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    To my husband, Norman


    Thank you for your strength, your encouragement, and your love. You’re my best friend. I can’t imagine making this journey of life without you. I truly believe that “the best is yet to be.”
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    CHAPTER/ 1


    For the third night in a row the man stood under the streetlight, staring up at our apartment, his face hidden by a red ball cap pulled down to just above his eyes. I closed the curtain, trying to keep my movement slow so he wouldn’t notice me watching him. But I couldn’t keep my fingers from trembling.


    “What’s the matter, Mama?”


    I turned to smile at Charity. Though only six, she knew when I was worried or afraid. Unfortunately, there’d been a lot of that lately.


    “Nothing, honey. Did you finish your carrots?”


    She grimaced. “They’re too gooshy tonight.”


    I sighed and came back to the table, trying not to let her see my fear. “They’re supposed to be gooshy. I cooked them.”


    She wrinkled her button nose. “I like them hard. You know that.”


    “You eat those carrots, Charity Lynn Engel. Right now.”


    I hadn’t meant to sound harsh, but the strain I was under had frayed my nerves. Her dark eyes grew wide.


    “Are you mad at me, Mama?” She sniffed a couple of times, jabbed at her carrots with her fork, and stuck them into her mouth.


    I pushed myself up from my chair, intending to put my arms around my small daughter and soothe her hurt feelings. But when I put my hand on the surface of our secondhand kitchen table, it wobbled horribly. Charity’s glass of milk started to slide, and I barely caught it before it tipped over. I looked down and found that the paperback book I’d used to balance the table legs had slipped out again. I kicked it back under the uneven leg and went to hug Charity.


    “I’m sorry, Cherry Bear,” I said. “You don’t have to eat the carrots if you don’t want to.”


    She held out her soft, chubby little-girl arms. “It’s okay, Mama. They’re not really, really bad. Just kinda bad.”


    I stroked her soft black curls while I gazed around our small apartment. It wasn’t fancy, but it had been home. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t last much longer. I let go of Charity and forced a smile. “How about a fudge bar, honey?”


    She looked up at me in wonder. “Instead of carrots?”


    “Yes, instead of carrots.”


    She giggled, any trace of injured feelings gone like smoke in the wind. If only I could dismiss my own concerns so easily. She jumped down from her chair and skipped over to the refrigerator. “Can I have both halves?”


    I usually broke the ice cream treat in two, not wanting her to eat too much sugar before bed. But tonight I didn’t care. I reached into the small freezer and pulled a fudge bar out of the box, handing it to her without comment.


    “Oh, boy. Thanks, Mama. Can I watch Dora the Explorer for a while before I hafta go to bed?”


    I glanced at the clock. “You have thirty minutes, but when I say it’s time to turn off the TV, no arguing. Promise?”


    She bobbed her little head up and down with enthusiasm. “Promise.”


    I waved her on, and she scurried into the living room before I could change my mind. Not long after we moved in, I purchased a secondhand TV and a DVD player. We couldn’t afford cable, but I’d found a stack of children’s DVDs at a yard sale during the summer. At fifty cents each, they provided my daughter with hours of entertainment. Best ten dollars I’d ever spent. As soon as I heard the TV come on, I grabbed my cell phone out of my purse, which was on the kitchen counter. Meghan answered after the fourth ring.


    “It’s me,” I said.


    “Oh, Lizzie. I tried to call you earlier, but I guess you weren’t home.”


    “I guess not,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. Not easy to do when you’re lying. I’d been too upset to talk on the phone. It wasn’t easy now, but I knew I’d have to face Meghan eventually.


    “I still can’t believe it,” she said. “You’ve been such an asset at Harbor House. If Sylvia was still here”


    “But she’s not. Reba’s been almost impossible to work with from day one, but her attitude got really bad after her boyfriend showed a little too much interest in me.”


    Sylvia Martinez had been the director of Harbor House, a shelter for abused women, for twenty years. But after her second heart attack, she finally took her doctor’s advice and resigned. Reba, her temporary replacement, didn’t get along with anyone at the shelter, but she’d been treating me particularly bad ever since her city council boyfriend, James Webb, picked her up from work one night. There had been rumors about his ethics and under-the-table deals for as long as I’d been at Harbor House, and Meghan and I were pretty sure he was responsible for getting Reba the interim director’s position. The evening Reba reluctantly introduced him to me, his eyes had lingered on me a little too long, traveling slowly up and down my body. By the next morning, Reba’s already rancorous attitude toward me had turned toxic. Today, she’d finally taken revenge.


    “If it helps, everyone knows you didn’t steal that money, Lizzie.”


    “Well, I’m glad, but if she presses charges...”


    Meghan gasped. “But she can’t. There isn’t any proof.”


    “The money’s gone, Meghan. Over a thousand dollars out of petty cash. And Reba and I are the only ones with access. She showed me the books. They reveal months of bogus withdrawals with my initials by each and every transaction. Whoever copied my writing did a pretty good job. At first, even I thought it was genuine.”


    Meghan snorted. “I suppose the fact that Reba used to be an accountant and knows exactly how to doctor the records doesn’t enter into this at all.”


    I sighed. “No, it doesn’t, because I can’t prove I didn’t take the money, and she can prove I did. If she calls the authorities, I could lose Charity, and I won’t take that chance. Besides, without a job, I can’t pay for this apartment.”


    “You know that Jim and I would be happy to help you.”


    “Thank you, Meghan, but that won’t solve my problems. I’ve got to get away from here in case Reba pushes this further. Besides, that man is still following me.”


    “No! Did you call the police?”


    I sighed and glanced toward the kitchen window. Should I risk another look? “I’ve given up on them. They’ve been out here on four different occasions. The man is always gone by the time they get here. Besides, all they ever do is explain why they can’t help me. It’s not a crime to stand outside on a public street.”


    “But what about the threatening notes?”


    “They barely looked at them. Not enough to go on, they said. If I find out who wrote them, then I’m supposed to give them a call.”


    Meghan grunted. “Our tax dollars at work.” She paused a moment. “You’re certain you have no clue who this guy is or why he’s sending these notes?”


    “I’ve racked my brain, and I can’t figure it out. He can’t be the husband of a client, because I don’t work directly with the clients.”


    “I know you’re not dating right now, but what about someone in the past? A man you don’t see anymore?”


    “No one who would be doing something like this.” I took a deep breath and let the air out slowly. “I’ve got to get away from here, Meghan. I have no choice.”


    “But... but where will you go?”


    I bit my lower lip, not wanting to say the words out loud. Meghan noticed my hesitation.


    “Oh, Lizzie. No. You can’t go back to... to Kingdom.”


    “There’s no other option open to me. At least no one can find us there. Listen, you can’t tell Reba where I am, Meghan. I mean it.”


    She laughed. “I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. I have no idea where Kingdom is. Besides, didn’t you say that its location is so remote even people who live in the area have a hard time finding it?”


    My mind was spinning, trying to find another way out. Kingdom, Kansas, was the last place in the world I wanted to be. I’d grown used to living in Kansas City. Going back to a town of barely three hundred people would certainly cause severe culture shock. Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be any other answer. We had to find someplace safe, away from Reba and from the man in the red cap who had been stalking us for the past few weeks.


    The man had never approached us. But right after he first appeared, the notes had started coming. Although I couldn’t prove he was sending them, it just made sense. What I couldn’t figure out was what he wanted beyond trying to frighten me. The police informed me that his behavior wasn’t all that unusual for a stalker and cautioned me to stay away from him. Great advice. Of course I was trying to avoid him. But I worried he would get bolder and follow through on his threats.


    “What about your degree, Lizzie?”


    I glanced over at my ancient computer, my college books stacked up next to it. “I won’t be able to work on it in Kingdom. Kinda hard to take online courses in a town without electricity.” I suddenly became aware that I was twirling my hair around my finger and immediately let it go. My mother’s voice echoed softly in my head. “Leave your hair alone, Elizabeth Lynn. You want your father to shave your head? He will, you know. He says a woman’s hair is her vanity.” A feeling of shame washed through me. I angrily pushed it away.


    “When will you leave?” Meghan asked.


    “As soon as I can. I’ve got to talk to my landlady. My lease isn’t up for another couple of months. I hope she doesn’t try to hold me to it.”


    “I’m sorry, Lizzie. You shouldn’t have to deal with all this. You’re a good person who deserves better. I wish I could help you.”


    I rubbed my eyes with my other hand as weariness seeped through my body. “Hey, just having someone to talk to makes a big difference. I know you’re busy with the kids and all. Jim is probably getting really tired of me.”


    She chuckled. “Yeah, he’s so tired of you he offered to wait outside your apartment and beat the crud out of your friend in the red cap. He’s as concerned as I am.”


    “I guess you’ve got the only good guy in the entire world,” I said, sighing. “I’d better get going. I have a lot of planning and packing to do, and I’m almost asleep on my feet.”


    “Promise me you’ll call me before you leave. Don’t disappear without saying good-bye.”


    “I promise, Meghan. You’re my best friend. In fact, you’re pretty much my only friend.”


    “Good night, Lizzie.”


    I said good-bye and hung up the phone. Then I carried it back to the counter and plugged it into its charger. After that I watched the rest of Charity’s DVD, even though I couldn’t concentrate on it at all. When it was over, I helped her get ready for bed. We shared a bedroom, but that didn’t bother me. I liked having her near. Her soft snoring at night lulled me to sleep. It was the one time of the day I didn’t worry about her.


    I made a cup of tea and sat down on the couch, gazing around our small apartment. I’d really believed Charity and I would spend many years in Kansas City. Although our start had been rough, life had gradually improved.


    The first job I landed here was at Betty’s Café, a small greasy spoon down the street. I didn’t have a car, but it was within walking distance. Betty, an older woman with a drinking problem, taught me the business from the ground up. I’d been hired as a waitress, but many times she didn’t come to work, saying she was “sick.” It didn’t take long before I was able to run the place by myself.


    Then one day, Sylvia came in to eat. We bonded immediately. She was really interested in me, and I poured out my story between slinging hamburgers and serving coffee. Not long after that, she offered me a job. I gave my notice to Betty and started at Harbor House two weeks later. I’d been there for the past four years and, until Sylvia’s heart attack, had finally begun to feel hopeful about the future. That hope was shattered and lying in so many pieces that no one could possibly glue it back together. Why had I allowed myself to think things could ever be good in my life? Being positive had only set me up for disappointment. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.


    As I tried to figure out my next move, a familiar feeling of fear wriggled around inside me and wouldn’t be still.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER/ 2


    I spent the next day packing and explaining to Charity why we had to move. I tried to make it sound as if we were getting ready for a great adventure, but I could tell she wasn’t completely buying it. I didn’t want to worry her, but no matter how hard I fought to calm my fears, tears kept filling my eyes.


    My grandmother’s voice whispered inside me. “There isn’t anything too big for God, Lizzie girl. You gotta cast your cares on Him. He loves you so much.”


    Yeah, right. He loved me so much He gave me a father who did nothing but use terror and intimidation to control meand a mother too timid to stand up for her only child. He allowed me to be threatened by some crazy person, and to top things off, He allowed me to lose my job and possibly face jail. Save me from all this love, God.


    My father would have called it sacrilegious, trying to talk one-on-one with God. Supposedly, God only listened to the church leaders in Kingdom. And He was certainly too busy to fool with a nobody like me.


    Although Reba’s accusation and threats felt even larger than my fear of the man in the red ball cap, the two combined to create a storm of anxiety. My mind couldn’t seem to wrap itself around everything that was wrong in my life. If I tried to deal with one problem, another crisis waited behind it. It was too much for me. Too much for anyone.


    That afternoon Meghan called to tell me that my final check plus two weeks’ severance pay was waiting for me. With Charity in the backseat, I immediately drove over to Harbor House. Pulling an old knit hat on my head and hiding most of my face behind a wool scarf, I slipped in unnoticed. It was clear Meghan had pulled some strings to get the check cut so soon. After retrieving it from the woman who worked at the front desk, I snuck off like a prisoner escaping from her cell.


    Before getting in my car, I stopped and took one long, last look at the big brick building that housed Harbor House. How was it possible for me to belong there one day and not belong the next? How could such a refuge of safety chew me up and spit me out like unwanted garbage?


    My father’s face kept drifting into my mind. His expression when he’d found out I was pregnant still haunted me. He never said a word, just stared at me with disappointment and contempt. The way I’d felt then echoed my emotions now. I was trash. Something to discard.


    I finally climbed back behind the wheel of my car, checked on Charity, who was coloring in the backseat, and drove away. Thanks to my final check, I had enough money to pay all my bills and just enough left to get us to Kingdom. I had no intention of leaving a forwarding address or contacting anyone in Kansas City once we were safely out of town. Lizzie Engel would disappear completely. It was the only way Charity and I would finally be safe.


    Though I knew it might be useless in Kingdom, I couldn’t bring myself to part with my cell phone, so I planned to pay that bill two months in advance. The phone was my lifeline to the outside world, and the thought of cutting it off made me feel insecure.


    After I paid all my bills, my biggest concern would be my car. The 1991 white Chevy Caprice had over one hundred and fifty thousand miles on it, and the engine light had been on for at least two months. Since I couldn’t afford to put it in the shop, I’d simply ignored the warning. Sylvia had sold it to me for five hundred dollars not long after I started at Harbor House and allowed me to make payments whenever I could. It took me a year and a half to pay it off, so now I owned it free and clear. Remembering Sylvia’s kindness made me weep. I missed her so much, but the staff had been told in no uncertain terms that she couldn’t be disturbed. Her health was at stake. As much as I wanted to call her and tell her what was going on, I couldn’t take the chance. Better for everyone that I just slip away.


    On the way home, big white flakes began to drift down from the sky, and by the time we were three blocks from our apartment, the wind had picked up, and blowing snow made it a little difficult to see. Something about the weather made me feel nostalgic for snowy days in Kingdom when Mother would make a big pot of soup. I didn’t have the ingredients for soup, but I suddenly wanted something special for dinner. Although I usually watched our money like a miser, a strange urge came over me. A feeling of reckless abandonment. What did it matter? Working hard and pinching pennies had gotten me nowhere. On a whim, I pulled into the drive-through of a local burger joint that made the best cheeseburgers in town. The last time I’d picked up any kind of fast food was last spring when I had the flu and couldn’t cook.


    “Oh, Mama,” Charity said breathlessly when she realized we were having cheeseburgers for dinner, “this is the best day of my whole life.”


    I had to look away, pretending to read the menu. When Charity was little, too young to realize how tough life really is, she used to claim that almost every day was her favorite day. I hadn’t heard her speak those words in quite some time. Hearing them again made me happy and sad all at the same time. By the time we got home, she was chattering nonstop, full of little-girl excitement.


    In our apartment, we parked ourselves in front of the TV, scarfed down cheeseburgers, watched two different Dora DVDs, and then switched to Sleeping Beauty. I’d fallen in love with the story of the sleeping princess and sometimes played the animated movie at night after Charity went to bed. No one except Meghan knew I’d never seen a movie of any kind until after I left home at eighteen. And I’d only discovered Sleeping Beauty two years ago. For some reason, the tale of the beautiful princess Aurora, who slumbered as she waited to be rescued by her prince, touched something deep inside me. I never got tired of watching it.


    At the same yard sale where we’d found all our DVDs, Charity had discovered a Sleeping Beauty doll that was still in its box and priced at ten dollars. Ten dollars might as well have been a thousand back then, and it almost broke my daughter’s heart, as well as mine, when I had to say no. Charity had learned not to ask for things we couldn’t afford, and when she begged for the doll, I realized how important it was to her. The woman hosting the sale noticed her obvious distress and got up out of her lawn chair.


    “Please,” she said, “I’d like to give her the doll as my gift.”


    When I objected, the woman explained that she’d purchased it as a surprise for her granddaughter’s birthday. But the child had gotten upset and thrown the doll on the floor because she’d wanted a Barbie doll.


    “The look on your daughter’s face is the one I’d hoped to see on Stephanie’s,” she’d said. “Please. I’d really like the doll go to a little girl who will appreciate it.” The second she put the doll in Charity’s arms, it became her best friend. Now “The Princess,” as she called her, went everywhere she did. The doll, with long blond hair, a gold crown, and a beautiful pink dress, was like the third member of our ragtag little family. Charity couldn’t go to sleep at night without The Princess beside her. It had been a real struggle to get her to leave the doll at home during the day when she went to school, but she finally agreed when I explained that The Princess would be safer in our apartment, where she wouldn’t get wet, dirty, or stolen.


    I left Charity watching the movie and quickly finished packing. Then I called Meghan and told her we were leaving in the morning. It was hard to say good-bye because, although I told her I’d keep in touch, I actually had no plan to do so. It was better to make a clean break. I couldn’t risk having anyone trace a call or find out where I was. I’d already called Charity’s school to tell them we were moving. They’d asked for a forwarding address. I’d told them I didn’t have one yet but would be in contact so they could forward Charity’s records. Another lie. I had no intention of phoning them. Charity could start the first grade again. It was better than putting her in a position where she might be taken away from me.


    I was packing the last of our dishes in the kitchen when Charity called out, “Mama! Sleeping Beauty is all done.”


    I walked out into the living room. “Why don’t you get ready for bed, Cherry Bear? I’m going to run downstairs and get our mail. I’ll lock the door behind me. Don’t open it for anyone except me. You hear?”


    “I hear you, Mama.”


    I hurried out the door and into the hall. The mail could have waited until morning, but I wanted a few minutes alone to gather my thoughts. Leaving Kansas City was hard, and going back to Kingdom was even harder. I walked slowly down the stairs to our mailbox, trying to rein in my wounded emotions. Our box was just one in a long row of identical metal boxes with numbers etched on them. Most apartment buildings like ours had inside mailboxes. Leave it to me to find an apartment with mail delivered outside.


    When I turned my key in the lock, I found several pieces of mail waiting for me. Flyers. All of them. Except for one. A light blue envelope with my name on it and no return address. Perfect. Another one. Just what I needed. I stuck the flyers back into the box and pulled out the blue envelope. As snowflakes blew chaotically around me and the wind cut through the thin material of my dress, I ripped it open.


    I’m watching you. It’s just a matter of time before I get you and your little girl. You’ll never get away from me.


    I jogged out to the curb, the icy wind pushing me back as if trying to stop me from what I was about to do. My body trembled from the cold, and I scolded myself for leaving my coat upstairs. Sure enough, there he was. Standing next to a small orange car with a smashed left front bumper. I held the note up in the air. “Why are you doing this?” I yelled. “What do you want? If you don’t leave me alone, I’m going to call the police.” Hopefully, he didn’t know how useless my warning actually was.


    He looked surprised and took a step back.


    “You’d better get it through your head, you jerk. No more!” I took a step off the curb, trying to look threatening, though I had no intention of getting close enough for him to grab me.


    Before I had a chance to say anything else, I heard the squeal of tires, felt a big jolt, and everything went black.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER/ 3


    “Lizzie, are you all right?”


    A voice filtered through the fog. I slowly opened my eyes to see Doris, my landlady, standing over me. With her were several strangers, all of them staring at me with wide eyes and worried expressions. I struggled to sit up. What was I doing in the street?


    “Maybe you should wait for the ambulance,” Doris said, trying to push me back down.


    “No. I... I’m okay. What happened?”


    Even as she started to explain that I’d been hit by a car, I remembered. I pushed myself up to a sitting position, running my hands over my arms and legs. The only pain I felt was in my left hip and the back of my head.


    “I’m all right,” I insisted, feeling embarrassed to be the center of attention due to my sheer stupidity. I could hear Father’s voice. “I swear you don’t have an ounce of sense in your head, Elizabeth Lynn.” “R-really, I’m not hurt at all.”


    “Are you sure, miss?” An older man knelt beside me, his face pale and his voice unsteady. “You ran out in front of me. I tried to stop but couldn’t.”


    “It’s not your fault. I wasn’t watching.” I struggled to my feet, feeling flushed by all the unwanted interest. “Please, I’m fine. I really am.”


    “I still don’t think you should get up until the ambulance arrives,” Doris said, frowning. “You could have internal injuries.”


    “No. Just a bump on the head.” I glanced quickly across the street. The man with the red cap was gone.


    In the distance, the sound of a siren began to grow louder. I glanced up at my apartment window. “Charity’s alone. I need to get back....”


    “You stop worrying about that little girl of yours,” Doris said. “Wait here and let the paramedics look you over. I’ll take care of Charity.” She looked over at her husband. “Charles, you stay here with Lizzie. If they decide she needs to go to the hospital, you come let me know.” She smiled reassuringly at me. “We’ll keep Charity until you’re released, honey.”


    Go to the hospital? A blanket of fear fell over me like a shroud. Although Harbor House carries insurance on all their full-time employees, it’s not very good. A trip to the hospital could cost me a lot of money and create bills I had no way to pay. “No, I’m not going to the hospital. It’s not necessary.”


    Just then an ambulance pulled up, and two men in uniforms jumped out.


    “Someone get hit by a car?” one of them asked.


    “Right here,” a man said. “She’s right here.”


    “I’m okay,” I said to the first paramedic who reached me. “I was knocked down, but nothing’s broken. No damage done.” I could feel beads of sweat form along my hairline. “Please,” I pleaded, “I’ve got to get back to my little girl.”


    The other paramedic, who was very good-looking, said, “Why don’t you just let us check you out? It won’t take long. Better safe than sorry.”


    “No thank you. Really.” I knew I sounded manic, but the idea of more bills terrified me. Was my insurance even in force? Would being fired for theft disqualify me from benefits? I couldn’t risk finding out.


    The first paramedic, who was a little older, folded his arms across his chest. “Ma’am, are you refusing treatment?”


    I nodded quickly. “Yes, I’m refusing.” I glanced back and forth between the two men, who appeared irritated that I wouldn’t allow them to toss me in the back of their ambulance and cart me off to the emergency room “So I can do that? Refuse, I mean?”


    “Yes, of course you can. It’s a free country.” The first guy looked at his partner. “Grab a release form.”


    The younger paramedic jogged back to the ambulance, muttering something about wasting everyone’s time.


    “You really should let them look you over,” an elderly woman said harshly. “It’s irresponsible to call an ambulance and then refuse treatment.”


    “I-I didn’t call the ambulance,” I said defensively. “My landlady must have called.”


    The paramedic corrected me. “The person who called was a man. Dispatch said he was very upset.”


    I swung my gaze around the quickly diminishing crowd that had gathered around me. No one took responsibility for coming to my aid. The attendant who’d fetched the form held it out in front of me, and I quickly signed it.


    “Thank you. I’m sorry I caused you so much trouble.”


    “Me too,” he said in a disgusted tone.


    His partner reached out and patted my shoulder, concern written on his face. “If you have any problems with double vision, develop a bad headache, or experience any pain in your body that seems abnormal, you call us. We’ll come back, okay?”


    His kindness brought a degree of comfort to an extremely awkward situation. “Thank you. Thank you very much.” I turned from the small crowd still waiting to see my final outcome. The man who’d hit me hurried to his car and took off, probably grateful to get on his way without being further involved in my careless actions.


    Pain shot through my hip as I hobbled to the mailboxes and grabbed the junk mail I’d left in my box. I looked briefly in the street for the note sent by the man in the red cap, but it was gone. Probably blown away in the cold wind that had gusted past me. Fine by me. I didn’t want the hateful thing anyway.


    I slowly entered the lobby of our apartment building. I usually took the stairs but decided this once to use the elevator. It seemed to move slower than molasses and had a strange smell. Like disinfectant. By the time I reached the fifth floor, the sickly sweet aroma had intensified my headache. I limped down the hallway and pushed open the door to my apartment. Charity was sitting on the couch with Doris beside her.


    “So you’re all right?” Doris asked with a frown. “They let you go?”


    “Yes, I’m fine. Thank you for watching Charity.”


    My daughter stared at me, her eyes big. “Are you okay, Mama? What took you so long?”


    I breathed a sigh of relief. I had been afraid she’d be frightened silly by the time I returned, but obviously, Doris hadn’t told her I’d been hit by a car. “Just had to take care of something, Cherry Bear. Everything’s fine.”


    Doris stood up. She hesitated as if she wanted to say something else, but instead she told me to let her know if I needed anything else.


    I went over and hugged her. “Thank you. Thank you so much for everything. I really appreciate your kindness. I’ll miss you.”


    She hugged me back. “You two take care of yourselves. And let me know how you’re getting along, okay?”


    Once again I agreed to stay in touch without planning to ever honor my promise. “Liars go to hell, Elizabeth. Do you want to spend eternity in hell?”


    I got Charity into bed, trying to reassure her that everything was okay. It took a while, but she finally fell asleep. I took several aspirin, but my discomfort continued to intensify. I limped into the bathroom and looked at my hip. It was swollen and red. I knew from past experience it would turn purple quickly. “Spare the rod, spoil the child. Those bruises will cleanse your soul.” I raised my knee up and down several times. Pain shot through the inflamed area, but at least there was easy movement. Hoping nothing was broken, I stared at myself in the mirror and gingerly felt the knot on the back of my head. It was tender to the touch.


    “How could you be so stupid?” I whispered to my reflection. “How could you possibly be such an idiot?”


    “How could you be so stupid, Elizabeth? How could a daughter of mine be so ignorant?”


    “I guess you were right, Father.” I said quietly to the girl with the sad, dark eyes who stared back at me. “Maybe you were right about everything.”


    Even though my childhood had been wrapped up with pain and insecurity, I suddenly had the strangest longing for home. That was a first. Up to that moment I’d been glad to get away from Kingdom. Why was I thinking about it now? Of course, there wasn’t much difference between being a screw-up in Kansas City or a screw-up in Kingdom. My mother’s troubled eyes seemed to look back at me through my own. I’d never doubted she loved me, but she’d never stood up to my father. Never protected me from his wrath.


    Without warning, another voice seemed to rise up from deep within me. A voice that didn’t sound like my father. Go home, Lizzie. Everything will be all right.


    My eyes swam with tears. How could things ever be all right in Kingdom? I’d been an outcast. The girl who got pregnant out of wedlock. The fallen daughter of an elder in the Mennonite church. How could it have happened? In my mind I could see Clay Troyer’s handsome face, his hazel eyes full of sincerity. “It’s okay, Lizzie. This is what people do who love each other. Trust me.”


    It had felt so good to finally hear someone tell me they loved me that I’d given in. Just once. That was all it took. A moment that seemed to be over before I even knew what had happened. And then came the morning sickness. The bloated feeling. At first I’d thought it was the flu. But before long the truth was evident. Not long after Clay and his family learned I was pregnant, they left the area. No good-byes. No forwarding address. All that was left was Father’s silence, Mother’s sadness, and the looks of disapproval from church members. I couldn’t go through that again. “I won’t allow anyone to treat Charity like some kind of mistake,” I said softly to my own image. “I just won’t.”


    Go home, Lizzie. Go home.


    Whose voice spoke to me? Was it the God I refused to acknowledge, or was it the devil, trying to finally destroy the last little piece of Lizzie Engel that still remained? I couldn’t tell, but it was clear there was nothing left for me in Kansas City. No job, no money, no choices, and no peace as long as the man in the red cap continued his campaign of terror. I had to get Charity away from his threats, and I had to protect her from Reba. Her lies had the power to land me in jail. Either one of those situations could cause me to lose the only thing left in my life I cared about: my daughter. It was abundantly clear that there was only one road left open for me.


    And it led to Kingdom.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER/ 4


    The next morning Charity and I loaded up our meager belongings and filled the car with gas. My hip still ached, but I chose to ignore it. Before driving away from our apartment, I checked the street carefully, making certain there were no small orange cars in sight. There weren’t. Nor did I see the man in the red cap anywhere. As I pulled onto the road, a feeling of relief washed over me. We were traveling toward the one place where no one could find us, a small town nestled in the northern part of Kansas, only ten miles from the Nebraska border. Surely we would be safe there.


    We left Kansas City around ten o’clock with almost two inches of snow on the ground. The roads in town were slippery, but when we reached the highway, they were in pretty good shape, despite the continuing snowfall.


    “Where are we going again, Mama?” Charity asked from the backseat. I looked in the rearview mirror. She was settled in her booster seat, The Princess clutched in her arms.


    “We’re going to the place we lived when you were a baby,” I said for about the third time, trying to be patient with her. “Your grandma and grandpa live there.”


    There was silence as she considered my response. Finally, she asked, “Will I see my daddy?”


    My heart skipped a beat. Charity had never asked about her father before. I knew she’d thought about it as she watched other children at school with their fathers, but she seemed to view them only as an oddity. Not something that pertained directly to her.


    “No, honey. Your daddy doesn’t live in Kingdom. He lives a long way away.”


    “But why?” A frown darkened her heart-shaped face. Although Charity looked very much like me, with curly black hair and dark brown eyes, I could certainly see Clay in her too. Clay’s coloring was lighter than hers, but he was clearly displayed in the tilt of her head, her turned-up nose, and the widow’s peak that framed her face.


    “He... he had to go away a long time ago, Cherry Bear. I don’t think we’ll ever see him again.”


    She locked eyes with mine in the mirror. “Is he dead, Mama? Missy said my daddy was probably dead just like her daddy that got killed in the war.”


    So she’d been talking about her father at school. I felt a sense of shame, knowing I should have addressed the subject long ago, but I had been afraid, unsure how to explain my failure to provide her the kind of family she should have had.


    “I’m sure he’s not dead, honey.”


    Her frown deepened. “But how do you know?”


    I sighed. “I don’t know. That’s just what I think.” I screwed up a smile. “Let’s not worry about it anymore right now. Okay? We’ll talk more about it after we get ho... after we get to Kingdom.”


    She nodded slowly, but I could tell I hadn’t satisfied her curiosity. How would I ever be able to clarify it for her? Would she be ashamed of me too? The disgrace and humility I’d felt in Kingdom washed over me, and I almost pulled over. What was I doing? I was twenty-three years old. Someone who should have her life on track. Why was I going back to a place I’d promised to never set foot in again? Would there be a friendly face anywhere in the entire town? A moment ago I’d almost called Kingdom home. But it wasn’t home. Not by a long shot. What if we were run out of town? Not allowed to even enter the place I’d grown up? I hadn’t considered such a possibility until that moment. How would something like that affect Charity?


    “Mama, I don’t have any friends in Kingdom, do I?” I almost didn’t hear her, she spoke so softly. Her question made my heart ache. I didn’t know how to answer her.


    “Not yet, Cherry Bear. But once people meet you, you’ll make lots of friends.” Was that true? Had I just lied to her?


    Charity was quiet for a minute or two. I kept checking the rearview mirror, watching her face. She was obviously thinking hard about the situation. Finally she looked at me, our eyes making contact in the mirror again. “Who are your friends, Mama? Maybe they’ll like me too.”


    Feeling a sense of panic, I tried to recall some of the residents in Kingdom who had been kind to me. Funny, but I’d spent so much effort the last five years purposely not thinking about the small Mennonite town, that pulling up memories now was rather difficult. Memories buried beneath years of pain and repression began to drift into my mind like tendrils of smoke released from a candle that had just been blown out.


    “Well, let’s see. There’s Hope Kauffman. She makes beautiful quilts.” Hope ran Kingdom Quilts. Her shop sold finished quilts and quilted pieces fashioned by the female residents of Kingdom. She also offered lessons to young women who needed to learn how to succeed at the age-old craft perfected by our Amish and Mennonite ancestors.


    “I like quilts,” Charity said happily. “Tell me something else about her.”


    “Like what?”


    “Like does she have a daddy?”


    The daddy question again. I stifled a sigh of frustration. “Yes, she has a daddy. His name is Samuel.”


    “Is he a nice daddy?”


    I wanted to tell her that he was certainly nicer than my daddy, but I didn’t. “Yes, he’s a nice daddy.” Actually, Samuel was a good father, although just like most of the men in Kingdom, he was serious about his religion. At least Hope never had to gain the favor of the church to work in the shop, since Samuel oversaw the daily business. Samuel had kept a tight rein on his beautiful daughter in many ways, yet she’d had freedoms most of the other women in Kingdom didn’t enjoy.


    “Do you like Hope Kau... Kau...”


    “Kauffman,” I finished for her. “And yes, I like her very much. She was a very good friend to me.” I’d been in awe of Hope, since she was occasionally allowed to travel alone to a fabric store in Washington, Kansas, for supplies. Usually, only the men drove buggies past the borders of town. If women wanted to go, they would ride with their husbands. But once a month, Hope would hitch up their horse, Daisy, and ride out of town by herself. I liked to watch her go, pretending I was in the buggy, traveling away from the place that held so much misery.


    And then, one day, it was me. Hope saw my distress and the unkind way my father treated me after Charity was born, and she agreed to help me get away. I had waited in a grove of trees near the edge of town, holding my child, a cloth bag containing a few clothes, and a little money my mother had kept hidden in a jar in her kitchen. Hope picked me up and drove me to Washington, where she helped me buy a bus ticket. It took several bus rides to get to Kansas City.


    The Salvation Army took us in, and the kind staff there gave me a job cleaning and cooking for the women housed at the shelter. They also helped me get my GED and find my first apartment. I worked at Betty’s Café for a while, but then Sylvia met me and changed my life, teaching me how to use a computer and training me to be her administrative assistant at Harbor House.


    Hot tears pricked at my eyelids. Maybe someday I’d get the chance to thank Sylvia and let her know I was okay. I couldn’t believe she would suspect for a minute that I’d taken that money. But even as I tried to reassure myself about Sylvia’s faith in me, doubt nagged at my mind, making me feel sick inside.


    “How much longer, Mama?” Charity’s words were slurred, and she could barely keep her eyes open. She’d be asleep before long.


    “Just a little while, Cherry Bear. I’ll let you know when we get close.”


    She blinked several times and nodded. Soon I could hear her quiet little snores. The sound brought me peace while the tires pounded out a steady rhythm against the road. Thankfully, the car seemed to be running well. If I still prayed, I would have been praying with all my might that it would get us to Kingdom without breaking down.


    As I drove, more and more people from Kingdom began to flood my mind. Good people. It slowly became apparent that my father’s unkindness had flooded out quite a few positive memories.


    I tried to find something on the radio to keep my mind occupied. I searched for music that would soothe the apprehension building inside me, but stations were becoming faint and full of static. A sign we were approaching Kingdom. The modern world was beginning to fade away. Once again, I considered turning back. But the desire to protect my daughter drew mealong with some strange force that compelled me to keep going. If I hadn’t walked away from the church, I’d have thought it was God’s leading. But my father had made it crystal clear that God doesn’t listen to people like me. Sinners. I’d been told that over and over as a child. And I’d tried so hard to be good. To be worthy of His love. Eventually I gave up. It was evident I’d never be perfect enough for my earthly father or my heavenly Father. Some people seemed born to always be on the outside looking in. If this was my destiny, I might as well embrace it. Fighting against it had proven useless.


    Finally, I saw the turnoff that would eventually lead me to the only road that led to Kingdom. A little over an hour later I reached the city limits of Washington. I first met Clay there, at school, although we didn’t really get to know each other until after my father made me quit school after eighth grade. The thought of Clay brought a familiar deep aching pain that had lived inside me ever since he’d abandoned me and his daughter. I quickly pushed him out of my mind. That was a door I was determined to keep closed for good.


    Pulling off the main road, I parked in front of a popular local deli. My father never knew that some of the “Kingdom kids,” as we were called, left the school grounds during lunch and bought sandwiches there if we had money. I’d usually share a sandwich with Mary Yoder, a girl my age whose father was a lot like mine. Mary was a quiet child who did everything she was asked to do but without ever showing a spark of enthusiasm. Going to the deli was the one rebellious thing she ever did, and it was also the only time I ever saw her smile. As soon as she took a bite of that forbidden meatball sub, her expression changed and her blue eyes twinkled.


    Unfortunately, before the year was over, I lost my sandwich partner. Someone tattled on us, and her father pulled her out of school for good. I’d still see her around Kingdom and in church, but she never spoke to me again. I was certain she was forbidden to have anything to do with me, since I’d been her partner in crime. I never saw another smile on her face.


    I turned off the engine and checked out the deli. It looked exactly the same as it had back thenas if frozen in time. I turned around to check on Charity. She was still asleep, so I called her name softly. Her eyes fluttered open. At first she was drowsy, but when I told her we were stopping to eat, she sat up straight in her booster seat.


    “Do they have cheeseburgers, Mama?” she asked, clutching her doll.


    “I don’t think so, honey. But they make the best sandwiches I’ve ever tasted.” A look of disappointment flashed across her face. “But you know what? Their meatball sandwich is a lot like a cheeseburger. I think you’ll like it.”


    With this encouragement, she smiled. “Can I have a pop too?”


    “Yes, you can have a pop too.”


    Her happiness restored, we got out of the car and went inside. It felt good to stretch my legs. The pain in my hip had lessened, had turned from a deep ache to a small twinge, confirming my belief that there wasn’t any serious damage. I breathed a sigh of relief.


    There were a couple of tables open, so we grabbed one. The shop’s only waitress hurried over and cleaned off the tabletop while I ordered two meatball sandwiches. About ten minutes later, Charity and I were happily munching away. The sub was as good as I’d remembered. The sliced meatballs were spicy and covered with thick red sauce. And the cheese was gooey and rich.


    “This is the best cheeseburger I ever ate,” Charity said, shaking her head. “I want all my cheeseburgers like this forever, Mama.”


    Her comment brought laughter from a family seated at a nearby table, as well as from our waitress. “How about some more?” she asked, motioning to our almost empty glasses.


    I nodded. “Thank you.”


    She picked up our glasses and walked away, returning a couple of minutes later with refills. “You folks aren’t from around here, are you?” she asked. She looked to be about my age, her long blond hair pulled back into a ponytail.


    “No... Well, I used to be. It’s been a long time since I’ve been back.”


    “You used to live in Washington?”


    I shook my head. “I lived in... Kingdom.”


    “Kingdom kids, Kingdom kids. Watch ’em as they flip their lids.” The taunts of some of the schoolchildren came back to me. Especially those who liked to rip the bonnets and hats from our heads. I watched the waitress’s face for a sign of rejection. There wasn’t one.


    “Kingdom. Heard of it, but I don’t know much about it.” She smiled at Charity and me. “Hope you two have a real nice reunion.”


    “Thank you,” I said, feeling relieved. As she walked away I reminded myself that I wasn’t a child anymore. I was an adult who didn’t have to worry about what other people thought. So why were nervous butterflies slamming into each other in my stomach?


    We finished our lunch, and I paid the tab, thanking our kind waitress once again. As we were going out the door, a man was coming in. He held the door open for us, and I thanked him without actually looking at him. Charity and I were halfway to our car when I heard the door slam and a voice call out, “Elizabeth? Elizabeth Engel?”


    I turned around, surprised to hear my name. The man who’d opened the door came toward us, a puzzled look on his face.


    “I-I’m Elizabeth Engel. Do I know you?”


    He smiled. “It’s Roger. Roger Carson. You know, from Washington Elementary?”


    Although his bright red hair had turned darker and his freckles weren’t quite as noticeable, he still looked the same. “Kingdom kids, Kingdom kids. Watch ’em as they flip their lids.” I suddenly remembered one of Roger’s personal favorites. “Lizzie Engel, Lizzie Engel. She’s so ugly she’ll stay single.”


    “Hi, Roger,” I said, without smiling. “It’s been a long time.”


    His face lit up, and he grinned widely. Was he going to taunt me again? In front of Charity?


    “Well, it certainly has. How are you? And who is this?”


    As he looked at my daughter, I saw a look of bewilderment cross his face. Roger had been best friends with Clay. Was he seeing the similarities?


    “This is my daughter, Charity. Charity, say hello to Mr. Carson.” I tried to keep my voice steady, but I failed. It shook like an old woman’s.


    “Hello, Mister Carson,” Charity said shyly. Actually, she said “Hello, Mistah Cawson.” Charity had trouble with the letter r.


    He smiled at her. “Nice to meet you, Charity. What a beautiful little girl you are. You look just like your mother.”


    “Thank you,” I said. I felt my face flush while I tried desperately to come up with something else to say. I wanted to leave, wanted to get away from this man before he said or did something that would stir up old wounds. “So... so you still live in Washington?”


    He nodded. “Yep. Never left. That probably sounds silly to someone like you who made it out, but I actually like it here. I took over my parents’ dairy after Dad passed away. I still live in the same house with my wife and two sons. Mom is in the nursing home.”


    “Oh. Did you marry a girl from our school?”


    He grinned. “Yes. Do you remember Mary Yoder?”


    I’m sure my expression matched my shock at this revelation. “Mary Yoder? From Kingdom?”


    “Yep. I snagged a Kingdom girl. Quite a feat.”


    I was so surprised I couldn’t respond. How in the world did Mary and Roger end up together? I couldn’t imagine a more unlikely pair.


    “Where are you headed?” Roger asked.


    “We’re going to Kingdom to see my grandma and grandpa,” Charity said proudly, her earlier shyness gone.


    “Really?” he said with a smile. He looked at me. “Have you been back lately?”


    I managed to shake my head.


    He zipped his coat open and pulled a card out of the pocket of his jeans. Then he took a pen from his shirt pocket. “Listen, Lizzie, I know Mary would love to see you. I’m writing down our telephone number.” He scribbled for a moment and then handed me the card. “I believe there are several phones in Kingdom now. Cora Menlo has one in the restaurant you can use.”


    I took the card from him and stared at the number for several seconds. Finally I said, “Thank you, Roger. I’ll keep it in mind.” I grabbed Charity’s hand. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we need to get going.” I turned and almost ran back to the car. Charity pulled at me, telling me I was walking too fast, so I scooped her up in my arms and carried her. I opened the back door and quickly fastened her into her car seat. As I pulled out into the street, I looked in my rearview mirror.


    Roger still stood in the parking lot, staring at our car. I wasn’t a little girl anymore, but I hadn’t lost the terror of being bullied. Surprised that those raw feelings still existed in my psyche, I focused on beating back the shame that made my heart beat faster and my breathing speed up. The thought occurred to me that I was driving away from one source of pain in Kansas City and right into another. Would Kingdom be even worse?
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