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It was two a.m. Quitting time. Now I could finally drag myself home to a well-deserved sleep. I was beyond exhaustion having just finished a double shift at the diner. The damn flu had hit us badly this year. Lord knows I could use the money, but on the flip side, it meant being away from my little boy. And T.J., the light of my life, was my only reason for getting out of bed each day. 

I stifled a yawn and grabbed my coat and purse. First waving goodnight to Don, the night manager and then Sally, a waitress, I headed for the parking lot. It was a mild, clear night for the end of December and the stars were blinking, reminiscent of the lights on T.J.’s first Christmas tree. I’ll never forget the joy on that child’s sweet little face.

“Hello, Jemma, did you really think I’d never find you?” a deep voice said behind me, causing the short hairs on the back of my neck to stand as the blood in my veins chilled.

I began to tremble as he slid an arm around me drawing me closer to him so he could nuzzle my neck. I could smell the stale alcohol on his breath. That mixing with my fear caused my stomach to turn.

“How did you find me, Hal?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know? Just shut up and move,” he commanded, propelling me toward a mud-caked pickup truck parked off to the side.

I could hardly believe that this was even happening, though I’d always known when I ran away there was a chance that this day would come. I’d been living in fear for over a year, constantly looking over my shoulder. Damn! When did I let myself become complacent and lower my guard? How the hell did he find me? I’d taken on a whole new identity—even had credit cards in my new name, Carol Brandt to replace the Jemma Brody.

Opening up the driver’s side of the truck, he lifted me up and pushed me inside across the seat to the passenger side. I quickly grabbed for the door handle. To my shock, it was missing. Hal’s sinister laugh filled the cab of the truck and echoed in my head. “Is this what you’re looking for, missy?” he said, holding the handle up towards the light so I could see it.

I swallowed hard realizing that I was truly his captive. Time to start praying for a small miracle.

“Did you think I’d let you get away so easily again?”

I couldn’t believe that I once loved Hal so much that I could hardly wait to marry him. He’d captivated me with his Southern charm and boyish good looks. However, after we were married, he seemed to change. His concern became possessiveness and his suggestions, control. 

I stared out the dirt-streaked window and remembered the first time I saw Hal’s true colors. It was in the elevator of the hotel we were staying at on our honeymoon... 

“Would you two care for dessert?” the waiter asked as we finished a delicious 

three-course dinner. 

“No,” Hal replied coldly. “Just the check.”

The waiter returned with the check and Hal threw a large bill on the table. Without warning, he roughly grabbed me by the wrist and practically lifted me out of my chair.

“Hal, what’s wrong?”

“Keep still for once, will you!” he snarled as he led me from the dining room towards the elevators, his nails digging into my wrist.

“Hal, please, you’re hurting me.”

The elevator opened and he roughly pushed me inside. I had no idea why he was acting in such a pissed-off manner. After the doors closed, he hauled off and slapped me hard across my face. My hands flew to my face as my tears streamed from my eyes.

“Why did you hit me?”

“Don’t you ever flirt with another man again.”

“But... who was I flirting with?”

“Don’t play dumb with me. You were acting no better than a slut.”

Was he crazy? I was with him the entire time. “Who did I flirt with?” I asked once more.

“The waiter. Did you think I was blind?”

I began to shake my head, but I soon realized there was no way I’d be able to convince him otherwise. Hal only saw what he wanted to... 

The painful memory faded as he started the engine and I was reminded of the grim reality of the situation I now found myself. 

“Where are you taking me?” I asked.

“Never one for surprises, were you?”

Not your kind, I thought, as I sat there waiting for him to put the truck in gear and go. Instead, he turned to face me, reaching over to stroke my face. I made the mistake of recoiling and he angrily squeezed my face causing my eyes to sting and tear. “You once loved when I touched you. It was a bad mistake to leave me, Jemma. Look at you now with that terrible haircut. You don’t know how to take care of yourself without me.”

He released my face and began to drive. I could still feel the painful pressure of his fingers. I had no choice, but to leave him. Had I not, I would have ceased being Jenna Brody, the girl he’d married. He didn’t want a wife. What he needed was some kind of a Barbie doll that he could dress and manipulate. And he was definitely no Ken.

My thoughts suddenly turned towards T.J. I had to do anything to get back to him. He needed me. “Hal please let me go. I’ll never mention this to anyone.”

That seemed to make him laugh. “Jemma, Jemma, Jemma. Why couldn’t you just be a good wife and do things my way? Everything could have been so beautiful.”

“Only for you. “You desired an obedient slave, not a wife.”

“Such harsh words from the mother of my child,” he said sarcastically.

My heart nearly stopped beating while my throat closed when he said that. I knew how much he disliked children. He found them to be annoyances that were to be avoided at all costs. There was no way he’d refer to me as that... unless... Somehow, he’d found out about T.J. Not T.J. Oh, God! But how? 

I’d kept my pregnancy hidden from him. That’s what gave me the strength to run 

away in the first place. I’d accidentally gotten pregnant. I was so thrilled and was going to tell him during a romantic dinner I was planning. Before I could put my plan into motion, we were invited to a family barbecue that the dean was hosting. 

We were talking to the dean of students when a young boy ran past, knocking into Hal, causing him to spill his drink. 

“Stupid asinine little rug rat. His parents should put him in a cage or on a leash.”

“Hal, that’s a child you’re referring to, not some animal,” I said aghast.

“Really? I see no difference. God forbid you should become pregnant.”

“But I love children—”

“And I don’t,” he replied with that disapproving look that chilled my blood. 

I thanked my lucky stars that I hadn’t told him that I’d conceived. Now as I recalled that, I became terribly frightened for T.J. What did Hal intend to do? And how could I stop him? 

My thoughts were interrupted as I noticed Hal heading north out of town. I suddenly had this awful feeling in the pit of my stomach that he was taking me to some desolate place to kill me. It would fit into his skewed view on marriage and divorce. 

Hal believed in the sanctity of marriage. When things had begun to sour between us and I felt as if Hal was squeezing the very life from me, I asked for a divorce. 

“Divorce? No way, baby. You swore to love me ‘til death does us part.’ I’d kill you first before I’d ever give you a divorce.” I never brought the subject up again.

I saw the sign for Canyon Lake. I’d never been there with Hal. It was a tourist place and during the warmer months, the place would be hopping with vacationers. Now it would most likely be deserted. I began to wonder how Hal knew about it. He seemed to be full of surprises tonight. We drove in silence, which was fine for me. I had no desire to talk to him and needed to think of a way to getaway.

Finally, we’d reached the lake area and Hal exited the highway. I knew that whatever Hal intended to do to me was going to happen here. I could hear the pounding of my heart within my chest as my panic increased two-fold. And I feared that it included killing me. And I didn’t want to die. Not when T.J. wasn’t safe.

Hal stopped the truck and pulled me out. The air was cold and still, though the chill I felt was coming from deep within me. I stumbled on a rock and went down hard.

“Get up!” he growled at me, turning on the flashlight he pulled from under his seat. 

“Please don’t hurt me,’ I begged.

“This is your own fault. If I can’t have you, nobody will.”

He led the way into the darkness, illuminating only a small path on the ground as we walked. Even so, I kept stumbling and losing my balance, which seemed to only infuriate him, making him tug on my arm harder. At the rate we were going, he’d soon wrench it free from its socket.

Suddenly we stopped and Hal released my wrist. Blocking my escape, he reached inside his coat and pulled out a knife. My heart plummeted to my knees when I saw the light dance on the blade. In an instant, his arm shot out. I jumped back, but it was too late. The last thing my eyes focused on was the knife going into my side as I fell backwards into what seemed to be a vast nothingness.
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When I opened my eyes again, all I could see was blackness around me. I couldn’t 

move, which was just as well, for I had no idea where Hal was or if he even realized that I was still alive. That would matter little, I thought, especially if I wasn’t found. I’d end up just as dead. And what were the chances of someone happening by in the middle of nowhere? I began to cry. What would happen to T.J.? Ironically, Hal was right about one thing. This was my own entire fault. None of which would have ever happened had I listened to my Dad...

I met Hal at college. I was a naïve eighteen-year-old away from home for the first time. I was going to become a grade school teacher. I’d always wanted to be a teacher ever since I was a little girl when I would line up all my dolls and lecture them on how to read or spell. 

Hal was my student advisor. It wasn’t long before I discovered he wanted to give me other advice, as well. I had never been with a sophisticated guy like him. I felt so special when he began to take an interest in me. And after that first kiss, I was hooked.

He took me to concerts and plays. Such a romantic he’d been, sending me flowers and small gifts. He won my heart quickly and proposed six months later. I had no
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