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– 1 –

“What is this? Stupid bitch, you know I hate 
pickles!”

“Then don’t eat them.” And we are off; it takes 
so little to start an argument in this house of lies. 
He crawled in well after sunrise and even after 
all of these years, I still worry. Never am I able to 
completely rest, not sure if he has found a better bed 
or if the road and alcohol have claimed him. But the 
real fuel to his fire is that I know where he was at all 
night.

I may never know why this day, is it enough? 
Am I finally through with the degradation and his 
volatile anger? I know it isn’t the kosher dills that set 
him off. His usual defense is to divert his guilt with 
an attack. Of all the people on this earth, I know how 
he operates.

“The dills aren’t for you. I buy the groceries and I 
deserve a freaking pickle.”

He also knows how I work to avoid these 
arguments and the shock is visible when I respond. 
The single hamburger patty continues to sizzle in 
the pan, and the bun sits on a small plate prepared 
with my favorite condiments. “This is my lunch. Why 
don’t you go back to bed, or is it too empty for you?”

The slap to my face stings and I feel his angry 
fingers around my throat. His only response is a 



Cover&
Layout

www.co
verandlayout.c

om

© To
ni K

ief

2 Old Baggage

string of swear words and name-calling. I know 
where this ends. Soon I will be on the floor, broken 
and apologizing; or maybe, this time, he may kill me. 
He pushes me back against the counter, and I touch 
the cold heft of the pickle jar. I have no conscious 
thought about my next action. For the rest of my life, 
I won’t remember hitting him. I hear the jar break. 
The juice christens his head as the acrid liquid slowly 
splashes over both of us. I watch the hateful look on 
his face change to surprise and finally to sleep as he 
crumbles to the floor.

I run to our room and pull out my suitcase. I dump 
in my underwear, toothbrush, all of the toothpaste 
(screw him; he can buy his own), and my makeup 
bag. At a second thought, I throw his toothbrush 
into the toilet. As I zip my suitcase closed, the smoke 
detector begins to wail. Seeing his wallet sitting 
on the dresser, I take an overdue allowance before 
running back into the kitchen.

I reach over his lifeless body to turn off the stove. 
To my horror, he stirs. His eyes don’t open, and he 
remains unconscious.

There is an all-consuming desire to kick him, but 
instead, I dial 911. Calmly I request an ambulance, 
provide the address and promise to leave the door 
open.

Wheeling my suitcase to the open door, I gaze 
at the horizon when I suddenly hear a long-silenced 
voice from my childhood yelling, “Go, just go.”
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– 2 –

“You miserable, mean, cheating, lying, drunken 
bastard!” I shriek while crossing the railroad tracks; 
my anger grows stronger, words directed to the weak 
man I left behind, “You took forty-nine years of my 
life, but I will be damned to hell if you get fifty!” At 
this moment, I recall the coolness of the jar on the 
counter and the uncontrolled need to fight back.

I did it! I left. I admit to wishing us both dead 
for years, and I’m sure he is still alive. I’m usually 
self-conscious, but I realize people driving past only 
see an old woman in her pajamas, struggling with 
a suitcase and engaged in a personal conversation. 
For once, I don’t care. I’m grateful no one bothers 
to looks close enough to see the handprints on my 
throat and the blood staining my nose.

Blind to the beauty of the morning, I maintain 
a single focus, seething with anger and fear. I know 
I crossed the line and finally – there is no turning 
back. The darn wheels on the suitcase are awkward 
in the grass, and I’m forced to lift it over the curb and 
past the mud.

How can so few belongings be this heavy? 
I reach the sidewalk just as I drop the case and 
pause to catch my breath just for a moment, 
before picking up speed on the smooth concrete. 
My rant re-energizes, as years of frustration form 
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into swear words. Years of humiliation, avoiding 
confrontation, swallowing injustice and frustrations 
pour out. I cannot justify a lifetime of regrets and 
secrets. There is no reasonable explanation for my 
procrastination. I straighten my jacket and wipe 
away the last of the blood on the sleeve. I can see 
my first stop a couple of blocks ahead, helping me 
accelerate. I have spent my entire adult life hiding. I 
am not ready to acknowledge the lies that have eaten 
away my core. For the first time since childhood I 
don’t feel fragile, and gain strength with each step 
that distances me from the past.

Giddiness comes with the realization that my 
plan is in motion. I need to clear my head and think 
through the outline of my escape, but my anger keeps 
interrupting my thoughts.

“It was your turn to lie on the floor, and I found it 
gratifying, do you hear me, Bradan Donovan, proud 
that I put you there. Bet you like pickles now.” I can 
clearly see him grasping his chest and collapsing 
covered in vinegar and dill. I have no concern for 
him as I open my eyes to the clear blue sky and a new 
beginning. My regrets are in the past as I wrestle my 
thoughts back to the plan.

I suddenly understand prisoners as they walk 
through the secured gates of maximum security. 
Everything looks more brilliant than it did an 
hour ago. I’m confident this afternoon saved both 
of our lives, adding a confidence to my stride. The 
possibility of returning to the place I called home is 
gone. It makes no difference if he survives or not. I 
am out of that life and starting anew.
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There is more shame than pain in trying to 
understand why I stayed. I pray to understand the 
emotional damage caused by my inaction. The truth 
is probably right in front of me, but searching for it 
now will have to wait. It is too much to face at this 
moment. I prepared this escape for decades, as my 
personal rebellion, and it was one of the few things 
that kept me alive. Escape was a vague future so long; 
I’m surprised to be finally living the dream. I should 
have dressed for the road all day every day. Pajama 
pants and a T-shirt are not what I envisioned.

Hello, Elizabeth, this is how LIBERATION looks. 
Seeing the Mail Spot ahead, I visualize this sidewalk 
as the yellow brick road to freedom. I take the first 
full breath of a bright sunny day, noticing the smell of 
green grass and the vibrant color of flowers alongside 
the road. You no longer own me, Mr. Donovan. This 
way leads to a life of my own.

Straining for clarity, I have no control as the past 
replays. Everything through time and space is roiling 
in an emotional maelstrom. My mind reels to the 
beginning; tears gather behind my eyes, triggered 
by the old memories. As frightening as this moment 
is, I feel alive, more than when I was fifteen and 
falling in love. I shake my head, confessing I had 
believed that I was lucky to have found genuine love 
so young. I guess luck isn’t always good, and love 
isn’t always true.

My first stop, the Mail Spot, is now only a block 
away. My adrenaline flows as I again hear my 
daddy’s deep voice just before that first date. I send 
a heartfelt thank you to my long gone father. He was 
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right, the excitement of young love made me deaf, 
but it was hisadvice on the night of the Homecoming 
Dance that is my salvation. It brought me here. I can 
feel myself standing next to my father, ready for the 
game and dance.

Dad saw through Bradan at the beginning, but he 
was bright-eyed, handsome and a star athlete. He was 
popular, and I was invisible. Dad took an immediate 
dislike to Brad, and I fought him, confident I knew 
better. I ignored his misgivings and assumed it was 
just a father wanting to keep his little girl a child. “I 
never took the opportunity to tell you, but you were 
right. I can still hear you today.” The emotions of 
that evening replay as I feel excitement and hope for 
the dance. His words play through my mind. A lady 
should always carry enough money for a phone call 
and a bus ticket. There is no predicting what an 
evening will bring.

Over the decades, that simple piece of advice 
became a mantra, then finally a rebellion. I saved 
and hid money my entire life, never sure what a lady 
may need. From one conversation, I justified my 
miserly way of hoarding, lying, and preparing for a 
multitude of scenarios. A few times, I was tempted 
to tell Brad about the money, but there was never 
a catastrophe big enough to share the hidden cache 
and the subsequent fight. This guilt-ridden woman 
turned bus fare and a phone call into a magnificent 
dance of mutiny. I never was able to squirrel away a 
large amount, but I always saved.

With a hope that a couple of dollars a week 
would turn into a life, I march forward. At the least, 
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it will be a down payment on a forty-nine-year  
debt. Today I take my ransom and catch that bus 
Daddy described.

I acknowledge Bradan’s attempts to dominate 
my life, but my spirit lit a candle. It didn’t start 
being an escape plan, but the violence and control 
changed my savings from ours to mine alone. He 
gave me lunch money, and I skipped lunch; I picked 
up change from the ground, I colored my hair. He 
put gas in the car but made it clear it was his car. 
Then Brad would check the odometer to be sure the 
miles matched my calendar of activities. He accused 
me of his sins, always watching but never seeing. 
Nevertheless, I had my ways and kept the discount on 
the insurance safe driving premium too. You bought 
most of the groceries, but not all and I mastered 
the art of skimming. “Damn-it, I am angry. No, not 
angry – I’m furious! To you, the dear asshole of my 
life, Good-bye! Your hostage has chewed loose from 
her restraints and she is on her way toward….” I hear 
an evil sounding chuckle escape my lips.

I feel no further responsibility for that old dance. 
The ambulance call was my last act of caregiving.  
I stand as tall as an osteoarthritic 65-year-old  
woman can stand with a pink suitcase and a box of 
family photos. My marital duties finished and I am 
out of here.

Whenever I have moments where I soften, I vow 
to remember the worst of times. “We had good, loving 
times, Brad, but those counted in days and not years, 
not decades, not a half century.” He is still charming, 
but I was the one knocked to the floor by the man 
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who was supposed to love me above all others. Long 
absent tears well up with the visual memory of the 
night I lost the baby, my little girl, because dinner 
was late. I remember the long wait while he went 
back to the Hitching Post for the last call. You rushed 
me to the hospital, at your convenience, after they 
dimmed the lights. The nurses made you stay, only 
because your blood-alcohol level was too high to 
allow you to drive.

Setting my shoulders I lift my eyes to the horizon, 
all I have to do is keep walking. “Every step takes 
me away from him and in time, the memories will 
fade, too.” I donated my heart for too many years 
and I wonder, if I weighed the tears, would I have a 
bucket or a salty ocean? “You selfish ass, you didn’t 
even notice the tears dried up?” I’ll never forget my 
thirty-second birthday, waiting for you to cash a 
check and pick up your winnings from the cardroom. 
I had believed your promise of a romantic dinner for 
a special girl, and I waited for hours in the sweltering 
car. As I wilted in the car, my mood turned to a 
simmer and then to a boil, that day I started to 
lay the groundwork for today’s departure. From 
that moment on, I had another secret and began 
to dream of a life of honesty and freedom without 
Brad. I emotionally left you on that day, never to 
return. I just didn’t realize it would take me so long 
to physically exit.

There is no quieting the disjointed thoughts and 
private outbursts. “Did I let you steal my life, or 
did I donate it?” I’m no longer willing to justify my 
existence based on his best days. No one knows him 
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better than I do. He will never give up the drinking, 
the beatings, and the control. I remove myself from 
the role of a witness; I ponder a variety of causes or 
excuses to explain the man. A realization nags me: I 
have known the truth for years. I wasn’t a partner or 
a wife, but his possession.

“I need another swear word to call you, you rat-
bastard!” I look forward to the time he will be a faded 
memory, a story I survived. There will be a day when 
I have a complete thought that doesn’t involve Brad 
Donovan. I snap back into the present, focusing on 
my escape. I count each step to quiet the narrative 
raging through my brain. Twenty-three, twenty-
four, twenty-five, I block the weak rationalizations 
for my current circumstance. “Well, no more, done 
and gone. Fix your own damn lunch.” Twenty-six, 
twenty-seven….

I smile with the knowledge that the silly pink 
suitcase gathering dust in the back of the closet had 
a loose lining, which I filled with savings books and 
bankcards. I worked one job for thirty-six years, 
and I smile remembering the raises I didn’t share. 
Oops forgot to mention – got ’em, every single one. 
Automatic deposits to the 401K he didn’t think was 
necessary, because he would take care of me forever. 
WRONG! I took care of us most of the years we were 
together. I worked and saved since I was a child. 
Mark my debt paid. I can care for myself, no matter 
what the situation.

I hear the distant howling of an ambulance and 
my step quickens. “Take it easy, fellas – these roads 
are treacherous.” Watching the vehicle pass with no 
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hesitation causes my heart to thump in a moment 
of fear. Brad’s lifesavers drive past and don’t even 
look at me. I smile at one of the small blessings of an 
aging woman – the cloak of invisibility. “Heroes, you 
will never know you are saving two lives for the price 
of one. You don’t have to search for the second one; 
I’ll take care of her.”

I make a promise to the girl who still struggles 
inside. Falling back on the habit of list making, I 
decide to extend gratitude to the people in my life 
who have shown me support and kindness. So many 
surprising actions and good will kept this life worth 
living. I will send thanks acknowledging each one. 
The strength in my survival builds and finally leads 
to pride with the changing of the rules. He failed in 
the quest for world domination. I know he has only 
seen the victim in me, but his Elizabeth Ann is gone, 
and Libby marches back into existence. I embrace 
my childhood nickname, back when I was still happy. 
With each step away from the old life, Libby lives. 
The name suits me just fine.

I slow to catch my breath and try on a veil of 
composure. I can’t allow anyone in the Mail Stop 
to see my panic. I pull open the door and see the 
smiling clerk, Rapinder. Little does she know that 
she is a cherished friend of a broken woman. Some 
days, her cheerful greeting was the only thing to 
keep me going. She graciously allowed me to use 
the computer. I extend a silent prayer for a slow 
business day and a promised blessing for the dear 
woman. The first thank you is extended like an 
invisible muffin basket.
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I have the drive to make my life; I know I can do it. 
I have spent years plotting, planning, and this is the 
time for action. The letters are prepared, for Social 
Security, my job, the banks, and Medicare. They 
just need to be printed and stamped. An unexpected 
chuckle escapes my lips; I’ve moved so deliberately 
that the cost of stamps went up. A mailbox and 
automatic deposits are all done with the left click 
of a mouse and there is no turning back. I hand her 
a change of address forwarding my mail from our 
home to my PO Box.

I send a quick text to Brad’s phone: I’m finished 
and will never come back. Don’t call me, ever. Good-
bye. I then turn off the cell phone and drop it into 
a bubble wrap envelope and send it to my husband. 
Another door slammed closed. On the back table, I 
open my case and pull out the savings information 
and guilt creeps back as I count. There may have 
been a hundred times when I almost told him, but 
Brad – life partner, jailer, husband – would always 
pull something that kept me in a life of duplicity. 
I know he would forgive an affair before he could 
stand for holding out money. His mistrust would 
have escalated to the seventh level of hell.

As I leave, I gulp back that lump that has resided 
in my throat for the past decade, living a lie is over. 
Plan B is on! Step 2, the bus stop is less than a mile. 
I decide to take a taxi to the Kokomo bus station and 
then a short ride to Indianapolis for the locker of 
clothes and cash I stowed years ago.

Here I come in my most profound moment of 
clarity. I could skip and hop the rest of the way, but 
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that outpouring of joy has to wait, a mile of skipping 
could be exhausting at my age and may raise the 
invisibility cloak.
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– 3 –
“What is that smell! Where am I? How did 

I get here?” Did I say that aloud? I didn’t realize 
how tired I was. The last I remember was gathering 
my hidden cash stash, buying the two-region pass  
and getting on the first bus out of Indianapolis. I 
don’t remember much from then on. I lean back 
into my seat; the shock of reality catches up with 
my present situation.

I allow the panic to dissipate, and the familiar 
dream comes over me with the reassurance it offers. 
I have never understood the meaning, but the vision 
doesn’t change with the full moon rising over a rocky 
horizon, and I’m telling stories to the young boy. 
The dream has visited me throughout my life, and I 
appreciate the wellbeing it offers on this night. As my 
mind clears, I realize again, “I left him.” I will have to 
get used to the extraordinary.

The smell on the bus makes me think of freedom 
and a two-day old tuna sandwich. Not your regular 
delicious aroma, but on this first day of my life, it 
is wonderful. I’m not sure how long I was asleep, or 
where we are – luckily no one sat next to me. The 
bus is quiet except for the sound of the wheels and 
rhythmic breathing all around. I want to remember 
every minute of the first full day of liberty, so I watch 
out the window as the isolated black of night fades to 
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dawn. There is too much to think about, I am hungry 
and still in an emotional jumble. Not a person to pray, 
I search my brain for some faith for assurance that 
this was the right action. Close to thirty-five years of 
planning an escape, I shouldn’t feel confused. I would 
not suggest anyone put me in charge of any military 
operations. One fact for sure, I can never go back to 
the scene of that crime. Calmly I acknowledge the life 
I left was a long slow death.

I had no idea Greyhound carried so many people; 
until today I believed everyone flew. As morning 
breaks, I notice I may be the only passenger who 
didn’t bring food. I could use a little of anything right 
now. I imagine I have teleported to an alternative 
dimension on a crowded escape craft. I look around 
the bus and begin to ponder the different stories 
riding with me. I realize there is no way to visualize 
what my fellow passengers may have gone through, 
and I decide that everyone gets a new start.

I have no doubt about my decision, but I am still 
distracted by an onslaught of random thoughts. I 
acknowledge the years of planning were necessary, 
but I should have tried a dry run to smooth out some 
of the unexpected details. I take a deep breath and 
release it as a sigh, knowing I may be anxious at times 
but not afraid. I raise my head with the multitude of 
possibilities. The uncertainty about every move and 
each word is over. I vow to discard the self-doubts 
and comprehend that if something goes wrong, I will 
just fix it. Smiling at the young woman I used to be, 
I allow my deepest secret to come briefly to mind. 
Appreciating that I am a sociological study in anxiety, 
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I know I haven’t been completely honest with anyone 
for decades. The plan is underway, and there is no 
possibility of going backward.

The bus pulls into a stop, and I rush to the 
bathroom. The list of things to do starts to manifest. 
First, I need to stop worrying about counting 
money. Quash the question about why I didn’t 
leave sooner. Thinking about it changes nothing 
– I can’t change the past. Admit that there is only 
today and this moment. I check my suitcase and 
the hidden stash gives me confidence. It was just 
small deposits from every paycheck into different 
accounts. Always afraid of discovery, I justified the 
obsession, hoping if he found out, he could never 
find all of the accounts. Maybe if caught, I would 
only have to sacrifice one or two. In a stroke of luck, 
he never discovered any of the stashes, although I 
am lucky he didn’t throw out the suitcase, he hated 
it so. The reminiscence went on for too long; I’m 
almost surprised my bus station escape wallet 
wasn’t full of Confederate dollars.

I take a moment to calm, washing my face with 
cold water and a paper towel. Breathing in slowly, with 
counts of eight, then breathe out. Focus on the breath 
and embrace tranquility – three years of yoga save 
me now. I certainly don’t want to appear deranged on 
a Greyhound bus. I imagine the authorities coming 
with a strait jacket. I play the vending machine as if 
I’m in Vegas and then get back on the bus. Tightly 
packed body heat exaggerates my concern about 
leaving my seat, knowing the rest of my life is in that 
silly suitcase. Now is the time for vigilance, calm, and 
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a minimum of liquids. The thought of the bathroom 
on the bus is menacing. I catch the next bus going 
somewhere other than Kokomo.

I will just rest my eyes for a moment and ponder 
the next step. Hyper-vigilance is exhausting, but 
then again, this too shall pass.

If I jerk awake one more time, I’ll be the one on 
the floor with a heart attack. No more fighting sleep, 
I need to bask in the warmth of an adventure and 
start another list. Number one, never again will I 
have to explain being late, I will just be late. Number 
two, no more meals without garlic and vegetables. I 
can eat what I want when I want, except on the bus 
of course. Number three, I can go to bed at seven or 
stay up until the rooster crows. Number four, take 
more window seats when traveling, and five, to be 
named when necessary.

Thank you, God, for the dreamless rest, I feel 
much better and calmer. Although it is embarrassing 
to have my snoring wake me. I would like to hope it 
was the first snore and not the 200th. The transition 
of menopause was full of noisy surprises and physical 
humiliations – I had never thought public sleeping 
would ever be an issue. At least everyone has the 
good manners not to laugh.

This morning I celebrate crossing three borders 
– panic, fear, and Arkansas. I can use a break to get 
my bearings. I just took the first bus out of town, 
which was my original plan, and now it is time for a 
destination. Today, I decide that I can go any direction 
except backward. There is no boss of me, and I have 
to remember that every day. I make a decision to 
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get off the bus at the next stop, spend a few days, 
and then turn toward Julie and New Jersey. I have 
never traveled much, and I plan to enjoy this for the 
incredible adventure it is. I know I will like the next 
town. What is there to hate about Hot Springs?




