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Dedicated to those who knew me well! 

I will always love you!
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Chapter One: The English 101 Divide
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The air in the Hillsborough Community College classroom was thick with the scent of floor wax and the humid Florida morning pressing against the windows of the portable. I sat where I always did—front and center, spine straight, the "clean-cut" daughter of a man who had already mapped out my future. I was the Princess, the scholar, the girl with the VA stipend and the straight-A trajectory.

I didn't know then that Richard was already watching me from a few chairs away; his quiet intensity anchored in the back of the room.

Our professor was dissecting an essay on femininity, and he tossed a question out like a line into dark water: Is it better to be called a woman or a lady?

The girl sitting near the door didn't hesitate. She stretched her arms back, casual and bold in her own skin, and said, "I like being a woman, because I know how to please my man."

The words hit me like a physical shock. As a virgin, "wet behind the ears" and sheltered by my father’s high expectations, that world of "pleasing men" felt like a foreign country I wasn't even allowed to visit. I felt the heat crawl up my neck. The room went dead silent when the professor called my name, Miss Brown, what do you think?

I didn’t like being put on the spot like that!  For a moment, I didn’t open my mouth, but I knew I had to say something. The room, mostly full of men, grew quiet, waiting to hear what I had to say.  Then, I thought of my father, of the respect he demanded, and the life I was building.

"A girl becomes a woman because it’s biological," I said, my voice surer than I felt. "But it takes someone special to be called a lady."

The silence that continued was heavy. I sat there, heart hammering, terrified of what would happen next—would I be labeled? Was there a name for girls like me who talked about being a lady while others talked about pleasing men? I didn't want to find out.

As soon as the professor dismissed the class, I didn't linger. I grabbed my books and my bag, clutching them to my chest like a shield, and practically ran for the door. I needed to get away from those eyes I felt on my back.

I headed for the student lounge, another portable in the maze of the small Plant City campus. I told myself I needed the restroom, but once I was inside, the adrenaline was so high I just needed something to ground me. I walked over to the vending machine and purchased a Payday candy bar—something sweet and solid to stop my hands from shaking.

I was so eager to leave the campus that I turned and threw my weight against the heavy lounge door.

Thud.

The door nearly slammed right into a man’s face. I froze, my breath catching in my throat. It was him. Richard.

"Oh! I’m so sorry! Are you okay?” I gasped; the Payday bar still gripped in my hand.

He didn't look angry. Instead, he looked at me with a slow, steady smile that seemed to reach his eyes. "I’m fine," he said, his voice calm and grounding. He didn't move away; he stood his ground in the Florida heat. "I'm Richard. We're in English 101 together."

I stood there, looking at the man who had heard every word I’d said. I didn't know then that my answer had struck a chord in him that would vibrate for the next fifteen years. In that moment, I wasn't just another student to him; I was the "Lady" he decided he had to protect—even if, in the end, he was protecting me from himself.
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Chapter Two: Tequila Sunrise and Red Mustangs
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Thursday was the day our two worlds finally collided. Richard didn’t have the freedom of a typical college weekend; his life was measured in shifts behind the bar. When he walked me to the student lounge after class, the Florida heat felt different charged, somehow.

"How old are you, anyway?" He asked.

"I just turned eighteen," I told him, feeling every bit the "clean-cut" girl, I was.

"I'm nineteen," he said, "turning twenty in October." He described his privileged years at private school, a stark contrast to my upbringing in poverty until my father's disability pension brought us stability. As a veteran’s daughter, I often joined my dad on fishing trips and helped clean the catch—unlike my brothers Marvin, Keith, and Warren, who avoided it. Richard, with his district supervisor father and red Mustang, seemed unlikely to enjoy fishing; his background set him apart.

We drove to the ABC Lounge in Lakeland. Stepping inside felt like stepping into another dimension—cool, dim, and smelling of citrus and wood. Since I was "wet behind the ears," he took charge. He had me try a Sloe Gin Fizz, then later, a Singapore Sling. They were sweet, colorful, and felt like adulthood in a glass.

He did not stay behind the bar. He came around and sat at a nearby table with me. Above the low murmur of the lounge, the jukebox began to play "Tequila Sunrise" by the Eagles.

"I really like this band," he said, leaning back, the song’s mellow, longing rhythm filling the space between us.

"I like Chicago," I told him.

We sat there in that dim light, two people from completely different backgrounds—the boy in the red Mustang and the girl from the portable classrooms—connected by a jukebox song. He looked at me with that same quiet intensity I had felt in English 101. He was a man who knew his way around a bar and a private school education, yet he sat with me with a reverence that made me feel like the princess my father always said I was, even though I did many tomboy activities, like climb trees with my younger brother, Warren, look for rock specimens along the railroad tracks near our home, or gather soda bottles and cash them in for candy at the nearby convenience store.
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Chapter Three: Pinkies and Scars
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Sitting in the cool shadows of the ABC Lounge, I felt the "wet behind the ears" version of myself trying to stay composed. As I took a sip of the Sloe Gin Fizz Richard had made for me, my pinky instinctively curled outward, just as if I were at my mother’s kitchen table.

Richard caught it at once. A slow smile spread across his face. "There it is," he said softly. "The lady part."

I laughed, the tension breaking just a little. "I learned that from my mother. She’s English- Canadian—she drinks tea every single day." I told him a little about her meeting my father during World War II, but I kept the rest behind my teeth. I did not want to talk about the years of poverty or how different my life was from the son of a Rexall executive. I wanted to stay in the "anywhere" we were building at that table.
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