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Dedicated to Donald, the love of my life, my husband of thirty-two years. And to our beautiful children and grandchildren. The journey of life is breathtaking surrounded by you, and every minute together is time borrowed from eternity. I love you with every breath, every heartbeat. And to God, Almighty, who has—for now—blessed me with these.






CHAPTER ONE


Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil. For You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.

—Psalm 23:4



The long ago moment danced and breathed and lived inside her.

Mama’s voice singing in the warm Belizean breeze, the way it had every afternoon at this time, calling them in from an afternoon of gathering eggs and tending to the chickens. “Lizzie James, dinner! Bring your brother!”

“Yes, Mama!” And Lizzie was shading her eyes so she could see her mother standing in the distance, just outside their small thatched-roof house. Long brown hair blowing over her shoulders. Eyes the same pale blue as Lizzie’s. Happy eyes.

And in this, her most precious memory, Lizzie was grabbing hold of her little brother’s hand. “Let’s go, Daniel. Rice pudding for dinner. Your favorite.”

In the memory, Lizzie was eight and Daniel was six, the two of them inseparable. Half the day they sat side by side at the village schoolhouse learning their numbers and memorizing Scripture. The other half they worked the fields or played in the grassy school yard.

But in this moment, before their daddy moved away—all they wanted was to be home for dinner. Daniel was running beside her, laughing because their cousins’ Labrador retriever puppy, Milo, was galloping out to greet them, and just ahead their mother was waiting for them. Smiling at them, arms wide, and she was pulling them close.

Of all God’s gifts, she was saying, you two are my favorite.

Lizzie blinked and the images disappeared. Again.

She wasn’t in her mother’s arms and Daniel wasn’t beside her and they weren’t about to eat Mama’s rice pudding. Milo was long gone and this wasn’t her Mennonite village. She hadn’t been there in a year at least. Instead she was nine years old, standing on the smallest beach in all of Belize. And no one called her Lizzie Susan James.

She was Eliza Ann Lawrence.

Mennonite men never leave their families. That’s what Mama said. But Lizzie’s daddy had left them and moved here for his very important job, here to Belize City. Where Mama and Daniel died out in the ocean. And where Lizzie’s life had become one unending nightmare.

“Get into the water, Eliza,” her aunt Betsy yelled across the sandy beach. She sat on a beach towel, dark red lipstick and sunglasses. Aunt Betsy waved her hand, frustrated. She was always frustrated. “Go! Girls at the Palace need their sunshine. Even you.”

Girls at the Palace.

Lizzie turned and faced the ocean. Sixteen girls worked at the Palace, but she wasn’t like any of them. No, she was a little princess. That’s what her daddy had called her ever since Mama and Daniel died. Eliza had her own wing at the Palace because she was the daughter of Anders McMillan. That’s what he called himself now. Not Paul David James like before.

Her daddy was an evil man. That much Lizzie knew, because the other girls always told her. Bad things were happening at the Palace, Lizzie was sure. Things she couldn’t talk about or even think about.

“You’re a princess, Eliza,” Dora told her yesterday. “Men don’t visit you at night.” Dora lived on the third floor of the Palace. She was fourteen and blond like Lizzie.

Dora was right, the men who came and went from the Palace didn’t visit Eliza. Her daddy said they never would. “I’m saving you for someone special, Eliza,” her daddy had told her when she moved in after losing Mama and Daniel.

So Lizzie was safe from the men. At least for now. But even so, every day after her time at the beach she was scared to go home to the Palace. Because what if this was the day the men were allowed into her room? Also, Aunt Betsy was mean and sometimes she yanked Eliza’s long blond hair if she didn’t walk fast enough on the way back.

“Hurry up, Eliza. Your father is expecting you.” Aunt Betsy was her daddy’s sister. They both had the same angry face. Aunt Betsy’s breath smelled like sausage and onions.

For now Eliza had an hour alone in the water. A tear slid down Eliza’s cheek and she took a step toward the sea. “You lead me beside still waters…” The words were a whisper, something left over from the life she used to live.

Eliza still wasn’t sure how everything had gone so bad, so fast.

First, her daddy left and Mama cried for a long time. People in Lower Barton Creek would talk in quiet words and give sad looks at Mama and Daniel and Lizzie. Then her father’s sister Aunt Betsy came to visit. It was the first time any of them had met the woman. In front of other grown-ups, Aunt Betsy laughed a lot and used her hands when she talked. And that day, she had a dolly for Eliza. “Come to Belize City to see your father,” Aunt Betsy had said before she left. “He’s a very important businessman. He wants his family with him.”

Mama said the reason they’d never met Aunt Betsy was because the woman had lived in the States, and that she had just moved to Belize. A few weeks later, the three of them did what Aunt Betsy asked. Mama, Daniel and Eliza went to Belize City and visited Daddy. He ran the Palace, a hotel he told them. There were no girls at the Palace back then, but her daddy sold more than hotel rooms. “You’re dealing drugs, Paul David,” her mother had said one night when she thought Eliza wasn’t listening. “We can’t be part of this.”

Eliza wasn’t sure about all of the details. But her daddy got angry at Mama. And something must’ve happened. An accident maybe. Because one morning Eliza woke up in the room at the Palace where she was staying with Mama and Daniel. But she was alone.

“Mama?” she had cried out. Her heart pounded loud and she felt sick. “Daniel? Where are you?”

And then Aunt Betsy had come into the room. The woman stood there, her hands on her hips. Her eyes looked different than before. Meaner. “It’s a tragedy, Eliza.”

Who was Eliza? She had blinked a few times. “I’m Lizzie.”

“You’re Eliza now. Your father wants you to be Eliza. That’s your given name.” Her aunt didn’t say anything for a long time. Then the woman sat on the edge of the bed and shrugged. “There’s no easy way to say this, Eliza. Your mama and brother are gone.”

Her daddy had come into the bedroom then. “They’re in the ocean, Eliza. They didn’t make it. You’re going to live with me, now. Here at the beach.”

Lizzie didn’t understand, not then or now. Her mama and brother were in the ocean? What did that mean?

At first, Lizzie would stand at the water’s edge and call them. “Mama? Daniel!” But they never called back and they never came out of the ocean. So Lizzie lived at the Palace with her daddy and her aunt.

And eventually Lizzie became Eliza.

The other girls moved into the Palace a few at a time. Some of them were older teenagers and some were young. They wore fancy dresses and every night the men came to their rooms. That’s what the girls told Eliza at lunch and dinner.

But Daddy didn’t like Eliza talking to the other girls. “You’re different, Eliza,” he would tell her. “I’m saving you for something special.”

A tear slid down Eliza’s cheek. “You restore my soul…” Her whisper faded. For a long time she believed God had died in the sea with her mother and brother. But here at the ocean she believed she could see Him. Far off in the horizon.

There at the water’s edge.

“Eliza! Go!” Her aunt was on her feet, her full face redder than usual. “You’re wasting time.”

Fear sent chills down Eliza’s arms and legs. She ran down the wet sand and splashed her way through the surf. This was where she belonged. Here in the soft blue waves she was free. All afternoon, as long as Eliza played in the water and swam beneath the sunshine, she wished she might stay all day.

Aunt Betsy and the two guards stationed up the path from the beach wouldn’t bother her.

But when Eliza couldn’t take another hour of sunshine and surf, when she was so tired all she wanted was to curl up and fall asleep on the sand, that’s when her aunt would turn her over to the guards. And they would take her back to the Palace.

Eliza dove into the clear gray water just beyond the surf. I would swim to the other side of the sea if I could. She dropped below the surface and pulled at the water. The waves were rough today. The gray sky getting darker. One stroke, two. Three. She lifted her head above the waves and cried out, the way she did every day at this time. “Daniel!” She scanned the watery horizon for her brother. Her best friend. “Daniel, where are you?”

She was too far out for Aunt Betsy to hear her. “Mama! Come back!” Her tears mixed with the salt water on her soft cheeks. “Daniel?”

A few more strokes and Eliza stopped swimming. She was farther out than usual, bobbing about in the salty water. Before her life changed, she and her family would come to the beach four times a year. At the start of each season. A holiday, her parents had called it.

But this was no holiday now.

Clouds grew darker in the distance. A storm was on its way, which meant her time at the beach was about to be cut short. She swam out a little farther. Not yet. She didn’t want to go back. Again she looked out across the ocean. If God had her mother and brother, then maybe He would give them back to her. Out here on the waves.

If only she could yell loud enough.

“Daniel?” Eliza caught a mouthful of seawater and she started to cough. “Mama, where are you?”

Suddenly beneath the water something grabbed her legs. Not a fish or a shark, because it didn’t have teeth. It was strong and warm and it had a terrible hold on her.

“Stop!” she yelled but her voice got lost on the wind. What is it? What’s happening? She put her face underwater and opened her eyes. And that’s when she saw the terrible truth.

A monster didn’t have hold of her legs.

The current did.

Watch out for the undertow, Eliza. That’s what Aunt Betsy always told her. Don’t swim out too far or the water will take you away forever.

“No!” Eliza screamed. “Let me go!” She could kick her way out of this current. She was a strong swimmer. She moved her feet in frantic bursts, and made big grabs at the water.

But the ocean wouldn’t let her go.

The fight was too much for her so she stopped. Stopped kicking and pulling at the sea and she turned on her back. Suddenly the scared feeling inside her melted away. “You guide me in paths of righteousness”—her words were quieter now—“for Your name’s sake.”

Storm clouds moved overhead. Dark gray layers and flashes of lightning. If Aunt Betsy was calling, Eliza couldn’t hear her. The only sounds were the wind and waves and thunder. A voice called to her from the horizon. Her mama’s voice.

Whenever you’re scared, Lizzie, recite Psalm Twenty-Three. God is with you. He is always with you.

“Even though I walk through—” A wave washed over her face and knocked her deep into the water. Again Eliza fought the pull of the current, and finally she pushed her face free. Breathe, she told herself. Breathe while you still can.

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death”—each word was a gasp, an attempt at staying alive—“I will fear no evil. For You are with me; You comfort me—”

Another wave.

“Mama!” Eliza clawed and kicked, but it took all her effort just to keep her head above the ocean. “Mama, help me!”

Then she remembered something. If she could see God at the back side of the ocean, if that’s where her mother and brother lived, then that’s where she wanted to be, too. This wasn’t a bad thing happening to her. God was calling her home. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.

Yes, that was it. If she gave herself to the current, she could be finished with Aunt Betsy and the Palace and her terrible father. Maybe the thing pulling at her, taking her under was God. Anointing her head. Making her cup overflow.

She cried out louder this time. “Surely… goodness and love… will follow me…”

The sea was rougher, but the current no longer grabbed at her. Finally, she looked back at the shore. Aunt Betsy and the Palace guards were waving their hands at her. Eliza had to finish the Psalm because the best part was at the end.

Other people ran toward Aunt Betsy. Tourists, probably. Stay away from the tourists, Aunt Betsy always said. You’re not for sale. A bigger wave knocked her under and Eliza used all her strength to get back to the surface. Mama, I’m coming for you. God, help me find them.

She gasped and spit the seawater from her mouth. Her legs and arms were too heavy to move, and her words came out like a whisper now. “Mama! Daniel?” She was too tired to yell.

Eliza raised her face to the stormy sky. “Surely… goodness and love… will follow me…” Never had she kicked so hard in all her life. But she had to finish. Had to get to the end. “… all the days of my life.” Another wave. Eliza made one last try to breathe. “And… I will dwell… in the house of the Lord. Forever.”

She smiled and a beautiful peace came over her. And there was Mama again in the distance, waving at her, calling her close. Lizzie James, dinner! Bring your brother!

“Yes, Mama!”

And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. The house of the Lord.

It would be a small house with a thatched roof. The place where Lizzie’s mother and brother still lived. The only people who had ever loved her. And now they would be all together. There at the edge of the ocean where they would live in the house of the Lord.

Forever and ever and ever.






CHAPTER TWO


The righteous perish, and no one takes it to heart; the devout are taken away, and no one understands.

—Isaiah 57:1



Jack Ryder snagged the football from the warm sand and threw it to his brother, a dozen yards down the beach. “Shane! Keep it low,” Jack shouted as he pointed to the stormy sky. “Too much wind!”

Up the sand a ways the boys’ parents sat side by side in identical resort beach chairs. Both of them on their cell phones. Thunder rumbled in the distance and their dad looked at Jack. “Okay. Let’s wrap it up.”

“Yes, sir.” Jack caught the football and glanced at his father. Let’s wrap it up meant they had another five minutes. Maybe ten. Jack threw the ball to Shane. Their dad was too busy to notice their disregard of his order.

Work trumped everything, even his teenage sons. Even here, on their annual vacation to Belize. The beach was just a different sort of office for their parents. Dad was an ambassador, and Mom ran a handful of charities.

They were good people, kind. But Jack and Shane couldn’t compete with all that. Which was okay.

Jack caught a spiral pass from Shane and jogged a few steps back. He glanced at his parents again, at his father. I love you, Dad, he wanted to call out. But it wasn’t the time.

Anyway, the brothers had all they could’ve wanted. Their parents loved them. They were supportive and kind and their home was happy. The successes ahead for Jack and Shane were lined up like the palm trees along Albert Street here in Belize City.

Jack was sixteen, and Shane was fourteen. They attended the best school. Their father employed the best trainers for their baseball and football seasons. Yes, the two of them had all they needed for the best possible futures.

And they had each other. That most of all.

Down the beach Shane caught the football and shrugged, as if to say maybe they had longer than they thought. Their father was on another phone call and the storm wasn’t getting worse. Shane flung the ball and Jack caught it again.

Rain was crossing over the water a ways out, staying out to sea, so there was no rush to get inside. Not until their parents insisted. Shane jogged closer and the two brothers sat on the sand and watched the storm.

“Could you live here?” Shane raked his fingers through his short dark hair. He turned his gaze to the ocean. “I mean, like get a house here and never leave?”

Jack considered that. “No.” He chuckled. “Then it wouldn’t be vacation.”

“True.” Shane looked over his shoulder at his parents. “Someone should tell Mom and Dad that.”

“You still wanna do politics? Like them?” Jack grinned at his brother. “And don’t tell me you’d be good at it. We already know that.”

“Well.” Shane’s eyes lit up. “I am the outgoing brother. Like everyone says.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Jack elbowed him. “You can be whatever you want. I’ve heard it all.”

“You, too.” Shane flicked sand at Jack. “Don’t pretend you can’t do it all. Because you can. Star quarterback of Georgetown Prep.” He changed his voice to sound like their father. “Presidents have that kind of résumé, my boy. President Jack Ryder.”

Again Jack laughed. “You be president. I’ll be a Navy SEAL.”

“I’ll be one with you.” Shane stood and stretched his hands to the sky. He was tall and strong like Jack. “Best two Navy SEALs they ever had.”

“Stick to politics, Brother. Navy SEALs have to swim.” Jack flicked him the football and Shane jumped up and ran down the beach.

They had waited all their lives for this year. Shane would be a freshman at Georgetown Prep in the fall. Jack, a junior. The first of their two high school years together. Jack rose to his feet just in time to catch the ball.

Shane grinned at him. “You might have a little competition at quarterback, big brother.”

“Bring it.” Jack snagged the ball. He sure loved the kid. The two had been inseparable since the week their parents brought Shane home. But this annual trip to the beach was their favorite part of the year.

Usually they took a second flight further south to the longer stretches of beach on the peninsula. But their dad had business in town this week. So they were here.

Today was their third day and Jack only wished they had another week.

The storm looked like it was clearing, so the game of pass might have gone on all afternoon. But before Jack could wing the ball back to Shane, a woman down the beach began screaming and waving.

Jack jogged closer to his brother. The woman had drawn a small crowd now. A couple of big guys seemed to have run down from a bluff up above. Also a few families of anxious-looking tourists.

“What’s happening?” Jack caught up to his brother and both of them jogged toward the woman.

“I don’t know.” Shane stopped and scanned the ocean. Panic seized his expression. “There!”

All at once they had their answer. Fifty yards out, flailing and grabbing at the surface of the choppy sea was what looked like a child.

“Help her, please!” the woman at the shoreline screamed. She ran into the water and back out again, then she covered her face and next she waved her arms. “Help!” She pointed out to sea. “I can’t swim! Someone help her!”

Shane dropped the ball on the shore and ran for the water. Jack ran, too, but he shouted at his brother. “Stay here! I’ll get her.”

His brother stopped, his face a twist of hurt. “You need me.”

“No, I don’t! Stay here!” Jack took four running steps through the water and looked over his shoulder. Good. Shane was staying back in the ankle-deep water. Because the truth was, Shane really couldn’t swim. Not like Jack.

His heart raced, but he felt better as he pulled at the rough surf. He would get the child and Shane would stay on the shore. Only one of them, that’s all the kid needed.

A current just beneath the surface pulled at Jack’s legs, but that didn’t panic him. He was used to swimming through currents. He was on the summer surf team back home, training for the day when he really would be a Navy SEAL.

Swim with the current, he told himself. Not against it. He adjusted his position so the current would take him straight to the girl. The effort made his body feel heavy, but he kept on. Closer and closer until he could see the child’s face.

The girl was maybe eight or nine, matted blond hair, tanned arms still clawing at the water. Her face was slipping under the surface and Jack doubled his intensity. She didn’t have long, a minute, maybe less.

God, save her. The silent prayer filled Jack’s mind. Get me to her. Please. Before it’s too late. And then, as he took two more strong strokes through the water, Jack saw something in the corner of his eye.

His brother, Shane.

Only Shane wasn’t back at the shore where he was supposed to be. He was swimming out to Jack and the little girl. Halfway there, maybe, but he was struggling. Fear screamed from his younger brother’s eyes.

“Shane!” Jack didn’t have the energy to rise above the waves enough to be heard. “Shane, go back!”

Years later, Jack would rethink this single moment more than any in all his life. But no matter how he played it out, he wouldn’t have changed a thing. He was ten yards from the little girl and if he didn’t make it to her, if he didn’t give his all to rescue her, she would die.

And so Jack pressed on. Shane would turn back. He had to turn back. His brother knew better. And if he needed help, their dad would get him. Dad knew how to swim. Jack locked his eyes on the child. Faster, he told himself. He grabbed at the water. Ten more strokes, eight… seven. A few more seconds and the little girl would be safe.

The same would be true for Shane. He had to be okay, had to be moving safely back to shore. Because Shane wasn’t only his strapping little brother.

He was Jack’s best friend in all the world.

Four more strokes and he reached her. The child should’ve looked terrified, but instead a strange peace filled her eyes. “Get on my back!”

Jack could swim for hours without getting tired, but this was different. Between the current and the child about to drown and Shane… Jack felt himself gasping for air. Calm, he told himself. The little girl was slipping under, so he lifted her out of the water and slid her on his back. Her pale blond hair clung to her face, and she didn’t blink, didn’t grab on to him.

Like she’d rather drown.

“Hey! Listen!” With a burst of strength he pulled her higher toward his shoulders. “Hold on!” What about Shane? Was he back on the beach? Had he turned around? Jack yelled so the child could hear him. “Don’t let go!”

“O-o-o-k-kay.” She was shivering. Definitely in shock. But she was clinging to him now.

The girl didn’t weigh much, so Jack quickly turned around and began swimming to shore. The whole time—with every stroke—he searched the beach for Shane. Come on, Brother. Where are you? God, where is he?

Suddenly the girl began crying out. “Mama!” she screamed. “Come get me, Mama!”

Jack was working too hard to tell her everything was going to be okay. Her mother was waiting for her on the shore. But what about Shane?

“Daniel!” The girl was screaming again. “Don’t leave without me!”

Poor kid. Jack could feel her shaking. Probably terrified. Another few seconds and she wouldn’t have made it. He gritted his teeth and kept swimming. He could see his parents now and more people. The group of them formed a circle and they were looking at something on the sand.

He couldn’t make it out. A sea turtle or was it the little girl’s brother? A boy named Daniel? Another sweeping look across the beach and still he couldn’t see Shane. His brother had to be there, standing in the circle. Looking at whatever was on the sand.

He might not have been a strong swimmer, but he could make his way back to shore. Of course he could.

Eight yards, six… four. And finally Jack could feel the ocean floor beneath his feet. Even then the girl didn’t weigh anything. He took hold of her legs and she grabbed on to his shoulders as Jack walked through the water to the shore.

The girl’s mother saw them and she screamed again. “Eliza! I’m here!”

“No.” A faint cry came from the child. “No! Mama!”

“Your mama’s coming.” Jack was shivering now. Where was Shane? And what was everyone looking at on the shore?

Sirens screamed from just down the beach, an ambulance and fire truck coming their way. What was happening? He looked over his shoulder at the child. “We’re almost to your mother.”

“No! Mama, come get me!” She sounded more afraid now than she’d been out at sea. Like she was delirious. “Daniel, I’m here!”

The little girl was still in shock. That had to be it. Jack was in ankle-deep water when he slid the girl into his arms and carried her up the sand to the woman. Later he would remember that something didn’t add up. The woman looked more angry than fearful. And the two big guys standing just up the shore had machine guns.

Was the child an heiress from some European country? Were those her bodyguards? Whatever the situation, the little girl didn’t want to go to her mother. Jack still cradled her in his arms and now he felt her go limp. “Here.” He handed her to the woman. “She’s fine.”

But what about his brother? “Shane!” His yell sounded like a guttural cry. “Shane, where are you?”

Without waiting for the girl’s mother to say anything, Jack ran up the beach to the spot where a dozen people were gathered. The ambulance was parked now and paramedics were running out with a stretcher. Running straight toward the circle of people on the sand.

A stretcher? Jack’s heart began to pound. He felt like he was running through wet cement. Faster, he ordered himself. Who’s in that circle? And then between the legs of his parents he saw that it was a boy. A teenage boy.

And he saw Shane’s short dark hair and his rugged face. But his eyes were closed. Why was he sleeping? Here on the beach?

“Shane!” And suddenly everything slowed down. The roar of the angry ocean waves and the sirens from the fire truck and the paramedics yelling for everyone to clear the way, all of it faded until only one sound remained.

The sound of Jack’s heartbeat.

He reached his brother and fell at his side. “Shane! Wake up!” He took his brother’s hand and squeezed it and in a blink they weren’t on the beach anymore.

Shane was running down the stairs ahead of him, Christmas morning ten years ago. And there parked beside the tree were a pair of bicycles. And Shane was saying, “That’s all I ever wanted. This is the best Christmas ever!”

And it was summer, a dozen summers, and Shane was chasing him down Maya Beach and Jack was yelling back at him. “You’ll never catch me, Shane. I’m too fast.”

Shane laughed. “One day I will, Jack. I won’t be little forever.”

And then Shane wasn’t little. He was a teenager and he was sitting beside his brother on the flight to Belize and he was staring out at the ocean and he was smiling. “I’m going to do something really special with my life, Jack,” he was saying. “Just you watch.”

Jack was nodding, because he already knew that. Shane was going to be President of the United States and the whole world would know his name. And Jack would be a Navy SEAL, but he’d have an office somewhere in the White House just so he could be close to his brother.

His best friend.

But then they were loading Shane onto a stretcher. “Keep the oxygen up,” a paramedic shouted. “Don’t stop!”

His dad and mom started running after the paramedics toward the ambulance and Jack jumped to his feet. Where were they taking him? Breathe, Shane. Please, God, make him breathe. He’s my best friend.

Jack blinked and he was in the front of the ambulance with his mother. And she was weeping, her hands over her face. Jack put his arm around her but he couldn’t catch his breath, couldn’t talk or think or let himself imagine if—

No! Everything was going to be okay! Shane had made it back to the shore. Of course he was going to be okay. But then Jack realized something. His father’s shirt and shorts had been drenched. Which could only mean… his dad had swum out and brought Shane back and now… now…

Jack closed his eyes and Shane was sitting beside him, football in his hands. You might have a little competition at quarterback, big brother.

And Jack was grinning because this was the third day of their vacation and they had forever till they had to go home again. A million hours of sun and sand and surf. And they were playing catch and the storm was moving on. They were still playing catch.

Please, God, let us still be playing catch.

But when Jack opened his eyes he wasn’t on the beach, he was sitting in the front seat of the ambulance and his mother was still crying beside him and when he looked back, his father was still there next to Shane. And Shane still wasn’t moving, no matter how hard the paramedics worked to make him breathe again.

The next two hours passed with Jack in the most horrible fog. He kept closing his eyes and finding himself in a place where yesterday lived. He didn’t fully realize what had happened or why they were in a hospital until his father found him in the waiting room.

Shane had taken in too much water, his dad was saying. The paramedics did everything they could. They needed to take his body home and…

“No!” Jack tried to stand, but he couldn’t make himself move. Instead he fell to the cold, dusty hospital floor and he could see the headlines. East Coast Teen Dies Saving Little Girl. And everyone would know his name. Shane Ryder. Not because he was President of the United States, but because his life had been cut short.

His best friend. His brother.

The ache in Jack was worse than anything in all his life. Shane, where are you? He couldn’t see, couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t move. And one single thought pulled at Jack harder than the ocean current.

All of this was his fault. It had to be. He should’ve swum faster, rescued the little girl and then made it back to help Shane. There had to have been a way. But now Shane wasn’t going to Georgetown Prep in the fall and Jack wasn’t ever going to play catch with him on the beach again. His brother was gone.

And Jack would spend the rest of his life paying for it.



THE WATER WOULDN’T take her.

All she had wanted was to stay still, to slip down, down to the bottom of the ocean. So that God would take her to the edge of the ocean, where her mother and brother lived. But her arms hadn’t listened to her heart. They kept drawing and pulling and grabbing at the water. And her lungs kept breathing.

Then she had seen something else.

Two boys swimming out to get her. And there on the shore, Aunt Betsy, waving at her, all wild-like. And the two Palace guards standing nearby with their guns. Like they might shoot her if she didn’t get back to shore.

When the first boy reached her, Eliza tried to get away. No, she tried to shout. I want my Mama. I want my brother. Daniel, I’m here! But the boy had put her on his back and started swimming toward the beach.

Closer and closer and closer.

And with every passing second, as Aunt Betsy came into view, the truth became clearer. Her aunt was desperate to see Eliza saved. Not because she loved her. But because of the plans her father had for her. Big plans for some far-off day. Plans that involved drugs and men and money. At least that’s what Eliza thought.

“No!” she screamed and the sound made her eyes fly open. What was this?

She sat straight up, her breaths coming hard and fast. Where was she? She wasn’t in the ocean, she was in bed. Her bed. The sheets were silky satin and the bed coverings were fluffy white. Eliza put her hand to her chest and felt her heartbeat. Boom, boom, boom. Like a scary drum.

She ran her hands over her arms and her hair and it hit her. This wasn’t the ocean and she wasn’t on the boy’s back. She wasn’t drowning and her mother and brother were not here to help her.

Eliza was back in the Palace.

And the armed guards were just outside her door. She could see their shadows.

If she had fallen beneath the surface of the ocean, she would finally be with Mama and Daniel. Eating dinner with them on the other side of the sea. Instead she was here, in the room where her daddy kept her. The room that smelled like fine linen and perfume, across the house from the place where the other girls were sold to different men every night. She slid back down under the covers and snuggled her cheek into the pillow. No matter what she dreamed tonight, when she woke up she wouldn’t be in heaven like she had hoped.

She’d be in hell.






CHAPTER THREE


Fire consumed their young men, and their young women had no wedding songs.

—Psalm 78:63



Every once in a while, when the warm salty breeze drifted up off the Caribbean Sea over shimmering sand, when it brushed against Eliza’s tired face as she sat alone on the beach at the base of the familiar cliff, reading yet another book from the Palace library, she would close the cover and look up. And on her very best days in that moment she could still see the God of her childhood.

There at the far edge of the ocean. The way she had a decade ago.

Eliza shaded her eyes, and stared out at the horizon, searching for God. But He wasn’t there. Not today. He hadn’t been for a long time. A sigh drifted up from her frigid heart. Never mind. Nine days from now things would get worse. Much worse. Her fear about what was coming grew with every passing hour.

Because in nine days she would be forced to marry Henry Thomas Ellington IV, a marriage Eliza had known about nearly all her life. Henry Thomas was a dangerous young man, one her father had only recently identified as Eliza’s future husband. The son of a friend of her father’s. A man none of them had ever met.

But all that was about to change.

Henry Thomas was flying in from the States to meet her. “He wants to spend an evening with his bride,” her father had told her this morning. “Before he signs off on the marriage.”

The whole arrangement was sickening. Her forced marriage would join two drug and sex-trafficking dynasties—her father’s and that of Henry Thomas’s father. According to her dad, the senior Ellington was a lawyer who secretly ran a longtime trafficking ring that worked both Florida and southern Belize. By combining their illegal activities, the men believed they would make far more money and be nearly impossible to bring down.

Eliza understood the situation. She was merely a pawn in her father’s dirty game of greed and power. She let her gaze drift twenty yards down the beach to a pair of men walking her way. Their laughter and cigar smoke carried in the wind, and Eliza stiffened. She’d seen them before. Eliza wasn’t a little girl anymore. She knew the business her father was about at the Palace.

One of the men was a redhead, and the other, balding. Pasty white skin and champagne bellies. Trust fund parasites, casting shame on their fathers’ old money. Or following in their footsteps. The men were members of a private yacht club with longtime privileges at the Palace. One of them looked her way and stopped. He motioned to the others and all three gawked at her. Like lions sizing up a wounded gazelle. Eliza pulled her gauzy cover-up tight around her body and turned the other way.

She wasn’t for sale. Not until next week, when Henry Thomas Ellington IV, came to visit.

“Hey, Princess, come for a swim!” It was the bald head. “The water’s nice.”

I’m not for sale, she wanted to shout at him. But then, the men already knew that. Everyone knew Eliza wasn’t for sale. Not like the other sixteen girls at the Palace. Eliza refused to look up. If her father heard the men he’d turn his guards on them and they’d never be seen again. No one messed with Eliza. No one.

Not until the wedding on her twentieth birthday. The day she would leave the Palace in the arms of another evil man, a stranger she already hated.

The other girls would leave the Palace on their twentieth birthdays, too, the days when her father would set them free. The promise was part of the deal. Her father and his team would keep the girls till they turned twenty. Then they were free to go. Her father would give each of them a year’s wages, a passport, and a suitcase of clothes. And that would be that.

“Come on, Eliza. You know you want to swim with us.” The bald man was yelling at her now. Scratchy voice, thick guttural laugh. The same laugh that had echoed through the Palace the last three nights, just outside the door of one of the teenage girls.

No. She squeezed her eyes shut. Make it stop. Please. Eliza glanced up the hillside. The two armed bodyguards took a step forward. Customers or not, no one had the right to bother Eliza when she was on the beach.

Not while she still belonged to Anders McMillan.

Eventually the men gave up. They lit another round of cigars, and headed back down the beach. What was the point of harassing her, they probably figured. Eliza really wasn’t for sale. Tonight, no doubt, they would be at the Palace in one of the other girls’ rooms.

And Eliza would be forced to fall asleep knowing what was happening down the hall. But not for long. The wedding would be a grand affair and then Eliza would leave this place forever. Her next home was bound to be just as dark and dangerous. But at least she’d be away from her evil father.

A fresh breeze cleared the cigar smoke. Eliza breathed deep and wondered. Where would she live? In Florida with the rest of the Ellington family? Or would all of them move here? Like everything else about her life, she had no say in her future. Not like the other Palace girls.

She remembered one of them—Alexa. The girl had been a true and dear friend to Eliza. When they were twelve and ten, Alexa had thought Anders McMillan a good man. The one who kept the strange men from hurting them too badly.

“The customers are terrible,” Alexa had told Eliza back then. “But your father cares about us. He buys us fine clothes and sweets whenever we want them.” Her expression had grown fearful. “The world is dangerous, Eliza. Your father protects us.”

“He does?” All Eliza had been able to think was that she wanted her mama and brother.

Alexa had been adamant. “Yes. Anders watches out for us girls.”

Eliza had been so young, so innocent. “What does that mean? He takes care of you?”

“Hmm.” The question had seemed to stump Alexa. “I think he gets mad at those men.” She shrugged. “All I know is Anders takes care of it. We need him. That’s what the oldest girls say.”

Eventually, though, Alexa had become one of the older girls. She wasn’t supposed to tell Eliza, but she had, anyway, and the story haunted Eliza still. Alexa had told her that on her fourteenth birthday, Eliza’s father had pushed her into a dark-lit room. Not her usual bedroom. “The mattress smelled like stinky men and strong bleach,” Alexa said. “Then one of the guards stepped into the room.”

Eliza didn’t like to think about the details. But what had remained of her friend’s childhood had clearly died that day. Before the guard had left her, before housemaids came to tend to her battered body, her father had come back into the room and told her one thing. “You work for me now, Alexa. You keep the younger girls happy and you won’t go through this again.”

The wounds from that day would never heal. Not for Alexa or Eliza.

After that, Eliza better understood the sick truth about the Palace. The older girls were part of the operation, and in that sense, Eliza was no different. Like Alexa, Eliza would spend a few hours every month in the village. The armed guards would be at her back, never more than a few feet away.

When the guards saw some unsuspecting poor little girl, all by herself, it was Eliza’s or Alexa’s job to approach her. “Come with me,” Eliza would say. “You’ll have the best clothes and the best food! Even your own bedroom!”

And the lonely young girls would come.

Same with the teen girls flown in from other countries, property of Anders McMillan. Eliza and Alexa were often chosen to go with the guards to the airport. So that from the new girl’s first few minutes in Belize, she would feel comfortable. At home.

I am a wretched, evil woman, Eliza told herself now. God should’ve already struck her down and sent her to Hades. There were sixteen girls younger than her currently living at the Palace, sixteen children whose precious souls had been ripped out one by one. And one way or another Eliza had helped coerce each of them into a life of slavery.

Every single one.

She comforted them and reassured them. She helped pick out pretty clothes for them and she combed their hair. And every hour of every day she lied to them. “You’re safe here. No one will hurt you.” Eliza would pat their shoulders and hug them when they cried. “Everything is going to be just fine.”

All the while she told herself she was actually helping the girls. Otherwise they’d be afraid. At least I’m on their side, she would convince herself. But the truth always ate at her. She wasn’t their friend. She was their tormentor, making it impossible for them to know up from down, right from wrong.

By helping them feel at home in the Palace, Eliza did her part to keep the girls locked in a prison of slavery as their childhoods were destroyed. The same way hers had been—even if the men never touched her. Eliza was part of the girls’ terrible reality until they joined the older girls and finally understood the full truth about their captivity.

Eliza shuddered. If hell had rooms of torment and torture in direct relation to a person’s dark life, Eliza expected hers to be the worst.

Two summers ago, a week before dear Alexa turned twenty, she had told Eliza everything she was going to do once she was out of the Palace. Once she was free.

“All that money!” Alexa had been like a new person, her eyes full of anticipation and life. “A year’s wages? That’s a fortune, Eliza.” Her friend’s brown eyes had sparkled. “And I know just what I’m going to do.”

Eliza couldn’t imagine. “What?”

Alexa had taken hold of Eliza’s hands. “I’m moving to Colombia! I’ll rent an apartment in the heart of a big city. Bogota, maybe. So I never have to see the beach again as long as I live.” She grinned big. “And you can come visit me after…” Her voice fell off because Alexa knew the truth.

“If my husband lets me.” Eliza had blinked back tears. Because whatever man her father would choose for her, he would keep her under lock and key. He would never let her travel alone.

But Eliza had been happy for her friend anyway. “Colombia will be wonderful!” Being even a mile from this place seemed too good to be true. Eliza had searched her friend’s eyes. And for the first time, Eliza felt something warm and thrilling, strange and unfamiliar. A sensation as foreign as freedom itself.

The feeling was hope.

Because if Alexa was getting out on her twentieth birthday, then maybe Eliza’s future husband would be kind to her. Maybe he wouldn’t keep her locked in a room. She could at least hope for happier days ahead.

In the days that had followed, Alexa’s excitement grew until it seemed woven into her very soul. Never mind the work she had that week. All the girl could talk about was turning twenty. And sure enough, on Alexa’s birthday she ran and found Eliza. Alexa had never looked happier. Her words were practically a song. “I came to say goodbye.”

Eliza stood and the two hugged. “He’s really letting you go?”

“He is.” She stood a little taller and smiled. Then she pulled an envelope from the waistband of her short skirt. “Ten thousand U.S. dollars. Can you believe it?”

Eliza couldn’t. Especially knowing her father. Alexa’s release from the Palace seemed too good to be true, but the cash was there in her waistband, tucked inside a white envelope.

“How are you getting out?” The dots hadn’t quite connected for Eliza. “Is my father taking you?”

“No, silly.” Alexa giggled, one of the few times Eliza had heard her friend laugh. “The guards are taking me to the airport. They asked me where I wanted to go.”

“Hmm.” Eliza had questions, but she didn’t ask them. No sense ruining Alexa’s big day. “Okay, then.” Eliza hugged her once more. “I’ll find you. After I’m married. However long it takes.”

“Yes! You can come and stay with me for a few days. The Palace will be long behind us.”

Someone had called for Alexa from the main floor, and her grin faded. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll see you again. I know I will.” Eliza was lying. But it wasn’t the time to say so. “I’ll be fine.”

Her friend nodded. “Bye, Eliza.”

“Bye.”

Then Alexa waved and disappeared out the door. It was the last time Eliza ever saw her friend. Last time she ever would.

Eliza stopped the memory there. She stood, dropped her beach cover-up on her towel, and walked toward the water. She cherished these few hours each day, time to sit on the beach, to swim and let the darkness of the night—the sounds and certainty of what was happening down the hall—wash off in the waves.

She pushed through the foamy surf and into the clear sea beyond. Her tan legs cut through the water and the swells lapped at her thighs. She had asked for a one-piece swimsuit this summer, but the guards had only laughed at her.

“A beautiful princess like you, Eliza?” her father had said. “This is your world, and you will wear only the best. In the water and out.”

Once she was out a little farther, Eliza dove beneath the waves. There was no undertow today. Nothing but the satiny feel of the salt water against her skin. On days like this, when Eliza swam in the ocean, she liked to picture Alexa living in that apartment in Colombia. Right in the middle of the city. But Eliza had her doubts. The morning after Alexa left the Palace, Eliza had heard something that still made her sick. In the early hours of sunlight, Eliza had left her room in search of a drink of water. A team of housemaids were supposed to cater to the girls’ needs, but that morning none of them answered Eliza’s call. And the guards weren’t at her door like usual.

As Eliza rounded the corner to the wet bar on her floor, she heard Anders talking with one of his goons down the stairs. Eliza froze and listened.

Anders asked, “Was the money still on her?”

The guard grunted. Eliza couldn’t make out his words, but whatever he must’ve said or shown Anders, the Palace prince was quiet. After a few seconds he chuckled. “Good. She won’t need cash where she is now.” He paused. “You’re sure you took care of her?”

“Yes, boss. She’s gone.”

Chills had run down Eliza’s arms and legs and without making a sound she had tiptoed back to her room. Her heart had pounded so loud, she wondered if her father would come find her and beat her. Just for looking scared.

The way he had threatened to do more times than she could count.

So she had done what she often did when she was afraid. Eliza slid back under the covers, pulled the silk sheets and comforters up to her chin and squeezed her eyes shut.

What had happened to Alexa? Had the guards taken her to some remote spot and…?

Eliza couldn’t finish the thought. Not then or now.

A few more strokes through the water and Eliza reached her favorite part of the ocean. Beyond the rough waves but still close enough to see people on the shore. She treaded water as easily as she breathed. She’d been doing it long enough.

Her eyes searched the sandy beach. Aunt Betsy hadn’t been around for two weeks. She could’ve been dead, for all Eliza knew. Not that it would matter. Her aunt had been an alcoholic for years, drunk morning to night. Eliza had a feeling her father had long since stopped paying the woman for her services. Eliza didn’t need her mean aunt watching over her. Not when she had the guards.

Eliza remembered the last time she talked to her aunt. The woman was painfully thin now, her skin bunched and wrinkled from the sunshine and gin. “Where will you live, Eliza?” Her aunt tried to smile. “When you marry Mr. Ellington?”

It had taken Eliza a moment to realize why her aunt was asking. “The money… is that it? You know about the money?” Her father had promised her the same thing he’d promised all the girls on their twentieth birthdays. Ten thousand dollars. But she was to use it to purchase clothes and jewelry. So she could look the part of the princess.

Her aunt raised her eyebrows. “I’ve given my life for you, Eliza. A cut of that money is due me, don’t you think?” The woman rocked back on her feet. “Plus… you’ll need… someone to help you manage it.”

Eliza didn’t have to think about her response. “My father paid you for years. You’ve made enough money off me.”

Aunt Betsy gasped. “I have no idea what you could possibly mean.” Her hand flew to her chest. Resentment flashed in her eyes. “All you’ve ever been is ungrateful.”

Ungrateful? If Eliza had it her way, her aunt would be arrested and thrown into prison for helping her father traffic girls at the Palace. But there had been no point explaining that to the old drunk woman.

Eliza tipped her head back into the water, and lifted her gaze to the cliff where the guards waited. They were talking, distracted by something down the beach. What if she swam a mile down the shore and climbed out over the rocks? Maybe she could simply walk away? She looked through the sea at her designer swimsuit. She wouldn’t get far without her cover-up and some cash. The guards always told her if she stepped out of line… if she got swept away in a current or created any cause for attention, her father would turn on her. Eliza didn’t want to know what that meant.

Because of her father, Eliza had always believed she had no choice. The other girls thought that, too. Her father controlled Belize City. People parted the crowd ahead of Anders and locals groveled for his attention. “Prince Anders!” they would call out. Like they actually believed he was a prince. Anders McMillan, royalty.

Even though they knew he dealt drugs and kept girls at the Palace.

The saddest thing was that not one person in the village ever tried to rescue Eliza or the other girls. Because the people didn’t only seem impressed by her father. They feared him. Because Anders McMillan always found a way to escape the law. To avoid being busted, when he first started out her father had changed the name on the front of the big white house every year or so. It had been a bridal shop, and then a hotel. A school and later a salon. A massage parlor. And now it was simply the Palace. No one called the police about Anders. As if dealing drugs and selling girls to tourists was perfectly normal.

Maybe, after she was married, she could find a way to escape the younger Henry Thomas. She could run away in the dark of night and catch a plane to Colombia. Alexa might still be alive, and if she was, Eliza would find her and they would be roommates like they had dreamed of being. It could still happen.

And if she couldn’t find Alexa, then Eliza would move to the South of France or somewhere in Sweden. An unassuming place, cold and clean. But one thing was certain. If Eliza could escape her forced marriage, if she couldn’t reunite with her friend, then she would live alone all the days of her life. She would never fall in love, never give herself willingly to a man as long as she drew breath. Her life would be hers and hers alone. And she would certainly never have a baby.

Not in a world that cared so little for children.

If she could escape her groom, she would get a job waiting tables, so she could make enough money to survive. And she would spend the rest of her life reveling in the one thing she desperately wanted. The thing she hadn’t had since her mama brought her and Daniel to Belize City.

Freedom.

Her swimming time was over. Eliza lifted her eyes to the blue sky. Whatever happened to the teenage boy? The one who had rescued her? Couldn’t he tell she didn’t want to be dragged from the ocean that day? The water was her sanctuary. Beneath the water would’ve been even better.

Eliza wiped the water from her eyes. She could see the guards on the hillside, getting restless, watching her, adjusting their heavy black rifles. “I’m coming,” she whispered. She made her way onto the shore and pulled her wet blond hair into a knot at the back of her head.

The future of her father’s dynasty depended on her obedience.

Eliza slipped into her cover-up, and climbed the path built into the edge of the mountain. Halfway up on a narrow plateau she met the guards, and without saying a word, they fell in behind her and followed her to the biggest of the Palace bedrooms.

Top dollar deserved top accommodations. That’s what her father always told her. And even though she’d never been with a man, her time was coming. Nine days from now.

Once Eliza was inside her room, when the door was shut, she thought of Alexa again. What if her father did have her killed and what if he’d gotten his money back? What if Henry Thomas was even meaner than her father? If that was the case, Eliza was ready.

She opened the top drawer of her armoire and sifted through her silk underclothes. Wrapped in a camisole at the bottom was a butcher knife. One she’d stolen from the kitchen late at night a week ago.

When she got married and left this place, the knife would be tucked into her suitcase, next to the cash her father was going to give her. If Henry Thomas tried to harm her or sell her… if his guards did anything to her, she would kill them.

Then she’d be on the next flight out of Belize.
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