this over with. It’s just the first step to a full recovery. You can do it, Stone. You can do it.” Darwin stood staring at me before I noticed a woman in a grey suit walking towards me. 
 
    “Joseph Shelton?” she asked smiling. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Come on in. We won’t bite you,” she said, extending her hand towards me. 
 
    I glanced behind my shoulder quickly, taking in a deep breath and feeling like the day I was arrested when I was fifteen years old, never to see the light of day again until six years later. I stepped into the building, my hesitation quickly turning into fear. 
 
    “My name is Joanna Russo. You did it,” She giggled. “I’ll be your counselor. You can call me anytime.” She smiled sincerely at me. She was an older woman, in her thirties. She was beautiful. She had long blonde hair that curled at the ends and reached her shoulder. Her sparkling hazel eyes glowed under the fluorescent lights of the lobby, greener than brown. They were captivating. “How do you feel?” she asked. “Joseph?” she asked again. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, snapping back into reality. “My name is Stone. Please don’t call me Joseph,” I said sternly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said apologetically. 
 
    “He didn’t mean anything by that,” Ruthy intervened, “Did you Stone?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ms. Russo,” I whispered, my eyes meeting hers. The headache was pounding even harder now. I tried so hard to hide the pain in my face. 
 
    “I know exactly what you need. Two Tylenol and a cup of coffee to get rid of that pounding headache. Then you are off to see the program physician for a physical.” She grabbed my hand. “I’m very friendly you know. I don’t take no for an answer and most of all…I’m here for you twenty-four seven.” She led me to the cafeteria. The doors opened to a room filled with round tables and chairs surrounding them. There were lots of hanging indoor plants and flowers. The colors of the walls were bright and cheerful. The room looked like a restaurant instead of your typical hospital cafeteria.  
 
    “Sit here Stone, next to me,” she said. Ruthy and Darwin ran to get a cup of coffee and order food. 
 
    “Sure…” I responded. 
 
    “Here’s the Tylenol and here is your coffee,” Joanna said, handing me a Tylenol packet and a cup of coffee. “It’s hot.” She smiled. 
 
    “Black?” I said surprised. 
 
    “You can add whatever you’d like.” She smiled again; that infectious smile. 
 
    “Thanks.” I nodded. 
 
    “So…What’s your poison?” She asked. 
 
    “What?” I asked confused. 
 
    “Your poison? You know, heroin, crack, coke…what?” she asked as she stirred the cream into her coffee. 
 
    “Coke,” I whispered. 
 
    “I see.” She nodded. 
 
    “Why are you so happy?” I asked. 
 
    “Because life is beautiful, and you…chose life.” She smiled again. I could have sworn she was on coke. 
 
    “Yeah right…not my life.” I turned away from her. 
 
    “Whomever she is…she must be special.” I turned and looked at her heatedly. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about…Ms. ‘I’m always happy’.” I put up my index and middle finger up on both hands as if quoting her. “You don’t know shit about my fucked-up life.” I knocked the cup of coffee off of the table and it flew into the air. It went flying across the room. “You don’t know who she is or what she means to me.” Now, I was in close proximity to her face, but she didn’t move. “You don’t know what he did to her!” She stood up and took a step back. “You don’t know why I killed for her! You. Don’t. Know. A. Fucking. Thing!” I shouted. 
 
    Security ran in and subdued me before I could reach out to grab her by the shoulders and shake the shit out of her. Who the fuck did she think she was talking to? I went to jail for six years for killing someone who touched Maddie and I killed my miserable father for raping her. She didn’t know who I was and, at this point, I didn’t know who I was either.  
 
    “Get off me!” I shouted. 
 
    “Calm down, sir.” The security officers grabbed me by the arms. 
 
    “Let him go,” Joanna said. 
 
    “What?” They answered in sync. 
 
    “Let. Him. Go.” They let me go and I stood standing in front of her. 
 
    “Do you want to hurt me…Stone?” Joanna asked without blinking. My chest was heaving in and out.  
 
    “Well?” she questioned again. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good, now let’s get this cleaned up and you can go for your physical.” I stood staring at her for a moment, then grabbed some napkins from the counter and cleaned up the coffee. She watched as I picked up the broken pieces of the coffee cup and threw it in the trash. Ruthy and Darwin stood staring at me silently, disappointment resonating over their face as they watched in embarrassment. “Ready?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. Follow me,” she said smiling. 
 
    We walked towards the elevator and took it to the third floor. The elevator doors opened to nurses and doctors walking around, checking on patients, and talking to family members. The different colored walls were covered with quotes. As I passed a group of doctors talking to a family member, I read one on the blue wall, “Though no one can go back and make a brand-new start, anyone can start from now and make a brand-new ending.” – Carl Bard. As I continued to walk down the corridor following, I read another one on an orange colored wall, “If you can quit for a day, you can quit for a lifetime.” – Benjamin Alire Sáenz. I pursed my lips to the side, shook my head, and kept walking. 
 
    “Hey handsome,” Joanna said to one of the doctors. 
 
    “Hey. Who do you have for me today?” he asked, eyeing her up and down. 
 
    “This is Stone Shelton. Formerly known as Joseph Shelton.” 
 
    “Oh…Stone, Ruthy and Darwin’s friend. Great. Nice to meet you.” He extended his hand for a handshake. I kept my hands in my pockets leaning against the nurse’s station. 
 
    “He’s having a hard day.”  Joanna winked at him. 
 
    “I see. Well, Stone. My name is Dr. Kesslar, but you can call me Kevin.” He smiled, and I said nothing. I wanted to get the fuck out of there, get high, and jump off the tallest building I could find, so when I landed my body would break into a million tiny pieces. 
 
    “Kevin, I’m going to leave Stone with you so you two can get acquainted. I’ll expect a full report in the morning. He needs a checkup from head to toe.” Kevin smiled at her pleasing and seductive voice. She wasn’t fooling anyone. These two were a pair. “Please, when you’re done, ask Ruthy and Darwin to escort him to his room. It’s room 418 in the west wing.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “I’m going home, Stone. I need to rest. This was too much excitement for one day. I’m on call. Feel free to call me anytime.” She stared at Kevin. “I’ll see you in the morning.” She pointed at him, then smiled, turned on her heel, and walked away from us. His eyes were glued to the swaying of her hips as she strolled down the corridor confidently. 
 
    “Damn…” he whispered to himself. 
 
    “She’s yours…isn’t she?” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Not yet, but she will be someday soon…someday soon,” he said, nodding his head. “Step into my office Stone.” He motioned for me to go into his office. 
 
    I walked into the room and sat on the couch near the window. The color of his walls was neutral, and he had photos of all the places he had traveled. There was one photo on his desk of him and Joanna. She was sitting on his lap. 
 
    “So, where do we start?” He motioned for me to sit on the examining bed. He did the regular vital signs, then checked my chest and stomach and went for the balls. I was hesitant. 
 
    “I need to check everything Stone. You’re a man, not a kid.” His eyebrows furrowed. I finished the uncomfortable examination and sat on the couch again.  
 
    “I’d like to ask you some family history questions. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yeah…sure.”  
 
    Kevin asked me a million and one questions. From the time that I was born to the present. His facial expression changed as the conversation went on. My answers to his questions were nothing but disappointment and heartache. 
 
    “Is there anything you haven’t been through? Damn…I’m sorry.” Kevin shook his head. “It’s just that you’ve been through so much.” He held his hands together as he sat behind his desk, leaning back in his black leather chair.  
 
    “I’m sure these weren’t routine questions,” I said as I chuckled. 
 
    “Believe it or not. They are. I Just haven’t had a story like this come through these doors in years.” He sat up in his chair. “Look, we’re here to help and Joanna is top notch. She’s caring, intelligent and she knows what she’s doing.” He vouched for her. 
 
    “I need help. I know that, but I need more help finding Maddie and my kids,” I said. 
 
    “Listen, after everything you’ve told me, this could be a dangerous situation for you.” He looked at me with panic in his eyes. 
 
    “I need someone to help me find Maddie. Don’t you understand? I don’t have the strength to recover without her. She’s what I need. She’s my drug,” I said as I leaned forward towards his desk. 
 
    “She’s…your sister,” he asked confused. 
 
    “I know. But, I have to know that they’re okay. I’ll leave her alone. But, I need to know.” I folded my hands on my lap, the tension building with each word I said. 
 
    “If you promise to fulfill your time here and get clean. I’ll start looking as soon as you sign these release forms. But, you can’t back out. Deal?” he asked convincingly. 
 
    “Deal.” I nodded. 
 
    I signed the release forms and completed my physical. Kevin actually kept his word and made a couple of phone calls while I went to the bathroom and peed in a cup. 
 
    “Mike, just call me back. Yes. Madison Stone Shelton. Yeah, I gave Rich the birthdate. Alright, thanks man,” I heard him say. 
 
    “I’m done.” I handed him the cup. 
 
    “Good. Let’s get you settled in. It’s dinnertime anyway. I’ll walk you to the cafeteria,” he said as he grabbed the urine and my chart and placed it on top of the cabinet. 
 
    We walked towards the elevator and he pressed the down button. While standing there waiting, I felt the warm liquid flow from my nostril down to my lip. Kevin gave me a napkin he had in his pocket. 
 
    “Here. Pinch it,” he said. I grabbed the napkin and pinched my nose. 
 
    “Thanks.” My voice sounding congested as I pinched my nose with my fingers. 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and we stepped in. Ruthy and Darwin were standing in the elevator. 
 
    “We were coming to get you.” 
 
    “Here I am,” I said, pinching my nose. 
 
    “We’re leaving, Stone. We hope you stay and get the help you need.” 
 
    “Thanks, I am.”  
 
    We reached the lobby and the elevator doors opened. Ruthy and Darwin smiled and waved. Darwin stopped abruptly and walked towards me. 
 
    “Remember what I said, kid. You chose to change your life. Go for it,” he said as he shook my hand. 
 
    “I will,” I responded. 
 
    Kevin waved at them, then patted me on the back. 
 
    “I’m glad they left. They both have such big hearts. They would have broken down if they would have escorted you to your room,” Kevin said shaking his head. 
 
    “Really? Why?” I asked. 
 
    “They had a son who overdosed on Ruthy’s heroin. He would’ve been your age.” He lowered his head. 
 
    “What?” I was shocked. 
 
    “Yeah…it was bad. Really bad. Ruthy tried to kill herself…five times,” he sighed. 
 
    “I didn’t know they were a couple.”  
 
    I tried to understand what he was saying, but his mouth was moving a mile a minute and I just couldn’t keep up. 
 
    “Been together forever…as junkies; had Stephan who was addicted to heroin. Then, when he was ten, she left her needle filled with heroin on the counter and then…well, you know the rest. After he died, they decided to get clean.” My whole body trembled. I thought of Bryan immediately. I knew what that felt like. I knew what losing someone you loved felt like. The worst feeling in the world. 
 
    “There you are. I was looking for you,” Joanna said, standing in front of us. 
 
    “Hey. I was just taking Stone to get some dinner. Want to join us?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “I thought you left,” I said.  
 
    “I did. But Ruthy and Darwin sent me a text and said they couldn’t stay. They said it hurt too much, So I came back.” 
 
    “Looks like they got a little attached, Stone,” Kevin said smiling. 
 
    “For all of the wrong reasons,” I whispered,  
 
    “Look, I…I’m sorry if I upset you earlier. I promise to be careful about the things we speak about. Anything that you are uncomfortable with…please let me know.” Joanna said. 
 
    “I’m sorry about what I did,” I shook my head. 
 
    “Well, since we’re all sorry. Can we eat now?” Kevin asked abruptly. 
 
    “Sure.” Joanna replied. 
 
    We walked to the cafeteria together. 
 
    “Stone, grab something to eat,” Kevin said as he stared at. 
 
    We grabbed our food and sat at the table, eating and talking. I listened to their voices but didn’t hear a damn word they were saying. My thoughts were with Maddie and the kids, especially Bryan. How could I let this happen? I was determined to do the right thing. I needed to get clean. I stared at the soup in my bowl, then I looked up suddenly and stared at Kevin as he lifted his ringing phone to his ear. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s up?” He glanced up at me, giving me direct eye contact. “What did Rich find out?” He looked away from me. “Where?” He glanced back at me again. “I see. And the kids?” he shook his head and would not make eye contact with me and this time I sat up straight in my chair. “Good. I’ll call you back. Thanks for the information.” He hung up and stared at for a moment. I swallowed hard. 
 
    “Well, I have to go. Stone, Dr. Kesslar will escort you to your room. I’ll see you in the morning. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure…and thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet, I haven’t done much,” she said as she stood up and pushed her chair in and walked away. 
 
    “I’ll call you,” Kevin said.  Joanna turned around, smiled, then waved at him. 
 
    My hands were clammy and my heart was racing. The anticipation was too much. I couldn’t hold any longer. 
 
    “Was that phone call about Maddie?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “My friend Rich found her.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes…She’s under another name though.  Madison Turner. Does that ring a bell?” My heart stopped. Turner? Turner? Andrew Turner. It can’t be. He’s in jail, right? 
 
    “What?” I said angrily. 
 
    “What is it Stone?” he asked concerned. 
 
    “Where is she?” I ran my fingers through my hair.  
 
    “She’s in Maryland,” he replied. 
 
    “No…it can’t be.” I placed my hands-on top of my head. 
 
    “Yes…she is,” he said worried. 
 
    “She married him?” I shook my head. 
 
    “I don’t understand…who?” he asked confused. 
 
    “Do you have time to talk?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I have two more patients to see after I escort you to your room. Why?” he questioned. 
 
    “I need to tell you the whole story,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll come back tonight,” he said suspiciously. “You can’t tell anyone I’m doing this for you.”  
 
    “I’m won’t.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Let’s go. The sooner I escort you. The sooner we can talk.” He stood up, and I followed.  
 
    My room was on the fourth floor. The walls and the floor were covered in positive quotes as well. But the walls were all one color…blue. Maybe it meant something. Maybe it didn’t. Kevin approached the door to my room and as he slipped the card into the electronic slot, the light turned green near the handle and the door opened. 
 
    The room was huge. A queen size bed stood in the middle of the room, with end tables on either side. One held a small lamp, the other a computer desk with a laptop. The walls were also blue with some quotes written on each wall, of course. It was not at all what I expected. It looked more like a hotel room than anything. It felt warm and cozy in a weird kind of way. As comfortable as it might have felt, I reminded myself that I didn’t have a home unless it was with Maddie and the kids…no matter where I lived.  
 
        I glanced around the room and noticed there was a photo of Ruthy and Darwin hung up over the computer. I walked over and looked at it before feeling completely and utterly weird about having a photo of complete strangers hanging on my wall. I stepped in close to read what was written across the picture. It read, “The only thing more tragic than choosing to let go of life is to have had your life taken away from you. Good Luck, Stone. We’re praying for you.” I thought of Bryan immediately. I thought of the day I pushed the doctor up against the wall and told him to fix Bryan or he would pay for it. I lowered my head in shame. 
 
    “Hey, I have to go. We’ll talk tonight.” Kevin turned and started to walk away. 
 
    “Why are you helping me Dr. Kesslar?” I asked. He stopped at the door and turned around. 
 
    “Because you look like one of the good guys, who made a mistake, and you’re willing to admit it.” He smiled. 
 
    “What if I’m not?” I asked firmly. 
 
    “That’ll be totally up to you. See you later,” he said, closing the door behind him. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed and placed my head between my hands. “Madison Turner. No…No,” I whispered. “No Maddie. Why? Why did you betray me?” I asked the empty room. The blood trickled out of my nose down to my upper lip. I didn’t wipe it. Instead, I stood up and walked towards the mirror and stared into it.  
 
    “I’m coming for you Maddie,” I whispered. “I’m coming for you.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
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    Maddie 
 
    We drove to Angela’s house. The kids fell asleep in the back of the car.  
 
    “He’s coming for me you know,” I whispered. 
 
    “He’s not. He’s been arrested,” she said reassuringly, staring at the road in front of her. 
 
    “You don’t understand. His brother’s an FBI agent. He got Andrew off for killing my best friend Clarissa.” She glanced over at me for a second then looked straight ahead. 
 
    “You’re in danger Angela. I don’t think it’s fair that you get yourself mixed up in all of this.” 
 
    “That piece of shit is not going to fuck with me,” she whispered through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Please, just drop us off at a hotel. Don’t do this. You don’t know him. Please.” 
 
    “I’ve got this, Madison. Those kids are not going to suffer anymore.” We pulled up to her driveway. I felt a pang in my stomach, almost like a stomachache. My hands were clammy. 
 
    “I don’t feel right, Angela.”
“What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know…”  
 
    “Come on, let’s get the kids.” She opened the passenger door and my pain worsened. I grabbed my stomach. “Madison?” 
 
    I looked at Angela, then picked Alyssa up. She grabbed Daniel and carried him to the house. She opened the door and we placed the kids on the couch. 
 
    “Do you want something to drink?” she asked, looking back at me as she walked towards the kitchen. 
 
    My heart stopped beating.  As she turned around, the cold, dark figure that stood before her placed a gun to her forehead. 
 
    “Well, Mrs. Austin. We meet again.” Andrew chuckled. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. 
 
    “Shut up, bitch or I’ll put a bullet in her head,” Andrew barked. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this Mr. Turner. You can walk out of here.” 
 
    “Oh, I am walking out of here. With my wife…you can keep those orphans.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Andrew. I’m not leaving without the kids.” 
 
    “Madison, I think you forgot who’s in charge here. The man with the gun or you? Besides, Jackson is down the block waiting to retrieve you.” He smiled. 
 
    “Mrs. Austin, turn around and close your eyes. Don’t open them until I tell you so. You know how to play this game, don’t you? 
 
    “You’re not going to get away with this you bastard,” Angela said.  Andrew stared directly into her eyes.  
 
    “It’s a shame you’re not taking me seriously.” He lowered the gun to his side. Raised his free hand clenching it into a fist and punched her in the face, knocking her down on to the hard wood floor. Angela lay on the floor whimpering. 
 
    “No!” I yelled running towards Angela. 
 
    “Oh, please. Come on let’s go.” He grabbed me by the arm. 
 
    “No! Goddamnit! Andrew, you have to stop this shit!” I shouted. 
 
    “No! You have to stop this. Don’t you understand the only way you’re leaving me is in a body bag? Get it through your thick, trailer trash skull!” He shook me until I heard the kids scream.  
 
    “No! No!” I shouted. 
 
    He pointed the gun at Daniel and Alyssa. They were standing in the living room, their faces drenched in tears. 
 
    “Momma?” Alyssa whispered. She grabbed Daniel’s hand. 
 
    “Stay here. With Angela. Momma will come and get you. I promise.” I cried as Andrew grabbed me by my hair and dragged me across the foyer. 
 
    “Momma! No!” Daniel shouted. 
 
    “I’ll kill him. I swear to God Madison. I’ll kill him,” Andrew whispered in my hair. 
 
    “Don’t move Daniel. Stay with Angela. Don’t move,” I whispered as I shook my head. Daniel’s eyes opened wide, and he grabbed Alyssa and placed her face against his stomach. “Good boy…wait for mommy to leave.” Andrew opened the door, and I followed. 
 
    The black Lincoln was waiting for me. Jackson got out of the car and opened the door to the back seat. 
 
    “We meet again. This little game is getting boring. Let’s just kill her Andrew. Do you really need this headache?” Jackson asked calmly. 
 
    “Just get in the fucking car. This time, you need to go away Jackson. I don’t want to have to kill you,” He said with no remorse. 
 
    “Get in.” Jackson ordered. 
 
    “Just kill me already. I don’t want to live anymore.” My heart was literally pounding so hard against my chest you could see it through my blouse. 
 
    “Stop being so dramatic and get in the fucking car!” Andrew pushed me in and I slid to the other side. 
 
    We drove away from the house. I knew Daniel was holding Alyssa and sitting by Angela’s side.  
 
    What could be worse than knowing your children are helpless? 
 
    That they needed you.  
 
    That you’re all they had in the world.  
 
    This nightmare needed to end, and I needed to figure out a way that it would. 
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    We continued to drive. The distance longer than usual and not the direct route to the house. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked as I watched him flip through his messages. 
 
    “Don’t ask any questions. Looks like lover boy found you.” My heart stopped beating. 
 
    “Stone?” I whispered. The smack to my mouth that followed shook my insides. 
 
    “Don’t you ever mention that hillbilly’s name in my presence,” Andrew barked. 
 
    I sat silently, grabbing the side of my mouth where he had smacked me. My heart fluttered with excitement knowing that a year had passed and Stone had found me. I knew he would come for me. I just knew it. 
 
    “Now, you know Mrs. Austin is going to call the police. So, Jackson is going to take care of her. Who do you want to have the kids, Stone or your grandmother?” he asked as if he were writing a grocery list. 
 
    “What?” I asked almost puking in my mouth. 
 
    “Do I stutter bitch?” I shook my head and swallowed hard. 
 
    “Stone.” I said worriedly. I thought he would smack me across my mouth again. 
 
    “Good answer…Stone will have them, but not you. You have to promise to stay with me and the kids won’t get hurt. Do you promise?” The tears flooded my eyes. 
 
    “Yes…I promise.” I lowered my head and cried into my hands.  
 
    “Jackson, drop us off here.” Said Andrew. 
 
    “Why?” Jackson replied. 
 
    “You need to go get those kids and kill Mrs. Fucking Austin. Make it look like an accident or something. Then take a flight to Montgomery, New York and find that hillbilly and give him the kids.” 
 
    Montgomery, New York? I thought to myself. 
 
    “Fine. Stop here, Rich,” he shouted towards the front of the car. “Get out,” Jackson said to Andrew. “The house is around the corner. Here are the keys.” He threw the keys at Andrew. “Try to lay low Andrew. I have to kill someone then deliver these kids. I can’t come and rescue you for at least a couple of weeks, so don’t fuck up…got it?” He glanced over at me. “And you…Just do what you’re told, or you’re next on my hit list.” He smiled, then closed the back door. 
 
    We walked around the corner and walked towards a house with a long driveway hidden in the woods. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “This is your new home. The home where you’re going to bear my children. The home where I’m going to fuck you senseless tonight.” I almost threw up. The thought of him touching me again made me sick. 
 
    We kept walking up the long driveway towards the house. The trees were aligned perfectly and the rose bushes growing between them were in full bloom. As we approached, the front door opened, and a woman stood in the doorway. She was tall with long black hair. She wore a nude colored, see through lace dress and nude pumps to match. Her eyes were the color of the sea and I could tell she was not happy to see me. 
 
    “Mr. Turner, welcome. Mrs. Turner, a pleasure to finally meet you,” she said. I glanced over at Andrew. He grabbed her hand gently and kissed the top of her hand lightly. 
 
    “Thank you for being here, Alessandra. Jackson spoke very highly of you. I hope that you live up to his expectations.”  Andrew smiled. 
 
    “I’m here for all of your needs, Mr. Turner. You will not be disappointed, sir.” She smiled and walked towards the living room. He followed her with his perverted eyes until she disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    “She’ll be here for you as well. She’s bi-sexual you know.” 
 
    “You’re disgusting,” I snapped. 
 
    “So, sue me…watch it sweetheart, you’re walking a thin line. A thin line between living and dying.” He walked away into the kitchen. 
 
    I walked upstairs hoping to find a room I could lock myself in. I found an unlocked door at the end of the hallway. All of the other rooms were locked. I opened the door and closed it behind me, locking myself in. I laid down on the bed with my head against the pillow, wondering how Jackson would kill Angela. Would he kill her in front of the kids? Would he make them watch? I prayed again. I prayed for their safety and I prayed for Angela’s soul. She didn’t believe me when I told her to stay away from me. These two animals cared about no one but themselves. I was frightened. Frightened for my children, frightened for Stone, and frightened just knowing that someone was going to die tonight because of me. Where was my mother? Where was my father?  Where were the people who were supposed to protect me? Where? Nowhere…Nowhere. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
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    Stone 
 
    I waited for Dr. Kesslar to come back to my room so we could talk, but he didn’t show up. I sat up all night. I watched the sun rise above the trees that towered near my window. Maddie’s beautiful smile appeared to me. The way she laughed. The way she cried. I needed a bump so badly I wanted to tear the room apart. I took a deep breath and turned around when I heard a knock on the door. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Shelton.” A nurse with pale blonde hair and a very pale face to match said as she opened the door. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to knock, then ask if it’s okay to come in?” I asked annoyed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s my first day. Would you like me to go back out and knock again?” She asked nervously. 
 
    “No, of course not. I’m sorry.” I rubbed my eyes and walked towards the bathroom. 
 
    “I have to escort you to the cafeteria,” she said. 
 
    “I’m going to brush my teeth. I’ll be right out.” I answered. 
 
    “Do you need help?” she asked anxiously. 
 
    “Um…no thanks.” I stared at her oddly. She noticed and stepped out of the room. 
 
    The weird nurse and I were walking towards the elevator when Dr. Kesslar came rushing towards me with panic in his eyes. He grabbed my arm and pushed me to the side. 
 
    “We need to talk…Now.” He pulled into a room. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked apprehensively. 
 
    “I had a visit this morning in the early hours. A very determined FBI agent who threatened my life, Joanna’s life and Maddie’s life,” he said nervously. 
 
    “Jackson?” I said crossly. 
 
    “Yes…” He said confused. 
 
    “What did he want?” I demanded. 
 
    “Come with me to my office.” We walked out of the room and towards the elevator. My stomach was in knots. Did Jackson have a box with Maddie’s body parts in it? Did he kill the kids? My heart was pounding against my chest. I felt weak at the knees. I clenched my hands together.  
 
    “Calm down,” Dr. Kesslar said softly.  
 
    The elevator doors opened. We stepped in. The anticipation of getting to his office was making me nauseous. I forgot about getting high. I forgot about the reason I was here in the first place. The elevator doors opened, and the sweat trickled down the side of my face. We walked to his office and when he opened the door Joanna was sitting there with two kids on her lap.  
 
    “Daddy!” Daniel shouted. He ran to me immediately.  
 
    “Daddy!” Alyssa cried and ran to me. 
 
    I fell to my knees and grabbed them both. For a minute I felt like I was unable to breathe, I just held them in my arms and cried. I held them so tightly I almost squeezed the life out of them. I didn’t want to let them go. 
 
    “Daddy, oh daddy…I missed you, daddy. Missed you so much. Look daddy, look…this much!” He opened his arms as wide as he could, smiled, then grabbed me around my neck and started to cry. Alyssa just placed her head on my shoulders and placed her middle and index finger in her mouth and sucked them contently. I kissed her forehead gently, and she grabbed me tightly.  
 
    “I’m not letting you go. I’m not letting you go,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    “Stone. This man dropped these kids off to me around four this morning. He told me Maddie was safe, but you were never to look for her again or they would…kill her.” Kevin was a nervous wreck.  Joanna just sat crying, holding her chest and shaking her head. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she whimpered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “You can’t stay here with the kids. They won’t allow it,” Joanna said nervously. 
 
    “Then I’ll leave. I’m never letting them go as long as I’m alive,” I said. 
 
    “But, you need help, Stone,” Joanna said apprehensively. 
 
    “I’ll come as an outpatient,” I said.  
 
    “You’re three hours away,” Joanna stared at me with a blank look on her face. 
 
    “I need to work. I need to take care of my family and get Maddie,” I demanded. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what that psycho said? They’ll kill her,” she said as the tears fell from her eyes. 
 
    “I heard you, but you don’t understand. Maddie belongs to me, to us. He’s not going to keep her. I won’t let him,” I said sternly. 
 
    “You’re not thinking straight Stone. You can’t go against men like this. They have more power than all of us,” Joanna said, crying. 
 
    “Then help me…please, help me.”  
 
    Kevin looked at Joanna. “What can we do?” he asked. 
 
    “Let us stay with you until I kick this habit.” I said as I stared at Joanna. 
 
    “You can’t stay with her!” Kevin shouted. 
 
    “Kevin, please…”  whispered. 
 
    “I’m putting my career on the line for you Stone. You have to be serious about getting the help,” she said, staring at Kevin. 
 
    “I am. They are the reason. They always have been. Please…you won’t regret it,” I said kissing Alyssa on the head. 
 
    “We have to call your boss. He was the one who paid for your thirty-day stay. I think we can switch it to outpatient,” Joanna said. Kevin was pacing back and forth. 
 
    “You better keep your word or you’ll have to deal with me,” Kevin said sternly, turning to Joanna.  
 
    “Let me get the paperwork together and call your boss. I’ll be back. Stay in here with the kids. I’ll call my sister, Jenna. I’ll ask her to get the two guest bedrooms together for you and the kids.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this. The kids…they appreciate it, too,” I said as my voice trembled with happiness. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” Joanna said as she turned and walked out of the office.
“Thanks man. I really appreciate this,” I said to Kevin. His eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    “You need to do the right thing. I’m serious.” He gave me an uneasy look. “And you need to explain who the fuck these guys are, Stone. I mean, come on, Joanna is putting her life on the line for you and these kids. She doesn’t even know you,” he said angrily. 
 
    “Please don’t curse in front of my children,” I said politely. 
 
    “Look, I know you have problems and I know you have your family to take care of. But this…this just fell on our lap. I need to know what I’m dealing with here,” he said as he leaned back against his desk. “Hold on a sec.” Kevin opened the door to call for a nurse. The nurse approached Kevin. 
 
    “Yes, Dr. Kesslar?” She said with a warm smile. 
 
    “Can you do me a favor and take these two to the cafeteria for some ice cream and snacks?” he asked, pointing to Alyssa and Daniel. 
 
    “No!” Daniel shouted. My nerves were shot. I needed a bump so badly. I didn’t need Daniel to act up. 
 
    “Daniel please…Daddy will be right here when you get back. I have to talk to Kevin,” I said calmly. 
 
    “Please daddy…I’ll be good. I promise,” Daniel whimpered. 
 
    “This isn’t about whether you’re good or bad Daniel. Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Andrew always said I was bad,” Daniel said as he began to cry. 
 
    “No…don’t you dare think that. Listen to me. You’re a good boy. Andrew is bad. He’ll never tell you that again. I promise.” 
 
    “Promise me daddy. I never want to see him again!” Daniel shouted. I grabbed Daniel and hugged him. 
 
     “You won’t, I promise.” I kissed his forehead. “Daniel, please. Go with the nurse for ice cream.  Bring daddy back a cherry pop tart. Go. Alyssa wants a snack.” I patted his head, and he grabbed Alyssa’s hand and walked out. 
 
    I glanced over at Kevin who sat patiently in his chair waiting for me. 
 
    “Kids are rough.” Kevin said. 
 
    “Especially when they’re scared.” I answered. 
 
    “Have a seat. Tell me what’s going on. I really need to know.” Kevin said. 
 
    “Well, here’s the truth. When I was fifteen, I killed a man who was trying to rape Maddie. I went to jail for six years. Maddie visited me every weekend for six years and her mother had three kids during this time. We raised them all. The last year I was incarcerated Maddie stopped coming up to see me. I thought I would die.” I lowered my head. “When I got out, I went to see her and the kids. Maddie had hooked up with Andrew to be able to pay her rent and take care of the kids.” 
 
    I stopped to blow out a breath not wanting to think about the asshole. “Andrew is crazy. He’s the brother of the guy I used to borrow money from in jail to help Maddie pay for the apartment. The brother tried to rape Maddie, and she killed him in self-defense. Andrew found Maddie somehow…through an internship or something. He made Maddie do a lot of things she didn’t want to do. Andrew is a murderer. He killed Maddie’s best friend Clarissa.” 
 
    I had to stop again feeling the bile rise in my throat when I remembered Clarissa’s dead body on my doorstep.  
 
    “Andrew’s brother, Jackson, convinced me to help him capture Andrew. That plan got messed up when Andrew threw my kids into a lake and shot Maddie.” I glanced out the window in the door and looked at my kids. Thankful they were still alive. “Then I shot him. I wanted to kill him, but he didn’t die. We were promised that we were going to be protected and put into protective custody. I messed up. I was supposed to be on the next plane to Maryland. I killed my father…that’s right, my father. He raped Maddie, and I needed to watch him die. So, because he was already dying from lung cancer, I removed the oxygen from his nose and watched him struggle to take his last breath. And you know what? He wasn’t sorry he raped Maddie. He wasn’t sorry at all. So, I watched him die, and that was the happiest moment of my life.”  
 
    I placed my hands on my lap. I wanted to put my fist through the wall just thinking about that bastard. “I was so depressed for making the wrong decision and not getting on that plane that I started taking drugs and ended up a junkie like my father. Here I am standing with you today.” Kevin stood staring at me. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I will not put Joanna’s life in danger. I promise. I will take the kids and leave first.” 
 
    “These men are dangerous, Stone,” he said seriously. 
 
    “Yes, I know and I promise. They’ll never hurt anyone again.” 
 
    I sat on the couch waiting for Joanna. Kevin needed to see a few patients and left. The door opened, and the nurse entered with Daniel and Alyssa. Their mouths covered with chocolate ice cream. Daniel ran to me with a pop tart in his hand. 
 
    “Here daddy…cherry.” I smiled and grabbed the pop tart. I kissed Alyssa on the top of her head. I missed her so much. She was so much bigger than I remembered. Daniel was the cutest. He looked so much like Bryan it was uncanny.  
 
    I waited patiently for Joanna to return; contemplating on how I was going to find Maddie, kill Andrew and kill Jackson. My mind needed to be clear and my body needed to be clean. No matter what I had to do in this world to protect my family, it was going to get done. The kids would be safe in the meantime, but Maddie would not.  
 
    She is my number one priority now.  
 
    She’s the one I’m getting clean for.  
 
    She’s the air I breathe.  
 
    She’s the beat to my heart. 
 
    She’s the only one that can save my soul. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
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    Maddie 
 
    I had fallen asleep, comfortably nestled underneath the duvet and snuggled between two pillows. I opened my eyes for a moment as the sun beamed its rays into my eyes. The figure before me startled me. I stood up quickly in defense mode with my hands up to see Alessandra staring at me, infuriated. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked with her hand on her hip. 
 
    “I was sleeping. What do you want?” I asked rubbing the sleep from my eyes.  
 
    “Mr. Turner would like you to join us for breakfast. He asked me to summon you,” she said politely through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Really? I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “I’m not asking.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I said politely. 
 
    “Well, I had the pleasure of fucking your husband last night, thank you very much.” She giggled, turned on her stilettos and walked away. “I would go down as soon as possible. He hates to eat cold eggs.” 
 
    I walked over to the bathroom and rinsed my face with cold water. I took a deep breath before grabbing the handle of the bathroom door and was walking out when Andrew appeared in front of me. 
 
    “You know I don’t like to eat without you,” he said angrily. 
 
    “I was just heading downstairs.” He eyed me up and down. 
 
    “I’m going out for a while with Alessandra. Get acquainted with the house. By the way, Stone has those orphans. He agreed to let you stay here with me as long as I didn’t kill the little fuckers.” My blood began to boil as he continued, “They’re safe. I know that’s all you worry about. God forbid you ever think of me.” 
 
    “I…” I whispered. 
 
    “Don’t say anything. Everything you say is a lie. You never, ever loved me. You never gave a damn about me. You used me for my money. To pay your rent. To take care of your junkie mother’s kids,” he said. 
 
    “Alyssa is your niece. Don’t you at least have any compassion for her?” I asked shaking my head in disgust. 
 
    “My brother was a junkie, too. Did I ever give a fuck about him?” Andrew asked smugly. 
 
    “Then why were you so angry when I put a bullet in his head?” I asked bravely. He grabbed me by the hair and slammed my head against the wall.  
 
    “Because he was going to see his daughter, and you…killed him,” he barked. 
 
    “He was there to rape me and take Alyssa from me. Don’t you get it? He was the bad guy, not me.” He released his grip from my hair. 
 
    “I’ll see you tonight. You can sleep in that room. Alessandra will share my bed with me. You’re not worthy, which can only mean your time here is limited. Tick tock, Madison. You’ll never know when it’s time for you to go,” he said, an evil grin plastered across his face as he walked down the stairs. 
 
    My body trembled in his presence. As he walked away, he blew a kiss at me then stopped. 
 
    “Have a nice day, Maddie.” He whispered. 
 
    The sound of his voice carried a venomous tone. A tone that could only mean that I needed to find a way to get out of this house. How many times had I tried to escape from him and failed? This time I could only blame myself for what had happened to me. He was right. I did use him. I didn’t love him. I created this path of turmoil and now I was going to die because of it. If I ever needed someone in my life right now, it was Stone. I needed him to come and save me more than ever. I was dancing with the devil and Andrew was going to dance until the hot, scorching fire from hell burned down the dance floor…with me on it. 
 
    I glanced over at the empty hallway. No life in this house either. No children. The silence unforgiving. A new home to be tortured in. A new home where the darkness overshadowed the light. Living with a man so evil like Andrew meant I wouldn’t leave this house alive. How did I get there? There…without my children. Alone, without Stone. I felt sick. 
 
    I managed to walk down the stairs without feeling light-headed. The stillness in the house sickened my soul. As I walked towards the living room, I glanced out of the window and watched the sun. The only noise I heard was two birds chirping outside, playing in a small mud puddle that was forming by the garden hose. 
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    The sunlight peeked through the venetian blinds. The wind blew in the early morning hours. I was having one nightmare after the next. I missed the kids. I had a dream Andrew killed them. I noticed my hair was plastered against my forehead. I was drenched in sweat. I got up quickly and walked towards the bathroom. I stopped when I heard Jackson’s voice. I sat at the top of the steps and tried to listen to the conversation carefully. 
 
    “I think you’re right Jackson. I have no need for Madison anymore. I thought I loved her, but it’s a battle that’s not worth fighting anymore.” 
 
    “I told you to stop wasting your time on that hillbilly trailer trash. Isn’t Alessandra just perfect? She’s beautiful, smart, educated, and she’s willing to have kids…and you don’t have to rape her to get fucked.” He cackled so loudly it ripped through my ears like a blow horn. 
 
    “I don’t have to rape anyone to get fucked, you asshole,” Andrew replied angrily. 
 
    “Well, get rid of her, Andrew. She’s a thorn in your ass. You don’t need her anymore. Whatever childish bullshit you were going through, it’s over,” Jackson said.  
 
    The hairs in the back of my neck stood up. I got up slowly from the top step and walked over to the bathroom. I didn’t want to hear another word. It was very clear they were planning to kill me and now I had no one to turn to. I was completely alone. 
 
    I looked in the mirror as I was ready to brush my teeth and started to gag. Then I ran to the toilet and threw up. My entire body was shaking. I was never so scared in my life. I was all alone. Completely alone and terrified. As I finished puking my brains out, I wiped my mouth with my hand and sat on the floor. Suddenly, a bang on the door made me jump up from the floor and lean against the door.  
 
    “Who is it?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “It’s me. Jackson.” My heart hammered against my chest.  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m leaving. Andrew is going to take Alessandra to Ocean City tomorrow. He’s leaving you with me. I’ll pick you up tomorrow afternoon around one.”  
 
    I gasped for air. My hands trembled as I reached for the towel to wipe the sweat off of my brow.  
 
    “Did you hear me?” He banged on the door ferociously. 
 
    “Yes…yes. I heard you,” I whispered. 
 
    “Good. Pack some clothes. I don’t know how long I’ll have to babysit your ass.” He gave the door one last bang, then walked away. I stood with my back against the door, then started pacing back and forth across the bathroom. 
 
    “I have to get out of here,” I whispered to myself. “Tonight. Now.” 
 
    I opened the bathroom door and walked to the bedroom and locked the door. I put on my sweatpants and as I placed the t-shirt over my head, I heard a knock on the door.  
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “It’s Andrew.” I felt nauseous. 
 
    “Hold on,” I shouted. 
 
    I cracked the door open slowly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Open the door, Madison.” He pushed the door all the way open. “I don’t know if Jackson told you but I’m driving to Ocean City tomorrow with Alessandra.” 
 
    “Yes…he did.” I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    “I know you don’t care.” 
 
    “Andrew please…I know what you think about me. But you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Then prove it…You’re already my wife. I want to have children, Madison. Our children.” His voice sounded sincere. 
 
    “Don’t you understand? I never meant to hurt you. I loved you at one point, but you knew all along I killed your brother and you made me believe otherwise. You built this relationship based on a lie. No matter what I say or do, I will always be wrong. So, there is nothing left to say. I love Stone. I love Daniel and Alyssa. I can never be with you as husband and wife. I don’t love you. I don’t love anyone but Stone.” The fear of being smacked into next Tuesday made me take two steps back towards the window. I was expecting him to blow his stack, but he didn’t. 
 
    “You’re not my problem anymore, Madison. I’m filing for divorce. Jackson will help you find a place to live.” 
 
    “He’s going to kill me and you know it.” 
 
    “Well, if he is. He’d better do it fast.” He turned around and walked away. 
 
    “Why don’t you do it now?” I demanded. Andrew stopped and turned around to face me. 
 
    “What?” he asked stunned. 
 
    “Why don’t you just kill me now?” I asked sternly. 
 
    “I don’t get my hands dirty, Madison. Besides, you’re not worth it. You’re not worth the two years I’ve spent with you. You’re not worth anything at all. You’re worthless like your junkie, whore of a mother. You belong with that hillbilly. You and your twisted, incest love for one another. You’re sick, you know, that right?” 
 
    “Yes…I am and I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    “Good bye, Madison.” He turned around and walked towards the staircase. “Oh…and don’t think of trying to leave here. Everyone who works for Jackson has been ordered to shoot to kill if they see you on the run. You know what that means, don’t you, Madison?” He smiled and continued to walk down the stairs. 
 
    I stood frozen for a moment. Remembering the day Andrew shot me with no remorse. I thought I had died, but Stone reassured me I was very much alive. I needed to get to him. I needed to get to Montgomery, New York to find him. I could only do one thing. Leave…and leave now. 
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    The moonlight shone brightly through the swaying trees. The wind was blowing into the night and I knew the sound of the trees rustling in the wind would conceal the sounds of my footsteps in the house. It was three a.m. and everyone was asleep.  I needed to leave before daylight. Jackson was coming for me. I didn’t pack a bag. I only grabbed a bottle of water and the envelope with the birth certificates and the letter to Stone from my mother. I had kept the envelope hidden underneath my bed.  
 
    I opened the door and tip-toed through the hallway and down the steps, then walked to the basement door. All was quiet. I opened the door, flipped on the light, and looked for the basement window. I saw the small window towards the back and turned off the light.  
 
    Trying to remember the path, I walked slowly, my arms extended in front of me in case I bumped into something. The moonlight lit the way for me to open the window. I climbed on a plastic crate and pushed my body through. The smell of fresh air hit my nose. Freedom was waiting for me and soon Stone would see me, hear my voice, and kiss my lips. I ran as fast as I could into the back yard. I ran behind the trees and stood perusing the area before continuing to run at lightning speed. I turned around again placing my hands on my knees trying to draw in a deep breath. No one. I kept running into the morning hours. My legs taking me into a direction of complete freedom. I ran and ran until I couldn’t run anymore. I heard the sound of cars…the highway. I saw a gas station, and I ran across the four lanes of traffic, dodging cars and trucks. I ran into a twenty-four-hour gas station, out of breath, sweat dripping from my temples.  
 
    “Can I help you miss?” The attendant stared at me suspiciously. 
 
    “Bus station. Where is the nearest bus station?” I asked with what felt like my last breath.  
 
    “About two blocks down. Make a left and you’ll see the bus station near a Dunkin Donuts. Where are you going?” He glanced at my chest as it was heaving in and out. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Thank you,” I said breathless.  
 
    I walked out of the gas station and took a left. I started to run again. I ran as fast as I could. As if I were being chased by Andrew and Jackson. Then I stopped abruptly. I felt dizzy. I needed to catch my breath. My heart was racing a mile a minute. I glanced up towards the block and saw Dunkin Donuts. I smiled, turned around to look behind me, then turned around again and started to run.  
 
    I made it to the bus station and ran up to the window. 
 
    “I need to go to Montgomery, New York,” I said. 
 
    “Next bus closest to Montgomery leaves at 6:10 this morning.”  
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Fifty- two dollars.” I rustled with the money in my pocket and threw it on the counter. I counted all of it. I was two dollars short. 
 
    “I’m two dollars short,” I whispered. The attendant looked at me suspiciously. “Please, I need to get to my little brother and sister. They’re in trouble.” I pleaded. The attendant took a deep breath and sighed. 
 
    “Here.” He gave me the ticket without hesitation. “Go around the back. The bus will leave from back there.” 
 
    I grabbed the ticket and began to cry as I walked around the back of the bus depot. I sat with some homeless people that were looking for shelter during this windy morning. The wind blew hard as the sun came up, throwing the loose papers scattered about the depot up into the air. My eyes were closing as I waited for the bus to arrive.  
 
    Finally, the bus pulled up in front of me. The freedom bus. The bus that was going to take me to the man I loved. That I had longed for. The bus doors opened and I walk up the tiny steps. I glanced over at the bus driver and smiled. I walked all the way to the back where the sun wasn’t shining as the tears of Joy trickled down my face. 
 
    The rest of the passengers boarded the bus as the bright blue sunrise turned into a dark grey massive cloud of rain. The rain tapped ferociously against the window, sending shivers down my spine. The ending to a horror story I had lived for the last two years. As the doors were about to close, they re-opened again. 
 
    “Can I help you, sir?” the driver asked 
 
    “I am Special agent, Jackson.” I heard the last voice I wanted to hear bark out. 
 
    “Did you see this woman?” he asked. 
 
    “No sir, just a bunch of men boarded this bus.” The bus driver answered. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Jackson asked again. 
 
    “I’m positive. They’re just a bunch of derelicts trying to get to New York.” He chuckled. The rain pounded the windows this time, making me choke on my tears as I slid down to the floor in front of my seat. 
 
    Much to my relief, I felt the bus moving. I sat on the dirty floor, curled into a ball, until I heard the bus driver announce we had arrived in New York. I glanced out into the aisle looking to see if it was safe to sit up. No one was on the bus except for me and the driver. I walked to the front of the bus. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “He looked like a mean man. I wasn’t about to give you up,” he said with a smile. 
 
    I walked back down the aisle to my seat and sat there on the floor until we reached our destination. I didn’t want Jackson to see me…not a hair on my head. I feared for my life. I feared that if I didn’t make it to Montgomery, New York, this would be the end of the road for me. 
 
    “Last stop sweetie, Montgomery, New York,” he called. 
 
    I stood up, grabbed my bottle of water, and checked the envelope I had shoved in my pocket. I walked down the tiny steps off of the bus. The sun was out in New York. I wanted to bend down and kiss the ground, but I didn’t. I needed to find Stone, and I didn’t know where to begin. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
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    Stone 
 
    Joanna walked in. I opened one eye as the kids continued to sleep. 
 
    “Let’s go,” She whispered, grabbing Alyssa from my arms. Alyssa woke up screaming. Joanna quickly handed her back to me. Daniel woke up and started to cry, too. 
 
    “Daddy!” Alyssa screamed. 
 
    “I’m here baby, I’m right here,” I said, trying to comfort her. 
 
    “Daddy, momma,” she whimpered, placing her fingers back into her mouth. Joanna stared at me anxiously. I could tell she didn’t have any kids. She was at a loss. 
 
    “Let’s go. We can go to my house. My sister has everything set,” she said smiling. I held Daniel and Alyssa and as we walked out of the room, Kevin was walking at a rapid pace towards us.  
 
    “Kevin, what is it?” Joanna asked. 
 
    “My office…Now,” he demanded.  
 
    We turned around and walked back to his office. 
 
    “I just got a call from Jackson. He said Madison disappeared. He thinks she might be here…looking for you.” He glanced over at me. My heart was beating out of control. I placed the kids on the couch. 
 
    “We have to find her before they find her,” I demanded. 
 
    “Look, this shit is getting ridiculous. I’m a doctor. I’m putting my b…” Kevin shouted. 
 
    “I know. You’re putting your ass on the line to help four worthless, trailer trash orphans who don’t deserve your help. I get it,” I yelled. 
 
    “That’s not what he means…” Joanna interjected. 
 
    “What do you mean, then?” I asked, staring at Kevin. 
 
    “Stone…this is a very dangerous situation your sister is in right now. Kevin’s been threatened. I’ve been threatened. What do you want us to do?” Joanna asked. 
 
    “You offered to help…didn’t you?” I asked angrily. 
 
    “For the kids Stone…the kids. You need help.” Joanna pleaded. 
 
    “Goddamit! Do you actually think I give a fuck about a hit? They’re the only ones I give a fuck about,” I barked pointing at the kids on the couch. 
 
    “The withdrawals are going to hit you. They are,” she stressed. 
 
    “Please, you don’t understand. Maddie needs me. She’s alone out here. If they find her, they’re going to kill her. Please…” I begged. “Please…help me find her before they do.” I placed my hands over my face. I couldn’t help but cry. My heart was broken in a million pieces knowing that Maddie was out there, alone and scared. She never had anyone to protect her, just me. 
 
    “Let’s get these babies to my house and then you can search for her. I’ll stay with the kids,” Joanna said reassuringly. 
 
    “I’m not getting mixed up in this shit, Joanna. I’ll lose my license. I’m sorry,” Kevin said. 
 
    “I understand Kevin. But, I’m not going to let those kids suffer,” Joanna said as she grabbed Alyssa and kissed her forehead. “Let’s go Stone…now.” She glanced over at Kevin and walked out of his office. Kevin stood there staring at us. I turned around. 
 
    “Thanks man, I’m sorry.” I extended my hand to him.  
 
    “You will be…if something happens to Joanna.” He turned around and walked away from me. I shook my head and kept walking, holding on to Daniel. We walked towards the elevator as the doors opened. I thought about Maddie on the way down to the lobby. I knew as soon as I left this hospital my battle with my addiction would begin. My battle to save Maddie would never end. 
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    We drove to Joanna’s house. My eyes were pinned on every pedestrian on the street, especially the ones that looked like Maddie. As I sat in the back seat with them, Alyssa and Daniel held me close. Alyssa sucked on her fingers and played with my hair. Daniel held my hand as he looked out of the window. 
 
    “Can we pass by the bus depot?” 
 
    “Stone…the kids are in the car. We can’t risk something happening to them.” 
 
    “You’re right. I just thought I saw someone who looked like Maddie,” I said, staring out of the window. 
 
    “I know…everyone is going to look like Maddie, Stone. Don’t worry, we’re going to find her,” she said softly. 
 
    We drove up to Joanna’s house over a long, tarred driveway. The house was white with black shutters. A small house, not very fancy, but homely. She opened the back door, and I carried the kids inside the house. 
 
    “Sorry it’s a mess. I was in the middle of cleaning out the attic.” Joanna said. 
 
    “Hey sis.” A woman dressed casually in sweats and a t-shirt said to Joanna. 
 
    “Hey Jenna, this is Stone…and these two are Alyssa and Daniel.” 
 
    “Hi Stone and look at these two cuties. Hi. I’m Jenna, want to see your room?” she asked happily. Alyssa and Daniel just stared at her. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” I said as I knelt down in front of them. 
 
    “No daddy. You’re leaving…again” Daniel had tears in his eyes. 
 
    “No champ. That’s not true. Daddy’s never leaving you again,” I said. 
 
    “I’m scared, daddy. The bad man is coming. Right daddy? Right?” 
 
    “What bad man?” 
 
    “Andrew daddy…Andrew.” The heat in my face made my blood boil. 
 
    “He’s never coming here, Daniel. Never. I promise.” 
 
    “He has a mommy. He’s mean to her daddy. He’s mean. I don’t like him.” Daniel shook his head and began to cry. I grabbed him and brought him close to my chest. 
 
    “No one’s ever going to hurt momma again,” I whispered. “Not even me.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s go check out your room.” I grabbed their hands and followed Jenna to the room. 
 
    “Surprise!” Jenna shouted. 
 
    “Wow!” Daniel yelled. 
 
    “Dolls!” Alyssa shouted. 
 
    “You see! Now you can play.” Alyssa and Daniel ran to play with the toys in the room. Jenna sat and played with them. I snuck out of the room and walked down the hall to Joanna. 
 
    “I’m leaving. Is that okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Be careful…please,” she said nervously. 
 
    “I will.” I gave her a hug. A deep hug. A hug that meant I wasn’t coming back without Maddie. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Here…take my car.” The tears streamed down her cheeks. “I don’t want Madison to be scared,” she whispered as she handed me the keys. 
 
    I nodded and walked out of the house. I listened to the laughter, the happiness in Alyssa and Daniel’s the voices as they laughed and giggled with Jenna. For the first time in a long time I felt whole. Even though I had been feeling nauseous, and I didn’t have an appetite, in front of the kids I had needed to keep up the facade that I was okay.  Joanna was right. The withdrawals were coming, and I was feeling sick as hell. I needed to find Maddie, no matter what. 
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    I returned to Joanna’s house after searching for Maddie for six hours. I was irritable. I was sluggish. I was pissed. I had looked everywhere and I couldn’t find a single trace of her blonde hair anywhere. I opened the door and slammed it. 
 
    “Stone, is that you?” Jenna shouted. 
 
    “Yeah…” I barked. 
 
    “We’re in the kitchen baking cookies,” she yelled. I walked over to the kitchen and looked in. Daniel and Alyssa were covered from head to toe in cookie dough. 
 
    “Jesus, really Jenna?” I yelled. 
 
    “What?” she asked nervously. 
 
    “They’re a mess. I thought you were taking care of them!” I shouted. 
 
    “Daddy, look…it’s a heart,” Daniel said with tears in his eyes. “It’s for momma, daddy.” He lowered his head, and I wanted to kill myself. 
 
    “That’s…That’s awesome, champ.” I walked out of the room, holding on to a stomach that wanted to explode from emptiness. I hadn’t eaten. I was exhausted. I didn’t know what to do with myself. 
 
    “Stone?” Jenna whispered. 
 
    “Yeah…” I said, still holding my stomach. 
 
    “Joanna’s coming back from the clinic now. I think she has something for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll be in the kid’s room lying down.” I turned around and walked towards the room. I sat on the rocking chair, thinking of Maddie. I knew she must be terrified. I couldn’t take the pain in my heart. I had to find her. I leaned my head back in the rocking chair and, even with the horrible, wrenching pain in my stomach, I fell asleep. Maybe I just passed out. 
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    “Hey.” I heard someone say. “Hey, Stone. Wake up.” I opened my eyes slowly to find Kevin standing in front of me. 
 
    “What do you want?” I growled. 
 
    “I have a prescription for you. It’s Gabapentin. It’ll take the edge off.” 
 
    “Good, because I have shit to do.” 
 
    “Look, Joanna asked me to help, and that’s what I’m doing. Didn’t I find Madison for you? Why am I the bad guy all of a sudden?” Kevin grunted. 
 
    “You’re not. You’re an asshole.” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “Really? That’s nice. I’m leaving.” He was about to walk away when I called out to him. 
 
    “Dr. Kesslar?” I said. 
 
    “What?” he replied angrily. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m just irritable. I’m not feeling well,” I said apologetically. 
 
    “I understand. You’re going through withdrawals. How did your search go?” he asked without looking at me. 
 
    “I didn’t find her. I’m going again today. Where are the kids?” I glanced around the room. 
 
    “Eating breakfast with Joanna and Jenna. Well, be careful,” he said as he walked out of the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    I got up slowly from the rocking chair, my stomach twisting and turning and my head pounding. I walked over to the bathroom, turned on the shower, and got in. The hot water steaming over my body felt so good. I needed to get ready to look for Maddie. There was nothing else on my mind, except for her.  I walked back into the kid’s room and grabbed my backpack. The gun I bought when I was getting high and living recklessly was packed in my bag with my water bottle. If Andrew thought he was going to take Maddie from me again, he thought wrong. He was the first person I was going to kill. I would be the last person he would ever see…alive. 
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    Maddie 
 
    I sat at a small diner near the bus depot. I didn’t have the strength to run. I knew it wasn’t a good idea. If they were looking for me, they’d show up at this diner, but I didn’t care. At this point, I had lost all hope. I wanted to die. 
 
    I sat in a booth all the way in the back, trying to be inconspicuous as I ordered coffee and white toast. I tried to sit there for as long as I could, nibbling on the toast and sipping the coffee as if it were the last cup on the planet. The waitress kept staring at me, so I called her over.  
 
    “I’d like more coffee and…what kind of pie do you have?” I asked nonchalantly even though I was trembling inside. 
 
    “Apple, blueberry and peach cobbler.” She answered. 
 
    “I’ll take the blueberry.” She walked away, and I sunk into my seat. I checked my pockets again, afraid I wouldn’t have any money to pay for the pie. I found five dollars.  
 
    The waitress walked towards me with the coffee pot in one hand and blueberry pie in her other hand. 
 
    “Here you go sweetie,” she said as she set the pie on the table and refilled my cup. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s your lucky day, love. It was paid for by the gentleman at the end of the counter.” I moved my head to the side over her body and glanced towards the counter. 
 
    “The old guy with the cap?” 
 
    “No…the cute young guy with the blue eyes,” she whispered. 
 
    I swallowed hard. Behind the old man was the young guy with the blue eyes…staring at me as if he just saw Jesus himself. 
 
    “Stone?” I mouthed. I couldn’t even say his name. 
 
    Stone approached me slowly as if he were floating on air. He walked over to me and then sat across from me in the booth. 
 
    “You’re going to go through the back where the restrooms are and you’re going to exit through the kitchen. There’s a door there. I’ll be right there, Maddie. I’ll be right there.” He tapped my hand lightly and my heart ached for his touch. “Go, now.” I stood up quickly as he stared at me, watching me walk away from him. 
 
    I walked through the kitchen towards the back door and exited. Stone stood there waiting for me. He grabbed me by my waist and placed my head against his chest. 
 
    “Do you feel that? Do you feel that Maddie?” he whispered into my hair. 
 
    “Yes. Yes. I do,” I answered. 
 
    “It’s my heart, Maddie. My heart. Maddie, my God, I’ve been looking for you for over a year.” I could feel his tears in my hair. 
 
    “It was Andrew.” 
 
    “I know. I know Maddie. The kids are safe. They are with me.” He cupped my face in his hands and stared into my eyes. “You look the same. Sweet. Innocent. My Maddie.” The tears fell from his eyes and I kissed them with my lips upon his cheeks. 
“I’ve missed you so much. I’m nothing without you Maddie. Nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “I have a plan. We can go to Joanna’s house, get the kids, and leave. Go to Mexico. No one can ever find us or judge us there, Maddie.” 
 
    “Who is Joanna?” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” He stared at my lips, his hands still cupping my face, and then…he kissed me. Long. Hard. Passionately. Like he hadn’t ever kissed me before. Our tongues swirled together, as one. I was breathless. My hands reached for his chest. His hands slid down my back. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered as he pulled from our kiss. 
 
    “No…don’t stop. Please, I need you. I love you.”  
 
    He grabbed my chin and ravished me with his mouth again. He pulled me in close, grabbing on to the back of my head. Neither of us could breathe, but the love we shared at that moment couldn’t be stopped. Our hands searched each other’s bodies, our lips matching the intensity of the grasps of our hands.  
 
    “Promise me. Promise me you’ll never walk away from me again. From us,” I whispered as I pulled away from our kiss. 
 
    “Never. Ever. Will I leave you.” He hugged me tightly. We embraced each other until we heard clapping in the background. 
 
    We turned around to look at the admirers and I nearly fainted. My heart stood still. 
 
    “Well, lookey here. Surprise,” I heard the devil say. Andrew. 
 
    I glanced over at Stone. His nose was bleeding. 
 
    “You should really take care of that. Bad habit, hillbilly,” Andrew chuckled. 
 
    “Fuck you, Andrew,” Stone said, angrily wiping his nose. 
 
    “Pretty typical place to hideout, Madison. Not very smart considering who you are up against.” Andrew chuckled. 
 
    “It’s over Andrew. Leave,” Stone said sternly. 
 
    “Well, I would if I could, but your sweet sister over here disobeyed me. She wasn’t supposed to run away. She ruined my trip to Ocean City. Now, why would you do such a thing Madison?” 
 
    “Go to hell. You don’t own me,” I shouted. 
 
    “We’re still married. Legally. So, I am your husband, remember?” he sneered. 
 
    “What do you want Andrew? It’s over,” Stone said. 
 
    “It’s over when I say it’s over, trailer trash.” The black Lincoln I saw before on the highway and at the school pulled up towards us. The slam of the back door could only mean one thing. Jackson. 
 
    “Well, nice to see you Madison. You don’t listen, do you?” he asked, smiling and shaking his head. 
 
    “No…I wasn’t going to wait for you to kill me,” I said nervously. 
 
    “Kill you. Nope, I wasn’t going to kill you. Someone else was.” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here Jackson,” Stone shouted pulling out the gun from his backpack. 
 
    “For God’s sakes kid. Get rid of that shit. You know you can’t kill me. I’m an FBI agent.” 
 
    He shook his head and walked towards Stone.  
 
    Stone pointed the gun and fired at his knee. 
 
    “Goddamit! Are you fucking crazy?” Jackson yelled as he fell to the ground. 
 
    “I told you. It’s over. You’re a crooked FBI agent. Maddie and I are walking out of here. At least, she is…unharmed.” 
 
    Stone walked over to Jackson as he held my hand tightly and took his gun. “You shoot me. I kill Andrew. You got it?” I looked up at Stone. “Come on.” He grabbed my hand and placed the keys to the car in it. 
 
    “No, what are you doing?” I said frantically, giving him the keys back. 
 
    “Go, Maddie. Here, take the keys. It’s the black Honda in the front of the diner,” He said. 
 
    “No…No…you promised. You promised me.” I grabbed his hand, and he yanked it from me. 
 
    “Maddie, it’s okay. I’ll kill them both. I swear to God; I won’t let anyone hurt you again.” I stared at him for a moment with disbelief in my eyes.  
 
    “You shot an FBI agent, you ignorant fuck!” Andrew shouted. Stone pointed his gun at Andrew and walked towards him. 
 
    “I’ll shoot you Stone,” Jackson said pulling out a gun from his ankle strap. 
 
    “No, you won’t, Jackson. You know I’ll kill Andrew. I’ll kill him. I shot him before. I’ll do it again.” 
 
    He walked over to Jackson and kicked him the face, knocking the gun out of his hand. Then he turned around and grabbed Andrew by the throat. “Get on your knees,” he said. 
 
    “No! Stone! No!” I shouted. I heard the police sirens in the background. “We have to go!” I yelled. 
 
    “Go Maddie! Go!” Stone shouted. 
 
    “No…not without you, please…Stone. Please,” I cried. My heart was hammering against my chest.  
 
    The sweat was dripping down my forehead. The sirens were coming closer and closer. “Stone! Please…please. I love you! Please don’t do this.” I grabbed his arm and Andrew tried to escape. 
 
    “Don’t move, motherfucker. I’ll blow your head off.” Stone pointed the gun at Andrew’s head. 
The police cars arrived. One police officer jumped out of his car, pulled out his gun, and pointed it at Stone. 
 
    “Put the gun down, now!” The police ordered Stone. 
 
    I pulled out the envelope with Stone’s birth certificate from my pocket. 
 
    “Look, Stone, look. Your birth certificate.” He turned to look at me, the sweat and lights from the police car blinding him. He lifted his hand to his eyes to see my face. “Ana’s not your mother Stone. Annette is. You see, you met her. You knew her. Put the gun down…We can be together. Forever. You and me. You’re only my half-brother…it’s okay…it’s okay. Please, I beg of you,” I whimpered. “Please, I’ll die without you…please, put the gun down,” I said, sobbing. 
 
    “Son, put the gun down,” the officer said calmly. Stone continued to point the gun at Andrew’s head. 
 
    The blood dripped from Stone’s nose. 
 
    “Please. He’s not well. Taser him. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. Help him! Please!” I pleaded with the police officer. 
 
    “Annette, huh? Well then, that sums up my life. Even she walked away from me. But I can’t get it out of my head that my father hurt you, our father Maddie. I can’t forgive him. That’s why I killed him. I watched him die, Maddie, and I was happy. Happy when he took his last breath.” He shook his head. “How can we be together? He raped you. He got you pregnant for God’s sake. That sick fuck. He’s your father, too. You deserve better, Maddie. Not me. Not me.” He grabbed Andrew by the hair tightly. He forced the gun into in Andrew’s mouth. 
 
    “Son, put down the gun. We can help you. We want to help you.”  The police officer moved closer. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer,” he said to the police officer. “Don’t you see, Maddie. It’ll never work. You and me. I can’t forgive myself for not protecting you from my father raping you. He was your father, too. He took you away from me when he hurt you. I can’t stand the thought. I can never hurt you like that.” His hands began to shake. 
 
    “It’s not your fault Stone…please. We can go to counseling,” I begged. My heart was hurting so badly I thought I was going to have a heart attack. 
 
    “Where? In jail? No, Maddie, go. If I can’t be with you. I’d rather die.” The tears brimmed at the corners of his eyes and fell one by one onto his cheeks. 
 
    “Son, I’m not going to ask you again. Put the gun down,” the officer demanded. 
 
    “We can be together. It’s okay. It’s not wrong. It’s not wrong. We can be a family. Stone…please, put the gun down.” I glanced over at the police. They were going to shoot him. I knew they were. It was just a matter of time. 
 
    “Maddie, I love you. No one will ever love you more than me. Ever. I never cared that you were my sister. Half or full blooded. I need you to know that.”  
 
    I covered my mouth with my hands and shook my head. My sobs were uncontrollable now. I shook my head, pleading with my eyes for him to put down the gun. 
 
    “I know. Please, I’m begging you. Please, put the gun down. I need you. The kids need you.” I begged him. 
 
    “No, they only need you.” He smiled, then turned to Andrew angrily. “And you…you piece of shit! You hurt Maddie most of all!” he shouted, pulling the gun out of Andrew’s mouth and placing it to the back of Andrew’s head.  
 
    Stone stared at me for a moment and mouthed “I love you.” Then he pulled the trigger and shot Andrew in the head. The police officer shot Stone twice in the chest as I ran to keep him from falling. 
 
    “No!” I screamed. “No!” I fell to my knees in front of him. I grabbed his head and placed it on my lap. 
 
    “No…” I whispered, sobbing. The pain in my chest escalated to an unbelievable feeling of horror that made me gasp for air. 
 
    “Maddie?” he whispered. 
 
    “Breathe, Stone, breathe.” I watched as the blood seeped from the two holes in his chest and covered his shirt. I looked into his eyes. They were cold. He tried to smile and lift his hand to touch my face, but he didn’t have the strength. Then, as I stared into his blue eyes, he… was gone.  
 
    I lowered my face to his chest and cried, then screamed.  
 
    Cried, then screamed. 
 
    Cried, then screamed. 
 
    I heard the ambulance getting closer. I grabbed Stone by his bloody chest and yelled, “Stone!”  
 
    I threw myself on top of him, covering myself in his blood. I studied his face, looking into his eyes looking for any sign of life…but his eyes didn’t look into mine. 
 
    I kissed his lips tenderly, trying to remember how it felt when he kissed me back…nothing. I held his cold hands to remember his warmth, his electrifying touch, like the day I grabbed his hand when I was eleven, but they were lifeless. 
 
    “No…please, come back to me. Please,” I whispered sobbing. “Please…I love you.” 
 
    “Miss, please you have to come with us,” one of the police officers said. He lifted me up from underneath my arms and I pushed him away, grabbing Stone around his waist. 
 
    “No! please…let me die. Just let me die.” I cried against Stone’s chest, holding onto him for dear life. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay. You’re going to be okay,” the officer said. 
 
    I glanced up and Jackson was standing over Andrew’s body. I placed my face into Stone’s bloody chest. I didn’t want Jackson to look at me. The police officer grabbed me gently by the arm and lifted me up. 
 
    “Sweetie, please. He’s gone. He’s gone.” I sat up and stared at Stone. His lifeless body lay there with no one to hold him. No one to tell him it was going to be okay. No mother. No father. No one…but me.  
 
    A police officer dispatched for the coroner’s office. I sat and stared aimlessly into the crowd of spectators. They looked at us and pointed at Stone’s dead body. 
 
    I gasped for air and the unrelenting pain that struck my heart over and over became the realization that he was really gone. It was harder and harder to breathe. I gasped for air and sobbed all in one breath continuously. 
 
    I glanced down at Stone, tilting my head to the side and wondering what it felt like to be him. I wanted to die so badly. I wanted to grab his gun and shoot into the crowd so the police officers would shoot and kill me, but I saw his wallet coming out of his back pants pocket. I grabbed it and opened it. I saw a picture of Bryan, Daniel and Alyssa. A photo I took of them when he first came out of prison and came to see me.  
 
    I closed my eyes and kissed the picture, thinking of the kids and how we lost Bryan. I opened my eyes and leaned over Stone’s body and kissed his lips and whispered, “I will never love anyone else but you Stone. Ever.” When the coroner’s car drove up behind Jackson’s black car and I realized they were there to take Stone, I completely lost it. My body was literally convulsing and the picture I was holding fell on Stone’s bloody chest.  
 
    The crowd began to scream and the EMS workers ran to me. They grabbed me and, with a familiar stick in my arm, I felt the drowsiness coming on, taking away the pain. The pain. The pain. 
 
    “Stone.” I whispered. “Stone. Don’t leave me…please.” My eyes closed and I was out. 
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    Madison 
 
    12 years later 
 
      
 
    The trees swayed to and fro in the warm breeze on that summer night, like they always did on the night of the anniversary of Stone’s death twelve years ago. How I remembered that day so clearly. I remembered as if it were yesterday, every day, for the last twelve years. Daniel walked on to the front porch with his head lowered. 
 
    “Hey champ,” I said. 
 
    “Hey, Mom. Russ is having a sleep over at his house tonight. All the guys will be there. Can I go?” He smiled and gave me the puppy dog eyes. 
 
    “Sure, but we always have a special dinner in honor of Dad, right?” He turned and looked away. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Mom, Dad died twelve years ago. Every day you cry. Every night you sleep with his picture on your pillow. He’s dead, Mom. You can’t bring him back. Even with a dinner.” 
 
    He sat next to me on the swing. “I think the best way to remember Dad is by letting him go. He’s tired of you crying, Momma. He’s tired of waking up to the tears on your pillow.” 
 
    Daniel wiped the tears from my eyes and kissed my nose. “You always said to remember Bryan when he was happy. All you see is Dad’s death.” 
 
    I began to sob. 
 
    “I know you were there, but you have to let it go. Alyssa suffers every day because of this and you don’t even see it,” Daniel said angrily. 
 
    “Are you saying I’m a bad mother?” I sniveled. 
 
    “I’m saying Dad is dead and you’ve never been with another man. You need to go out…on a date,” Daniel said smiling. He looked so much like Bryan. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. About Alyssa, anyway. I need to spend more time with her and less time crying.” I kissed him on the cheek.  A cool wind blew between the two of us as we sat on the swing. 
 
    “Do you smell that?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “It smells like cologne. Are you wearing any?” 
 
    “Not me.” Daniel looked around. 
 
    I stood staring at Daniel for a moment, a feeling of peace passing through my soul. I glanced up at the sunset, the ball in my throat choking me and tears burning at the back of my eyes. 
 
    “Do you think he’s here tonight?” I asked as I let the tears fall. 
 
    “If he is, he’s telling you let go Mom. It’s time to let go,” Daniel said sadly. “I miss him, Mom. I miss him more than anything in this world. I miss Bryan, too. Every day. But we have to move on. It’s been too long.” Daniel closed his eyes, remembering Stone and Bryan.  
 
    “Well, you better get packed. Russ and the guys are waiting for you.” He grabbed his back pack and pointed at it, then smiled. I nodded my head. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” Alyssa said as she walked in. 
 
    “Hey sweetie. Love that outfit,” I said happily. 
 
    “Really?” she asked surprised. 
 
    “Yeah, when did you get it?” I acted just as surprised. 
 
    “Aunt Joanna and Uncle Kevin bought it for me last week.” She lowered her head. 
 
    “Well, you look so grown up. Come here. Let me look at you?” I twirled her around. 
 
    “Really? You think so? You hear that Danny?” she asked, poking fun at Daniel. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard it. Don’t call me Danny in front of my friends, Lyssa,” He demanded. 
 
    “Don’t call me Lyssa in front of my friends Danny.” She stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    “Hey, your father wouldn’t want all of that bickering. Be nice to each other,” I demanded. 
 
    “I’m ready to cook Daddy’s dinner. Come on momma, let’s go,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “How about I drive Daniel to Russ’ house for his sleep over with the guys and you and I go out for pizza?” I asked. 
 
    “But it’s Daddy’s twelfth anniversary, Momma.” She stood stunned. 
 
    “Alyssa, today will be the last anniversary dinner of Daddy’s death. Maybe we can celebrate his birthday instead. He is a New Year’s baby, you know.” I smiled, looking at the expression on her face. 
 
    “Really, that sounds like fun! We can have a big party and invite Aunt Joanna, Uncle Kevin, baby Kevin, Patricia and Lena and grandma Annette. She’s coming down next weekend. I mean that’s what she told me on Facebook.” She smiled so innocently. “Oh Momma, Daddy would be so happy. So happy,” Alyssa said with tears in her eyes. “Thank you, Momma.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked. 
 
    “For never letting us forget our father. I know you told me the truth, and you never lied to me about Sylvester…and we know you’re our sister and you raised us. I’m sorry you had such a hard life because of us, Momma,” Alyssa said. She covered her mouth and began to cry on Daniel’s shoulder. 
 
    “What? Don’t you ever say that. I love you guys more than I love myself. You guys are the reason I live and breathe. You were never a burden. You both mean the world to me.” The tears fell from my eyes onto my cheeks. 
 
    “But you were like Alyssa’s age when Bryan was born. That’s not fair Mom,” Daniel said, hugging Alyssa. 
 
    “We do what we have to do, Daniel. It’s called life.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Well, it’s not fair,” he said again. 
 
    “Life’s not fair, sweetie, but as long as we have each other we have everything we need.” I hugged them both, and they both pulled away like teenagers do. 
 
    “I want a pizza,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “I have to go, Mom. They’re waiting for me,” Daniel said anxiously. 
 
    “Alright, alright. Let me get my keys,” I said. 
 
    “Look, Mom, it’s Aunt Joanna and Uncle Kevin,” Daniel shouted as he ran down the front porch steps to the car. Patricia and Lena jumped out. 
 
    “I’m going to a sleep over,” Daniel said, showing off. 
 
    “Really? A guy thing, huh?” Patricia asked. Patricia was the eldest of Joanna and Kevin’s three kids together.  Lena was three years old. 
 
    “Hey Lena. Come here!” Daniel said as she jumped into his arms. He carried her up the steps. 
 
    “Hey guys,” Joanna said, carrying Kevin, Jr. 
 
    “There’s my baby,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “Here you go. Hold his head. My God. Who told me to have a baby at forty-two?”  Joanna asked as she handed Kevin Jr to Alyssa. 
 
    “Where are you guys going? I thought we were eating in?” Joanna asked. 
 
    “Nope, Momma has a new plan. We’re celebrating Daddy’s birthday during New Year’s Eve. Did you know he was a New Year’s baby?” Alyssa kept ranting and raving about our new plans to Kevin. 
 
    “Everything okay, Madison?” Joanna asked. 
 
    “I looked into the sunset today. I think he was here,” I whispered. 
 
    “Who?” Joanna asked. 
 
    “Stone.” My heart hurt just mentioning his name. God, I had loved him so much and still did. 
 
    “Maybe…you never know. Did you at least make his favorite blueberry pie?” Joanna asked, laughing. 
 
    “Of course, that’ll never stop.” Daniel stared at me. “Well, now I’ll bake it on his birthday.” I smiled at Daniel and he spun Lena around. 
 
    “Okay, mom, I have to go,” Daniel stressed. 
 
    “I’ll take him. You guys hang here and eat pie,” Kevin said. 
 
    “Daddy, can I take the ride with you?” Patricia asked Kevin. 
 
    “Sure, Alyssa do you want to come?” Kevin asked Alyssa. 
 
    “Yes, sure Uncle Kevin.” Alyssa answered. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll race you to see who sits in the front seat. On your mark, get set, go!” Patricia shouted. Patricia, Daniel and Alyssa ran as fast as they could to the car. Of course, Daniel beat the girls to it. He ran to the front of the car, opened the door, and got inside. 
 
    “I’m going to take the kids inside. Come on Lena, Mommy needs your help.” Lena followed Joanna inside. 
 
    I stood leaning against the swing. The sun set completely as I watched Kevin drive away with the kids. I wrapped my arms around myself. The loneliness of not being in Stone’s embrace had haunted me for years. I could feel him tonight. I could feel his presence.  
 
    The trees rustled in the wind and I knew he was there…with me.  
 
    “I love you, Stone. I will always love you. Only you.” I whispered.   
 
    I felt a cold hand on my shoulder and I quickly turned my head. No one was there. I smiled and, in my heart, I was content. There was no other love like ours. We were cursed from the moment we were born into the lives we led, yet we knew more about loving deeply, wholeheartedly and unconditionally, because of it. I knew I would never love another man like I loved Stone. A love like ours broke all of the rules. Our forbidden love. Our love…A love without boundaries. 
 
    The End 
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