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Breanna.

“Yes, it is fully intact,” the doctor said. Giving me a sympathetic look, he patted my hand and turned to give my mother his attention while I closed my legs, face burning with humiliation. “Did you need to–”

“No, no.” My mother flapped a hand at the doctor. She’d kept her back to us the whole time. To her credit, she seemed horrified that we were even here to begin with. “I trust your professional opinion. If you could let my husband know the results, and that we’ll be out in a minute or so, I would appreciate it.”

“Of course.” Giving my hand a quick squeeze, he left the room to speak with my father.

The doctor had been quite kind. Since my mother had kept her back to us instead of watching the examination as my grandfather had insisted, the doctor had simply gotten me to pull up my skirt and made some small sounds of moving around as he pretended to check and see if my hymen was still intact for my wedding day. His eyes had been closed, and he hadn’t touched me—just rustled about to make enough noise to fool my mother. Despite all that, it had still been embarrassing as heck.

My parents were both full-grown adults, and yet they thought a hymen signified virginity, and that it only broke the first time you had sex and never before. How were they so uneducated on this?

While indeed a virgin, I was also twenty-nine years old. Like anyone else, my hymen had stretched over the years and possibly even had tears from normal things like exercising or falling off a bicycle. Though Jeremy understood this, I knew he still worried about hurting me on our wedding night. The hymen stretching or tearing the first time during sex did hurt some people and sometimes bled. I planned on mitigating the possibility. Right now.

The paper sheet under me rustled loudly as I sat up. “I’m going to the bathroom for a minute.” I was beyond grateful that my family doctor was on vacation overseas, and I had gotten this kind gentleman instead. Otherwise, I’d be fully dissociated from suffering through the crap my family insisted on putting me through. Right now, I felt fully connected to my body and emotions. And what I felt was humiliation and anger.

“I am sorry about this, Breanna.” My mother held her head in her hand. Her back still to me, she hunched over as though ashamed of what she’d just put me through. At no point had she spoken up for me, and I hadn’t been able to do it lest my father call off the wedding, resulting in me continuing to remain trapped in his house. “I know you’re a good girl, and you’d never soil yourself with anyone before getting married. The men shouldn’t have put you through this. Please take some time to compose yourself from the embarrassment of having a male doctor have to look at and touch you down there.”

“They should not have put me through this,” I agreed, closing the bathroom door behind me. Opening my purse, I removed a bag from it. Pulling out the two items, I tore open the tiny foil packet of personal lubrication Lyla had gotten for me and coated the other item with it. She hadn’t asked what it was for, and I had appreciated it.

“I dare say it was as embarrassing for the doctor as it was for me. This was not a normal thing to ask of a doctor at all.” I wanted to say much more, but I didn’t dare. Small steps. Years of small steps had led to my upcoming freedom. Each tiny step led me a little more out of the isolation I’d grown up in.

My mother sighed. “You’re probably right. Let me know when you’re ready. Take your time.”

“Thank you.” Pressing the object against my opening, I hesitated. It probably won’t hurt, I told myself. Just get it over with. Gathering my courage, I pressed it into me and flinched. Okay, it hurts a little, but it’s okay. I can handle it.

Taking a deep breath, I pushed the rest in. The pain did not increase thankfully, but it was uncomfortable. Breath hitching a little, I rotated it this way and that inside me. The pain was already fading by the time I pulled it out.

“Breanna?” my mother asked, sounding like she’d been waiting for an answer to something.

I grabbed my panties. Crap, did I just not hear whatever she asked me, or did I cut out entirely and dissociate? Sometimes it was hard to tell if I’d simply gotten lost in thought and didn’t hear someone speak, or if the reason was that I was having a dissociation spell. Something wet dripped onto my palm as I pulled my underwear up. “Oh, I did bleed a little.” Turning on the tap to wash off, I jumped out of my skin when my mother barged into the bathroom on me.

“What did you do?!” Turning white at the sight of the small amount of blood on my hand, she gaped at me.

“Jeremy could never bear to hurt me.” I put my hand under the running water. “So I took care of my hymen myself.”

My mother cast me incredulous eyes. Rubbing at her forehead as she tried to process what I’d done, she turned around to give me some privacy, and I quickly cleaned myself. There were only a few drops of blood. The stories going around church events when I’d been a teenager had made us all think we’d bleed half to death. Fearmongering to try and control our lives. Why was our church like that? I knew others weren't.

“Breanna— you—” At a loss for words, my mother stuttered for a few more moments. “You’ll be in pain for your wedding.”

“The pain is already fading.” Washing my hands again to ensure they were completely clean, I turned to get some paper towels and found my mother looking very worried. It pulled at my heartstrings, and I felt the need to explain more in case she didn’t know. “Mother, if it hurts for a long time, it means something is medically wrong, and you need to see a doctor. For most people, it only hurts minutes to an hour at the most, if at all.”

From the look on her face, I wondered how badly her first time had hurt, and what absurd things she’d been told growing up. I’d heard ridiculous things in church all my life, such as people shouldn’t experience pleasure from sex because it would lead them onto an evil path, and that it should only be done to procreate. And then on other days some of those same clergy members would turn around and say that women should endure their husband's desires and cater to their needs while ignoring their own, and other bullshit along those lines.

Thank god I started thinking for myself instead of continuing to accept things of that sort. I was lucky to have friends who so easily answered all my questions because sex was not at all what I’d been taught.

Moving around experimentally, I found nothing hurt anymore. “I feel fine now. Let’s go find Father, shall we?” I asked, taking my mother’s hand.

My mother looked at me like she’d never seen me before.

Argh, why did I have to say all that to her? But the answer was that I worried about what my mother had endured in her life and still held out hope that she would start thinking for herself and begin questioning the people who expected her to believe everything they said. Blind faith wasn’t good for anyone.

“We have to head to the salon very soon.”

“Yes, of course.” Mom took a deep breath to try and compose herself.

The big smile on my grandfather’s face when we came out of the room made me uncomfortable. Striding forward, he wrapped me in his arms, holding me close while speaking into my hair. “I knew you were a good girl.”

Forcing myself not to tense up, I hugged him back. “Of course, grandfather.” I let my eyes drift shut to hide my anger from my father who stood beside us. Tomorrow afternoon, I told myself. In just over a day, neither of you will ever be able to force me to do anything ever again.

My father at least seemed as embarrassed over this as my mother. He gave me an awkward hug before stepping back to put what he felt was a proper distance between us according to the code of propriety he’d been raised to follow. “Well, I won’t keep the two of you any longer. I know you have a lot of things to do before the wedding. I can’t wait to see my beautiful girl in her dress and walk her down the aisle later today.”

I smiled up at my father and lied through my teeth. “I can’t wait either.” The thought of my father walking me down the aisle made me want to vomit. While I was still upset with myself for not having managed to weasel my parents into letting me walk myself down the aisle independently as I’d planned, I’d much rather have Jeremy’s father or my friend Liam walk me down the aisle instead of my father. Or to hell with tradition and my husband could walk me himself. That would be nice. The mental image of Jeremy and I walking down the aisle hand in hand, smiling at our guests, soothed my nerves.

“We’ll see you later, dear,” my mother said, kissing Dad on the cheek. She accepted the credit card he handed her. “Thank you.” Head bowing down, she made it seem like getting to hold the card was the most glorious thing.

My stomach soured all over again. She should have her own card to keep on her and use whenever she needed it, not have it handed out here and there when he decided to give it to her. Why did she put up with this way of living?

Consciously working on taking even, regular breaths, I followed my mother out of the doctor’s office. I reminded myself she was as controlled as I was. How she’d never broken free of it was beyond me, but it wasn’t my place to judge. Still, it was cruel of her to force me to grow up the same way she had.

While I would miss them, I was beyond excited for my parents and my mother's parents to be moving far away in only two weeks. I knew they loved me in their own way, but they were suffocating me with their control. Sometimes I felt like I couldn't breathe. Not today, though. Right now, I had no feeling of an imminent panic attack that I would have to desperately work to hide in order to not upset my family by daring to have emotions. Today, I felt only fierce joy.

In mere hours, Jeremy and I would be wedded again, and this time I could freely call him my husband at any time without worrying about who was around or who heard me. Tonight, we’d sleep in our own home for the first time. Tonight, I would sleep next to the man I loved for the very first time. Tonight, I would sleep with the man I loved for the first time.

The next few hours were spent suffering through getting my hair, makeup, and nails done. It was nowhere near as fun as the time I’d been with Sana, Marie, and the others. Instead, the morning was full of remembering what to say to whom to further my father's career. Instead of having a wonderful time spent with family and friends, I was surrounded by my mother, grandmother, and their husbands’ female business associates. I barely knew my bridesmaids. My maid of honor I knew a little, at least. Even the flower girls weren’t people I knew. The little ones were darlings though, offering me the occasional brief reprieve from the adults now and again with their cute antics. But still, they were children of my father’s business associates, and I had no personal connection to them.

I felt detached from everything going on, though some of the women did their best to make it an enjoyable day for me. Still, I must have managed to be convincing in my fake enjoyment since neither my mother nor grandmother had pulled me aside to give me a talking-to. The need to be away from all these people buzzed in my head until I couldn’t concentrate on what anyone said, and I had to default to nodding and pretending I heard them. I wondered how Jeremy was holding out with the men and wished with all my heart that I could call him right now just to hear his voice.

Taking a calming breath, I steeled myself. Jeremy and I had both known today would be very challenging and that we’d be apart for a large chunk of it. We’d prepared ourselves for a mentally draining day. Today would be the very last day my parents could control how much time we spent together. That knowledge alone would be enough to get me through the day.
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“Breanna, you look beautiful.”

Sick of hearing those words, I wanted to scream. I hated this dress. My grandmother had it designed without listening to any of my input. This style of dress belonged to her era, not mine. I was pissed that the shoes I’d chosen when I went out shopping with Lyla, the one part of my outfit I’d been allowed to choose myself, had been deemed “not good enough” at the last second. Now I wore different shoes, which were almost certainly going to hurt my feet and were in a style more suited for a child than an adult.

I couldn’t even wear the lingerie I bought. Under my wedding dress, I instead wore itchy white panties and a bra that my mother gave me. Marie had my chosen lingerie hiding in her car. She’d try to sneak it to me later.

Forcing a smile onto my face, I turned to the woman who’d commented on my dress. Hugging her, I thanked her for the compliment. I managed to only tense a little when she placed her hands on my shoulders. She touched me as if we were dear friends. We weren’t. She was simply someone I was vaguely aware of who worked for a company the men in my family were courting—trying to get the upper hand in a joint project or cheaper prices or something along that line. She was someone important in the world of business, not a friend or even an acquaintance.

“I had to sneak back here for a peek. Your parents have been talking about your dress non-stop. I simply had to see it.”

She still had her hands on my shoulders, touching me when I did not want to be touched. Enduring it, I let her have an eyeful of my dress, pulling away when I couldn’t stand her touch anymore under the guise of turning around to let her see the back of the dress. After all, it wasn’t me she wanted to see; it was the incredibly expensive old-fashioned style wedding gown with its intricate beading of pearls and gems she wanted to see.

“My, this must have cost a fortune!”

Oh, only so much money that once the media caught details on it, it became a huge thing in the news for the past few fucking days.

“Nothing is too good for our beloved daughter,” my mother said. Like me, she had her mental mask fully in place. Prim, polite, here to be helpful to anyone who could further her husband's career in hopes that he would have controlling shares in my grandfather's conglomerate when he retired. Publicly, he already had. In reality, not so much. “You should have seen her face when she saw it. I knew it was the one even before she got it on.”

I hated it the moment I saw it.

“I’m glad they were able to alter it so well for her . . . physique.” The woman’s face scrunched up as she spoke.

Oh, I so didn’t need the jab at my shape. Being short and having very large breasts often made people assume I was fat for some reason. I was slim due to my grandfather not allowing anyone in the family to dare enjoy food and the mandatory exercise everyone endured. It wasn’t my fault there wasn’t much space between my waist and my breasts to let people see my flat belly, not that I even wanted it to be so flat.

Since no one was speaking to me anymore, I zoned out of the conversation and took refuge in my special inner world I’d created as a child. Fairy princess Bree was getting married today. She wore a beautiful multi-colored gown. In my mind’s eye, I fawned over the dress, looking at it in the mirror as I twirled to watch the gown flare out.

Hearing the door open, I squeezed my eyes shut and prepared myself to endure more polite conversation. Who would it be this time? Another business-person? A celebrity who went to the same megachurch as we did? But the voice I heard speak was warm and so very welcome.

“Breanna, you look magnificent.”

Shouting Sana’s name, I threw myself at her. Arms wrapped around me, and I sought refuge between them. She shouldn’t be back here, but I didn’t care. Hugging me tight, she poured out compliments over my dress. I knew it was to distract the others with flattery while she gave me a few brief moments of respite that I desperately needed.

I was thankful Jeremy had Devin and Jackson with him. He’d never even met the other two people on his side of the wedding party. He was the one who had to deal with the worst during all the prep today. My grandfather would have no doubt dictated every moment of Jeremy’s day so that he did everything perfectly to ensure that people thought well of my family. Jeremy needed support more than I did. Still, I was thankful he’d somehow arranged for Sana to be here for me. I wished that she could be one of my bridesmaids again.

“Breanna darling, I’m so honored to be invited to your wedding,” Sana said, still playing it up to the other women who were eating up her words. In the corner of my eye, I saw my grandmother nod to herself in approval of the outfit Sana wore, though she did look annoyed that Sana was back here. “You know I don’t have any children of my own, and I’m glad to have grown close to you.” Looking toward the other women, she lied through her teeth and told them she was infertile. The others clucked in sympathy.

Taking my hands, Sana placed a small gift box in them. “I’m sure you already have something borrowed for your wedding, but I wanted to make sure. I wore this at my wedding, as did my mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother.”

I opened the hinged jewelry box to find a gorgeous broach inside. Two delicate flowers were cast in gold with heart-shaped diamond stones inside them. The craftsmanship was fit for a fairy princess’s wedding day. “Sana, this is beautiful.”

“It’s lovely,” my mother said, looking it over.

My grandmother crowded in, and I could tell she was trying to find a diplomatic way to say no to me wearing it. Why, I hadn’t the faintest clue. It looked expensive enough to suit my family’s tastes and went well with my dress.

Quickly, I pinned it on, gushing over it and thanking Sana before my grandmother could get her hands on it. She’d probably whip out a pair of jeweler’s magnifying glasses to check the quality of the gold and diamonds.

My grandmother laid a hand on Sana’s shoulder. “Almost all the guests have arrived. My dear, you should get to your seat.” Her voice dripped with fake politeness to hide her displeasure that some random peon stood in her presence but her eyes widened in a rare show of surprise when she got a good look at the broach. “Oh, this is quite lovely.”

“Breanna, I’m so excited for you to begin this new step in your life,” Sana said sedately, though I knew she wanted to be screaming in glee at the small victory. “You’re going to make a wonderful wife.” She hugged me again. No doubt her long career in marketing had taught her to handle rich people. She said all the right things to my family before leaving.

Huffing, my grandmother rearranged the broach on my dress. The fact that she didn’t take it away let me know I was correct about its worth. I would need to take good care of it and ensure it didn’t get damaged from all the hugs I was sure to receive today.

I felt terrible that we couldn't have Olivia here today. My family would never understand polyamory. I was glad that at least Sana and Liam were here, and I only felt a touch guilty about the story I’d fudged up about how we met.

My parents preferred me to only meet people from my church, so Jeremy’s father had hired the company Sana worked for to do a marketing promotion for him. It had given me an excuse for how Jeremy and I knew her since she and Liam were outside our age group. The marketing campaign was working out quite well for him, so I didn’t feel too guilty about the money he’d spent on it. Sana was very good at her job, and she would make sure he turned a profit on the venture. I intended to repay him for helping me once I gained control of my finances.
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