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A prequel short story in The Chosen Series

Even before Jake’s birth, Emma Thompson focused all her energy on providing a safe and sheltered world for her two-year-old son. The life she’d always wanted as a child—a loving mother and financial security. But another “incident” had has led to Jake’s expulsion from his second daycare center in two weeks, and now her accounting job with a high profile commercial firm is on the line. 

Soon Emma wishes losing her job was her only worry when it becomes evident that someone is not only watching her, but is determined to make contact with her son, forcing her to make the biggest decision of her life.
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Chapter One
 
 
Emma scowled as she studied the figures on her computer screen. Something was off and it set the hairs on her neck on end. She thrived on order. It was one of the reasons she’d become an accountant. She’d learned long ago that while people always let her down, she could almost always count on numbers.
The phone on her desk rang, adding to her irritation. She was already behind on the Wallace account. Any more interruptions and she’d never make it to the daycare on time. Again.
Picking up on the third ring, she cradled the phone on her shoulder as she glanced down at the file next to her. “Hello.”
“Ms Thompson, there’s been another incident.”
She sucked in a breath and turned her face toward the corner of her cubicle. Not again. “What happened?”
“We’d rather discuss it person, if you don’t mind. We need you to come right away.”
Chewing on her bottom lip, she tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’m not sure I can get away.”
“Ms. Thompson, I’m not sure you understand. Waiting is not an option. You need to come pick up your son. Now.”
“But…” Covering her forehead with her hand, she hid the tears that filled her eyes. How many more times could she take off work and keep her job? But she didn’t have a choice. “I’ll be right there.”
“He’ll be waiting in the office.”
Emma hung up, trying to shake off her rising panic. This was the fifth incident in three weeks. Jake’s second daycare. How many daycare centers were there in Little Rock?
Her gaze turned to her boss’s door. He was going to be furious, not that he needed much more encouragement after she had spurned several of his advances. It was subtle enough that she had no proof to take to HR, but it was enough to make her uncomfortable. The incidents with Jake hadn’t helped matters and in one weak moment, she wondered if she should have just gone through with it. She really needed her job. But one thing stopped her.
She had been used by a man once before, and she’d kill the man who tried it again.
Thankful that it was at least after three and she’d already worked six hours, she shut down her computer and locked up the client’s files. She ignored her worry over not being able to work in the morning if Jake was kicked out of daycare again.
Squaring her shoulders, she knocked on her boss’s door then pushed it open without waiting for a response, poking her head into the crack. “Hey, Tyler. Got a second?”
“Emma.” His tone was cold and brisk.
“I need to take off early today. My son has come down with a fever.” Her stomach twisted with anxiety.
“You realize you’ve used up almost all of your vacation time.”
“His daycare won’t let him stay if he’s ill.”
“And some of your clients are complaining.”
This was news, although not surprising. It only added to her fear. “Tyler, I can work on the accounts from home. It doesn’t matter if I’m sitting at my desk or my kitchen table.”
“It’s against company policy and you know it, Emma. I’m sorry but you leaving today is out of the question. Figure out someone else to pick up your kid. Shut the door on your way out.”
She hung her head. She was fully aware of the company’s confidentiality rules and her suggestion went against every principle she possessed. But then, so did her next move. She lifted her head, her eyes piercing his. “I’ll be sure to talk to Human Resources about it. While I’m filing my sexual harassment complaint.”
His face paled, then reddened. “Excuse me?”
“We both know that your advances go against company policy. I’m sure Loretta would love to hear about it.”
He paused with a grin. “You don’t have any proof, Emma. Nothing will come from it, and you know it.”
“Maybe so, but I think we’ll just let Human Resources sort that all out.” He’d win. They both knew it. But his reputation might be tarnished in the process.
He rolled his eyes and waved his hand toward the door. “Sure, Emma. Take off the afternoon. Take off the rest of the fucking week.” He glared at her. “But if this happens one more time, you won’t have a job to come back to. Threat or no threat.”
“Thanks,” she muttered in a sarcastic tone as she shut the door.
After pulling out of the employee parking lot, she allowed herself a short moment of victory. She may have gotten away with getting the afternoon off, but Tyler Matheson was the golden boy of Schiller and Schiller Accounting, quickly climbing the rungs to a corporate executive job in the nationally respected, commercial accounting firm.
Tyler wouldn’t fall from his pedestal without a fight.
Emma’s days were numbered.
She didn’t have time to dwell on it long before the daycare center came into view. Pulling into a parking spot, she turned off the engine and gripped the steering wheel. A woman in scrubs walked up the steps and through the entrance. It was shortly after three-thirty, and parents from the University Medical Center would be getting off their shifts and picking up their children. She considered, not for the first time, making an appointment for someone to examine her son.
Jake wasn’t a normal child.
Emma followed the mother, entering the daycare office instead of buzzing into the children’s area. Jake sat in a chair, his short legs dangling over the edge. He looked up at her with his big, deep blue eyes, his mouth turned into a frown. He’d changed so much in only a few weeks’ time. No longer the happy, bubbly child she’d known for two years, Jake was now withdrawn and sullen.
But if he really saw the things he claimed to see, she couldn’t blame him.
She scooped him up into her arms, hugging him tight. He buried his head into her shoulder and she felt his body shake with a sob. Stroking his short blond curls she whispered in his ear, “It’s okay, baby. It’s going to be okay.”
“Ms. Thompson.”
Emma lifted her head to glance at the director, a middle-aged woman who wore a perpetual scowl. Why had she enrolled Jake in this dreary place? Then she remembered it was because she’d only had two days to find a replacement. She’d had no choice.
“If you could come into my office so we can chat.” The director backed up and waved her in.
Emma took a step toward the opening when the director held up her hand. “Leave Jake outside. Lori will sit with him.”
Glancing from Jake to the young woman at a desk, Emma hesitated.
“It will only take a few moments.”
Emma set Jake in the chair and knelt in front of him. “I have to talk to Miss Martha. I’ll only be a minute, okay?”
He nodded, his eyes shiny with tears.
She hesitated. The conversation with the director would be pointless. This was the second incident here, and Emma was sure Jake was going to be expelled. Jake clearly needed her more than she needed closure with Discovery Zone Daycare.
“It’s okay, Mommy.”
How had this happened? How had he turned into this little old man in a two-year-old’s body? She choked back a sob of fear.
“Ms. Thompson.” The daycare director’s impatience grated on Emma’s already frazzled nerves.
“Mommy, you need to talk to her.”
Emma didn’t dare ask how he knew that. She didn’t want to know.
Leaning toward him, she cupped his face, touching her forehead to his. “I’ll be right back, and then we’ll go home, okay?”
His face softened, some of the seriousness leaving his eyes, and he was her Jake again. Her little boy. “I want chicken nuggets,” he whispered.
Her chin trembled and she wiped a tear from her eye. “Chicken nuggets it is. I promise.”
“Okay.”
She kissed his forehead, fighting her tears as she stood, and smoothed her skirt. She wanted to get this over with and take her son home.
The director shut the door, and sat behind a metal desk, folding her hands on top of a planner. Her mouth pursed, deepening the wrinkles in her forehead. “There was another incident with Jake and another child today. This one was quite serious.”
Emma crossed her legs and rested her hands on her knees. “And?”
“Ms. Thompson, I’m not sure you’re taking this seriously.”
“Perhaps I would if I knew what this was about.”
The woman cleared her throat and glared. “Jake told a girl in his class that she was going to fall off the slide and break her arm.”
“Jake has always had a very active imagination.”
“The girl fell off the picnic table two hours later and broke her arm.”
Emma’s chest tightened. “Small children are often accident-prone.”
“Most children don’t predict their accidents.”
Emma narrowed her eyes and pulled out her coldest tone. “What are you suggesting?”
“This isn’t the first time Jake has warned a child of an impending accident.”
“As I said, small children are prone to accidents.”
“Yet Jake knows exactly what is going to happen to them before it happens.”
Shifting in her seat, Emma rolled her eyes. “Mrs. Williams, I don’t have time to sit here and beat around the bush. You called me here from work. Surely you have something else to say.”
“We believe Jake has psychological issues that need to be addressed.”
“Excuse me?”
“We believe Jake is intentionally hurting his classmates.”
Anger flooded Emma’s head and she fought to remain calm. Losing control was not an option. Ever. “I’m sorry, but I wasn’t aware Jake was anywhere near the little boy when he cut his head open last week. The incident report said that Jake was in the restroom when the boy fell.”
“Well, yes…”
Emma tilted her head, glaring at the woman. “I’m sorry, but I fail to see how my son could injure a child in another room.”
For the first time, the director showed uncertainty. “We haven’t figured that part out—”
“And who is we?”
“The assistant director and myself. And one of the parents is a child psychologist.”
“I’m sorry.” Emma fought to keep her voice from rising. “Are you telling me that you had someone examine my child without my permission?”
The director’s eyes widened. “Oh, no! I assure you that’s not what happened.”
“Then how could this parent know anything about my son?”
“We…we discussed the issue with him.”
“You discussed my son with another parent? Aren’t there confidentiality rules or laws you need to follow?”
The woman’s face paled for several moments before her eyes hardened. “Ms. Thompson, you’re missing the point of this conversation. Your son is a very troubled child. Children are being harmed, and your son is telling them exactly what’s going to happen to them before it occurs. The child psychologist has never seen something like this in a child so young.” The woman paused then lifted her chin. “Ms. Thompson, has Jake suffered any kind of abuse? Physical or psychological?”
Emma stood. “How dare you!”
“I’m not insinuating it was you. It’s often an unsuspected family member. An uncle. A grandfather. A father…”
“There is no father.” Emma fought to keep the bitterness from her words.
“It’s not uncommon for abused children to manifest their anger on others.”
“No one has abused my son! I’ve heard enough. Jake won’t be back.”
“No. He won’t. He’s officially expelled from our school. I strongly suggest you seek help for your son, Ms. Thompson. In fact, Child Protective Services has been notified.”
The blood rushed from her head and she stumbled on her heels. “What?”
“We are bound by law to report suspected abuse cases.”
“My son has not been abused!”
“Then you have nothing to worry about, do you?”
Emma threw the door open and picked up Jake and his backpack, stomping out of the building. Her shaky fingers fumbled with his car seat strap and he reached his hand to her cheek. “It’s going to be okay, Mommy.”
Closing her eyes, she leaned her cheek into his hand before she realized what she was doing. She was letting her two-year-old son comfort her. She forced a smile and kissed his forehead. “Of course it is, you silly billy. We’re going to go home and have chicken nuggets and ice cream. You want some ice cream?”
He nodded.
“Ice cream it is!’
“Miss Thompson?” a woman asked behind her.
Emma shut the minivan door and turned to face the assistant director. Great. Now what? “Yes?”
The young woman leaned close. “I think it’s wrong what they’ve done. Jake’s a sweet little boy. He wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
“Thank you,” Emma mumbled, surprised at how much the woman’s admission meant to her.
“I may be out of line, but I know this isn’t the first daycare Jake has had issues at.”
“Well…”
“Oh no! I’m not judging.” The woman held up her hands, a business card between the fingers of her right hand. She handed it to Emma. “I just thought Jake might be better with a nanny, especially since you’re always racing to get here before we close to pick him up.”
More guilt washed in at the newest evidence supporting her greatest fear. She was a terrible mother. Biting her lip, she took the card. “Thanks.”
“Good luck.”
They drove the short distance home, Jake singing to a children’s CD as Emma fought to keep the lid on her rising panic. The daycare had called Child Protective Services and she was about to lose her job. How could things get any worse?
After an early dinner, Emma took Jake in the backyard and pushed him on the swing on the new play set she’d had installed a month ago.
Before it all began.
While he dug in the sandbox, she sat next to him, dipping her bare feet into the sand.
Jake looked up at her with a blank look.
Her heart stuttered. She recognized that look.
“You’re going to see the ocean.”
She forced a smile. “I’ve never seen the ocean. That would be fun. Maybe we can go to Gulf Shores for vacation next summer.” Although she doubted she’d have much vacation time left after all of this.
He shook his head, tears in his eyes. “No. I won’t be with you.”
Terror flooded her blood stream. “Of course, you’ll be with me. We’re a team, you and me, remember? We’re a package deal.”
He shook his head.
“I will never leave you, Jake. Never.”
“I know. But you won’t have a choice.”
She grabbed his shoulders and pulled him toward her, his eyes widening. “I won’t let anyone take you from me either, okay? I won’t. I promise.”
Jake wrapped his arms around her neck. “I know, Mommy. I know.” But his voice was soft and sad.
He didn’t believe her.


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Jake was quieter during his bath, and Emma forced a cheerful conversation, to the point of endless babbling. At bedtime, she rocked him in his chair, reading his favorite stories.
When she closed the cover of the last book, Jake took her hand in his. “I’m sorry, Mommy.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“I know.”
She paused, unsure she wanted to broach the subject of this afternoon. “Was it like the other times?”
“Yes.”
His word hung heavy in the air, filling her with grief. The incidents were becoming more frequent.
“Miss Martha said you told the little girl that she would fall off the slide and break her arm, but it happened when she fell off the table. See? It was different than you saw it.”
“I tried to stop it.”
She stuffed her disappointment. “Like the boy at your old daycare?”
“Yes.”
That had been one of the first incidents.
“Do they always scare you? The things you see in your head?”
“Yes.”
Her arm tightened around his waist.
“I know I wasn’t supposed to say anything. But I saw her in my head. Her arm bent funny and she screamed and screamed. She fell off the slide in the story in my head. I tried to stop her from getting on the slide but she fell off the table instead.”
“It’s okay, baby.”
But it wasn’t. Emma was terrified. She had no idea what was happening to her son or how to stop it.
“I’m tired.”
She tucked him into bed and kissed his cheek. “We get to spend the day together tomorrow.”
“You don’t have to go to work?”
She smiled. “Not tomorrow.”
Standing, she reached to turn off the lamp.
“Mommy, can I sleep with the light on?”
He’d never wanted a night-light before. “Of course, baby.”
After rubbing his forehead, she left his room, cracking the door behind her. She leaned into the wall, choking back her tears. She had to figure out a way to help him. Maybe the director had been right. Maybe he needed psychological help.
Moving to the kitchen, Emma made a cup of tea and wished she had someone to talk to. A partner to help her with these decisions. But between Jake and her job, which had longer hours than acceptable with a small child, there was no time for men and dating. And she sure wasn’t falling for the lines her boss threw at her.
She’d been foolish enough to fall for pretty words and a pretty face once. And look where that got her.
The thought filled her with guilt. That got her the little boy in the next room. He was her entire world, and while she’d love to redo the circumstances of his conception, she’d never, ever wish he wasn’t hers.
The phone rang, making her jump in surprise. She didn’t have many friends, no family she kept in contact with. The phone rarely rang. Putting down her cup, she reached for the phone.
“Hello?”
The silence that followed unnerved her. Finally a man asked, “Emma Thompson?”
She considered hanging up. Something in the voice on the other side of the line frightened her. But what if it was Child Protective Services? “Who’s calling?”
She was greeted with more silence. Then a dial tone.
Her heart raced.
Calm down. It was probably a sales call. But she double-checked the doors and windows anyway.
The next morning Emma called in sick to work, thankful that Tyler was away from his desk and she could leave a message. Aside from Tyler’s wrath, she still had to deal with an angry client, but nothing could be done about that.
Next she called the nanny service. Emma needed to be a model employee to keep her job. If she had a nanny watching Jake at home, she wouldn’t have to worry about leaving work late or Jake getting sick. And perhaps Jake would have fewer incidents if he weren’t around other children. She breathed a sigh of relief when the agency agreed to send someone for her to interview later that morning.
While she picked up Jake’s toys and stuffed them into a basket, the phone rang again.
“Hello?”
Silence.
“Who is this?”
Nothing.
She quickly pushed the off button, holding the phone to her chest. Why was she letting these phone calls get to her? She was becoming paranoid.
The doorbell rang promptly at eleven and Emma found a plump, elderly woman on her doorstep.
The woman smiled. “Hello, dear. I’m Mrs. Pemberton and I’m here about the nanny position.”
“Thank you for coming.” Emma led her to the living room and gestured to the sofa. “Please, have a seat.”
“And where’s my future charge?” The woman swiveled her head, searching the room.
“He’s playing in his room right now so we can talk first.”
The woman clasped her hands and chuckled. “Of course, dear. Quite right. What a sensible girl you are.”
“Thank you.” Emma looked down to hide her frown. Something about the woman didn’t seem right, which was insane. If Emma had special-ordered a nanny, Mrs. Pemberton was exactly what she’d have picked: a warm grandma figure with a cheerful smile. So why did she make Emma so nervous?
“Why don’t you tell me about your boy. He’s two?”
“Yes, but he’s always been very mature for his age. He’s an only child and it’s just he and I.”
“No father in the picture?”
“No.”
“No custody issues?”
Emma knew these were standard questions, but her hair stood on end. “No.”
“And what would my duties be?”
“Um...” Why did this woman make her so nervous? “I’m an accountant.”
“Oh, my. What a dry job for such a pretty thing.”
Emma shook her head, taken back by her statement. “No, I love it, actually. I just don’t love the hours. I’ve only been with the firm for a few years and it takes long hours to prove your loyalty. Unfortunately, long hours don’t work well with a small child. Which is why I decided to try a nanny. I’d rather Jake spend those hours at home with a loving caregiver than a sterile daycare.” While not entirely true, it sounded much better than telling her that Jake had been expelled.
“That is so smart of you, dear. I think the best thing for a child is his mother, but if that’s not an option, a grandmother is the next best thing. Does Jake not have a grandmother around to help?”
Emma stared at her for a moment. Had she told Jake’s name to Mrs. Pemberton? She knew she hadn’t told the agency. After she’d hung up this morning, she’d thought it odd that they hadn’t asked.
“No, my mother lives in Joplin, Missouri.”
“And you two aren’t close?”
“No.” Fear swamped her head, making it hard for her to concentrate. This was ridiculous. The woman in front of her looked harmless. Her questions were somewhat invasive but not threatening. So why did they feel otherwise?
“No other family then? It’s just you and Jake?”
Nausea churned in Emma’s stomach and she swiped at her forehead. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Pemberton, but I suddenly don’t feel well. Do you think we could reschedule?”
The older woman’s eyes widened. “Don’t be silly, dear. I’m already here and we’re almost done. I only need to meet Jake.”
Emma stood. “I’m really sorry. I—”
“Mommy?” Jake stood at the corner of the living room, staring at the older woman.
Mrs. Pemberton’s eyes narrowed and her mouth pulled into a tight line before she smiled again. “You must be Jake. I’m going to take care of you, won’t that be nice?”
Jake’s gaze turned to Emma’s, his face pale.
“I suddenly remembered Jake has a doctor’s appointment.” Emma pulled the older woman from the sofa and toward the door.
“Can’t you reschedule, dear? You know, I can help you with those kinds of things. Would you like me to come tomorrow?”
“But we didn’t even discuss a salary.”
The older woman placed a hand on her chest. “Didn’t we? Oh dear, now you’re going to think I’m senile.”
Emma pushed her to the door. “I’ll be in touch.”
Mrs. Pemberton looked over her shoulder. “But don’t—”
Emma shut the door and locked it, closing her eyes. She’d been unbelievably rude with no just cause. And she’d blown any chance of hiring a nanny from that agency.
“She was a bad woman.”
Emma froze. “What?”
“She was a bad woman. She works with the bad men.”
Choking back a sob of fear, she picked up him. “What do you mean? How do you know?”
“I just do. She’s bad.”
She sat in the chair, holding Jake on her lap while she stared at the place on the sofa where the woman had sat. If Mrs. Pemberton really was dangerous, she’d been in her house. Close to Jake.
“I should call the police.” But even as the words left her mouth, she knew the impossibility of it. What would she tell them? That she’d received strange phone calls and an elderly woman showed up for an interview that Emma had arranged?
For the first time in her life, she wasn’t sure what to do. Even after Jake’s conception, when she’d discovered her life had been thrown off her carefully planned track, she never questioned what to do. She graduated from college, seven months’ pregnant, and found a good corporate job in Little Rock with excellent benefits. Her life changed and she adapted. But how did she adapt to this? How did she protect her son?
“It’s going to be okay, Mommy.”
“How do you know?”
“I just do.”
The fact that she counted on him being right proved how warped her life had become.


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Dread simmered in Emma’s chest all day, making her jumpy. Her encounter with Mrs. Pemberton had shaken her so badly she hadn’t left the house all day. And she hadn’t called any daycares. Which meant she had to call in sick again. Soon daycare wasn’t going to matter, because she wouldn’t have a job to go.
Get it together, Emma. This is ridiculous. She was an old woman and Emma had simply overreacted. Jake thought she was bad because he’d sensed Emma’s anxiety. In fact, the more she thought about it, she could attribute everything to Jake’s sensitivity. The children’s accidents had been a coincidence. Jake couldn’t predict the future. He was an intelligent child, mature for his age, and that frightened people.
After dinner, she’d convinced herself hiding at home was ridiculous and told Jake they were going to walk to the park.
He shook his head, backing away form her. “No, Mommy. It’s not safe.”
Emma chastised herself. Her paranoia had freaked Jake out. “It’s safe, Jake. Mommy was overreacting.”
Jake’s eyes welled with tears. “No, Mommy. We can’t.”
His fear scared her and she almost caved. But she wasn’t doing him any favors by catering to his irrational thoughts. Still, she had to be gentle with this. “How about we skip the park and just take a walk to the pond. We’ll take some bread and feed the ducks.”
He was silent for a moment then nodded. “Okay.”
The sun was low in the sky and the air was cooler than usual for September, so Emma slipped Jake’s arms into his jacket and zipped him up. “We can’t have you getting a cold now, can we?” She tapped him on his nose and laughed.
He usually giggled but instead looked at her with solemn eyes.
This was her fault. She’d encouraged this, bought into the stories he saw in his head. All it had done was make them both miserable, gotten him kicked out of two daycares, and made her paranoid and almost unemployed. That was all about to change.
“Let’s go feed some ducks!”
The evening air was crisp. The smell of burning leaves made her uneasy as they walked the block and a half to the neighborhood pond, the scent a reminder of an ugly night three years earlier. Jake clung to her hand tighter than usual, looking over his shoulder every few steps.
She was falling into paranoia again. “Let’s pretend like we’re pirates!”
“Okay.” But he sounded unconvinced.
When they reached the pond, Jake’s tension fell away as he tossed pieces of bread to the ducks. Emma watched him, overwhelmed with sadness. He’d always acted so much older than his age, testing at a three-year-old language level. His maturity often led her to forget he was really just a toddler. Maybe she’d stunted him developmentally. Maybe the stories in his head were his two-year-old way of saying that he needed to be a little boy.
Relieved to have an explanation for his behavior, she took his hand and he graced her with a smile. This was the answer. They needed more fun and frivolity and less work. Maybe she should look for a job with fewer hours, even if it meant less money. Sure, she was proud that she was twenty-four and owned a house and minivan, but she could downsize. She could get a condo and a sedan. Jake was more important than money and things.
They held hands on the walk home, singing a silly pirate song Jake had learned at his old daycare. Jake stumbled on an uneven patch of the sidewalk. Emma grabbed his arm to keep him from falling, shocked to see his fear-stricken face.
“Excuse me, miss.” A man stepped in front of her and blocked the sidewalk. “I’m missing my dog. Have you seen him?”
She would have answered him, but she was more concerned with Jake, who’d turned so pale she worried he was about to pass out. “Jake?”
The man stepped closer. “He looks a little worn out. Perhaps y’all need a lift home.”
The hair on the back of her neck pricked. She leaned over and picked Jake up. “Thank you, but we’re not far.”
The corners of his mouth lifted into something that was supposed to resemble a smile, but the hardness in his eyes suggested otherwise. “Please, I insist.”
Taking a step backward, she held Jake tighter and turned him away from the man. “No, we’re fine,” she forced out in spite of her erratic breathing.
He took another step toward her. “You don’t look fine.”
Emma scanned the street, finding it deserted. Should she scream? Should she run? “We’re okay, really.” She walked out into the street and around him. “Good luck finding your dog.”
She half-ran, half-walked home, breathless when she walked in the front door and chastising herself for not locking up before she left. Still holding Jake, she searched the house for any signs of an intruder. When she realized they were safe, she looked out the front window.
The man stood on the street corner, watching the house.
Still holding Jake in her arms, she set him down on the sofa. His eyes were glazed, his body limp. Hysteria bubbled in her chest. “Jake!”
He looked up at her and blinked.
“Jake.” Her voice broke and she gave into her tears. “Talk to me, baby.”
“Is the bad man gone?”
She sucked in a breath. “Bad man?”
His eyes widened. “He was a bad man.”
Determined to stop this nonsense, she clenched her jaw. “No, he was just a man looking for his dog.”
Jake shook his head. “No. He was looking for me.”
Emma choked on sobs. “No, Jake! Stop this right now! He’s not a bad man. Mrs. Pemberton wasn’t bad. You didn’t really know those children were going to get hurt. This isn’t real. None of this is real.”
Tears filled his eyes. “I’m sorry, Mommy.”
She ran to the window again. The man stood in the same spot. What if Jake was right? What if the man really wanted Jake? There was no doubt the man looked suspicious and she couldn’t take a chance. She picked up the phone and dialed 911.
An hour later, Emma was more frustrated than before she called. An officer took her report and said he’d look into it, but she knew he considered her to be a hysterical mother, no matter how much she tried to insist she wasn’t prone to overreaction. He told her that they’d send a patrol car through the neighborhood, but she didn’t expect anything to come of it.
Distraught, Jake cried when she tucked him into bed and insisted she stay with him. Part of her worried that if she reacted to his fear, she’d be encouraging it. But her mother’s heart won out and she carried him into her room, snuggling with him while he watched children’s television.
Emma stroked his head, her fingers playing with his soft curls until he fell asleep. She flipped off the TV and watched him, fear churning in her gut.
What if this wasn’t all Jake’s imagination? If people were really after her son, she had to make the police believe her.
And if she let herself consider that bad people might want her son, she had to consider why they wanted him. Could she accept the fact that Jake really saw bad things in his head? What if Mrs. Pemberton and the man on the street corner had somehow found out and had come to take her son? Who would protect him from them?
The next day Emma bought a hand gun. The clerk pulled out a revolver he thought would be a good fit and she held it in her hands, sure she’d lost her mind. Buying a gun seemed paranoid and irresponsible. She had a toddler in the house, for heaven’s sake. She’d never even touched a gun in her life, yet here she was buying one. While her two-year-old watched.
How messed up was that?
But she left the store with the gun, after she passed the background check, along with bullets and a case to lock it up in. She’d even signed up to take classes to learn how to use it, although she had no idea who would watch Jake when she went.
After lunch, Emma laid Jake down for a nap and contemplated how to spend the rest of the afternoon. At the moment, she needed to figure out what to do about her job. Jake needed her. Once he fell asleep, she sat down at the computer and tweaked her resume. On Monday, she would search for a new job.
The doorbell rang and her heart jumped into her throat. Closing her eyes, she told herself to calm down. She may have bought a gun earlier, but she didn’t have to give in to total paranoia. She opened her eyes and jumped with a shriek.
Jake stood three feet in front of her, pale and wide-eyed. “They’re here.”


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Her heart raced. “Who’s here?” she wheezed out.
“The bad men,” he whispered.
Her gun was in her bedroom, but it was broad daylight. She shook her head. She was losing it. “Jake, sweetie, go back to bed.”
He stood in place as if frozen. At the moment, his demeanor worried her more than who might be at the door.
“Jake?”
He continued to stare, his eyes glazed.
The doorbell rang again, followed by pounding. “Ms. Thompson,” a male voice called out. “This is Child Protective Services. We know you’re in there. We need you to answer the door.”
“Jake!” She shook his arms gently, scared that he was still unresponsive. In elementary school, Emma had a friend who had grand mal seizures, and she looked a lot like this. Maybe Jake was having a seizure. She wasn’t sure whether to be happy to have a possible explanation or be frightened. Right now she needed to worry about the people on her doorstep. If it really was the CPS, she didn’t want them seeing Jake like this.
Scooping him in her arms, she carried him to his room and laid him down, covering him with the blanket. She hated to leave him, but worried they’d break in the door if she didn’t answer.
Closing Jake’s door, she went to the front entrance and peeked through the sheers on the sidelight window. Two men stood on the front porch, both wearing suits. She opened the door, leaving the locked storm door shut.
“Can I help you?” she asked through the screen.
The smaller man frowned. “Emma Thompson?”
Her heart raced, thumping into her chest wall. “And who’s asking?”
“We’re with Child Protective Services. We’d like to come in and see your son.”
Her fingers gripped the edge of the doorjamb. “Do you have badges?”
He looked at his partner, then back at her. “We don’t carry badges, ma’am.”
“Then do you have any kind of papers or name tags?”
He hesitated for a moment, just long enough for Emma to realize he was about to do something.
She slammed the door shut, barely closing and locking it before his hand pushed through the screen. Running to her room, she pulled her laundry hamper in front of the shelf in her closet, climbing up and pulling down the box with her gun. The container was locked and the gun was unloaded. She’d never have it ready in time.
Grabbing the phone, she dialed 911 and ran into the kitchen to grab a knife. Through the living room window, she saw the two men dart around the corner of the house. Toward Jake’s room.
“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”
Jake still lay on the bed, unresponsive. Emma tried to control her rising panic.
“What’s your emergency?”
“Uh…” She took several breaths. “There’s two men. They’re trying to break into my house.”
“What’s your address, ma’am?”
“Thirty-twenty-two Forest Road. Please hurry. They want my son.” Her voice broke as she sat on the bed, putting herself between Jake and the window. The men’s silhouettes appeared against the drawn curtains.
“We’re sending someone now. Just stay on the line until the officers get there.”
“Please hurry. Please.” She’d never felt more helpless or terrified in her life.
Soon sirens whined in the distance, and the figures darted away from the window. Within a few minutes, there was more pounding on the front door. “Police. Open up!”
Emma swallowed the lump in her throat. “There’s someone at the door saying they’re the police.”
“That’s our officers, miss. Go let them in.”
She glanced down at Jake. “I don’t want to leave my son.”
“You can take him with you, but stay on the line until you let them in.”
Cradling Jake in her arms, she held the knife as she moved to the front door. Two men stood on the porch, wearing police uniforms. She opened the door and let them in.
Her legs buckled and one of the officers grabbed her arm and held her up, taking the knife with his free hand. He led her to the sofa and set it down. Jake roused from his trance-stare, staring at the policemen with wide eyes. She tried to calm herself down for Jake’s sake. Her two-year-old son didn’t need to see his mother freak out anymore. Finally, she stopped shaking enough for officer to take her statement. The way he watched her made her uneasy.
He’s a police officer, for God’s sake, Emma. Stop the paranoia.
He gave her a tight smile then announced he was going to look around the outside of the house. Returning several minutes later, he tucked the notebook in his shirt pocket. “We didn’t find anything, ma’am.”
She titled her head, confused. “That’s because they left. You were hardly out there.”
“We’ll file the report and see what happens.”
“Don’t you want to know what they looked like?”
He looked at his partner then down at her. “Ma’am, we’ve been told that you’re prone to exaggeration and that CPS has been notified to investigate.”
She stood, her anger rising. “Who told you that?”
“We have confidential sources, but this incident combined with your call the other night…”
“You’re telling me you’re not going to do anything?
“We’ll file the report, ma’am.”
“You’ll file the report? You’ll file the report?” She flung her hand toward the front door. “Meanwhile, there are men out there who want my son! My son is in danger and you’re doing nothing to help him!”
The officer leaned his face down to hers. “Honestly ma’am, the only danger we see to your son right now is you. CPS will be in touch.”
“What about the screen? They ripped the screen to get in.”
“You have a little boy, Ms. Thompson. My kids are always busting my screen door.” His voice lowered. “I understand that you’re a single mother and under a lot of stress. Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to get some counseling.”
“Excuse me?”
He flashed her a tight smile. “We’ll let ourselves out.”
“Yeah. Why don’t you do that?”
Emma followed and locked the door behind them, wanting to burst into tears. But Jake was watching and he needed her to be strong. She needed to keep it together.
His face relaxed. “The bad men are gone.”
She pulled him into a hug. “Yes, they’re gone.”
“They’re coming back.”
His announcement didn’t surprise her, yet fear coursed through her veins.
“Why are they coming back?”
He leaned away and looked at her in confusion. “They want me.”
“Because you can see things?”
He nodded. “But later they’ll want you. And you’ll leave me.”
She pulled his head to her chest. “I’ll never leave you. Never.”
“You’ll be with a man. He’ll keep you safe.”
“No, Jake. There’s only you.”
“The bad men are coming back.”
With a sigh, she pondered her choices. One, she could ignore his warning, in spite of the fact that he’d been right about the men who tried to break in. Or two, she could listen to him and be ready the next time they came.
“Do you know when they are coming back?”
“No.”
“Will you tell me when you do?”
“Yes.”
She was jumpy the rest of the afternoon, uncertain what to do. If the police wouldn’t listen to her, what could she do? Her only option was to take matters into her own hands.
Maybe she should hide. She had no ties to Little Rock. She’d planned to get a new job anyway. She could sell her house, get a new car. They could move anywhere. Get a fresh start where no one knew them. No one knew about Jake.
This was crazy. She was giving up the life she’d worked so hard for. The life she’d always wanted as a kid and she vowed to give to Jake, and here she was, throwing it all away.
But when she looked at Jake, and studied his angelic face, she knew she’d give up everything she owned. She’d give her life for him.
As it got dark, she knew she couldn’t let him sleep in his room. Every time she thought about putting him in there, she saw the men lurking outside his window.
While he sat on her bed and watched cartoons, she packed several suitcases of clothes, constantly checking on him. She had no idea when the Bad Men would return, but she suspected it would be sooner rather than later. She planned to be prepared.
Jake brushed his teeth, watching with eyes too serious to belong to a child so young. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she told herself things would be better when they moved. They’d lose the Bad Men, and Jake would become the happy little boy he was only weeks before.
Before he went to sleep, they curled up on her king-sized bed and she read him his favorite stories. She sat with him until he fell asleep, then tucked his books into a bag as well as his favorite toys.
They’d leave in the morning. Why sit around and wait for something bad to happen? She could call a realtor to list her house. She could send movers to pack up her house.
There was enough money in her bank account to last them several months, maybe more if she was careful. She assured herself this was a one-time move. She’d lose the people after them, maybe even change her name and start again. They could think of it as an adventure. Heaven knew she’d never done anything impulsive in her life. If she was going for impetuousness, she might as well go big.
She went to bed, curling around her sleeping son, breathing in the last of his baby scent. He was growing up, faster than she wanted. Faster than a normal two-year-old should. She’d always thought she could protect him from the bad things in the world. That’s what mothers did. They put plugs in the electric outlets and stored the cleaning chemicals on high shelves. They purchased overpriced, highly rated car seats and cut grapes into small pieces.
But how could she—vanilla, mundane Emmanuella Thompson—save Jake from this?
Maybe she couldn’t stop the bad things he saw in his head, but she’d do her damnedest to make sure the bad people didn’t hurt him.
When she finally drifted off several hours later, she wondered where she’d sleep the next night. The last thing she wanted was to live her life on the run.


 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Emma woke to Jake sitting up in bed, his body stiff. The room was dark except for the streetlight shining though crack in the drapes.
“Jake?”
“They’re coming.”
She threw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. “How much time do we have?”
The doorbell rang.
Shit. She should have left earlier. After a moment of hesitation, she picked Jake up and crept through the dark house and into the garage.
“They’re here, Mommy.”
“I know baby. We’ll be okay.” Sliding the van door open as quietly as possible, she placed Jake in his car seat and strapped him in, kissing his forehead. “I have to get the rest of our things. I’ll be right back.”
“Don’t leave me!” he cried.
“I’ll be right back, baby. I promise.”
Running into the house, she grabbed the bags by the door, glad she’d had the foresight to pack but wishing she’d taken it a step farther and packed the car. While she’d made the decision to flee hours earlier, it had seemed over reactionary. Somewhere in the back of her brain, she’d hoped to come to her senses in the light of day.
Instead, she came to her senses in the dark of night. The boogeyman was at her door.
Grabbing the last two bags, she froze when the pounding grew louder.
“Police! Open up!”
The police?
She sagged into the back of the overstuffed chair next to her and stared at the TV, realizing that the clock on the DVD player wasn’t flashing. She’d meant to reset the clock after a power surge last week, but she’d never gotten around to it. She shook her head. Why was she thinking about the clock on the DVD player? And more importantly, what the hell was she doing? The police stood on her doorstep, threatening to have CPS investigate her parenting skills, and she was about to run off like a fugitive, proving herself even more unfit.
Emma stood at the precipice of a life-changing decision. Deep in her soul, she knew what she did at this very moment could change the course of everything.
There was more banging on the door. “Ms. Thompson, we have information on the men who were at your house today. Please open the door so we can talk to you.”
She set the suitcases down by the chair and walked to the door, peering through a gap between the curtains and the window. Sure enough, three men in police uniforms stood on her porch, their badges shining in the glow of the porch light. Exhaling in relief, she reached for the doorknob. Then stopped.
Why would the police bang on her door in the middle of the night to tell her about the suspects? Why wouldn’t they call?
She studied the men again and her breath caught in her chest. The man on the right, whose hand rested on the handle of his gun, had been the man who’d stopped her on the sidewalk and stood on the street corner two nights ago. The man on the left, the one closest to her, was the man who’d claimed to be from CPS. But the third, the one who stood in the back, twisting his neck to look around, was the policeman who’d taken her statement that afternoon.
They were here for Jake.
The man in front of her looked down at the window and smiled. She dropped her hold on the curtain and covered her mouth with her hands to soften her gasps of fear.
“Ms. Thompson, this will go much easier on you if you just open the door and cooperate.”
Fear surged through her body, exploding in her brain. What should she do? Backing away from the door, Emma tried to make her brain function. She couldn’t stand here doing nothing.
Do something!
She spun around, stumbling as she ran for the door to the garage and grabbing the last two bags.
“Mommy!” Jake sobbed in his seat as she tossed the suitcases in the car. “Mommy! They’re here!”
“I know baby, I know. It’s going to be okay.”
She ran back inside and grabbed her purse, running her hand through her hair as she tried to figure out if she’d forgotten anything. She looked down and spotted a picture of Jake as a tiny baby. It was nothing, but it was everything. She hadn’t packed any other pictures and she had the feeling she wouldn’t be back to get the rest.
The glass in the window next to the front door shattered and a hand reached in to unlock the deadbolt. She was running out of time.
Jake had stopped crying when she returned to the garage, and his silence frightened her more than his tears. With shaky fingers, she locked the deadbolt on the door. It would temporarily keep them safe, but she wasn’t foolish enough to think it would keep the Bad Men out for long.
Climbing into the van, she started the engine and pushed the garage door opener. The door didn’t open, and she jammed the button repeatedly, crying out in frustration. The windowless garage was pitch black. The only light came from the van’s headlights upon the wall.
Banging her fists into the steering wheel, she cursed her stupidity. The DVD clock was off because the power to the house had been cut off. The garage door wouldn’t open without electricity.
Instead of protecting Jake, she’d trapped him in the garage. Any minute now, those men were going to take her baby and there wasn’t a thing she could do about it.
The hell there wasn’t. She grabbed the gun from her purse and laid it on her open palm. She could shoot them. Biting her lip so hard she tasted blood, she tried to steady the gun in her trembling hand. Even if she could bring herself to pull the trigger, the men in her house had guns of their own, and Emma bet they were far more experienced with firearms than she was.
So this was it? She was just going to give up?
Glancing up, she caught Jake’s reflection in the rear view mirror, his cheeks wet with tears. His eyes were vacant, focusing on monsters inside his head.
The men in her house wanted to take her child and it wasn’t hard to figure out why. Men with power and position would give anything and do anything to have the knowledge Jake had. He was only two years old, but if she let them take him now, his life would be forever ruined.
Her resolve returned. Other than the door to the kitchen, there was one way out of the garage.
Fastening her seat belt, she put the car into reverse and stomped on the brake while lifting the emergency brake. Things were about to get messy. She floored the gas pedal, then when the engine revved to an uncomfortable shriek, she released both brakes. The car shot backward and slammed into the garage door. The sound of splintering wood let her know she’d made a dent, but she wasn’t out yet, and the men would figure out what she was doing. She drove forward, nearly crashing into the wall and repeated the reverse procedure.
This time there was a hole, but not big enough to drive through. She tried it again, still not breaking through. Looking over her shoulder, she saw a man in the opening with a gun pointed at the van.
A crashing sound drew her attention to the kitchen door. A small hole splintered the wood by the doorknob. Another crash followed.
She was out of time.
Pulling forward, the front of the van hit the wall and she pushed the gas pedal to the floor, the engine revving so high that she worried she’d destroy the engine. Just as the house door opened, she released the brake, the gas pedal still floored.
The van slammed into the wood garage door, not quite breaking through.
“God damn it!” Hysteria bubbled through her mind, threatening to steal her remaining senses. No! Keep it together, Emma. You can fall apart later.
One of the men had crawled through the opening behind her and stood next to her door.
She screamed.
He held his hands out at his sides. “Emma, no one needs to get hurt. Just get out of the van and let’s sort this out.”
She hiccupped sobs, his face blurring in her tears. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t give them her baby.
Jerking down on the gearshift, she flew forward, then slammed it up in reverse, flooring the pedal. The van broke free of the garage door, hurtling down the driveway and into the street. She hit the brakes and the van swerved, hitting a parked car.
She’d done it.
The men ran out of the house, guns in hand. She pressed the gas, the van tires squealing in protest as she tore down the road. Looking back, she saw the men get into an SUV parked at the curb.
Hurtling around a corner, the van fishtailed, and she momentarily lost control. What the hell was she doing? She didn’t know anything about car chases.
A quick glance in the mirror confirmed that Jake was still in his trance. At least he might be spared the trauma of this nightmare.
She swerved around another corner, losing control again and driving through a neighbor’s yard. If she continued driving like a maniac, she’d crash and never escape the men behind her. Somehow she had to lose them, but this obviously wasn’t the way to do it.
First, she had to get control of the van. She suddenly remembered watching her high school boyfriend doing donuts in a church lot late at night. He’d told her that most people relied on the brakes, but the real control was in the gas. Of course, she’d broken up with him that night. She couldn’t waste her time with someone so irresponsible.
Laughter caught at the back of her throat. If she’d only know how much his irresponsibility would help her now, she might have kept him around another week or two.
The men were now behind her and approaching fast. She still had no idea how to lose them, but she needed to go somewhere around other people.
She headed toward the university. If she could get the real police involved, maybe they’d pull over the men behind her too. She’d explain that they were chasing her, and their fake police uniforms were sure to make them suspicious.
Purposely running through a red light, she shrieked at the long honk of an approaching vehicle. She swerved around a car entering the intersection.
The SUV pushed through behind her.
Emma drove down the deserted main road going sixty, much too fast for this stretch of road. But the surest way to get the attention of the real police. After she traveled three miles, ignoring red lights and swinging around slower cars in the lanes ahead of her, she began to realize that the police weren’t coming.
She was on her own, and she had no idea what to do.
Turning onto a side street full of businesses, she turned into an alley, the SUV close behind. Her chest tightened when she realized she’d driven into a dead end, a wall blocking the road fifty feet ahead. Her only escape was a narrow alley between two buildings ahead—if she could slow down enough to make the turn.
God help her now.
She hit the brakes, fighting the wheel for control. When she was close, she turned, the back of the car spinning. The van jerked and she was sure it was about to flip over with the force. Instead, the back bumper hit the corner of the building. She swung the wheel and drove toward the open lot ahead, the SUV close behind her.
When she entered the parking lot, a sedan parked next to the building flipped on its headlights. She shrieked and jumped in her seat.
There was another car now.
But as she barreled toward the street, the car pulled forward, blocking the alley. The SUV crashed into the vehicle, pushing it forward as the sound of crunching metal filled the air.
Emma slammed on the brakes and turned to watch in horror as the car exploded, shooting flames twenty feet into the air. The SUV blew seconds later.
The van shook from the force and Emma covered her mouth to keep from vomiting. Men had died in those cars.
The glow of the fire lit up the parking lot.
What should she do? Should she stay? Should she flee?
There was movement in the fire and a figure appeared, walking from the flames toward her.
Her blood turned to sludge.
“They’re gone,” Jake said behind her.
Startled, she accidently honked the horn as she turned to face Jake then swung back to the man. “But that… he just… he can’t…”
He stopped halfway between the burning car and the van, watching her. He’d walked out of the fire, yet his clothes weren’t burnt.
“We’re safe now,” Jake’s small voice floated to the front.
The man’s face was turned, allowing her to only see his silhouette, but his mouth lifted into a grin.
Terror stood every hair follicle on end as her gaze locked with the man’s. A feeling rushed through her, like an electrical current. She broke contact, more certain than she’d ever been of anything in her entire life.
They would never be safe.
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