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She waited until he was asleep before she attempted her escape.

He had stumbled in as usual, well after midnight, the smell of whiskey on his breath as he slid under the sheets next to her. If his rancid breath didn’t make her feel queasy, then it was the caked-on dirt from repeated days without changing clothes—let alone showering—that would have done the job. She feigned sleep, not wanting to deal with him in his drunken state, hoping and praying that he would ignore her and just pass out. That happened on the good nights, and she was hoping she had deserved one of those. On the bad nights, when he wasn’t quite as incapacitated, he would shake her violently, forcing her to face him whether she had really been asleep or not. Then she would either have to endure listening to him mutter on about something inconsequential or attempt to push him away when he tried to force himself upon her. 

Thankfully, he soon began to snore loudly, a noisy reprieve from the inevitable confrontations. Faith stared up at the ceiling, wondering once again how she had ever ended up here, in this stranger’s bed. Unmarried, and with a child that wasn’t even his. She would retrace her steps, wondering at what point she had succumbed to his charms...how she had been swept off her feet by him at all. How she’d somehow traded her family for a life with a drunk. As agonizingly tragic as it seemed—and she hated feeling like a victim—the frustration was what was the worst part. 

More often than not she’d be up well past midnight, hot tears flowing down her cheeks as she tried to stifle her sobs. She felt like she was a prisoner in her own home—no, a prisoner in her own life! —and she was too paralyzed by fear to try and attempt escape. She would pray, and that would provide a temporary reprieve—relief, even—but it was just enough strength to go on another day. It was like driving a car and just putting a gallon of gas in the tank at a time. 

One day at a time... wasn’t that what she would tell herself, something she’d heard from one counselor or another? But she didn’t want to live that way, amounting an endless number of solemn and lonely days—a lifetime of emptiness—simply because she had endured through the pain, waded through the mire of abuse and neglect. Too many “one-day-at-a-times” added up to nothing. She wanted to live before her life was gone. 

She had grown up in church, daddy’s little sweetheart, a homebody who enjoyed sports and still managed to get straight A’s all the way until her senior year in high school. Then Lucas had come along and upended her life. It seemed so utterly foolish now how she’d seen his intrusion into her life as the start of an adventure, of freedom and romance and all that other stuff. She’d fallen in love with him right out of the blue like some kind of silly fairy tale and had abandoned her Senior year and college beyond that to follow his frail promises. Hormones and aspirations coming crashing together like a grisly car wreck. He ended up leaving her with empty promises that floated away like dust in the wind and a baby that would end up being her sole responsibility when Lucas disappeared out of town a few days after finding out he was the father. Same old story that has been played out millions of times in millions of little towns like hers. 

Even though cashing out her future on a guy with no job but grand plans and a twinkle in his eye had simultaneously ruined her life and broke her parents’ hearts, she couldn’t go back to them. She knew she’d betrayed them and all they’d invested in her. It hadn’t occurred to her that they might forgive her for her transgressions...she couldn’t forgive herself. Her baby—this new life being lived for someone else when her own life hadn’t barely begun...well, that was her penance. Her lot. 

Doug had been there at just the right time, she supposed. Ready to sweep in and play the part of the dashing prince. Unlike her, Doug had a full-time job. He could help her...be there for her and take care of her. More promises. She needed him, because the bills of a single mother living in a run-down trailer on the outskirts of town couldn’t be paid by a part-time position at the Dollar General. He could take much better care of her than that no-good loser of a father had. That was Doug’s pledge, and his expression of devotion had been delivered with suitable solemnity as they sat in his brand-new truck idling outside Dairy Queen.  

In reality, he had wanted control, not love, but she’d been too naïve...too sheltered to have been able to see the monster behind the mask, to see anything but love behind his actions. He succeeded in his quest to trap her under his spell, long before the daydream had dissolved. She had jumped from a boy who didn’t want to take control to one who wanted too much. From a deadbeat to a narcissist.  When she woke up that one morning, slapped in the face by that reality—two for two on picking the absolute worst “men”—it was quite a sobering realization. 

She was eighteen when she met him—just barely, in fact; her birthday had been three weeks prior to seeing him pull up outside the school in his sparkling truck, his work shirt dangling loosely over a dirty undershirt. He was thirty, though he’d lied at first and said he was twenty-five. He said that he had seen her the day before in town and he just had to get to know that “pretty lil’ thing” with the long blond hair and million-dollar smile. That’s how he framed it—so trite, but there it was. Magic words. And there was another thing that would keep Faith up many a night, staring at the ceiling as her significantly older boyfriend cavorted around town or lay snoring next to her, long after the newness of the forbidden romance wore off like the gold off a fake ring: How long had he been staking out the high school, just waiting for the right time—and the right girl—to swoop in and snatch like a bird of prey?

He was a charmer...she’d give him that. He had promised her everything, but in the end it had just been words. Always just words, that’s all he had. All they ever had. He could frame them skillfully, sure, but they amounted to a pocketful of lint. Useless. Empty. Vain. She supposed she was just one of any number of young girls that fell prey to selfish, superficial, and narcissistic men.  Story as old as time, older than any of the classic fairy tale romances and Disney princess movies that had captivated her as a little girl. At the time, Faith had been caught up in the romance of it all, this daring pursuit...the three of them against the world. 

Faith realized just how bad a mistake she’d made when he raised his hand at her for the first time. He’d complained about the steak being overcooked, and she’d said something to him like, “if you don’t like it make it yourself next time.” She was a little irritated at him because she’d gone by the butchers and gotten him the fattest, juiciest looking porterhouse she could find. They couldn’t really afford to go to a proper steakhouse, like the Texas Roadhouse a town or two over, so she thought she’d do it herself. She’d never really had the time to develop as a cook, though she had given it her best effort. 

Well, he hadn’t appreciated the comment and reacted in a way in which his displeasure would be made crystal clear. Faith was driven forcibly from the chair and slammed against the dirty linoleum floor before she literally knew what had hit her. She looked up at him, strangely detached from the pain and numbed by the shock of it all, a trembling hand reaching up to examine the tender bruise. Piper had started wailing, startled by the sudden violence, locked into her highchair. 

Faith had remained that way, lying on the floor, hearing Piper wailing like a distant siren somewhere in her throbbing head, gently examining her face with trembling fingers for several minutes as Doug tossed his plate in the sink and stormed out of the house. Still a girl for all intents and purposes but old enough to know that what had just occurred was as monumental an event as graduating from high school would have been.  Or a proper wedding with flowers and girls in dresses and a minister and people smiling back at her. A realization that life was going to be much different than she had imagined. 

She’d named her little girl Piper, even though when she was a little girl sitting in the pew between her mommy and daddy at church she’d always imagined that her children would have Bible names. She’d even settled on Hannah if it was a girl and Matthew if it was a boy. But she had been woozy with the drugs in the hospital and the nurse had said that the little girl was “pretty...pretty as a little bird,” and “Piper” just seemed right. Inspired, even. The name “Hannah” was relegated to Piper’s middle name. 

In one of life’s little ironies—or a heavenly miracle, to be more precise—having Piper in her life was the greatest blessing that Faith had ever experienced in her life. It brought her back down to earth a little while when she felt like she was hovering on a ledge, one foot dangling over dead space. She had this little beautiful life to focus on, to pamper and to love. 

After a while Doug backed off, even to the point that Faith began to wonder if he’d turned over a new leaf. Then she discovered that he had been making his rounds and meeting girls. He hadn’t changed, his priorities had. Despite despising herself for feeling that way, Faith was relieved.  Let someone else face his wrath.  

It might have gone on like that, everything a little quieter and calmer, if Doug hadn’t lost his job. There had been some layoffs—at least, that was his claim—and when he came dragging himself in one day in the middle of the afternoon Faith knew that this was much worse than simply the loss of income. Part of knowing that was seeing the six pack dangling from his hand, two of the beers having already come off the ring on his ride home. 

Faith knew better than to say anything. She didn’t even suggest some of the alternatives he might have to working at the plant. Just that morning she’d passed by Burger King and saw a NOW HIRING sign out front. It would be better to let Doug sulk for a few days and then he’d eventually land somewhere.  Doug really wasn’t a lazy guy...she could say that for him.

And sulk he did.  He spent the next week drinking beer after beer in the kitchen and either staring at the little TV in the kitchen or off into space. They spoke little during those days, Faith knowing better than to wag a stick at a bear. 

He only struck her once that week, but hard enough to make her almost drop the baby. Piper, startled once again, cried unconsolably, and it was all that Faith could do to keep from crying also. Her cheek throbbed painfully, and when she finally made it to the mirror later that night there was a huge bruise growing there, like building storm clouds on a troubled horizon. She’d have to do a pretty masterful job with her make up if she was going to go out in public the next day. 

Doug went for an extended period without a job. As far as Faith could tell, he wasn’t even looking. She started thinking about the need to try and find a full-time job herself, but between her lack of good qualifications for anything and the cost of daycare, it seemed like a zero-sum game. She was leaving Piper with a kind, older neighbor who refused to be paid during the scant hours that Faith worked, but if she amassed anything more significant she would feel like she was truly taking advantage of the situation. 

The answer to her situation was not forthcoming, as usual. 

Then the woman who had been watching Piper when Faith worked let her in on some news that might really help them financially:  Little Springs Baptist Church was looking for a part-time secretary.  The pay wasn’t great, of course—somewhere in the neighborhood of two hundred a week—but it would definitely help. 

Doug readily agreed it was a good idea, especially when he found out that Pastor McCall said that bringing little Piper along was no problem. “We are a family church,” McCall had said proudly. “And we would love to have your wonderful family there with us, though that’s not a requirement for the job.” 

Faith smiled bashfully at that but was non-committal. She knew that there was about the same likelihood of getting Doug to church as there was teaching a pit-bull to sing in the choir. But she did her due diligence, turning in her references, an application, and her written testimony of faith, and Pastor McCall got in contact with her a few days later to congratulate her on getting the job. “The great news,” he said, “is that the nursery is right next door to your office! You can lay Piper down anytime you want if she needs a nap or something.”

Getting the secretary job was the first time that Faith had seriously thought about getting back into church. How long had it been? It seemed like a very long time, but she couldn’t remember precisely when the last time was that she darkened the doors of a church besides the occasional wedding or funeral. Somehow, she felt unworthy. Perhaps it was even more than that. That God was mad at her for some of the decisions she’d made. She didn’t like entertaining such notions—it only seemed to make things worse—but at the same time she couldn’t envision getting started back in church and going by herself. She didn’t relish the thought of the strange, judging looks she might get being a woman with a child with no husband in sight. 

All those conclusions might have been just in her mind, but it had adequately kept her away. Now she seemed to sense that God might have lined up the position at the church, just to get her a little closer to diving back in. And to be honest, since she’d had Piper she had felt that she owed it to her daughter to get back in. To do what her parents had done for her. 

She had had some conversations with Pastor McCall about church—he instigated the discussions, not her—and church attendance had been brought up more than once. Not that the pastor wasn’t gracious in his approach. He urged her to attend, but he did it in a soft-spoken, understanding manner. It didn’t take long before the rumors about Faith’s home life to trickle in like rain under a loose tile. Faith was pretty sure that the generous dollops of concealer that she pasted on her face to try and cover up a bruise wasn’t doing an adequate enough job. 

One day, Pastor McCall confronted her. “Faith,” he said, his expression twisted up in worry. “We need to talk.”

For some reason Faith had thought it would be about her performance. By that time, she’d really come to love the job. Pastor McCall was gentle, and sweet, and never had a problem with her, at least nothing that he let on about. He was more like a ghost flitting in and out of the office, spending much of his time either visiting people or studying at home. Soon enough, she found out the reason for the conversation they were about to have. 

“Faith? I really don’t want to pry, but I have to ask you something: Are things at home...” He paused, looking down at his folded hands. He appeared very uncomfortable.  Looking away he asked: “Are they okay?” 

Faith put on her best smile. “Well, yes, pastor. Why do you ask?”

“It’s just...” he adjusted his glasses on his nose and looked at her with embarrassment. “Well, I’ve heard some things, and I’m not one for gossip, of course, but then I noticed that it seems your face has become pretty bruised."

Reflexively, Faith reached up and touched the side of her face. Paralyzed by indecision, she just stared back at him, the smile she’d presented a moment before now faltering. 

“If there’s been some kind of abuse, we can—” 

Faith frowned, shaking her head furiously. “No, no. Pastor...everything is...it’s fine.”

He nodded slowly, but she could tell he was far from convinced. Instead, he was trying to decide what to say next. 

Finally, he went on: “If there’s anything we can do to help, well...”

Faith stood up, a little too abruptly, then took a deep breath. “I’m fine. Everything’s just fine. I hope that you are happy with the work that I’ve done here, because I’m really enjoying the job, and I’m so thankful you gave me this opportunity. If not, Piper—” 

She trailed off, and the silence seemed filled with what went unsaid. Her last word had been “Piper,” and both of them seemed to be letting the name float there between them. Yes, Piper. You might be able to live with how things are going at home, but what about your daughter? 

Faith could see it in his eyes. That very sentiment. Of course, she couldn’t feel any animosity towards him—for prying into her life, for noticing that things were not great in the house. If she was going to be mad at anybody, she should start with herself. Because, yes, she was keeping Piper in a precarious position when she allowed her boyfriend to keep abusing her like she was. 

What choice do I have? Doug will never let me go.

It was that next thought that sealed the deal. That finally caught her attention with all the bracing conviction she felt when Doug had slammed the back of his hand across her jaw. That finally made her realize that there truly was one choice. That made her realize that she would die if it came to it, but she’d make that choice and do all she could to keep Piper safe. 

It was her wake-up call, and she figured she had to thank Pastor McCall at least a little bit for it. If he hadn’t gently confronted her, made her look at her life and her decisions and really understand the ramifications of going on like she was, then she might have remained in the trance she seemed to have fallen into. It wasn’t even the thought of dying; it was the thought of her dying and Piper being left in Doug’s custody. She wasn’t sure if that would happen—she was no expert on the law, that was for sure—but the positivity unnerved her. Thinking about the kind of life her baby girl would have growing up in the same house as a monster was chilling. 

It was unthinkable. 

Still, it took her another seven days before she had the courage to go back to Pastor McCall and tell him the truth. She wasn’t looking for help, because she didn’t feel like anyone could help her. She was looking for a way out, and the simple conversation had seemed to provide it. At least, it provided a reminder, and that reminder was the key to unlock something inside that would get her going. Running, far away from here. 

The pastor was understanding, hearing her out completely before saying anything. She felt that he was genuinely concerned about her and Piper’s welfare. When she was done, he admitted that, though he would advise couples living together to get married, in this case she needed to get her and her baby far away from the abusive man. “The last thing you should do in this situation is remain in the home,” he said. “The next time Doug gets angry he might very well kill you.” Or worse—at least in Faith’s estimation—was that he might hurt Piper. 

Faith nodded. “But...” She meant to say that she wasn’t sure where to start, where she’d go. She had plenty of relatives around but that was part of the problem: They were fairly close by, and she needed some distance between her and Doug. Besides that, he would be thorough in trying to track her down, not leave any metaphorical stone unturned. As she sat there across from the pastor, she felt a shiver run through her body and she hugged herself as if the room had suddenly gotten colder. If you think he’s angry now, just wait until he finds you after trying to get away. 

It was a common situation that Pastor McCall had to deal with before, Faith figured. There were thousands—maybe millions—of women who married into abusive situations. Women with controlling partners who were experts in gaslighting them and keeping them under their thumbs while the abuse grew worse and worse. What scared her the most was how she had put up with it for so long and might have resigned herself to the life she’d suffered for the last few years if it wasn’t for Piper. For loving someone more than herself. She wasn’t strong enough to defend herself, seemed to have lost the will to before Piper arrived. 

Leaving the job at the church was one of the hardest things she’d ever decided upon doing. Though she hadn’t gone to the church regularly—she had visited a couple of times—she’d nonetheless fallen in love with the people, whom she had gotten to know over the months as they’d stop by every now and then at the church office. Pastor McCall was also a good man, one who really seemed to care about what happened to her. He managed to find the funds to get her a little extra for her getaway, and with her regular paycheck she had right at seven hundred dollars. It wouldn’t last forever, of course...but it was a start. 

Even with the money, though, she had no idea where she might go that might actually feel safe. Was anywhere safe, really? Faith wasn’t so sure. The whole thing was complicated, starting with the money. Doug not only kept tabs on their spending...he kept track of all of their income, including what Faith brought home from the church. It wasn’t fair, of course, as Doug still didn’t have any stable, full-time employment. On an average day he might pick up some odd jobs around town in the morning, then drink a lot of it away in the afternoon. His contribution to the family budget might amount to a hundred bucks a week. It didn’t take an expert accountant for Faith to know that her secretarial job and his erratic odd jobs didn’t amount to enough to pay all the bills. They barely paid rent and utilities, in fact. 

She couldn’t hide the church money indefinitely, but she also needed every cent she had. That meant she needed to time her exodus in conjunction with her last payday, going straight to the bank and cashing both checks: The two hundred dollars from her job, and the extra five hundred dollars from the church. 

Then there was the unresolved matter of her destination. She’d gone through a long list of possibilities—had written down some thirty names, as a matter of fact. None of her close relatives were options because Doug knew about them and where they lived. She scratched those names off the list. Friends were the second possibility, but that also seemed like a bad idea. All her friends were girls, and she didn’t want to put them at risk. She had been completely loyal to Doug throughout their relationship, despite his own infidelity and abuse. As a result, the only male friend she had was the pastor. So that was more names to scratch off the list.

In the end, she was down to a few names on her hastily penned list. In the end, she settled on someone that she doubted she had ever mentioned to Doug, and one that would prove almost impossible for him to draw a connection to. First, because this individual had remarried after her husband died, so she had an unfamiliar last name. Second, she was not a blood relative, either. Instead, she was a spiritual “aunt” that had been a close friend of her mother’s when Faith was just a little girl. 

The selling point of all of it, though, was that this “aunt” lived about as far away from Doug Jennings as one could get, way out there in Washington state in a little town called Griffith Falls. 
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Audrey Baker sat in a hard plastic chair, head hung low and staring at the floor outside the emergency room of Lynnwood Hospital. She was still dressed in her uniform, which was now rumpled, and held her hat in her hands like a broken heart, slowly turning it over and over in her hands just to give them something to occupy themselves with. She was tired, hungry, but most of all she was emotionally worn down. She had been mid-shift on a Tuesday when she got the call from the hospital, and she had gotten to the hospital as quickly as she could. A quick stop at the Griffith Falls police station to exchange her squad car for her personal vehicle, and then she was speeding west toward Seattle.

She took another sip of the complimentary, lukewarm coffee. She grimaced, setting it aside. The place was too quiet, and she hated being alone with her thoughts. She thought about Ryan Darrow, wishing that he was there with her. He wouldn’t have needed to say a word, just be there for her to lean on. But he was in England for three weeks, doing research for his next novel. He had promised that his first stop stateside would be to see her, but it was still going to be another week at least before he returned. She missed him, and she had had about as much sadness as she could handle. She couldn’t seem to stop crying. It wasn’t that full on monsoon weeping, but just a steady trickle. She had a balled-up Kleenex in her free hand which she’d dab at the corners of her eyes every few minutes. 

It was her father. Somewhere behind the cold, white doors across the hall he was being tended to. She had no idea what to expect. In fact, she was still waiting for some kind—any kind—of update. Her fear was that a somber-faced doctor would soon come padding over and tell her the most terrible news. 

She felt like she should be used to the feeling of loss by now. Almost six years before, her sister Caitlyn had disappeared, and Audrey carried the unjust burden of believing that it was all her fault. She often wondered if she was also responsible for the pain that her parents had borne as well. Though her mother had died of cancer, there was no doubt that Caitlyn’s disappearance had had a part in her decline, no matter how unreasonable it might be to think that. To blame herself. And now Audrey felt like she might lose her father. When he was gone, what would be left? Well, there was Ryan, but she wasn’t exactly sure what the future held in that regard. 

Dabbing at her eyes again, she sighed and looked for the thousandth time toward the doors leading into the ER, waiting for a doctor or a nurse to emerge and give her an update about how her father was doing. Her hopes were pinned to that door, and for too long it had remained still and silent, almost mocking her sadness.  

Arms folded across her chest, she leaned back in the chair until the back of her head was against the wall. Closed her eyes and listened to her measured breathing. Soon, she slipped off and was dozing in and out of a light sleep when something roused her. Looking up, she saw the doctor standing before her. She stood abruptly and wiped her eyes. The doctor offered a reassuring smile. “He’s doing all right,” the doctor said, “but we have some things we’re going to have to go over. And...well, you’re going to have some pretty big decisions coming up.”

“What do you mean?” Audrey asked him, though she suspected she knew at least a little about what the doctor was going to say. Her father’s fall—a misstep on the third to last stair—and the accident that had caused the ambulance to be called, was the result of a pervading problem that had been going for a while now. Forgetfulness. Confusion. Trouble managing his prescriptions. They were all symptoms of a greater problem, and she knew it even though she’d tried to ignore the implications. 

Resigned to whatever news he might have, she nodded her head. 

“You can go in and see him in a minute,” the doctor said. “A nurse will come out to get you.”

“Thank you, doctor,” Audrey answered, sitting back down to wait a little longer. She checked her watch, then looked around the empty corridor. There was a few nurses bustling about, but she still felt quite alone. 
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The only light in the room was a dismal red glow from the alarm clock on Doug’s side of the bed. Once upon a time, he had followed a schedule almost religiously, which included setting his alarm for 5:00 AM every night. Most of the time she’d woken to it blaring like a klaxon...sometimes, it took Doug a minute or two before he grumpily switched it off, dragged himself out of bed, and stumbled toward the bathroom. These days he didn’t need the alarm clock and would often sleep off his latest drinking binge until nine or ten. And those were the good days because Faith could escape out of the house with Piper without having to suffer through any of his tirades.  

Currently, the clock read 1:24.

Faith lay on her back, listening to the rhythmic sound of Doug’s snoring. She knew that he was in that stage of deep sleep, but she still struggled to find the courage to crawl out from beneath the sheets and make her preparations to exit the house. She felt paralyzed, locked into the bed as if with chains. Even when he was sleeping he could control her by the sheer fear of the dire repercussions of her disobedience to him. 

Sill, in spite of all the abuse, part of her felt an infinite sadness encroaching, that if she peeked outside she would find that the quiet house sat on the very edge of an endless black abyss that just might swallow her forever. Outer space...a black hole. It might seem crazy to care at this point, but a part of her sorrowed over another failed relationship coming to an end. Dying. However bad it had been, she had gone into it with her innocent optimism somehow still intact. Now, listening to Doug continue to snore, she was overcome by the normality of it. She felt a tear roll down her cheek and she wiped it absently away. 

She forced her thoughts away from a love that should have never been nurtured to a love that would never end: Piper would also be fast asleep, and Faith thought that she should be able to scoop her daughter up and get out of the house without Doug even stirring. If she could just get moving.

Finally, she eased slowly out of the bed and then stealthily across the room, mindful of the old familiar floorboards that would squeak, until she reached the door. Earlier in the evening, before Doug had arrived home, she had faced a difficult decision: either to prepare herself a suitcase and stuff it somewhere she figured Doug would never look—in this case the coat closet near the front door—or to gather her stuff while he was asleep. It didn’t seem like much of a choice, and she had opted for the closet plan, praying the whole time that he wouldn’t find it from the time she heard his key jiggling clumsily in the lock until he’d climbed into bed and passed out. 

There was a hamper outside the bathroom where she and Doug would deposit their dirty clothes. It seemed like the safest, simplest option for her getaway outfit, and now she lifted the lid and pulled out the folded clothes she’d put there just under a wadded-up bath towel: A white blouse, a pair of jeans, and a clean pair of socks. She slipped into the bathroom and hurriedly changed clothes, an agonizing couple of minutes in which she was convinced that Doug would interrupt with demands to know what she was up to. Thankfully, that didn’t happen, and she was able to quickly get changed and drop her bedclothes in the hamper. It had the strange feel of finality to it, but something more: it was like shedding the skin of her old life. 

Next, she went to Piper’s room, which was right across the hall. She eased the door open and tiptoed across the short distance to her baby girl’s crib. Gently, she lifted Piper from the bed, cradling the back of her head in one hand while supporting the sleeping child’s body with the other. She managed to do this without waking her little one, and she was in and out of the room in less than thirty seconds, grabbing the diaper bag by the door as she flitted out of the room like a moth. Then she was creeping downstairs, her breathing shallow as she pressed the precious bundle of her daughter against her neck, taking strength from the warmth she felt there and the faint smell of baby powder and formula. I’m doing this for her, she prayed. So please protect us, God, for Piper’s sake if nothing else. 

Downstairs, she paused a motion to listen, her eyes drifting up toward the ceiling. A momentary hesitation and then she was moving again, this time to the closet door to retrieve her suitcase. It wasn’t very heavy.  She crossed through the kitchen, the soles of her shoes making that familiar snick-snick whisper on the curling linoleum and opened up one of the high cabinets. She pulled out a small jar of cornstarch—recently relieved of its contents—which had been washed out and dried, and then used as a repository for whatever cash she could set aside, which hadn’t been much. But this morning she had added to the fifty dollars that was in there with the cash from the two checks she’d taken to the bank and cashed. She had rolled up the bills—seven hundred and fifty dollars, give or take a buck or two—and shoved it in the container like some kind of low-level drug dealer. Now she fished out the wad of money and stuffed it down the front jeans pocket, where she was pretty certain she wouldn’t lose it or have it stolen. She was well aware of the kind of target she would appear to be out there on the road. Finally, she grabbed the keys to her car from off the peg next to the door— (Hang in there! came the cheeky farewell emblazoned on the top, making Faith smile this time)—and without further ceremony slipped out into the night. 
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