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By Elizabeth Woods

This is a work of fiction. Any names, characters, places, or incidents that are like real life are purely coincidental. The content of this book is used from the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people. either living or dead, is purely coincidental. The fictionally named places were created to allow the author flexibility for literary freedom and innovation, without being constricted to describe real places accurately. 

Author’s note

Jennifer’s story came to me over time. As a survivor of abuse and trauma, I have come to know many people who have fled from truly terrible situations. This is a work of fiction to celebrate those who have the strength to change their lives and start again. There are many survivors of traumatic events, who are alone in desperately precarious situations of life and death, and yet manage to escape. 

Jennifer’s character is brave and incredibly strong. She is a believer in her ability to escape from her situation and start a new life. She also asks for help. As is often the case, Jennifer hit her final ‘straw’ which pushes her to escape. Her story needed a positive older character role model and an anchor. I created Brie’s character to be Jennifer’s compass and guide to overcome her horrific marriage and find out who she once was. Cameron’s character was born to act as Jennifer’s love interest and for her to realize that love can exist in a happy relationship rather than controlling darkness and threats. Cameron had lost all hope for love. As a veteran suffering from PTSD, he did all he could to escape by burying himself in work. 

There are many single parents out there, who are working hard to keep their kids safe from violent exes or other situations. I wrote this story for them. 

There is always hope.
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Happy reading!
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With Love 

Elizabeth
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Chapter 1
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1 month ago...

Jennifer

It was a damp and cold, winter evening and Jennifer was on her way home from work. She stared out at the murky, fast flowing river through the bus window, which was scattered with raindrops falling angrily against the glass. The river was swirling and frothing around some reeds and stones on the far side of the bank. Jennifer should be blissfully happy at home, holding her 3-month-old baby boy with Joshua playing at their feet. The baby would have been Joshua’s little brother. She was going to call him Noah. Instead, she was sitting on a bus, soaking wet, holding almost three-year-old Joshua’s still sleeping form. She had got herself situated in one of the window seats. Joshua had been asleep snuggled inside her jacket in her arms since they left her work at the kindergarten. He was exhausted after a long day of playing. She released a silent sob and cuddled her son tighter. It was a dreary Friday evening in late January. It was bleak and cold and matched her mood. Her tears kept falling stubbornly down her cheeks as she thought of her baby boy, who would never take his first breath. If only her parents could see her now. She missed them so much and she wondered what her mom would say to her. 

The bus slowly sped up from their stop in the direction of ‘home’ - if she could call it that. It felt more like a museum than a true home. There was no warmth and peace in that house. Jennifer did all she could to spend as much time away from it as possible when her husband - Greg - was working. All that was waiting for her was a dark, starkly furnished and perfectly neat and tidy house. It was just the way Greg liked it, sparse, cold, and clinically clean. You could almost have surgery on the luxury parquet wood flooring in the living room. No grime or dust would dare enter the home. The whole house felt sterile and smelled vaguely of bleach. Jennifer hated it as she was the one spending every night cleaning and tidying an already immaculate house. Greg had his parents’ housekeeper, Doreen, come to clean for them, since Jennifer insisted on working full time. Doreen came every other day to clean and made sure everything was put away in its place after use. Even Joshua’s room was more like a show room rather than a little boy’s room. There wasn’t a single toy in sight, almost like he didn’t exist. Greg demanded that all his toys be tidied away as soon as they had been played with. Their used towels in the bathrooms were folded and lined up in a perfect trio on the towel rails. The spare linen was stacked in neat straight piles in the cupboard. Even Joshua’s bath toys were placed in a lidded box out of sight.

Greg had not always been this controlling. He had seemed so different when they first met four years ago. He had taken her out to the theatre, concerts, and expensive restaurants. Everything was highly expensive and attracted the rich clientele of Riverton. Greg showered Jennifer with expensive little gifts like jewelry and clothes that he wanted her to wear for him when they went out. She had loved his attention to her and how everyone appeared to adore him. Jennifer knew better now having learned that appearances are not always what they seem. Greg had been a loving and fun guy to be with and he had immediately swept her off her feet with his charms and jokes. He made her laugh so much in the beginning, but her friends and colleagues had warned her about him, right from the start. She couldn’t see it back then. She was too blinded by the love of a man who in her mind, could do nothing wrong. Greg was tall and handsome with a slim runner’s build. He had wavy blond medium long hair on his shoulders and the most beautiful blue eyes she had ever seen. He was like a Scandinavian God that you see in magazines. Her own ‘Thor’ action man. 

Greg was a lawyer and his behavior appeared to change when he became more prominent at the law firm and got some high-profile cases. At first it was little things like changing how he looked after his appearance and clothes. He started lining up his own suits and shirts in a color coordinated order in his wardrobe. His ties and watches were suddenly neatly rolled up in a drawer and his shoes were stored, standing up like soldiers waiting to be picked for the day. Once he won his first big case, he started treating their home more like an impersonal courtroom. He became aggressive and angry. Maybe he had always been like that deep down.

Jennifer sighed in resignation at the way her life had become. She pulled a tendril of her long, wavy, light-brown hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. She had not yet been cleared to drive after her ‘accident’ 3 months ago. She had to use the bus to travel to and from work. Jennifer couldn’t wait for the warmer weather when she wouldn’t need her jacket. Spring was coming in just a few short weeks, but there was no sign of it today. She spotted a small bird swimming with the current in the river. It could have been a duck, but she couldn’t quite make out its features through the rainy bus window. She followed the bird’s journey downriver with the bus heading in the same direction, parallel to it towards downtown. Soon, Jennifer thought. Soon, I will be free. She kept looking out the bus window as the noise of the bus engine calmed her roaring thoughts.

Jennifer breathed in Joshua’s blond mop of hair against her chest. She was feeling weary, and her muscles were aching, especially her arms. She thought about her day. It had been exhausting, cleaning and comforting hysterical young children and calling parents to pick them up. The stomach flu had hit their precinct hard and both children and staff had succumbed to the virus, one after the other throughout the day. Thank goodness Joshua had been spared. She had separated him and the other children who were not sick from the ones who were. It was almost like they were “quarantined” in the adjoining big room, away from all the sick puddles and carnage. She was happy that the kids who were okay, stayed put with all the drama going on nearby. Their young ages kept them busy playing with the range of toys, books and activities that had been put out for them. The outside covered play area also helped when the kids needed more space to let off some energy. Jennifer had not stopped all day and tried to remain calm and collected for the remaining children who were not sick. No sooner had she put the mop and cleaning bucket away than another child was sick. Her remaining two colleagues were just as busy as they worked relentlessly together to keep the kindergarten from shutting down completely. At the end of the day, there were only 8 children left including Joshua. 

Sometimes Jennifer re-evaluated her decision to become a kindergarten teacher instead of working with older kids. Today was one of those days. Sure, she loved teaching young kids and most of the time it was fun and rewarding but not today. The kindergarten staff were nice, and she had a great boss which was why she had worked there since just before her graduation, 5 years earlier. Her colleagues had been there for her when her mom and dad died suddenly in a car accident involving a drunk driver, three months after her college graduation. They had also been there to comfort her after her own ‘accidents’ in her own home. The last one which turned out to be fatal for her unborn baby boy. The staff had helped her get back on her feet in secret whilst her husband Greg was at work. He didn’t like visitors to their house, but her friends had come anyway. 

Jennifer’s paycheck was not substantial, but she had been saving every little extra money she could hide away. She still had her own savings account from when she was a child that Greg did not know about. Luckily, she had arranged for some of her paycheck to go straight into her savings. It was her fail safe and the last good advice her dad had offered before his untimely and tragic death. Her savings included the money from the sale of her parents’ house which she had sold after their deaths. She couldn’t live in that house after the funeral. She saw her family everywhere and it made her very sad. She had got herself a lease apartment near the kindergarten she worked in and was not touching her savings until she knew what she wanted to do with the money. She had been a graduate in her early twenties and not ready to settle into a big house with a picket fence and a dog. Then 6 months after her parents’ death, she met Greg, and everything changed.

Jennifer had fallen head over heels for Greg’s charms without realizing how controlling he was. Maybe not at first. He had hated it when she went out with her girlfriends and made her feel guilty when she did, even though he was at work. Greg had installed an app on her phone so he could track her movements. He would always question her at length about where she had been, who she had met and what they talked about once she got home. He turned into a jealous boyfriend, and it took all the fun out of going out with her friends when she was being tracked. She decided it was easier to be at home where she would not be questioned like a criminal. She had even stopped going to the gym and the swimming pool, which she loved. How stupid and naïve she had been because it only got worse. 

Greg had managed within the space of 8 months of being a couple, to alienate Jennifer from most of her social life with her friends and since her parents and brother had all died, she was on her own. He convinced her to move in with him quickly by proposing out of the blue one night for dinner. The ring was an expensive diamond eternity ring with intricate golden loops running round the stone. Jennifer had never owned anything so beautiful in her life and she had cried like a baby when he put it on her finger. She was young and innocent and an easy target for someone as controlling as Greg.

After 3 years of marriage, she knew what kind of man he was, but she couldn’t leave him. Jennifer kept telling herself lies to defend him and his actions. It wasn’t until that night 3 months ago that he spiraled out of control. She then realized what lengths Greg would go, to keep controlling her. That night he showed her just how cruel a man could be towards his wife behind closed doors. Jennifer closed her eyes, willing herself to stop the hot, persistent tears that were spilling down her face, so she didn’t wake Joshua. How could she have known what Greg was capable of? 

Jennifer knew she had to try and get herself and Joshua safe from her husband’s rage. Her colleagues knew it, even if they didn’t say anything. She had felt their concerned stares after each black eye and bruises that even make-up could not conceal. Those were the ones they could see. The truth was a lot worse, but those intimate bruises were kept hidden. She kept on living her life because she didn’t know any other way. 
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The doomed marriage

Greg and Jennifer had a short engagement and married on their first anniversary together. She had been blissfully happy with her ‘Scandinavian Adonis’, as she secretly called him. Jennifer had been so caught up with work and with the wedding plans she had not seen the subtle transformation in Greg’s behavior. Then everything changed as Greg started hitting her a week before the wedding. That should have been her first big red flag to leave him, but of course she didn’t. They were about to get married, and she had found out that she was pregnant. She wanted her ‘happily-ever-after’ with Greg. The old Greg that she met was charming and made her laugh and smile so much her cheeks hurt. She thought a baby would change him back to his old self. But that was before Greg had made a partner in the firm. He worked in a prestigious law firm downtown under his father, who was the owner. 

Jennifer remembered it clearly as day, that first time he hit her. Jennifer’s car had broken down on the way home from work and the mechanic could not fix it on the roadside. The car needed a new alternator as it was an older model car. The garage did not have it in stock and had to order a new part before they could fix it. Greg had been unavailable to help due to a meeting and she had stood on the roadside in the pouring rain for an hour waiting for the tow truck to arrive. Jennifer ended up taking a late bus home, after arranging for the car to get towed into a garage. In fact, when she was thinking back, Greg had never been there for her in any situation. She always got his secretary and he had not even picked up the phone claiming to be too busy. Not one time. His work and clients were always taking precedence over her. That should have been another red flag, but of course she ignored those times too. She kept telling herself she was lucky to be with someone like him. He was always in meetings or in court, but on this day, he was not late home. His father had pulled him into his grand, top floor corner office and told him that he had made a partner when old Micky Collins had retired. That was the meeting he couldn’t get out of. His career was always more important than anything else. 

Greg was expecting dinner on the table when he came home, but he arrived before her due to her car trouble. As soon as Jennifer walked in the door, soaking wet, she was met with a hard slap on her left cheek with a “Where the hell have you been?” He had pushed her hard up against the wall before she could answer, bruising her neck with his hold. Thank goodness she had only been three months into her pregnancy. Jennifer had frozen and immediately put her hand on her cheek trying to soothe the burn. She had burst into tears and ran into their bedroom as he followed, his hands on his hips demanding an explanation. Greg had checked his phone to corroborate her story, which of course matched her words because it was the truth. His demeanor had changed suddenly once he realized his mistake. He apologized profusely afterwards, and they had got takeout for dinner. The makeup sex had been phenomenal. 

Greg could charm his way out of anything back then, but Jennifer knew better now. She had lived with his outbursts for three long years. She saw the fury build up behind his eyes every time and braced herself for the inevitable. Her life had become a living hell since the wedding three years ago and he would hit her black and blue over tiny things. She was in and out of the ER like she had her very own season ticket. It was like living with her own Mr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. She didn’t know which man she would be facing when he got home from work. She learned to do everything in her power to protect her son. Her son Joshua, who had been born 6 months after the wedding.

Mrs. Jenkinson was Jennifer’s elderly neighbor in Riverton. She was the only one apart from Jennifer’s best friend Grace, who knew the truth about Greg. One day when Joshua was 13 months old, Mrs. Jenkinson knocked on the door and asked Jennifer about Greg. It had been one of those weekend mornings after another beating with Greg storming out of the house, slamming the door behind him with a loud bang. Jennifer had opened the door thinking he was back, shaking with a huge black eye and holding her bruised arm. Mrs. Jenkinson had been so kind and made a pot of coffee for them. Joshua played on the floor in the kitchen as they talked. It turned out that Mrs. Jenkinson had heard most of the beatings from her side of the wall for some time and she couldn’t take it anymore. They had talked for over an hour and over the next few months she had gotten to know the old lady well. Mrs. Jenkinson was a retired CIA agent and had lost her beloved husband working in the field. With her help and support, Jennifer was able to start to plan her second escape. This time she hoped rather than believed that it was possible for her to leave Greg for good.

Jennifer had tried to leave Greg once before when Joshua was 12 months old. She had used her credit card to book into a motel on the other side of Riverton that was close to her work. She had left her cell at home thinking Greg would not be able to find her, but she was wrong. Greg was connected and somehow traced her credit card and got into her room by pretending to be room service. He forced her to come home, or he would hurt Joshua and she had believed his threat. Greg raped her that night and the beatings gave her a few days stay in the ER with a broken arm and bruised kidneys. She got signed off work and was given strong antibiotics on her discharge from hospital. Grace had nursed her back to health even though she had two-year-old twins in tow. Once Jennifer was better, Greg had raped her again in one of his drunken rages. The result was another pregnancy as the antibiotics had interfered with her birth control pills.  

Greg’s father, Mr. Rownham senior, demanded all his time and turned her husband into a monster. The stress of the courtroom and long hours did not give way to being a husband or a father. Greg was drinking heavily, which did not help his behavior towards Jennifer or Joshua. His narcissistic behavior had become more and more prevalent. Even the smallest thing would set him off into one of his rages. Her cooking was mediocre, too much seasoning when she had barely added any. She wasn’t tidy enough; the sheets were not crisp and fresh, despite her ironing them twice to make them perfect. In the bedroom, he had turned from an attentive husband to only caring about his own needs. He was rough and heavy handed, bruising her all over every time he took her. Yeah, that is what she called it. They didn’t make love anymore. It was more of him taking charge and devouring her like a hungry bear, whether she was ready for him or not. He barely tolerated his son and Jennifer kept him out of his way as much as possible. She would go over to her friend Grace’s a lot and let Joshua play with her twin girls. The girls liked doting on Joshua like a little brother. Greg knew where Jennifer was from tracking her phone and he didn’t say anything when she went to Grace’s. Greg knew if he pushed her best friend away, he would lose.

Things had gotten desperate after the last hospital stay when Jennifer lost her baby boy and almost her own life. Jennifer had only been back to work a week since recovering for three months from “her fall” down the stairs. She had been 9 months pregnant and was days away from giving birth. In truth, her ‘fall’ was caused by a big kick in the side of her stomach by Greg during one of his rages. It caused her to stagger backwards on the top of the stairs, losing her footing and falling headfirst all the way to the bottom. It was a miracle that she had not broken her neck in the fall. God only knows what would have happened to Joshua if she had died that night. Jennifer shuddered at the thought. Greg had rung the ambulance and arranged for Joshua to go to Mrs. Jenkinson’s house next door. 

Jennifer was admitted to the E.R with a moderate concussion, dislocated shoulder, two broken ribs and wrist but most of all, she’d lost her precious baby boy, Noah. No amount of groveling and makeup sex could ever make that loss okay. The doctors had stabilized her and set her wrist in the theatre. They had to monitor her concussion before she was strong enough to deliver the baby. She gave birth the next day via caesarean section to a beautiful boy with sandy blonde hair like his father. The way that fate had played out was cruel. The boy had been stillborn. He would never take a breath and never open his eyes, all because of Greg. Noah had been healthy up until that fall down the stairs. She had felt him kick for months during her pregnancy and all her prenatal checkups were fine. Noah had even survived a kick to the stomach from Greg when she was three months pregnant, without any repercussions. Her stomach was now hollow like her soul, but she had to keep going for Joshua. He was her light in her darkness and keeping him safe from Greg was her only reason for living. She’d never be able to conceive again, the doctors said. Too much damage at the late stage of pregnancy, they said. They were a stark reminder of what she had lost
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