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Branden Morton's divorce was final. He wasn't the one who wanted the marriage to end. His wife, Melissa—correction, his ex-wife, had, and she always got what she wanted. 

He'd spent the last five years of his life doing everything he could to please her. Why? Because he thought he'd find something that might fix their marriage. He gave her everything but his car in the divorce. 

Branden no longer had any ties to Arizona. He had a chance to start over, pick up the pieces and move on, and that’s what he would do. He gathered his clothes, pictures, and a small trinket his mother gave him, and headed north. 

The gas gauge was too close to the E, so he left the main freeway and drove into a small town for gas. Once he was back on the road, Branden glanced down at the envelope containing the divorce papers on the seat next to him. "Goodbye, Melissa." He shoved it to the floor and glanced up. 

He noticed a small sign, 'Welcome to Aurora.' It was dark. Nothing illuminated the road except his headlights. Suddenly, a girl stepped onto the highway; he had to swerve to miss her. 

He stopped the car, jumped out, and started toward her. "Are you crazy? I almost hit you." The girl stared at him with large eyes. She didn't say a word but swirled around in the middle of the lane. Her arms were outstretched at her sides, and the torn white gown she wore twisted with her. 

"Miss, are you okay?" Something was terribly wrong. What kind of mess had he driven into... 
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This is for anyone who found themselves in a situation they never thought they’d recover from but did. It takes a lot of strength, courage, and determination to survive. 

Don’t ever give up, and don’t ever think less of yourself because of what you went through.

I have many people to thank for being so supportive of my writing. Too many to list. But the biggest thanks goes to my husband, Robert. He has done everything humanly possible to make sure that I follow my dream. 

I love you, Bob
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My father lives near Aurora Utah. I have many great memories of this small town, but some that aren’t as good. 

The surrounding area is breathtaking, but I found many of the lifelong residents, cold and unhelpful. If this story were to happen anywhere, I could see it occurring here. 

*Human trafficking is a serious problem world-wide. 

If you are being trafficked, or suspect that someone else might be, call this number immediately. 1-888-373-7888.

National Human Trafficking Hotline | The Administration for Children and Families (hhs.gov)
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No Ties
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IT WAS OVER. MY MARRIAGE was dead, and the remains were contained in the thick manilla envelope I held in my hands. This was proof that I'd wasted five years of my life with that woman. Melissa said she was going to go through with the divorce, and for the first time in a long while, she'd done what she promised. 

I leaned back in my chair, kicked my legs up onto the oak desk, and tossed the envelope onto the keyboard. The letters that appeared when it landed made as much sense as her reasons for ending our union. 'Lack of individual identity.' 

What in the hell did that mean? 

I knew what it meant according to the law, but... I scrubbed my hand back and forth across my face as I tried to ignore what it meant to me. In a matter of minutes, I went from being a married man and living in a lovely home in Scottsdale, Arizona, to a divorced, rising young attorney, who was now homeless and pissed at the world. But mainly at Melissa.

The good news was that now I had nothing tying me to this godforsaken place. It was too hot in the summer, and it seemed the crime rate increased daily. It was also too close to the Mexican border, and I knew it would only get worse. 

Once I left here, Melissa gave me two hours to remove my belongings from her—my former home, or she would call the police and have them do it. I glanced at my watch and then closed my laptop and unplugged it from the wall. 

The only thing keeping me in Arizona was this job. I still had a healthy bank account and my car. Melissa asked for and received a monetary settlement, the house, and all the furniture. I didn't want to fight her. We didn't have any kids—her wishes not mine, and most of the friends we had were also hers, and not mine. I left my family and friends in New York to follow her out west, to Arizona. 

I opened the top drawer of my desk and peeked inside: pens, notepads, paperclips, sticky notes, a stapler, and an old piece of Christmas candy. I closed it and went onto the next drawer—nothing notable in that one either, and not in any of the others.

In forty-five minutes, I emptied most of the drawers and shredded everything of importance tied to me. I left the files for all the cases I'd lost and won in the locked cabinet and found the extra keys to leave with my assistant. 

I took out a piece of paper and a pen from the top drawer and scribbled out my resignation letter and a brief explanation. I signed and dated it and then tucked it inside an envelope. Mark Bradford would be pissed when he learned I left the firm, but he would quickly find someone to take my place. 

I picked up my briefcase, the filing cabinet's key, and the letter for Mark and left my office. "Barbara, before I leave, I wanted to tell you what a godsend you have been. I wish you and your family the best. Here," I handed her the keys and the envelope. 

"Take care." I quickly walked away from her desk and hurried outside. 
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"I EXPECT YOU'LL SEND me your address, once you find a place to live."

"And why would I do that, Melissa?" I clutched the large envelope in my hand and used it to fan my face. 

I cleaned out my closet, and my dresser drawers in thirty minutes. The office had taken me longer. I had to make sure there was nothing left behind that she could use against me. After that, I went into the garage and grabbed my tools, my gun collection, and the extra parts I'd bought for my car. I didn't have much room in the trunk, or the backseat, but everything fit. 

It was almost six-thirty; I had thirty minutes to spare, but for what. 

Melissa sat on the corner of the couch, nursing her drink of choice, a Tequila Sunrise, and glowered. She was the youngest of five and spoiled rotten. Her parents doted on her, but in particular, her father. She was a spoiled, petite, dark-haired beauty, with big green eyes, and I'd fallen madly in love with her the first time we spoke. Even after she put me through four years of hell, I still loved her. 

"Melissa, I think you made it perfectly clear how you feel about me. You have everything you want, but my balls. I still have those, and I'm using them now to say goodbye." We were married for five years, and during the first year, we both tried hard to make it work. 

When and why did she stop trying?

"Branden, if you walk out that door, don't come back." 

I slammed the door, and as I walked down the few steps toward my car, I heard something hit the door on the other side, followed by glass breaking. Melissa would have to clean up her own mess, now. And darn the luck, she no longer had a full set of her favorite cocktail glasses. 

I tossed the envelope onto the seat next to me and took a few moments to calm myself and breathe. Then I drove forward, out of the circular driveway, and headed toward the 101, going north. I didn't have a clue where I was going, I only knew I had to get away from Melissa as quickly as I could. 

I turned the radio to one of the alternative music channels and cranked up the volume. The rush hour traffic hadn't let up yet, but it would soon. Once I made it to the 93, I could go much quicker, and without any interference from the cops. It was a two-lane highway most of the way and heavily traveled by truckers. I used it often when I wanted to go to Vegas. I would go that far tonight and see how I felt once I got there. 

It was hard not to let my thoughts go back to Melissa. We'd taken this trip many times together. One of my favorite trips was when she wore one of her shorter dresses, she had nothing on underneath it. She teased me the entire drive, by crossing, and uncrossing her legs, giving me glimpses of what I'd find once we reached our destination in Las Vegas. 

We took a quick weekend excursion to Vegas so many times. I think we stayed in almost every one of the larger hotels on the strip at one time or another, but my favorite place would always be that trip, and the incredible, sin-filled time we had at the MGM Grand. 

I shook my head and focused on the road. 
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IT WAS JUST AFTER TEN when I reached Vegas. I stopped for gas in Henderson and gazed at the strip while I fueled my tank. I stopped when it reached twenty bucks. I had a twenty and some other small bills in my pocket. I didn't want to use a credit card here if I could help it—too many skimmers. 

I hurried into the store seeking snacks. The views from this part of town were unbelievable. You didn't see the seamier side from where I was, only the glitz and the lights beckoning strangers to come and spend their money, see a show, and overindulge in the food and drink. 

But there was a different side of Vegas, a side that was shoved into your hand as you walked the streets, by men and women alike. Advertisements offering various kinds of sex, anything you could or couldn't imagine. That was the side of this city I hated. Just like the border towns in Arizona, Vegas had sex trafficking. I knew the dangers all too well. The traffickers targeted young girls, boys, or teens, when sex was involved, the victim's age, and skin color didn't matter. 

I was a great general practice attorney, and I'd handled many different types of lawsuits. But most recently, the ones I took were family members going after a school, or a business, when a family member disappeared. Those cases were hard to prove, and emotional, for both parties. 

No one wants the unthinkable to happen. When it does, the families are looking for any recourse. Whether they were seeking compensation, or an alternative type of justice was of no consequence. They only want the pain to stop. And it never does unless their family member was found and returned. That didn't happen very often, and even then, it's a lot for them to deal with—the trauma and counseling for both parties are continuous. 

I was very good at what I did, but it was getting to me. Perhaps this was the kick in the ass I needed to change my specialty. I would make a great criminal lawyer, but that would be going down a worse path. I also liked family law, and that could go many other ways. Whatever I decided to do, I now had the time to weigh my options. 

I grabbed a burger and a large soda from the fast food place conjoined with the fuel stop. I finished the burger before I ever reached my vehicle. 
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I PROBABLY SHOULD HAVE stopped in the last city, but kept going. Now, I regretted it. I found myself nodding off. That was dangerous when you were behind the wheel of a car. Especially when you're in an unfamiliar area, in the dark and your fuel was waning. I should have filled my tank in Vegas. But instead, I'd listened to my cautious side. 

It would serve me right if I ran out of gas out here, in the middle of where in the hell am I, nowhere. 

The sign read Exit 37, Interstate 70, 5 miles. Richfield was highlighted below that. 

"Okay then. I guess I'm going to Richfield."

I turned off I-15 and started up a gradual hill. Soon after that, the roads became steeper and twisted more. The next sign read, Fish Lake National Forest. How did I end up in a forest?

It was sometime after one in the morning. It was pitch black outside, but what I saw was beautiful. However, the never-ending line of fir trees, and winding roads, were doing a number on me. If I didn't find somewhere to stop soon, I was afraid that I would end the night high-centered on a guard rail, or worse. 

"Finally," the sign read, Richfield five miles. 

It was a short drive through town, in the middle of the road on Main street. Every business was closed, and I was sure if they could have done so, the sidewalks would have been rolled up and set inside to await the morning. Everything was shut down. 

As I drove, I considered finding an empty parking lot and hunkering down in my car for the night. Until I saw the Sinclair sign lit up ahead. It wasn't too far away, and close to a freeway entrance. I was running on fumes, but I would make it. 

This time, I would make sure I filled the tank. It was much cooler here than it was in Vegas. Sleeping in my car on the side of the road would be miserable, but it would be my reality if I didn't find somewhere else to go. I hoped the attendant that was inside might know of someplace that was still open. I hurried into the store and waited for someone to appear. 

"Sorry," The kid who came out of a back room couldn't have been much older than me. "I didn't hear you come in. We don't get many people here at this time of night. Mostly the truckers. I hope you aren't here looking for the hot food we advertise. I shut all the machines down and throw everything away at midnight."

"I ate earlier. I was hoping for recommendations. I know it's late, but I'm looking for someplace to stay. It's colder than I thought it would be, or I'd sleep in my car."

The attendant glanced out the window, and an eyebrow rose. "Nice car. Has it got the big engine?"

"Yes, it does, and it's a gas hog. That's the reason I'm here. Fuel, and suggestions for a place to sleep."

"As you can see, everything in Richfield closes early. You might want to try Salina."

"Is it a bigger city?" I took out my cell phone and tried to google Salina, but I had no cell service. "Salina? How far is it from here?"

"Nope, it's much smaller, but they cater more to the tourists. It's only eighteen miles. Stay on the 70, and follow the signs. You can't miss it."

"Thank you for your time. I hope the phone service is better on the 70."

I heard his answer as I walked out the door. "Don't count on it." 

I jumped into my car. "Eighteen miles, no phone service, and it's," I glanced at the temperature gauge. "forty-one degrees outside. At least I have a full tank. If I have to, I'll pull over and sleep with the heat on." I cranked up the dial as soon as I started the car. 

This area was spread out, and the towns seemed to be as small as some of the ones in Arizona, and they were all desolate, dark, and quiet. It would be easy to get lost here. 

I stayed on the highway and took the exit for Salina. It was ten miles ahead. I glanced down at the envelope on the seat next to me. "I imagine by now, you're nice and warm in my king-sized bed, Melissa. Me. I don't know where in the world I am." I shoved the envelope to the floor and glanced up at the small sign. 

Welcome to Aurora. 

Suddenly a woman ran out into the road ahead of me. I slammed on the brakes and turned the steering wheel sharply to the left to avoid hitting her. 

What the hell?

I left my car running as I jumped out to check on her. "Are you crazy? What are you doing in the middle of the road? Do you know that I almost hit you!" 

The woman was younger than I first thought. She didn't say a word but stared at me; her large eyes seemed hollow and lifeless. But it was dark; my headlights shown on the empty field next to the road, not her. 

She looked away from me, and her arms rose from her sides. She started spinning around in the middle of the lane, and the torn white gown she wore twisted with her. 

"Miss, are you okay?" She kept twirling, and that's when I noticed the dark stains on her gown and that she was also barefoot. What was she doing in the middle of nowhere without a coat or shoes? That was the lamest thought ever to cross my mind under these circumstances. 

Something wasn't right, and I'd somehow driven into the middle of it. "Don't move." I kept an eye on her as I reached into the car for my cell phone. No service. I still pushed 911 a few times, hoping something would connect. But nothing did. 

"Damnit!" The woman no longer danced but walked down the street. Besides being out of her mind, she had to be freezing. I had nothing warm inside the car to give her, but my suit jacket. 

"She's not going to make this easy."

I grabbed the jacket and ran down the road to catch up to her. "Hey," As I got closer, I noticed even more stains on her dress. "Can I take you somewhere?" I grabbed her arm and swung her around to face me. She shook her head back and forth and started hitting my chest. 

"I'm not going to hurt you. I want to help." Her efforts to shake my hand off her arm became more forceful, and so I tightened my grip. "I don't want to do this, but you're giving me no choice." I yanked her toward me and tossed the jacket around her shoulders. I tightened it and then lifted her into my arms. 

She fought me aggressively as I carried her toward my vehicle. She still hadn't said a word. "Miss, I don't know what you're doing out here, but in all good consciousness, I can't leave you like this." I carried her to my car. It was a struggle to get her inside the vehicle. I dropped her onto the seat and leaned across her to fasten the buckle. She fought me the entire time.

I locked the door and hurried around the car to my side. I took a few moments to breathe and to calm myself. 

"I don't know what happened to you or where in the hell I am, or why I'm here, but..." I switched on the interior lights and looked at her. 

"Oh, my God."
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THE YOUNG WOMAN LOOKED away from me and tried to open her door; it wouldn't open when the car was in motion. However, in those few seconds, I saw the dark hollows under her eyes, bruising on her cheek, and the swollen lip. I also recognized the petechia in both her eyes. 

I switched the interior lights off and focused on the dark road. I swallowed down the rage I suddenly felt. Petechia was a sign of strangulation. If someone had tried to choke her, that would explain her silence. But from everything else I saw, she'd gone through more than that. Much more.

Perhaps if I spoke to her, instead of sitting in silence it might help to calm her. It’s worth a try. "I'm Branden Morton. I'm not familiar with the area. I'm from Phoenix. Scottsdale, to be more specific. What's your name? Do you live nearby? Can I take you home?" All those questions went unanswered, but the silence and the scenarios of what might have happened to her ran through my head. 

I wasn't taking the girl anywhere but a hospital. But where would I find one of those in this area, and would they be open? They couldn't shut down a hospital after midnight, could they? 

I had no other option but to turn around and return to the gas station for directions. "Hang on," I glanced at the time. It was two-thirty five. If I were home in bed, I would be getting up in a couple of hours. Wait, I didn't have a home, and I sure as hell wasn't in bed. 

Nope. Instead, I drove a strange woman around an unfamiliar place, in the middle of the night–no it was early morning. For all I knew, she could be dying, or dead. She no longer struggled but sat against the door, with her eyes closed, and her head dropped forward on her chest. 

"Don't die on me, not now." Not ever. Getting her to a hospital and making sure she was safe, and that she had a medical person look at her injuries, was crucial. However, that wasn't the only thing concerning me. This girl was put through the wringer by someone or many someones. Because I was the one who found her, I had to know what happened to her, and that she would be safe. 

I was relieved when I pulled into the parking lot of the gas station I'd been to once before. I parked as close as I could to the doors and hurried inside. This time the clerk was sitting behind the counter, and he was eating. 

"I take it you didn't find anything open?"

"Does this town have a hospital? If not, how far is the closest one?"
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I STOPPED OUTSIDE OF the emergency room doors at the Sevier Valley hospital. The clerk's directions were spot on. He said he could find his way there with his eyes closed; he often took his wife to the hospital because of her colitis. 

I left my car running and ran inside the medical facility. "I need help!" 

The receptionist stood up, "Sir, take a seat in the waiting area, and someone will be with you immediately."

"Are you kidding? A woman is sitting in my vehicle who might not make it if she has to wait any longer. I found her on the road." That got more attention. 

"Was she hit by a car?" She picked up her phone, and I hurried back outside to retrieve the young woman.

I carefully opened the passenger door, unbuckled the girl, and lifted her into my arms. I turned around to enter the hospital, and two hospital attendants met me with a gurney. 

"Sir, park your car, and we'll meet you inside. You can give one of the clerks her information."

I nodded and watched them wheel her into the hospital. This wasn't a large facility, only three or four stories high, so I was able to park close to the doors. 

When I stepped inside the lobby, a doctor was already at her side, checking her vitals. He barely noticed me. 

I hurried toward him. "How is she?"

He cleared his throat, and his brows furrowed, "She's barely alive. Doris said she was struck by a car?"

I assumed he meant the receptionist and hurried to correct him. "That's not what I said. I found her on the road, near..." I tried to recall the name of the town. "Aurora."

The doctor gave the orderlies instructions, and they wheeled the girl through a pair of double doors. "As you well know, Aurora is in bad shape, but I'll do what I can to save her. In the meantime, you'll find coffee and a magazine to read while you wait in that room. I’ll do my best to keep you informed, as I learn more about Aurora's condition." He nodded and then went through the double doors after the others. 

"Aurora?" Bad shape. Save her. I'll do what I can... The things he said suddenly hit me. Was she going to die? 

"Excuse me, sir. I need Aurora's full name, her insurance information, and her next of kin. Are you a relative?" I turned around to see who was asking. A younger man sat in front of a desk that was behind plastic sheeting. "Sir, will you please take a seat. This won't take long." 

I did as he instructed. What was I doing here? I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was almost three in the morning, and I sat inside a small medical facility, in a town I'd never heard of until a few hours ago. Now I waited to find out whether or not the girl, I'd found dancing on the road was going to live. 
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