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ANOTHER BLOW TO THE side of the head was what it took to convince Monica Tennyson that it must be time - it must be past time, in fact, that her husband, Ricky, had reached the threshold of what Monica could take in terms of his abuse. 

“I said pick that mop up and CLEAN IT UP!” she heard her deadbeat husband yell at her one more time, as if she was hard of hearing. In truth, it was surprising she wasn’t, given how much of his yelling she’d endured since their daughter, Patricia, had been born. Every time it happened, Monica couldn’t understand herself at all. She kept staying with the asshole. Why? What was it about him that kept her by his side, putting up with all that he’d already put her through, and continued to put her through, day after day after day?

For that split moment, she considered picking up that mop alright, but not to clean up the mess Ricky had made when he’d thrown a tantrum about the meal Monica had prepared. No, it would have been far more satisfying to pick up that mop and shove that handle right up...

She’d only just thought she was already at the end of her tether with what she was willing to endure to keep her child safe, before she was proved wrong. Without moving away, she took the next blow that came. She then started to perform the task he’d told her to, not because she cared about being beaten herself, but because she knew she needed to remain alive in order to get her daughter out of that house and to anywhere safe. 

For that whole night she lay awake, thinking. As always, she endured Ricky having his way with her. The romantic side of that had ended long ago. Now it was more like a punishment that, again, she would endure until she didn’t have to any more. 

She’d had plenty of nights like the one she was currently living – nights where she planned to get away in the morning. Every time she had a night like that, she got up the following morning, prepared to leave, and then just about walked out the door. Then, when it was finally time to go ... she didn’t. Why? That was the question she’d never been able to successfully answer. In truth, she had no idea why she’d never actually turned her back on him and walked out that door. Logically, it made absolutely no sense to stay, but she always had.

She knew things had to change. They had to. If for nothing else and no other reason, her daughter was worth staying alive for. 

Yes, it was true she’d been planning an escape for a very long time. It was also true that whenever she’d thought it was time to put an escape plan into action, and that she could do it, something in the back of her mind had stopped her. Still the same questions came. Why did she stay? Was it out of fear? Was it out of some twisted kind of devotion to the man she honestly thought she’d once loved, even though she could hardly summon any memory of that now? None of it made any logical sense, even to her, and yet day after day everything was always the same and nothing ever changed. 

But now something finally felt like it had. 

When the long night had passed, and Ricky finally left their home to go to wherever he went during the daytime hours, Monica scooped up her daughter and ran. She didn’t stop to pack. She didn’t stop to get cash from an ATM. She didn’t stop for anything. She just needed to get to that large brick building two blocks from home. 

That was all she had to do ... 

Run ...
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AS SHE SAT IN HER LOCAL police precinct, Monica held her three year old daughter, Patricia, close to her chest. Although logic told her she was in a safe place and Ricky couldn’t get to her where she was, she naturally looked around her, again and again, as if an animal that knew a predator was out there somewhere, even if it couldn’t be seen. The fear inside of her was immense, but it was a fear that she knew she was better to feel in that building, than the fear she constantly felt when she was in the place she used to enjoy calling home. 

The previous two days had been almost unbearable, having to pretend to want to stay with her husband, while knowing the right thing to do to ensure the safety of herself and her daughter was to finally take the plunge and do anything to get far, far away. That was something she was still determined to do, but not before she’d filed a report against her husband, ensuring it was known and recorded what he’d done and how he’d treated her, not just on that night before, but for years. 

Despite her nervousness and apprehension over what she’d decided to do, Monica forced herself to hold her head high as she went through an interview process like she’d never experienced before. 

“And you say he beat you?” the law enforcement officer asked her. 

“Not every day but yes, often,” Monica replied, trying to force the memories away while knowing she had to confront them to complete the process. “I know it probably doesn’t seem that important but...” she started to say, as if it really wasn’t important that she’d been hit over and over, sometimes truly savagely. 

“We do have some concerns about your husband, Mrs Tennyson,” another officer said, surprising her. “In fact, he’s been on our radar for quite some time.”

“He ... he’s been ... I’m sorry, I’m not sure what you’re saying,” said Monica. “I haven’t been in here to talk about him before. This is the first time I’ve reported him...”

“Yes, of course, but are you aware of ... other aspects of his life, Mrs Tennyson?” she heard, the questions beginning to take an odd turn of direction. 

Before answering, Monica took her time to try and process what she’d just been asked. Had she known anything about ‘other aspects of his life’? As hard as she tried to consider if she had, she could only reply in full honesty.

“No,” she said. “He ... he ... he isn’t the person I thought I was marrying, but ... but he goes to work each morning and he comes home each evening,” Monica said. “I’m sorry but what ... what are you asking, exactly?”

As Monica watched, she saw the investigators glance at each other before both refocused on her.

“It is timely that you’ve come to see us today,” one officer said. “We believe that, given what you’ve told us, it would be best for you to leave...”

“I know that if I do, and he finds me, he could kill me,” Monica said, not entirely sure if the words she’d used had been spoken flippantly, or spoken with an underlying suspicion of truth and expectation. 

“As I said, we think it would be best for you and your daughter to leave, without any delay,” she heard. “We have everything in place to be able to help you.”

“You have ... everything in place?” Monica asked, only growing more confused by the minute. “To help me? But I only walked in here an hour ago...”

Once again, she watched the officers share a look that she didn’t know the meaning of. She’d thought it bad enough what had been going on behind closed doors with her husband. Was there even worse to learn about him? Had he fooled her throughout all of the years they’d been together? 

“We’d like to get you into witness protection ... immediately,” one of the officers said, his facial expression telling her there was no possible way they were joking. “Two of our officers can take both of you right now...”

“Take us? Where?” Monica asked. She’d already decided that was the day she would try and get away, but hearing someone else tell her everything was in place to help them do so seemed a bit too coincidental, no matter how tempting it sounded. “Sorry but I don’t understand any of this. Where do you want to take us? Witness protection? For witnessing him hitting me? People don’t get put into witness protection for that ... do they? I don’t know what you’re saying, and I don’t know what to do! We can’t go home...”

“No, you shouldn’t,” the investigator told her. “Mrs Tennyson, we have everything in place to help you and your daughter start over.”

“A new life,” the other officer said. “In a new location far away from here – somewhere your husband won’t find you.”

Listening to what she was being told, Monica was stunned at how the conversation had turned. She’d married a man she’d truly believed was a good man, and he had seemed to be until Patricia had come along. Since then, everything had gone downhill in so many ways. 

The more the investigators spoke, with their implication that they knew more about her husband than she did, the more understanding she gained about how little she might know her husband after all. She didn’t want to know more than she needed to but if the local police were already set up to help her and Patricia leave town and start a new life, that had to mean they knew something far more serious about Ricky than she did - something that they were building a case against him with, if they thought she should be in witness protection. 

Realizing the degree of danger could be far greater than even she could have guessed after his treatment of her already, was there any reason she should argue and not do whatever they suggested? 

Hugging Patricia closer to her chest, she closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of her daughter. There were many aspects of life that she’d always considered important, but Patricia was by far the most important of all. No matter how much Monica could put up with, she wouldn’t expose her daughter to anything more that represented the worst aspects of humankind.

“Okay,” she said after running all possibilities through her mind. She didn’t know what they were watching Ricky for, and nobody seemed forthcoming in telling her why it might be important she was whisked away and put somewhere safe. She supposed that when the time came, they would have to tell her. Could she live with the unknowing until then? After contemplation, she knew the answer was yes. Yes she could. 

“Okay?” one investigator asked. “Okay, you are on board with us helping you and your daughter to get away and start a new life?”

“Yes,” Monica replied.

“And you understand this will happen immediately?” the investigator continued. “We won’t risk letting you go home, Mrs Tennyson. To go now means that we go now.”

“Yes ... but ... how does it work exactly?” Monica asked as a sliver of doubt began to flow over her again. “I have nothing. I mean, do I go to a bank and try to withdraw cash before we go? How do I get money for us to live off? Do I get a job? I have nothing. What ... how ...?

“We understand this is a lot to think about but you don’t need to worry about anything like that right now,” she heard. “We have everything in place for you – a new identity, including IDs, and a place for you and your daughter to live. We’ll also help you financially to begin with so there’s no digital trace of you for your husband to find.”

“Is ... is it far away?” she asked, feeling like she’d just jumped into a tornado. This was one day out of many that she’d considered running away from Ricky, and this was also the day that the police were ready to help her escape? The odds of that seemed astronomically impossible. But here they were, telling her they could help her and Patricia to start a new life in a safe place, away from her abuser. ‘Witness protection’, they’d said. That meant ... yes, there had to be a case being built against Ricky. What was it for, and when was she going to learn any details about it? He’d proven he was a monster who could disguise himself as a gentleman, but not for too long before cracks began to appear in the polite mask he could wear. Had he done even worse to other people than what he’d done to her?

“Alaska – a small town called Skagway,” she heard the investigator reply over the top of the thoughts and questions plaguing her mind. 

“Right,” said Monica, suddenly remembering back to a previous time – a happier time. “Yes, I’ve been there – stopped there for a few hours on a cruise years ago.”

“We need to know what your answer is, Mrs Tennyson,” the investigator said. “Say yes and we can help you walk out of this precinct, and get you and your daughter on your way to safety.”

It was a big thing to think about but Monica hesitated no more. She’d given enough time to someone who can’t have loved her, no matter how much he’d said he did. No, people who loved one another didn’t treat each other like that. And if she stayed and there was something far worse the police were investigating regarding Ricky, where was it going to end for her? Death? No, for Patricia’s sake, Monica knew she couldn’t let that happen. 

“Yes,” she said, pushing the last of her doubt and uncertainty aside. “Yes!”

“As we said, you’ll have a new identity, and it starts today,” one investigator said as he pushed an envelope across the table. “Stacy McNab.”

“Stacy,” Monica repeated as she contemplated no longer being the person she’d been her entire life. “Stacy McNab. I always liked the name Stacy. And Patricia?”

“When it comes to children, we think it could be confusing for her if you start to use an entirely different name....”

“Patti,” Monica – now Stacy – said when she pulled another piece of paper from the envelope. “Patti McNab. I can do that.”

Within the hour, she and Patricia were at the local airport, flanked by two strict-looking law enforcement officers in plain clothing. It wasn’t a quick trip to the small town she’d been told was going to be her new home, but even getting to the boarding gate made Monica – Stacy – feel like infinite possibilities lay ahead for her and her daughter. 

Every step of the way, she kept looking around and behind her, just in case, but Ricky wasn’t there. He wasn’t there the first time she looked, or the second, or the third. When she was finally on board the first plane, she kept watching the passengers boarding, still with the expectation that he could walk in at any moment. To her growing relief, he didn’t.

Finally she felt the exhilaration of that first plane taking off. She was on board with her daughter, and her husband wasn’t. Close by were two men who were going to escort her all the way. Both were clean cut, smelling heavenly and wearing classy suits, looking like regular businessmen. If Ricky had gotten to her somehow, would they really have had the skills to protect her? Stacy allowed herself only a moment of contemplating that scenario before she pushed the question from her mind. He wasn’t on the plane, so the question didn’t need to be asked.

“Patti cakes, Patti cakes,” she started to quietly say as she remembered a children’s rhyme her mother had told her when she’d been a child. When she saw her daughter look up at her, deliver an amazing grin and then repeat the words, Stacy laughed. Who knew what lay ahead for both of them. The unknowing was both scary and invigorating. 

Relaxing back in the seat, for a moment she felt completely alone. How long would she feel like that? Beside her was her daughter, who always made her happy. In seats very close to where she and Patti sat, she knew the sharp looking escorts were also there, keeping an eye on her with the promise of keeping her safe all the way to where her new life would begin.

Turning to look at them, she caught the eye of one of the men – Chad Andrews, he’d said his name was, although whether that was his real name, she couldn’t have any idea. Seeing him give her a reassuring smile, she guessed she should have been happy. He appeared to be a completely different kind of man to the one she’d invested too much time with, and probably would have made some women blush on receipt of that smile. Inside, Stacy knew she would never have an interest in romance again in her life. No, it was far too easy to be fooled into a dreamy falsehood of romance, only to then wake up in a complete nightmare. Although she smiled back at her well-groomed and perfectly mannered escort, all she felt inside was numb, and that was how she’d felt for a very long time.   
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WITH EACH FLIGHT THEY caught on their way to a new life, Stacy felt herself relaxing a little bit more, and then a little bit more again. Next to her was her little Patricia – now Patti. Every time Stacy looked at her, she knew she’d made the right decision. She hadn’t stood completely on her own two feet before, entirely responsible for everything to do with raising a child, but she was determined that she could. In truth, any life she could give Patti without having to witness what she already might have, had to be a better life than they’d been living. It had to be!

She didn’t consider herself strong, like she knew other women were, but she could do it. She could begin to live a new life – a safe life – and raise Patti as she always should have been raised, in a home free of violent actions and violent speech. Even if they ended up being poor financially, at least she knew it cost nothing to give her daughter time, attention and love. 

“Not long now,” she heard her escort, Chad, say from his final seat across the aisle from her. “This is a nice little town. Have you been here before?”

In reply, Stacy forced herself to smile at him again. In truth she was nervous about what lay ahead, but for the entire trip the two officers had discretely directed her in where to go and what to do. The one who’d spoken to her certainly might not have been regarded as good looking by some, but Stacy couldn’t deny she felt a strong pull toward him, and very safe in his presence. Even without him saying much at all, there was something very powerful emanating from him. Having him close by was almost like that feeling Stacy could remember getting when she was a much younger woman, when a man would embrace her. It had all seemed so easy back then, with the future looking so positive. How had everything turned out so differently to how she’d imagined it would? 

“Yes, but only briefly,” she replied before diverting her attention back to her daughter once again. In that fleeting moment she wondered if she might ever have a loving relationship in her life. That thought was cut short as reality set in again. She’d only just gotten away from a relationship, and it hadn’t been any kind of relationship that any woman should be in. She certainly would not be in any hurry to meet someone new, no matter how things went in her new life. Her heart had been open to love once upon a time. Now it was tightly closed. 

As the small plane approached Skagway at the end of the long three-flight journey, Stacy glanced out the window. Seeing the light scattering of snow and greenery of trees covering the hillsides; the water that large and small vessels were dotted over; and the small township with its main street that looked like it had been made for a western movie set, Stacy felt her emotions move from one extreme to another. 

Was it a happy day? A sad day? A scary day? For a moment she wasn’t sure which emotion was the right one to focus on. When she again glanced at the small person in the next seat, looking up at her with only happiness on her face, that was the emotion Stacy knew she had to try and portray, even if she only felt it for seconds at a time. 

After disembarking, Stacy walked through the tiny terminal building, following the two officers who had been on the plane with her. She’d been instructed to not talk to them, as if she didn’t know who they were, but she’d also been instructed to follow them and get into a waiting car with them after walking out. The confusion about everything was enough to cause minor moments of panic. To get through those moments, she had to keep looking at her daughter. Seeing that funny smile that never housed any worry or sadness was always enough to make Stacy the happiest mom in the world. 

Once inside the waiting vehicle, she relaxed back in the back seat, along with Patti. Sitting behind the officer who’d introduced himself as Chad, Stacy found herself distracted for a moment by the immaculate, clean cut hairstyle he had, and the strong scent of men’s aftershave that she’d always loved. As she caught herself focusing on such a thing, she let herself smile as she diverted her attention to the vista outside of the car. Far more important things lay ahead for her to focus on than how good a man smelt.

“Come with us,” she heard him say when the car stopped only a short distance away.

Inside the local sheriff’s station, her escorts finally left her side as Stacy was introduced to the town’s sheriff, Sheriff Reed. Although he was welcoming, it seemed like hours that she sat and listened to details about how she would live her new life, and the do’s and don’ts of being in witness protection. It was a lot to take in, but Stacy was resolved to follow all instructions given to keep her and Patti safe. 

“My deputy, here, will escort you to your new home, Stacy,” she heard the sheriff finally say as a young woman officer walked into the room. It wasn’t the first time someone had addressed Stacy, using her new name, but each time someone did, it still surprised her. That was something she knew she was going to have to work hard at – remembering who she was now – as she worked equally hard at trying to forget who she’d once been. 

“Thank you,” Stacy said to the sheriff before beginning to follow the young woman out of the station. 

As they were walking out, Stacy smelt the familiar scent. Looking up, she again saw the friendlier one of the two officers who’d escorted her and Patti to Skagway. No words were exchanged but as they approached one another in the corridor, she indulged in taking a moment to breathe in that same scent of male cologne. When she exhaled with a feeling of calm flowing over her, she realized Chad was subtly smiling at her, almost as if he’d caught her in her moment of wanting to smell him. It was the first time in a very long time that Stacy felt herself blush.

“My car’s just out here,” she heard the deputy say as they approached the door. 

Behind her, Stacy knew Chad Andrews was walking toward the sheriff’s office. She dared not turn to look at him again, even though she surprisingly felt drawn to. 

“I’m sorry – what should I call you?” she asked the deputy, wanting to distract herself and realizing nobody had mentioned the young woman’s name.

“Everyone calls me by my last name here,” the deputy said, grinning as she helped Stacy settle Patti into a car seat that had already been installed into the police car. “Smithy, you can call me.”

“Smithy,” said Stacy, returning the smile. “Well, thank you Smithy for helping us.”

“Your new place is just here,” the deputy said when the car pulled into a small driveway a short time later. “It’s not flash but it’s ...”

“Cute,” Stacy said as she glanced over the tiny home in front of her. “And cute is more than adequate for us. All I want, Smithy, is some time to be in peace.”

“Well, you’ve come to the right place for that,” said Smithy as they all climbed out of the vehicle. “Just look around and breathe in the fresh air. Man, I love this town!”

Seeing the look of contentment on the deputy’s face, Stacy smiled. In recent times, it had felt as though she hadn’t had much to smile about at all. Following the deputy’s suggestion and looking around, taking in the vista of the trees on the surrounding hills and the water in the distance, she realized how little time she’d ever spent in nature. She’d always been a city girl. That was about to change. 
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“NO, NO, NO!” STACY heard her own voice say as she woke from her deep sleep on that first night. Turning to pick up the simple no-bells-and-whistles phone she’d been issued, she saw 3:04am on the screen. Whatever she’d just been having a nightmare about, that was all it had been – just a bad dream. 

As her consciousness sharpened, she turned onto her back and just listened. Only the night before, she’d been in her marital bed, listening to Ricky snore as she had remained as still as she could, afraid to move in case she woke him up. In recent times, that had been just one scenario that would anger him and send him into a rage – if he woke up and she was beside him. If that happened, it was always her fault that he’d woken too soon.

Lying alone, she felt relief from there being no body close to her. There was no snoring and there wasn’t even the sound of breathing. To her surprise, there was also an odd loneliness that came from that, even though she knew she’d made the right choice in leaving. 

What would he have thought when he’d returned home later that day and found her and Patti gone? Would he have been worried about where they were, concerned that something might have happened to them? Or would he have been enraged that she wasn’t there, cooking his meal at the exact time he wanted it to be ready?

Delving deeper into her thoughts about how he might have reacted, Stacy began to truly wonder what he might have done. Anyone else might have called law enforcement if their partner and child were missing, but the police had obviously been watching Ricky for quite some time, and appeared to know far more about him than Stacy did. Would he have risked going near the police station to report her and Patti missing, if it meant interacting with the police at all?

After some time of consideration about what he might or might not have done, Stacy forced herself to smile. In the darkness, she lay in a bed alone, in a room alone, and there was no longer any threat from the man she’d loved and married. Although she knew she should now embrace the happier situation she was in, she did suddenly feel that vibe of loneliness flow over her again. It was ridiculous that it should exist, given what he’d put her through, but it was what it was. 

With her mind not rested enough to get back to sleep quite yet, she carefully pulled back the covers and stood. Her little Patti was in the next room. Were there creaks on the floorboards of their new home that might wake her if Stacy moved in the night? Everything was unknown about the new life they were embarking upon - even the location of floorboard creaks. 

Despite the uncertainty about whether she might somehow wake her daughter or not, Stacy tiptoed into the next room. Before her, Patti lay sleeping deeply, snuggled almost completely under the covers, just as if she wasn’t in a foreign bed at all. The sight made Stacy smile. She was safe, and her daughter was safe. How it had all fallen into place so easily, she still couldn’t fathom. She was just thankful it had. Whatever fate had in store for her and Patti, it was reassuring that Stacy could rest for the moment, at least a little, knowing that whatever Patti had witnessed so far in her short lifetime, she would now not see anything more of again. 

With the unexpected loneliness slipping away on seeing her daughter at peace, Stacy finally retraced her steps, sunk back into her new bed, gave consideration one more time to her now being ‘Stacy McNab’, and was soon fast asleep again. 
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“YOU SEEM DETERMINED,” Chad Andrews heard a deep voice say from the doorway of the small office he’d been assigned. Looking up, he saw Sheriff Reed looking at him with what looked like an expression of amusement. “Do you really think you’ll uncover what happened to that girl, and who did it?”

As Chad glanced over the five large boxes of files in front of him, he sighed. He loved working on cold cases, but he equally knew it was a job that took much patience, determination, and the ability to consider facts that were recorded long ago, alongside any new facts that were yet to be discovered. Sometimes time hindered an investigation. Sometimes it helped. There were never any guarantees of success, but it was always worth it to complete a brand new search for the unknown answers. 

“Let’s hope so! Either way, I have to try,” Chad replied. “Missy Jameson may be gone, but her family still deserves to know what happened to her.”

“It’s been two years,” the sheriff said, doubt heavy in his voice. 

“I know, but I’m here and this is what I do, so you may as well use me while you can,” said Chad, grinning. In truth, he still found himself thinking about the mother and daughter he’d helped move to Skagway the day before. There had been nothing outstanding about the woman, and they’d hardly spoken at all, but he couldn’t deny that she had entered his mind during the night.

“True,” said the sheriff, breaking into Chad’s thoughts. “They say you’re a cold case expert, so I’m definitely going to use you for that while you’re here!”

Before Chad could reply, he saw the sheriff walk off, shaking his head and chuckling as if he’d just heard or said a great joke. It certainly wasn’t the strangest thing Chad had seen during his long career in law enforcement, but it was still more than a little odd. 

Selecting the first box to work through, he carefully piled the others into a corner of the room and returned to his desk. When Missy Jameson had disappeared, she’d only been sixteen. Her disappearance had rocked the small town of Skagway, as well as people from neighboring areas. Nothing like that had happened for as long as anyone could remember, and all of the people who’d been interviewed at the time had only said good things about the young woman. She’d never been in any trouble with the law, and she’d never even gotten into any trouble at her school. As far as Chad could tell from what he’d learned already, she’d just been a quiet girl who’d lived a quiet life in a quiet town. Friendly but not too friendly. Serious but not too serious. What, then, could have happened to her?

It was often the way with missing persons investigations, he knew. The victim was almost always someone who was loved by all. Sometimes, as investigations progressed, it was revealed that someone wasn’t loved by all after all, and some people weren’t as sad over a person going missing as they’d initially indicated to police. Although that was certainly sometimes the truth, Chad’s gut told him it might not be the case with Missy. When she’d disappeared, she had hardly started to live at all. At that age, and in that location, how much trouble could she have possibly gotten herself into anyway?

Delving into the first few files of details about Missy’s life, Chad settled deeper into the chair that would be his own for as long as it took to resolve the case. He’d been in law enforcement for a great number of years but when he’d been given a first chance to work on a cold case, he’d found himself hooked by the challenge of it. There was always sadness in anyone being hurt or killed, especially young people, but Chad found another level of sadness in cases where families had received no answers about what had happened to their loved ones. It was a scenario he continuously found himself wanting to work hard in so he could hopefully provide at least a little closure to people still suffering. 

There was much to read about Missy Jameson on that first day, even though there was little to suggest anything other than her having been a good student, a good friend, and a good daughter. One thing Chad had learned from his career to date was that sometimes there was something lurking under the surface of any human, and sometimes that was what was needed to be found in order to find the person themselves. 

At the end of some intense reading, assessing, and note taking to build a list of people to speak to the following day, his mind again surprisingly returned to the woman and child he’d escorted to Skagway the day before. She’d already invaded his thoughts the night before, and he wasn’t sure he liked her doing it again. Not that it was her doing, of course, but still ... what was it about her that made his mind want to keep drifting back to her? 

It was true there was something about her that seemed familiar to Chad, but he was sure he’d never met her. Was it just that she was an attractive woman and she’d secured his attention because of her looks? No, he’d never been a man who was attracted to women because of how they looked. The few he’d been involved with in his lifetime had all become partners following a long period of friendship. That had always been far more important to Chad than the outer appearance of anyone – the ability to be a great friend, and the ability to show strength when needed
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