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One fall day my world changed forever. I can think back on many occasions where this would be true. However, while writing this book, I remember fondly how one specific day started the domino effect towards our present situation.

I stood in the shower, naked and aware, that this was how it started. Granted, I was in the shower on the other side of the faded white wooden fence, in the little two bedroom grey bungalow on the corner of Salem Ave and Kerfoot Ave, directly across the street from the soccer fields, a stone’s throw from townhouse row. Just like this morning, I was washing away the dirt and grime that had found itself on to my now smooth, bronze toned legs. 

Seven years ago to the day, it was a slightly different situation. I had finished running the old Festival of Leaves 5km route on a blustery October morning, where heavy rain and wind had battered me for the better part of three miles. After running this race, I had made it a mission to improve. It was more than just surviving the three plus mile race but excelling and beating all the local boys and girls. I remembered their snickering, their laughing at my labored breathing, their  pointing at my pudgy stomach, and the gawking at my oversized, meaty thighs during that October race. 

The initial mile wasn’t the issue. Regardless of how I felt, leaving Warren County Middle School, the large brick building with the white columns on the hill along Luray Avenue, there was a quick rush of adrenaline and excitement. I enjoyed the beginning of the race, leaving the entrance of the school, past the Presbyterian Church on the left with the Boy Scout Pack 145 sign. Followed by a quick turn to the right onto Lee Street was a straightaway. It was important to take the turn and not run all the way to St. John the Baptist Catholic Church or the old Police Station. 

Still feeling good, despite limited training, my goal to beat my mother Diane was keeping me focused and motivated. Thirty-two years young, she had taken up jogging not only to socialize with her girlfriends, but because as she said to me on several occasions, “Running keeps my boobs perky and my butt firm.” 

Diane told me I would understand more, the older I became. Only fifteen, I knew my mother had the frame of a gazelle. She had long elegant legs. Statuesque, she towered over me even when wearing flats. She was easily five foot ten, where I was barely five feet and that was on a good day. Whether it was genetics or her workout routine, her legs were muscular, her butt firm enough to bounce a coin from, and her stomach thinner and toner than many of my male classmates that stared and dreamed of an opportunity to be her prey.

I didn’t even care how my mother was the center of attention for the few people that lined the street that wet October morning. Nor was I inclined to notice the group of male classmates that had decided it was better to run only a few feet behind Diane, to watch her drenched black running tights on her perfectly sculpted behind.

No, my focus was to stay ahead of her. The wind kept blowing my curly reddish blonde hair into my face. Adjusting the Washington Nationals baseball hat, I did my best to keep my bangs out of my line of sight. After regaining my vision, I turned left onto Prospect Street. 

It was frustrating. I wanted to run faster, but not even a half mile into the race, I could feel myself straining. My t-shirt was already soaked through, and even though I didn’t want to acknowledge what I already felt, the shirt clinging to the rolls in my stomach, made me feel sick and uncomfortable. 

There was some relief knowing the majority of the Front Royal community had stayed home this Saturday morning. It was the annual Festival of Leaves, so those that were up, had focused on preparing their floats for the parade. The lack of attention didn’t make things any easier. With each breath and step, up the sidewalk parallel to Route 340 or North Royal Ave, more runners passed me. 

“Good pace.”

“Keep it up!” 

Fellow runners shared these motivational comments in passing. It was frustrating. Their support whether out of mutual respect or pity, made me more self-aware that there were still two miles left. 

Looking behind me, my mother was still not yet to the corner. I had some solace, knowing I was ahead. Passing the Spanish Market on my right, then under the light, I noticed on South Street the white Spelunkers sign in the distance. How I wished to just get off the course and head there for some fresh custard or a Cavern Burger. But it was only eight in the morning. They wouldn’t be open for several more hours. Instead, I labored on and things got easier.

There was no more climbing for the time being. I could feel my breath was less labored, and the rain itself begin to let up. Turning down West Criser Road, downhill I went for the rest of the mile. Glancing at the Seven Eleven gas station to my right, I pulled my soaked t-shirt away from my stomach and did my best to suck in as I passed a few younger runners, nine and ten years old that had clearly gone out too fast in the beginning. 

Secretly, I was happy to see someone struggling out there. It was hard enough to keep my form together, but once I saw those two younger kids, drenched to the bone, one in nothing but a pair of running shorts, and the other running in a raincoat; I did my best to not smile at their expense. 

My legs were cold. I could see they were red from the water and the lower temperatures. Passing the nursing home and the entrance to Skyline High School, I knew what was coming. 

This was going to be the moment of truth. The mile one marker was only a few feet ahead and then there it was at the intersection of Kerfoot and Luray Ave, the hill of death. Granted, no one had ever died on this hill as far as I knew, but it didn’t mean they couldn’t. 

Looking ahead, I was blinded by the now pounding rain. I could see enough to watch the stream of water travel directly down the hill and form a large puddle, soon to be pool, on my running path. Looking to my right, I saw the black and gold Steelers mailbox, the right turn back up Luray Ave towards the middle school and the left turn down to the mighty Shenandoah River. 

None of these turns or landmarks meant anything, as I had to go up, if I was going to stay on the course. Pumping my arms as hard as I could, my pace should have been much faster but the hill prevented me from doing anything more than a crawl up the incline.

I watched in anguish as other runners ran past me up the hill. This older woman in her fifties wearing bright orange spandex leggings and a blue Skyline Hawks sweatshirt gapped me. 

“Come on. Let’s go little girl!” She yelled.

I wanted to tell her to fuck off, but there was too much rain. It had numbed my lips and I didn’t have the strength to respond. Instead, I lowered my head and trudged up the hill at the only pace I could manage. It wasn’t all for naught. I didn’t walk. 

With each step, my chest tightened and it became harder and more difficult to breath. When I didn’t think I could take another step, I crested the hill. 

I sighed with relief realizing that the most difficult part of the course was over. As my legs picked up the pace, mainly due to gravity leading the way, I wondered not whether I would finish, but if I had enough in the tank to beat my mom, Diane. 

I figured the hill finished her off. If it had hurt me as much as it had, and I was struggling to keep it together, my mother, would be affected too.

How wrong I was.

As my wet blue Saucony sneakers squeaked with every step, my thighs jiggled under my basketball shorts that were riding high up my leg. 

“I told you to wear spandex! You never listened,” Diane yelled.

She made her way up to me, halfway into the race. While I was barely hanging on, my mother looked like she was refreshed from a morning shower. Her brown eyes glistened, the fallen water brightened her already smooth face, and her waterproof red lip stick had remained intact, making her lips fuller than usual. 

I noticed her purple headband had kept her neck length raven hair out of her eyes. 

Wiping the water from the brow of my baseball hat and removing a few strands of hair from my line of vision, I grimaced. 

“Maybe if you bought me the right shorts,” was all I could muster.

“You could have worn my spare.”

“Yeah right,” I lowered my head and winced in pain. I did all that I could to match my mother’s pace.

“I got a race to finish. Hang in there, sweetie,” Diane consoled me as she picked up her pace. Before I could respond my mother had left me in her wake.

All I could do was cry. It just came over me and I couldn’t stop. With each tear, my pace slowed. Diane and her posse got farther away from me, and at the curb, I came to a halt. 

Whimpering, I looked at my rain-soaked clothes, and how they clung to my less than perfect body. It wasn’t fair. I was doing okay, surviving, and now with a simple kick, I was left behind. Wiping my eyes, I looked at our bungalow on the intersection of Kerfoot Ave and Salem Ave. It was right there, across the street from where I stood. 

I thought to myself, maybe I should stop, call it a day, and go home. Would I feel any worse? Could I? 

Crossing the street, I had decided it was enough. What was the point? There was no way I was going to beat my mother. I was embarrassing myself. 

Walking closer to our front gate, an old light blue 1984 Dodge pickup truck turned onto Salem Avenue. I looked away from my drenched feet to see where the truck was heading. To my surprise, it parked right on the side of the street, at the intersection of Duncan Ave, directly in front of me. 

In the back of the truck, furniture was covered by a large red tarp. Putting my hand on the latch of the gate, I was ready to head inside when this handsome, closely cropped, black haired man got out of the driver’s side of the truck.

“I’ll get the straps. Just head inside and tell Jimmy to come out,” Nathan ordered very precisely.

Despite the pounding rain, I could make out this beautiful twenty something year old man. He didn’t care about the rain. It bounced off him, like it was afraid to stay. His white v-neck t-shirt clung to his broad shoulders, and his blue jeans fit him perfectly. I didn’t want to stare, but there was something about him, that made me want to see more.

Holding the latch to the gate, I got a glimpse of his doe-colored eyes as he undid the straps. His wife, also in her mid-twenties, opened the passenger side door. Covering her long curly brown hair with a trash bag over her head, she ran, in a pair of suede leather knee high boots, to the side door of their white federal style home.  

She was beautiful and just as skinny in her black leggings as Diane. 

Before I could process anything more, I felt myself closing the gate and heading back onto the street. I didn’t want to meet this gentleman looking like this. “Shit,” I whispered.

I turned around, hoping he didn’t catch me staring. I didn’t want them to see me like this. I was a mess and they were perfect. 

“Diane,” I repeated. “I must beat Mom.”

Without a second thought, I started running again. Away from the bungalow, away from the truck, away from the handsome man and his skinny wife, I had to finish the race. 

I didn’t need to finish the race for any other reason, but to ensure this was not my first impression.  

Despite my brief respite, I was back in the race. There were still a few people behind me. Those two kids, the shirtless wonder nine-year-old and the over protected for the weather, ten- year-old I had passed earlier, were jogging in the distance. 

“Mercy me. I will beat someone today. Is that Mom?”

Veering onto E. Main Street, I was on another straight away. Randolph Macon Academy, a private Christian based, military structured boarding school, was on my left. Their soccer and footballs fields ran parallel to my route. While I fought to maintain any sense of form and stride on the road, I couldn’t help but wonder whether the barbed wire lined fences were for me and the other townies, or the students. 

The more I pondered the idea, I felt myself slowing down again. I needed to run faster. I couldn’t get beat by those kids. What if our neighbors in the light blue Dodge drove by? I didn’t want to be seen like this. 

Up ahead, at the top of the hill, I could make out what I thought was most likely my mother. There was a pack of runners being led by one individual. 

Pushing onward, I breathed harder and faster. The rain continued to soak my body raw. Reaching the hill, I pulled down my shorts that had continued to ride up my inner thighs. I was so uncomfortable and the race wasn’t over yet.

I still had to go down the hill, past the Main Street entrance to Randolph Macon Academy, down to St. John the Baptist Catholic Church and the Tearel Funeral Home. A quick right back onto Luray, and then it was a quarter mile to the finish, where I had started.

The last part of the race was a blur. Whether it was the cold water over my body, a lack of conditioning, or a combination of the two, my head was light and dizzy. I feared with every step that if my hat fell off, I was going to lose all sense of direction and focus. 

My body clung to my shirt and shorts. At this point it didn’t matter. My self-consciousness had been put aside for the sake of just wanting to finish and get into our car to go home.  

By the time I finished, no one lined the streets. The rain had turned away the few people who had come out. The other runners, those ahead of me, which were the majority of the participants aside from the walkers in the group and those two kids, had gone to the steps of the school to receive their awards and head home. 

I finished alone. 

“35 minutes and 42 seconds,” the rain-soaked bearded man read out.

I didn’t have the strength or the wherewithal to respond. Instead, I came to a sudden stop. When I say stop, I mean I ran by the finishing cone, and then collapsed on the adjacent curb. 

Catching myself from falling onto my face, I sat down on the wet cement sidewalk, several feet away from the runners who remained.

“You’re going to cramp up.” Diane yelled.

I sniffled, defeated by the weather and my limited fitness prowess. 

“What’s the difference?” I cried.

“Depends on your level of wretchedness.” 

“Is that even a word?”  

“Come on. I want to get home and changed.”

“Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m obviously not as gifted as you are.”

I waited for my mom to offer me her hand. She didn’t do anything, but instead took out her car keys and walked away towards our car.

“Seriously?” I yelled. “Sometimes you can be such a bitch.” 

“Really? I’m going to ignore the attitude because clearly you’re out of your element. Maybe if you had actually trained and not been a retard about the whole process.”

“Are you saying I’m retarded?” Pulling myself off the ground, I could feel my body tighten up. Slowly, I lifted one foot after the other and walked towards my mother.

“I’m saying I ran the course in twenty-six minutes, because I actually run more than once a year.”

“You’re a gazelle.”

Diane looked down at her long slender legs. 

“I still had to train, a little.”

“Whatever, I’m sure all the boys liked the show.”

“Now what’s that supposed to mean?” 

I rolled my eyes. This was the same conversation, just a different venue. My mom went out of her way to dress for attention. As it was, after the race, she had taken the lower end of her running shirt and flipped it under and over the top of her shirt. Tying the loose end in a knot, she created a sexy ensemble for those that remained. Her curvy hips were on display, toned stomach, and her blue sports bra was out for anyone who wanted a look. 

“If you’re talking about a show — look at you. Hanna you need to stay away from the sweets.”

Diane unlocked our 2005 tan Honda Civic. Getting into the car, my mother threw a blue towel at me. 

“Don’t get my seat wet. Take off the shorts and your shirt.”

“I’m not doing that. I’ll walk home if it gets to that.”

Wrapping the towel around my waist, I slid my shorts off. There was immediate relief from the rubbing fabric on my legs. 

Diane started the car and turned on the heat. She adjusted the dial to max. 

I looked down at my soaked t-shirt and my bulging stomach. 

“It’s not fair Mom.”

“What’s not fair?” She strapped her seatbelt across her chest. 

“I’m fifteen years old and I’m chunky. I hate it.”

Diane looked over at me. She glanced down at my stomach and then back at my face. 

“You have a pretty face and your boobs are bigger than mine.”

“That’s reassuring. Since clearly other parts of me are equally big and in this case unpleasant.”

“Put this on. Take the wet shirt off.”

Diane reached behind the seat and pulled out a hooded sweatshirt. She threw it onto my lap.

I struggled to take off my shirt. It clung to me. The shirt had suctioned itself onto my stomach, arms, and chest. I had to fight with it, but finally got the shirt off. 

Looking up, I watched my mom drive us past the finish of the race. I was mortified because there were still people standing on the curb.

“What are you doing?”

“Relax. It was a little difficult to make a u-turn with the other cars lined up on Luray.”

Covering myself with the hooded sweatshirt, I sighed angrily. 

“Can we just get home, please?”

“It was your idea to do this race,” Diane commented.

“Only after you said you already signed us up.”

“That’s true,” Diane agreed. 

“But you lied. You signed us up once we got here. I saw you give the guy ten dollars.”

“Shut up Hanna McKenzie Jones. Why are we whining so much today? You’re like a little girl. A little rain never hurt anyone. You need to get outside and workout. So what if I tricked you?”

“You agree then, I am out of shape?”

“You are a shape.”

“That’s despicable even for you,” I cried. I was upset. 

Between the cold and the wetness, I wasn’t rational. Her comments were hurtful. I was struggling with my appearance and she enjoyed tormenting me about it.

Like usual, my mom tried to shift the conversation. 

“What do you want to eat? Pizza? Ice Cream?”

“Mom!” 

“It’s a reward.”

I stared out the window as we drove the race route in reverse. Passing the soccer fields, now on our right, I could see our bungalow in the distance. The light blue truck was now parked in what appeared to be the backyard, directly behind our house.

Lowering the sun visor, I looked at myself in the mirror. The only part of my face I found to be cute were my striking blue eyes. With my wet hair now uncovered by my soaked hat, the dark strands of reddish blonde had crept over my forehead and ears. 

“I wish I had your curly hair,” Diane commented.

“Even today?” 

“Maybe not today, but when it’s not raining. It’s so much more attractive than this flat short mess.” Diane ran her fingers threw her styled angled bob. 

I wasn’t in the mood to continue the conversation. I wanted to look presentable in case we ran into the couple moving in next door. 

Before I could engage my mother on the topic of our new neighbors, she quickly interjected, “I see the love birds have arrived.”

“Love birds?” 

“Our new neighbors are newlyweds.”

“How would you know this?”

“Suzi. I was sipping tea from her porch just last week when they came over to look at the house. And let me tell you, he is a hottie. Wouldn’t I like to teach him a few things?”

“He’s married Mom!” I shook my head in frustration.

“Unless there are kids, it’s not a marriage,” Diane explained.

“This is coming from the same woman who has ruined how many relationships? How many times have you been married?”

She pushed my shoulder.

“Stop it. Your mouth is what keeps the men from staying and the fact we have to keep it PG, when you’re around.”

“Oh please, don’t stop your fornication just because I’m around — my bad.”

“The word is fuck, not fornicate. You sound like you’re reciting Gone with the Wind, or To Kill a Mockingbird.”

Diane pulled the car into our small dirt driveway. I was thankful she didn’t drive down Salem and stop at their home. 

I opened the door, not wanting to partake any more in this awkward conversation. Aside from being wet, uncomfortable, and in squeaky shoes, the last thing I wanted to remember was my mother’s pandering nature.

Before I could open the front door to our white 1930s bungalow, she had lifted the latch to the gate and was heading across our yard.

“Mom, let them move in first.” 

Rushing after her, I remembered I still had the towel wrapped around my waist and my basketball shorts down to my ankles. 

“Not now,” I pleaded. I hurried to pull up my shorts. My mother yelled out across the shared chain fence. 

“Hey gorgeous. I mean neighbor. Welcome to the neighborhood,” Diane licked her lips and ran her long fingers down her neckline to the little knot she had tied with her t-shirt.

At first, he didn’t even notice her. He had pulled the truck into the backyard to get some larger pieces in through the sliding door. Soaked through, my mom swooned, as did I, at his muscular toned chest, with his defined pecks bulging through his wet t-shirt.

I wiped the water out of my eyes and saw his massive forearms flex as he lifted an oak cabinet off the back of the truck.

“He’s obviously busy mom.”

“Go help him. Get! Jump the fence.”

“I’m not doing that. What am I going to do?”

“Just do it!” Diane yelled.

I didn’t know how to respond. The fence was only three feet high. Climbing over wasn’t the issue, it was the fact I felt like I was intruding, and I wasn’t going to be much help.

He struggled to pull the cabinet free from the back of his truck. 

“Damn it,” he yelled.

“My daughter can help you!” 

He clearly heard Diane this time around. He got a face full of her cleavage leaning over the fence line. She pointed at me. 

I had done my best to stay upright, but I lost my grip sliding my back leg over the fence and found myself covered in mud. 

As I wiped the dirt away from my mouth and my cheeks, he offered me his hand.

“Are you going to be okay?”

I was lost in his eyes as they peered directly into mine. This man was so beautiful. Between the dimples in his cheeks, and the ever slightest scar on his nose, he had me on cloud nine.

“Hurry up Hanna!” My mom yelled from across the fence.

“Hanna? That’s your name?” Mr. Beautiful asked. He took me gently by the hand and helped me to my feet. 

I nodded “yes” unable to put any words together.

“I’m Nathan. Pleasure to meet you. My wife Vanessa and I are just moving in.” He winked at me as he said the word “pleasure.” 

“Do you need help?” I managed to say. 

“If you don’t mind getting on the back of the bed and sliding the cabinet forward. I can take it from there.”

“I can do that.” 

I was happy to be out of my t-shirt and into that hooded sweatshirt. I was still wet, but at least I was covered, as I climbed on the bed of the truck.

“Is that your sister?” 

“Sometimes,” I laughed. “She’s my mother.”

“Wow, isn’t she cold?” He took a quick look back at Diane.

“She always dresses like that. She loves the attention. I’d stay away from her if you know what I mean.”

Smiling, he looked around the cabinet and at me standing at the back of the truck bed. “Being married would deter her, right?”

I shook my head “no.” 

“Push the cabinet forward. Don’t worry about scraping it; I can always sand it out afterwards.”

Pressing my butt against the back window of the truck, I put my wet hands against what seemed to be a gigantic cabinet and pushed with all my might.

It caught briefly, and then slid forward across the bed to his capable arms. 

“Stop! I can get it from here. Although maybe to be on the safe side you can hold the end for me. It’s not heavy, just awkward.”

“Sure.”

I couldn’t believe I was helping this guy move his furniture. Being in his presence was intoxicating. By the time I had navigated around the cabinet and had climbed off the bed of the truck, my mother sashayed in Nathan’s direction.

“What’s her name Hanna?” he asked, doing his best to be polite.

“Sheba,” I laughed. 

He looked back at me and smiled with his big dimples. “No, it’s not.”

“You’ve been warned. Here comes Diane.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, Diane was wrapping her arms around Nathan. He had offered his hand for a more formal greeting and she laughed.

“We’re neighbors, sweetie.” 

Not waiting for him to respond, she hugged him tightly, pressed her breasts against his chest, and ran her fingers through his wet black hair. 

“You smell wonderful.” Diane took a deep whiff from his neck. 

“Nathan, do you want me to hold it here?” Doing my best to save him from further awkwardness, my question allowed him to pry himself away from her grasps.

“Perfect Hanna. I’m going to slide this out and I want you to hold that end up. Can you do that?”

Carefully, I took several steps away from the truck as Nathan, ignoring my mother, lifted the cabinet off the truck. 

“Follow me. We’re heading for the sliding doors.”

I struggled to hold my end. Doing all that I could to stay upright, I slid my wet fingers onto the back edges of the cabinet and walked forward, hoping I was going in the right direction.

“Don’t drop it sweetie. You don’t want that to be your first impression,” Diane chided. 

I wanted to figure out something to say that would berate my mother, but I was too consumed by the weight of the cabinet.

“Take a small step and then we’re in,” Nathan commented. 

I lifted my feet over the small step and looked down at the wooden floors and then at the dry arched ceilings above me. 

“Put it down against the other wall. I want to be able to get to it whenever I’m cooking,” In southern drawl, Nathan’s wife Vanessa ordered. 

“It’s going to go wherever we put it,” Nathan said.

“Do it right the first time or why even bother? Just listen to me and this will go a lot faster,” Vanessa continued. 

I didn’t want to interrupt, but my back was giving out. “I can’t hold it any longer,” I explained.

“It’s okay, put down your end carefully,” Nathan added. 

Following Nathan’s direction, I lowered my end of the cabinet despite his wife’s insistence to wait longer. Nathan lowered his end as well. 

“Wait, wait. Let me get a towel first. I don’t need water dripping everywhere on these floors.”

I had yet to get a closer in person look of his wife Vanessa. Standing behind the cabinet, I still wasn’t quite sure what was going on. 

Having opened up a white tote, Vanessa pulled out two large towels. She threw one at her husband and with the other one she began wiping the cabinet dry. 

Holding a blue towel in his hand, Nathan laughed. “You know I still have to go back outside and move the truck.”

“It’s not for you. The floor. Look at the wet floor,” she explained.

Nathan smiled with a full mouth of teeth and rolled his eyes. “Moving is so much fun.”

“If you had waited another day, our friends would have been able to help us.”

“Thank you Hanna for helping me with that piece. I, we, appreciate it.”

Looking up from the bottom of the cabinet and her towel, Vanessa peered into my eyes. Her green apple dotted pupils glared at me. I didn’t know what to say or how to act. I took a step back towards the sliding door, hoping I could just disappear.

A moment passed, and the glare turned into a glimmer. Vanessa shook her head and smiled. She stood up and walked over to me.

“I’m so sorry. I’m not usually like this. Moving is so stressful and this weather sucks. Thank you.”

Standing the same height as me, I felt I was looking at an older, more elegant version of myself. Having changed out of her jeans and boots, Vanessa had thrown on a pair of black fleece pants and wore a purple v-neck shirt that hung freely to her waist. She also wore a golden necklace and cross around her neck. 

She was beautiful. While our eyes were different in color, her curly locks were as long as mine, just not a wet mess. I liked her immediately when she smiled. Her frosty demeanor shifted away.

Our exchange was brief as Diane stepped through the sliding door. I couldn’t help but notice my mother’s muddied sneaker prints trail behind her.

“Mom wait!” I yelled.

“Stop. Don’t go any farther!” Vanessa screamed. She had seen it too. While Nathan’s and my shoes didn’t track as much, it was like my mother had waded in the mud before entering the house.

Looking down at her wet shirt and bra, her flat stomach, and her clinging black spandex, Diane was oblivious to her shoes. She stepped forward.

“I’m Diane. You must be Nathan’s other half.”

Vanessa’s face paled as she saw the new footprint on the wooden floor. She ignored the introduction and grabbed the blue towel from her husband. Throwing it in Diane’s direction, my mother missed the point entirely.

“Can you get that please?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

She was playing stupid. This was my mother’s game. It was her way to size up the perceived competition. I picked up the towel and immediately wiped the footprints.

“Honey don’t worry about that. It’s not like he doesn’t have to go back outside. Just a little dirt.”

“Well Diane, I will have you know it’s not a little dirt to me. I’m sure you wouldn’t want someone trekking on your floor.”

“She didn’t know,” Nathan did his best to be the peacekeeper.

“Seriously? Do you want to sleep on the couch tonight?”

“She’s already holding out on you. I don’t know Nathan. A good giving wife wouldn’t do that,” Diane said.

I scrubbed the last shoe print and then confronted my mom. 

“Shut up Mom. Don’t be a bitch and instigate. These are good people, let them move in and get settled.” I gave the towel to Vanessa and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not you that’s the problem Hanna. Clearly you have a mother that’s a home wrecker.”

“I am not!” Diane yelled.

“Ladies,” Nathan walked in between Vanessa and my mother. He lifted his palms and spreads his arms out wide to separate them.

“Dressed like that I don’t know. Either your clothes are too small for you, or you want everyone to know what you can offer.”

“Oh please. You only wish you had legs like these.” 

“Seriously Mom! I’m cold. I want to go home.” 

Diane pushed me aside and pointed her finger over at Vanessa. “I’ll have you know that I was running a race. Clearly you aren’t into that type of physical activity.”

“No, I’m not. I don’t need to huff and puff my way into shape to please my husband.”

“I run,” Nathan sheepishly added. 

Vanessa swatted at her husband who clearly was enjoying some of the extra attention. 

“Why are you telling them this?” Vanessa asked.

“I do,” he continued. “Not much, three to five miles, four times a week.”

“You’re not running with Miss Hussy over there.”

“As I would really need a running partner. I already have my legions, Miss Priss,” Diane corrected Vanessa.

I looked down at the wooden floor. My eyes watered.

“What about you Hanna?” Nathan asked. 

Lifting my head up slowly, I caught the twinkle in his bright brown eyes. I had no idea why he was asking me such a question. This whole conversation had come out of nowhere between the posturing of the two hens. 

“Of course, she runs,” Diane added. “Today was her first day, but she did it.”

“You don’t look like a runner,” Vanessa replied, not coldly, but surprised. 

“I’m growing into myself,” I mumbled.

“Certainly you were a young woman once and can remember that?” Diane chastised Vanessa.

She nodded in agreement. 

“Do you want to run sometime Hanna?” Nathan wanted to know. 

“Sure,” I softly replied.

“Tomorrow morning 7:00am before church. Okay?” Vanessa directed me.

I nodded at Vanessa’s instructions.

“She’ll be outside your door waiting.” 

“Agreed.”

The next thing I knew, my mother drove her muddy shoes into the wooden floor, took me by the hand, and led us back over to the fence.

Part of me wanted to look back to see Vanessa’s reaction to Diane’s latest dig. I knew better though then to look back.  

While I was appalled by my mother’s behavior, it was also comical how within minutes she was manipulating another household. I had seen it before and knew I would see it again. 

Climbing back over the fence, I managed to stay upright this time around. 

“You better not embarrass me tomorrow,” Diane demanded.

“We’re going for a run, how am I going to do that?” 

“Try to keep up. Please. Say only good things about me. And get me some juicy details. He is a beautiful piece of meat.”

“Can you stop?”

Walking across our wet lawn, I lowered my head from the pounding rain. I ignored my mother’s comment and her plans. Little did she know, sending me out to run with her next perceived affair was going to change things forever. 
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“You should really put some makeup on. He’s going to see those dark bags under your eyes,” Diane exclaimed. 

She pulled open the bathroom door as I quietly brushed my teeth. I continued to brush and ignored her as she crept into our one bathroom. 

Towering over me, my mother wore a provocative light pink teddy. She left nothing to the imagination. Besides barely covering up her breasts, the teddy stopped right before her mid-thigh. I wondered why she would wear such a garment to bed.

In the background, I heard loud footsteps cross our hallway floor and then the screen door slammed shut shortly thereafter. 

“Who the hell was that?” I asked still with half of my mouth full of toothpaste.

“A friend,” Diane nonchalantly replied.

I looked back at my mother. She pulled some toilet paper from the silver toilet paper holder. 

Flushing the toilet, she smiled at me. “A woman needs her release.”

Spitting out the last bit of toothpaste, I turned on the faucet and said, “You really are a slut aren’t you?”

“Oh honey. Are we really going to have this conversation again? It was just one of my friends. You’ll understand when you’re older.”

“You have lots of those. What’s our current count? Seven or eight?”

I stormed out of the bathroom and crossed the hallway to our living room window. Curious, I wanted to see which guy it was this time. Usually they came in the middle of the night and were gone before I woke. This was different because I was up early, to prep, for the run. 

Running my fingers through my tangled hair, I put my hair into a ponytail, with the yellow scrunchy I had around my wrist. Looking out our bay window, I saw an old black Jeep, with its lights on, parked against our curb. 

From what I could see, the guy was in his forties, with tattooed arms in a black wife beater. He had hair everywhere, between his long shaggy beard, and his chest hair protruding from under his shirt and arms. 

“Do you have any standards Mom?”  

I leaned against our chocolate-colored sofa, put off by this guy’s large stomach, most likely from excessive amounts of beer. 

The jeep sped off and my mother waltzed into the living room. 

“What is your problem?” 

“He’s disgusting.”

“Not everywhere darling,” she licked her lips. “You can’t judge a book by his cover. I think he’ll be back,” Diane added with a smile. 

“Is he single at least?”

“I don’t know. I don’t care. I don’t discriminate.”

I turned away from the window and sat down on the couch. Grabbing a dark green throw pillow, I held it firmly in my arms. 

“When I start doing this how is that conversation going to go?”  

Diane laughed boisterously. “Ha, ha. That is funny. Maybe once you lose some weight. No one is going to be pining for you till then, aside from the book worms, and the boys with the pet snakes and spiders. Trust me, you don’t want to have sex with someone who LARPs.”

“LARP?” I had never heard the word.

“Live action role playing. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for dressing up, but at your age, it gets a little creepy especially if they want you to play the baby and him the parent.”

“What the fuck?” I shook my head disturbed by the scenario. “Sometimes there is a need for a filter.”

“Whatever you do don’t get pregnant.”

“This is coming from you.”

“What? Do you have any siblings?”

“None that I am aware of. Unless you have been holding out on me the last fifteen years.”

My mom walked to the other side of the living room, past the sofa and our coffee table, to our little hutch where she had several decanters sitting near the window. Carefully, she opened one of the whiskey filled decanters and poured a little into a glass cup she had left for such an occasion.

She took a sip from her glass. 

“A little early don’t you think?” 

“Honey, I’m still decompressing after a long night. This is just what I need.”

“No cigarette?”

She waved me off with her free hand.

“Smoking is quite bad for you. Don’t ever pick that habit up. If your man smokes, just make sure he does it outside. Otherwise, everything in the house will reek.”

“Thank you for that valuable information.”

I looked across the room at our twenty-eight-inch flat screen television that was standing on top of our makeshift entertainment center. My mom found a black six cubby bookshelf at a yard sale in the spring and decided it would go perfectly in this room. 

Aside from the lack of books, it seemed to work. For me, I put a small digital clock next to the television so I could always plan my time appropriately. 

The clock blinked 6:32am. 

“Why did I get up so early?” 

“You could have slept later and then we wouldn’t have had to discuss my nightly activities.”

“You would have told me anyway. You always do.”

“Whether you like it or not, outside of work which we all must do, there are only so many things that one can find pleasure in. When you figure that out, make sure you hold on to it.”

Taking another sip of her whiskey, Diane threw the cup back and finished her drink. 

“Bantering with you is so much fun. I almost feel like how it was with my mother. Talk about a prude. Bless her heart that she didn’t have to deal with my teenage years.”

“And Guppa was ready for the challenge?” 

“As long as I made it to school in the morning and didn’t kill anyone, he was good to go.”

I shook my head, amazed at her continued personal disclosure. 

“I’m sure you had some way to manipulate the situation in your favor.”

“Oh honey. You think so poorly of me. I was a considerate daughter. I made sure that all the mothers in the neighborhood knew there was an open door policy with him. He never complained.”

“Don’t go any further.” I put my hand up and motioned her to stop with the explanation. “I’m going to get out of my pajamas and change.”

“Thank goodness. If you were going to run in those Hello Kitty pants, I was going to slap you.”

Diane walked into the hallway. 

“Please have some sense and wear shorts that aren’t going to run up your thighs. You don’t need him to see your ass eating your shorts now, do you?”

“No mother I do not,” I angrily replied. 

I stood up from the couch and put the pillow against the others. Crossing into the hallway, my mother nudged into me. 

“Remember to be nice. Only say good things about me.”

“You probably won’t even come up in conversation,” I added.
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