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I want to dedicate this book to my father,

who I love more than words can say.

Though I could not be there when you needed me most, your courage, kindness, and love remain with me always.

"May the road rise to meet you,

May the wind be always at your back,

May the sunshine warm upon your face,

The rain fall soft upon your fields,

And until we meet again,

May God hold you in the palm of His hand."

This book is for you, Dad—always in my heart.

Second Chances

By: Rose GoodKnight
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The house was quiet, but not the kind of quiet that meant peace — it was the brittle stillness of a place holding its breath. The clock in the hallway ticked too loudly, each second cutting through the dark like a reminder that we were already late.

I eased the front door open, wincing as the hinges gave a soft groan. Moonlight spilled across the entryway, catching the faint shimmer of dust and the edge of my worn sneakers. I swear even the air felt like it was waiting for someone to yell.

“Come on,” I whispered, motioning for my sisters.

Maria was right behind me, her small frame tense, eyes flicking toward the staircase like she expected someone to come stomping down any second. “Eli,” she whispered back, “what if they wake up?”

“They won’t,” I said, keeping my voice low and steady even though my stomach was tight. “Just grab Lila’s bag. We have to go before they check rooms.”

Lila stood in the hallway clutching her stuffed bear, its stitched smile drooping with age. Her pajamas were too big, sleeves swallowing her hands. “I don’t like the dark,” she murmured, her little voice shaking.

Maria crouched to fix the strap of Lila’s backpack, speaking softly. “It’s okay, Lil. We’re just going on a trip, remember?”

Lila nodded slowly, trusting Maria more than she understood any of this. I wished I had that kind of trust in anything.

I stepped outside first, the night air was cold enough to sting against my skin. The foster home behind us loomed like a shadow — tall, silent, indifferent. The porch light flickered weakly, throwing long shapes across the cracked steps. I didn’t look too long. I didn’t want to.

Maria took Lila’s hand as we followed, closing the door gently behind us. The latch clicked like a heartbeat — final and certain. No going back after that.

We moved quickly down the gravel drive, every crunch underfoot sounding like we were announcing our escape to the whole neighborhood. When Lila’s legs grew tired, I scooped her into my arms, trying not to jostle her. Maria took her for a few blocks when my arms started burning, both of us trading the weight without saying anything. We didn’t have to. We all knew this was the only way.

At the end of the street, I turned back once. My jaw tightened. “We’re not going back,” I said quietly — mostly to myself. “Mom said I’m in charge now. I’ll take care of us.”

Maria gave me a look — half-believing, half-scared. “You sure about this, Eli?”

I nodded, staring toward the dark horizon like it held all the answers. “She told me we’d know when it’s time to go. This is it.”

The Greyhound depot sat at the edge of New Orleans, a squat building with a flickering sign and the smell of exhaust and stale coffee drifting in the air. We navigated the streets carefully, sticking to shadows, cutting across blocks I half-remembered. Claiborne Avenue... North Rampart... Tulane Avenue. Every step felt like crossing a line we couldn’t cross.

At the counter, the clerk raised an eyebrow at the three of us. “You are riding?”

“Yes,” I said. I forced my voice to stay calm, steady. “We’re heading back to our mom. She knows we’re coming.”

The clerk’s frown said she didn’t buy it, but I met her stare and didn’t blink. “She’ll meet us in Abbeville,” I added, softer.

A long moment passed before she finally nodded. She handed over three tickets. I paid with crumpled bills — saved, borrowed, and one or two taken because we were out of options. Maria clutched the tickets like they might vanish if she loosened her grip.

“Find a seat,” the clerk said, pointing toward the bus.

Lila climbed the steps first, clutching her bear. Maria guided her down the aisle. I came last, taking one final look out the open door — at the road, at the house we were leaving, at everything we were choosing not to be anymore.

The doors folded shut with a metallic gasp. The bus pulled away, headlights carving through the dark, and the gravel kicked into a quiet swirl behind us.

Inside, we sat close. Our reflections hovered faintly in the window glass. Lila rested her head on Maria’s shoulder, her eyes already heavy. Maria adjusted her backpack and patted the small one I carried. We packed what we could do, clothes, snacks, random things that might help us. Maria always planned for comfort; I planned for survival. That’s just how it was.

I watched the world slide by — empty streets, blinking traffic lights, dark fields stretching into nothing. For the first time that night, I let out a slow breath.

“It’s gonna be okay,” I whispered. “Mom said I’m in charge now.”

Outside, the city faded into darkness behind us. Ahead, the road bent toward morning — toward Abbeville, Alabama. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere we could disappear.

The bus rumbled along the highway. Fields blurred past, the engine hummed steadily, and the rhythmic tapping of tires made Lila’s eyes droop even more. For a second, I almost drifted off too.

When we finally pulled into the small Abbeville Greyhound station, the sun was just beginning to climb, painting everything in soft gold. The air smelled like wood smoke and dew — nothing like New Orleans.

I helped Lila down first, then Maria. “Careful,” I murmured, adjusting their backpacks and mine.

We walked slowly down Jefferson Street, past shop owners unlocking doors, the quiet hum of a town waking up. When we reached Church Street, we stopped without meaning to.

The whole place was quiet — too quiet — but in a way that didn’t feel threatening. More like a place catching its breath.

For the first time since stepping onto the bus, my shoulders dropped an inch.

Maybe this could work.
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The town stretched before us — a handful of shops washed pale by years of morning light, a diner with lipstick-red stools faded to pink, and the faint murmur of engines and early conversation drifting through the air. Beyond the rooftops, the fields rolled outward like a long breath finally released, gold and endless.

Maria spoke first, her voice fragile, trying hard to sound brave.

“Eli... where are we supposed to go now?”

I didn’t look at her. My eyes followed a passing pickup, watching the flash of its chrome disappear down the road like some promise I couldn’t catch no matter how fast I ran.

“We’ll figure it out. Mom left me in charge, remember? I’ll handle it.”

Maria’s tone tightened — fear wearing the mask of defiance.

“She said that before, too.”

I turned then, sharper than I meant to.

“She meant it this time.”

Lila tugged at Maria’s sleeve, her tiny fingers trembling. “I miss her.”

Maria knelt, smoothing the wild tangle of Lila’s hair, her movements gentle but desperate, like she was trying to hold the three of us together with her bare hands.

“It’s going to be okay, Lil. We’ll stick together. Like always.”

The words hung between us, thin threads of hope pulled tight under the weight of empty stomachs and our whole messed-up history.

We started walking. Our shadows stretched long over the cracked pavement, our worn soles crunching gravel and dust. Hunger gnawed sharply, reminding us how little money we had left and how much the day ahead would demand.

“I... we should get something to eat,” Maria muttered, scanning the street. “Even something small.”

I nodded, mind already calculating and rationing. “There’s a Waffle House up ahead. Coffee, food... we can manage.”

Inside, syrup and sizzling bacon wrapped around us like warm hands. We slid into a corner booth, worn but clean. Maria and Lila ordered simple breakfasts — waffles and eggs, tiny portions we could afford — while I asked only for a black coffee, fingers tight around the few bills we had left.

Lila ate fast, cheeks stuffed with waffles, blessedly oblivious to the tension stretched tight across Maria’s shoulders and mine. We watched her, both thinking the same thing:

Where do we go next?

How long can we stay invisible?

How do we stay together?

We paid quietly, careful down to the last dollar, leaving barely enough for a tip. When we stepped back into the street, the morning sun felt too bright, burning softly over the pavement as we headed toward the hardware store across town — completely unaware of how fast everything was about to change.

My gaze drifted along the row of parked cars in front of the hardware store. Chrome. Rust. Faded paint. Possibility. My eyes snagged on a battered Ford Ranger — paint dull, door dented, engine probably older than I was. But it was a machine built for exactly what we needed.

Escape.

The thought sparked — sharp, dangerous, certain.

I turned to Maria, already knowing she’d hate what I was about to say.

“I can get us a ride.”

She froze. “Eli, no. Not again.”

“It’s just a truck,” I said, voice low, steady. “We’ll take it, get out before anyone knows. I’ll handle it.”

Lila’s grip tightened on Maria’s hand — a tiny pulse of fear.

“I don’t wanna get in trouble.”

Maria crouched again, her voice soft but firm. “Hey. Remember what we said? We stay together. No matter what.”

I looked up the street. The hardware store door swung open as a man in a flannel shirt stepped inside. The moment shined at me quickly and dangerous. My heartbeat kicked up, fast and hot.

I nodded once. “Stay close.”

As we crossed the street, the sunlight caught us — three worn kids framed in gold morning light, tired but unbroken. Bound not by safety but by the one truth we still believed:

Don’t let anyone split us up again.

I slid into Jack Walker’s Ford Ranger, fingers moving fast, twisting wires with the muscle memory I never should’ve learned. The engine coughed — then roared. Maria and Lila climbed in, slamming the doors just as Jack shouted, “Hey! Stop!”

I dropped the shifter. Tires screamed. Gravel exploded behind us as the Ranger shot forward, fishtailing down the narrow street.

“Hold on!” I yelled, gripping the wheel. The truck bounced hard over uneven asphalt. Maria wrapped both arms around Lila, the little girl’s cries slicing through the roar of the engine.

The road ahead curved fast. I hit the brake —

and the pedal sank to the floor.

Nothing.

“Eli!” Maria screamed.

Too late.

The truck slammed into a telephone pole and rail. The sound ripped through the morning — shattering glass, twisting metal, the violent hiss of steam escaping from somewhere beneath the hood.

For a moment, the world went eerily silent except for the faint groan of the engine and Lila’s broken sobs. Smoke drifted upward, curling into the pale air like it wasn’t in any hurry.

Sirens wailed minutes later, echoing over the quiet streets of Abbeville. Officers swarmed the wreck, pulling us from the tangled metal. Maria held Lila, hands shaking, whispering that it was okay even though neither of them believed it.

I sat on the curb, staring at my scraped palms. I felt nothing — not shock, not fear. Just the heavy, familiar ache of failure settling deep.

Jack stood a few feet away, breathing hard, dust and glass clinging to his boots. He hadn’t meant to scare us. He’d only yelled to stop us — stop this whole mess before it happened.

“They’re lucky to be alive,” one officer muttered beside him.

Jack nodded grimly, eyes pinned on us. “How old are they?”

“Sixteen, maybe seventeen,” the officer said. “The little one can’t be more than eight.”

I felt their eyes on us — three kids who looked too young for the kind of desperation written all over us — and something inside me twisted hard.

The Ranger hissed beside us, steam rising into the blue sky as all of Abbeville seemed to freeze around the wreck.

Time didn’t stop—but it stretched thin. Voices overlapped. Radios crackled. Someone asked if we were hurt. Someone else asked where we were headed. No one waited for real answers.

The sirens never came back on.

Instead, doors opened. Radios murmured. Someone told us to sit tight while they figured out what to do with us. Jack stayed close, talking low with the officer, his body angled just enough that we stayed in his line of sight.

Eventually, they loaded us into the back of a cruiser anyway. Not with cuffs. Not rough. But still locked in, still watched.

Abbeville passed by through the glass—storefronts, traffic lights, people going about their day like nothing had cracked open on the side of the road. Like three kids hadn’t just run out of places to land.

The city police station smelled like disinfectant and old coffee.

They separated us just long enough to process us—names, ages, fingerprints pressed onto cold glass. A camera flashed. I kept my jaw tight, answered only what I had to. Maria did better than I expected. Calm. Careful. Lila clung to her sleeve the entire time, eyes wide, saying nothing.

They didn’t put us in real cells. Just a holding area—metal benches, concrete walls, the hum of fluorescent lights overhead. A closet door opened, and an officer came back with thin pillows and folded blankets.

“You’ll be here for the night,” he said. “Judge will see you three in the morning.”

Morning.

The word landed heavier than anything else so far.

After he left, the room went quiet again. Maria spread one blanket on the bench and settled Lila down, wrapping the other around her shoulders. Lila was out faster than I expected, exhaustion finally winning. Her breathing evened out, small and steady.

Maria sat beside her, knees drawn up, staring at the floor.

“They could separate us,” she said quietly.

I didn’t answer right away. Saying no would be a lie. Saying yes would break her.

“They might try,” I said finally. “But not if we’re smart.”

She looked at me then. Really looked. “What does that mean?”

I leaned back against the wall, eyes on the ceiling, tracing cracks I couldn’t see clearly under the harsh light. “It means we don’t panic. We don’t say anything extra. We stick to the same story.”

Maria swallowed. “Eli...”

“I’ve got a plan,” I said.

Her shoulders eased just a fraction—not because the words fixed anything, but because I’d said them. Because I always did.

She shifted closer to Lila, laying a hand protectively over her back. “Promise me we stay together.”

I nodded once. Sharp. Certain. “I promise.”

She rested her head against the wall, eyes closing slowly, trust settling where fear had been clawing moments before.

The lights never dimmed.

I stayed awake longer than I should have, listening to the building breathe—doors opening somewhere down the hall, a radio murmuring, footsteps that never came for us. My plan wasn’t finished yet. It didn’t need to be.

It just needed to exist.

Eventually, exhaustion pulled me under anyway, thoughts blurring, the hum of the lights fading into something distant.

Morning would come.

And I’d be ready.
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The morning after the accident began quietly, almost deceptively so. The air in Jack Walker’s kitchen was tinged with coffee and faint wood smoke drifting from his old stove. The sound of twisted metal still echoed faintly in my mind, a reminder of how fast life could shift from quiet routine to chaos. Outside, the first rays of the waiting summer sun filtered through the lace curtains, cutting gentle gold stripes across the worn linoleum floor.

Jack, fifty years old, was methodical. He moved in deliberate motions — buttoning the crisp white shirt he had ironed last night, adjusting a navy-blue tie, and checking his reflection in the mirror above the sink. His sleeves were rolled slightly, revealing hands thick with years of labor, calloused from wrenching and woodwork.

His phone rang.

“Morning,” he said, picking it up.

“Morning yourself,” Clara said on the line, voice warm but teasing. “So, courthouse today?”

Jack nodded, adjusting the tie knot. “Yeah. Three kids. Theft, reckless driving, damage to property. Could mean jail time, fines... separation. But I am not sure it will end there.”

Clara’s tone softened. “Sounds messy. What is going to happen to them?”

“I do not know yet. They stole my truck, crashed it. Damage report says twenty-five thousand dollars. But they were not looking for trouble. They were desperate.”

“You have always got a soft spot, Jack. Do not worry. I will meet you at the truck.”

“See you there,” Jack replied.

Outside, the crisp air smelled faintly of wood smoke and fallen leaves. Clara emerged from the bunkhouse a few minutes later, dark hair tucked under a knit cap, hands buried in her jacket pockets. She walked toward the driveway, boots crunching over gravel.

“Morning,” she called softly, offering a small smile.

Jack returned it. “Morning, Clara. Ready to head in?”

“Always,” she said, hopping into the passenger seat. The truck rumbled softly to life, tires crunching over gravel as they headed toward town.

The ride was quiet, filled with the soft hum of the engine and occasional rustle of leaves along the roadside. Clara glanced at Jack. “You okay?”

Jack exhaled slowly. “I will be. Just... a lot on my mind. They are kids, Clara. Kids who have had to run too much of their lives. I want to help them, but it is not simple.”

“I know,” Clara said quietly. “But you have always done the hard thing. And sometimes, that is what makes the difference.”

They pulled into the small town, parked near the courthouse. Sitting on a worn wooden bench nearby was Sam Harwood, the owner of the hardware store. His face was weathered, eyes shaded by the brim of his cap, hands resting loosely over a cane.

“Morning, Jack,” Harwood said softly.

“Morning, Sam,” Jack replied. “How’s the shop this morning?”

“Better than last week, though it still hurts seeing your old truck like that,” Harwood said. “I have been hearing about the wreck. Kids, right?”

Jack nodded, looking down the street. “Yeah. Trouble’s been brewing. We will see what the court says.”

Harwood gave him a knowing look. “Think you’re going to do anything about those kids?”

Jack shook his head. “Do not know yet. Guess we will find out today.”

They walked together toward the courthouse steps. The morning air was brisk, carrying the scent of rain from last night.

Inside, I sat on the hard wooden bench, trying to keep still, trying to make myself as small as I could. My sweatshirt smelled faintly of detergent and something sour, a lingering reminder of the holding cell. My hands were folded in my lap, knuckles white. I kept my eyes fixed on the floor, the polished wood, anything but the people in the room.

The courthouse smelled sharp and sterile, like paper, varnish, and old coffee mixed into something that made my stomach twist. I could hear Jack and Clara behind me, their whispers brushing against the tense air.

I shouldn’t have taken the truck. I shouldn’t have put Maria and Lila through this. What if they separate us? I can’t handle it. I can’t...

The judge entered, her robe flowing softly behind her. She carried herself with quiet authority. My chest tightened, heart hammering so hard I thought she might hear it over the murmurs in the room.

“Case document number: 3487-CR-2025,” the clerk said clearly. “The State of Alabama versus Eli Moreno, Maria Moreno, and Lila Moreno.”

My name echoed through the room. I swallowed hard, knuckles tightening again. It’s real. It’s really happening. This is it.

I watched as the public defender rose, her heels clicking softly. She spoke with calm authority. “Your Honor, these children are not hardened criminals. They are children in crisis. Their actions were born of desperation, not malice. They have lived in foster homes that have moved them from one placement to another, stripping them of stability and family. Their plea today is not just for mercy — it is a plea to be heard.”

I could feel Maria stiffen beside me, Lila pressing against her sleeve. I swallowed hard. Hear us. Please, hear us. Don’t separate us. I can’t let them go.

The DA rose, his voice crisp and deliberate. “This case is not simply theft of property. It is theft of a vehicle, reckless endangerment, and destruction — twenty-five thousand dollars in damages. These are serious matters that cannot be overlooked. Justice must be served.”

Witnesses came forward, testified, spoke of twisted metal, shattered glass, the chaos of the crash. Every word sank into me like lead. I hunched in my seat, wishing I could disappear, wishing I could rewind everything.

Finally, it was my turn. I rose slowly, every movement deliberate. My sweatshirt rustled softly. I cleared my throat.

“I... I did it,” I said, voice low but steady. “It was me. I took the truck. I drove it. I am responsible for what happened. I wanted us to be together... me and my sisters. I know it was wrong. I know it hurts people. I just... I did not know what else to do.”

I could feel Maria’s hand squeeze mine lightly. Lila pressed her cheek into my arm. I swallowed hard, wishing I could protect them from all of this.

The DA spoke again, emphasizing risk, damage, and law. I kept my head down, trying to breathe. We’re kids, dammit. Kids who have already lost too much. We shouldn’t be alone in this.

Then Jack stood. My chest lurched. Please... don’t fail us.

“Your Honor,” he said quietly but firmly. The words were steady, controlled. “May I speak?”

The judge looked up. “You may.”

Jack proposed the alternative — let the children work off the damages, place them in his custody, under supervision, keep them together. I felt a flicker of hope, tiny but stubborn, rising in my chest.

The judge studied him, then nodded. “Very well. They will be placed in your custody. Along with this decision, a court-appointed caseworker will check in periodically, ensuring the children are safe and fulfilling their obligations.”

Relief hit me like a wave. I exhaled shakily. Maria wiped tears from her cheeks, holding Lila tight. Lila’s trembling slowed, though her face stayed pressed against her sister. We’re going to be together. We’re not alone anymore.

They didn’t let us leave right away.

A deputy guided us back down the hall, past offices and closed doors, the courthouse sounds fading behind us with every step. The relief stayed—but it came with weight now. Heavy and fragile at the same time. Like something we weren’t allowed to celebrate yet.

Back in the holding area, the bench felt colder than it had that morning. Hard metal. No give. Maria sat with Lila tucked against her side, arms wrapped tight like she was afraid the floor might give out beneath us. I leaned back against the wall again, letting my head rest there for just a second. We were still here. Still waiting. But it was different now. The fear had shifted. It wasn’t about what would happen—it was about when.

Outside the courtroom, Jack stood with Clara and the district attorney, voices low and practical, the kind of conversation that decided futures without raising its volume.

“They’ll need to remain here overnight,” the DA said. “We just don’t have the manpower to move them tonight, and a caseworker hasn’t been officially assigned yet. But I’m confident it’ll be handled by morning.”

Jack nodded once. He didn’t like it, but he understood it. You could see it in the way his jaw set, the way he didn’t argue. “Tomorrow, then.”

“First thing,” the DA confirmed.

They shook hands. Clara followed Jack down the courthouse steps and out into the parking lot, the late afternoon sun glinting off his new truck like it hadn’t yet learned what kind of day this was. Neither of them said much as they climbed in. There was nothing left to negotiate. The decision had been made. Now it was just waiting—and trusting that waiting wouldn’t undo it.

Back in the holding area, the door opened again.

A woman stepped in carrying paper bags that smelled like bread and something warm. She smiled at us—not the tight, practiced kind you saw in courtrooms, but something softer. Tired. Kind. “My husband works nights,” she said, like she needed a reason. “I figured you might be hungry.”

She handed us sandwiches wrapped in paper, apples with the stickers still on them, small cartons of milk that felt cold in my hand. Then she disappeared and came back with a bundle of folded clothes—clean T-shirts, sweatpants, socks stacked neatly like this was just another errand.

“For tonight,” she said softly.

Maria thanked her, voice thick. Lila managed a shy smile, clutching the shirt like it might disappear if she didn’t hold on to it.

Later, someone wheeled in a small TV and angled it just right so we could see through the bars. Another officer dropped off a couple of board games—missing pieces, worn corners, boxes held together with tape—but usable. The effort mattered more than the condition.

We ate on the bench, quiet but steady. The food tasted better than it had any right to. Lila changed into the oversized shirt and curled up between us again, warm and full, her breathing evening out faster this time. The TV played some game show none of us really watched, the applause canned and too loud, but the noise filled the space in a way that made it feel less like a cell.

The board game stayed in its box, forgotten.

I leaned back and watched the screen flicker, eyes burning from the day finally catching up to me. I thought about the house we hadn’t seen yet. The rules we hadn’t heard. The man who’d said yes when he didn’t have to, who’d stepped forward without knowing us at all.

Tomorrow.

For the first time in a long while, the word didn’t feel like a threat.

It felt like a door that might actually open.

They didn’t let us leave right away.

A deputy guided us back down the hall, past offices and closed doors, the courthouse sounds fading behind us with every step. The relief stayed—but it came with weight now. Heavy and fragile at the same time. Like something we weren’t allowed to celebrate yet.

Back in the holding area, the bench felt colder than it had that morning. Hard metal. No give. Maria sat with Lila tucked against her side, arms wrapped tight like she was afraid the floor might give out beneath us. I leaned back against the wall again, letting my head rest there for just a second. We were still here. Still waiting. But it was different now. The fear had shifted. It wasn’t about what would happen—it was about when.

Outside the courtroom, Jack stood with Clara and the district attorney, voices low and practical, the kind of conversation that decided futures without raising its volume.

“They’ll need to remain here overnight,” the DA said. “We just don’t have the manpower to move them tonight, and a caseworker hasn’t been officially assigned yet. But I’m confident it’ll be handled by morning.”

Jack nodded once. He didn’t like it, but he understood it. You could see it in the way his jaw set, the way he didn’t argue. “Tomorrow, then.”

“First thing,” the DA confirmed.

They shook hands. Clara followed Jack down the courthouse steps and out into the parking lot, the late afternoon sun glinting off his new truck like it hadn’t yet learned what kind of day this was. Neither of them said much as they climbed in. There was nothing left to negotiate. The decision had been made. Now it was just waiting—and trusting that waiting wouldn’t undo it.

Back in the holding area, the door opened again.

A woman stepped in carrying paper bags that smelled like bread and something warm. She smiled at us—not the tight, practiced kind you saw in courtrooms, but something softer. Tired. Kind. “My husband works nights,” she said, like she needed a reason. “I figured you might be hungry.”

She handed us sandwiches wrapped in paper, apples with the stickers still on them, small cartons of milk that felt cold in my hand. Then she disappeared and came back with a bundle of folded clothes—clean T-shirts, sweatpants, socks stacked neatly like this was just another errand.

“For tonight,” she said softly.

Maria thanked her, voice thick. Lila managed a shy smile, clutching the shirt like it might disappear if she didn’t hold on to it.

Later, someone wheeled in a small TV and angled it just right so we could see through the bars. Another officer dropped off a couple of board games—missing pieces, worn corners, boxes held together with tape—but usable. The effort mattered more than the condition.

We ate on the bench, quiet but steady. The food tasted better than it had any right to. Lila changed into the oversized shirt and curled up between us again, warm and full, her breathing evening out faster this time. The TV played some game show none of us really watched, the applause canned and too loud, but the noise filled the space in a way that made it feel less like a cell.

The board game stayed in its box, forgotten.

I leaned back and watched the screen flicker, eyes burning from the day finally catching up to me. I thought about the house we hadn’t seen yet. The rules we hadn’t heard. The man who’d said yes when he didn’t have to, who’d stepped forward without knowing us at all.

Tomorrow.

For the first time in a long while, the word didn’t feel like a threat.

It felt like a door that might actually open.

The morning air was crisp, carrying the scent of dew-covered grass mixed with faint woodsmoke drifting from a neighbor’s chimney. I woke before the others, as was my habit, and listened to the farmhouse. Quiet, except for the soft creak of the ceiling fan above me. My stomach twisted at the thought of today — a new place, new rules, new people.

From the kitchen, I could smell coffee, rich and bitter, curling up from an old metal pot. Wood smoke lingered faintly, along with the scent of worn leather and dust from boots. I hugged my knees, letting the smell settle me somehow, though I couldn’t stop the memory of yesterday — the crash, the twisted metal, the way Jack’s truck had groaned and crumpled under us. What if I screw this up? What if they separate us?

I didn’t answer when Jack muttered something to Clara over the phone about the courthouse. I couldn’t look at him, not yet.

By midmorning, the gravel driveway rattled under the low rumble of the police van. My pulse quickened. Through the window, I saw the farmhouse — wide porch, red barn, rolling fields. Too peaceful. Too... normal. I’ve never had normal. Lila’s small hand squeezed mine. “Is this where we’re staying?” she whispered. I couldn’t answer. I wasn’t sure what to say.

The officer opened the van, and we were led out. I stepped down first, trying to keep my chin lifted, refusing to show how exhausted I really was. Maria followed, eyes darting over every detail — the windmill, the fence line, the strange quiet. Lila hung back, oversized sleeves covering her hands, clutching a small paper bag from the station.

Jack signed the clipboard, nodded at the officers. The van pulled away, leaving a silence heavier than before.

Jack’s boots crunched over gravel as he approached. “Morning. You three must be... well, come on,” he said gently.

We exchanged nervous glances, backpacks bouncing against our shoulders as we followed him.

The air smelled of freshly turned earth, hay, livestock, and faint lavender from the orchard at the edge of the property. A rooster crowed, and a tractor hummed somewhere in the distance. I kept my hood up, scanning every corner, counting exits, measuring the distance to the barns and fence lines. Safe...? This is safe?

Jack led us first to the chicken coop. The hens clucked and scratched. Maria’s eyes lit up. “They’re so... cute.”

Lila pressed her hand to the wire fence. “Can we keep one?”

Jack chuckled. “Maybe someday.”

I stayed back, shoulders tense, jaw working silently. Cute animals didn’t change the fact that everything here was unknown, fragile.

The cows were next. I muttered under my breath, “Milk smells funny.” Jack didn’t respond. I kept scanning, counting, making sure nothing could sneak up on us.

The pigs grunted and rooted in the mud. Lila giggled. “They look so happy.”

I didn’t look at them, didn’t comment. Happiness felt like a trap.

Horses came last. Maria’s eyes widened. Lila gasped. I stayed back, arms folded, measuring the exits. Posters on the stable walls didn’t distract me — I didn’t trust nice places.

Jack pointed toward the horizon. “Nearest person is about ten miles either way. This is as quiet as it gets. You keep to yourselves; you keep the farm running... and we will get along simply fine.”

I didn’t respond. I kept my eyes low. Quiet, yes. But do they think this is enough? Will they let us go?

He showed us the bunkhouse, the orchard, the equipment barn, the treehouse. Maria and Lila lingered, whispering softly. I stayed in the back, taking everything in, counting, remembering every corner. Nothing feels safe until we know the rules.

Jack led us back to the farmhouse porch. “There’s a lot to take in. You will get used to it. Chores, rooms, work. We start tomorrow.”

We followed him inside. The air smelled faintly of polished wood, old leather, and lingering coffee. Boots clicked against worn floorboards as we ascended the narrow staircase. Dust motes drifted in the sunlight, catching my eye. So many details. Too many things to hide behind.
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