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        Lil and Gram – you are always in my heart.
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      Dear Reader,

      The following tale is a collection of experiences. It isn’t about one particular person, but a culmination of struggles our society faces. Different aspects of the story may resonate with each reader and provoke emotions.

      The point of this book is to not only depict the ways in which we can be broken but also the availability of healing. You don’t have to stay imprisoned by your mistakes, in servitude to your choices, or under the cloud of your trials. We all have the ability to push beyond where we have been and who we once were.

      Find your strength and realize your worth. Then, and only then, will you be able to forgive and grow.

      Remember, you are not alone. And, I believe you.

      
        
        NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE hotline

        (800) 799-SAFE (7233)

        (800) 787-3224 TTY For the Deaf

        National Lifeline SUICIDE PREVENTION hotline

        (800) 273-TALK (8255)

        www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org

        NATIONAL SEXUAL ASSAULT hotline

        (RAINN – Rape, Abuse, & Incest National Network)

        (800) 656-HOPE (4673)
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        “Three May Keep a Secret if Two are Dead.”

      

      

      
        
        – Benjamin Franklin
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      I stared out at the sanctuary that I had started to think of as my home away from home. When I wasn’t in San Diego, I loved to spend time in Montana with my daughter and her family. They gave me a purpose. My work still kept me busy, but I no longer allowed it to devour me. I had a family who loved and needed me.

      Jack Winter was my daughter Caitlyn’s second husband by legal definition, but he was the first man to love her the way she deserved. Not only had I gained a son when she married him, but my life had become so much more. For over ten years, this little family was part of my daily life. Still, I should have realized that everything was too perfect.

      The change I should have expected came when Caitlyn’s and Jack’s first child, Jackson, entered middle school. They decided to return to Montana and live with Jack’s mother. Viv jumped at the chance to have a full house. She claimed the young vibes invigorated her.

      The high-spirited woman had also invited me to make the move. While her spacious estate would have been a peaceful sanctuary, I still had business in San Diego to deal with. Instead of moving, I made it a point to visit every chance I got.

      As my life became fuller, time passed quickly. Suddenly, it seemed like so much had changed. Jackson was off to college with dreams of becoming a vet. Jack talked about retiring. We all laughed at this proclamation. He was a curious man, and being a private eye suited him. Caitlyn’s twin daughters, Olivia and Cordelia, were only months away from their sixteenth birthday.

      Besides the girls’ beauty and intelligence, the twins were nothing alike. Each had been gifted in their own way. Olivia was a dancer who couldn’t be satisfied with learning one type. She was insistent on learning many and mastered them quickly. Her sister, Cordelia, had no interest in girly things. She loved science and nature. Each visit, I learned so much about the world around us that I felt like I was in college. I treasured the moments I had with them.

      A muffled sob tore me from my reverie. I looked around my bedroom as if I would find the source of the noise. As expected, I was alone. I tried to decipher where the sound was coming from. Vivian was out of town. She was miles away with her husband, Ben, enjoying a hot springs resort.

      Was it my daughter? My granddaughters? I wondered. Setting down my teacup, I threw on my robe and left my room to investigate. When I entered the hallway, the sobs became louder.

      A door opened, and Caitlyn stepped out as she slipped an oversized sweatshirt over her satin nightgown. Although she was in her mid-50s, she still was a vibrant beauty. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I think it’s coming from Olivia’s room,” I said, pointing at her closed door. “But it stopped, so I am not sure.”

      The chilly air made Caitlyn shiver. She went to the thermostat and bumped the temperature up a few degrees.

      The crying began again.

      Our eyes met before my daughter rushed past me and began to knock on the door. “Livia, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Go away,” the teen choked out.

      Caitlyn knocked again softer. “Olivia, honey, open the door.”

      “No! Go away!” my granddaughter shouted. “I just want to be left alone.”

      Caitlyn sighed. “Well, we both know that isn’t going to happen. So, open the door, or I will be forced to wake your father to remove it.”

      After a few seconds, the door flung open. As the wood banged against the wall, I could see my granddaughter. Olivia dived onto her bed and buried herself under her blankets.

      Situations like this always made me uncomfortable. Raw emotions weren’t something I was easily prepared to handle. In recent years, I had learned to accept that unpleasant feelings and situations were part of life. I tried not to hide them as I had done in the past.

      “You can go back to bed, Mom,” Caitlyn said with a soft smile. “I am sure it is just high school drama.”

      As she said the words, a flicker of pain flashed in her eyes. A twinge of guilt filled me. Even after several decades, the horrific assault came back to her. I had hoped over time that the memories would fade, but it appeared those wishes were futile.

      “I would like to stay,” I insisted.

      “Okay, you know Olivia is not going to easily open up to our questions,” Caitlyn relented.

      “I know,” I said, touching her arm. “Go to her.”

      Caitlyn sat on the bed next to her daughter, whose cries were now muffled. “Honey, you know you can talk to me about anything. Grandma’s here, too. Talk to me. Talk to us.”

      Confirming my presence, I sat on the other side and patted her back.

      Olivia whipped the covers off and sat up.

      “What happened? Where is Cordelia?” Caitlyn prompted.

      “She’s already asleep,” Olivia said, wiping her runny nose with the sleeve of her flannel shirt.

      “You both are back early from the party. Have you been drinking?” Caitlyn asked with no judgment in her voice.

      “I did have some wine,” Olivia confessed. “That’s not why I’m crying.”

      “Honey, Boone’s Farm is not something Grammy Viv would allow you to call wine,” Caitlyn joked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “I just had a little bit, Mom. I promise. I didn’t like it anyway and dumped it in one of the plants.”

      “Okay, so alcohol is not why you are crying. Tell us what happened.” Caitlyn patted her daughter’s hand.

      Olivia began to sob again. Wrapping her arms tightly around her legs, she buried her face and began to rock.

      “Tell us what happened,” I said, gaining the courage to speak. “Did someone hurt you? You know you can tell us anything.” I stroked her hair, wishing I was better at comforting people in pain.

      After a few minutes of silence, Olivia lifted her head. “I was stupid. I shouldn’t have… It’s my fault.”

      “What’s your fault?” Caitlyn asked, wrapping her arm around her daughter.

      Olivia shrugged her mother’s embrace off. “Please don’t.”

      Caitlyn’s eyes burned. “Olivia, who hurt you? Do we need to call the police?”

      “No, Mom. It’s nothing like what happened to you.”

      “I’m glad for that.” My daughter flinched at Olivia’s words but quickly recovered. “But you are clearly upset. What’s going on?”

      “The party was lame. So, someone suggested we play a drinking game,” Olivia started.

      Caitlyn’s eyes widened in fear.

      “It was a brand-new bottle.” My granddaughter held her hands up as though trying to calm her mother’s reaction. “I made sure of that like you taught us. I know the rules about never trusting food or drink that isn’t sealed and always having it in my control.”

      Caitlyn nodded her approval, visibly relieved. “Where was Cordelia?”

      Olivia snorted. “Of course, she wanted nothing to do with the game. She went to Stephanie’s room. They were eager to plan their hike in Glacier this summer.”

      Nervously, Olivia ran her fingers through her hair. “After a while, people became bored and started to leave until it was just me and Zach. He poured me another drink, but I didn’t want it. I had liked him for so long, and I thought he finally liked me, too. So, when he kissed me, I was so happy.”

      “So, what changed?” Caitlyn pressed.

      Olivia shrugged before softly confessing, “I liked kissing him. I should have made him stop when his hands were all over me, but it happened so fast. Before I knew it, he had my shirt half off and my jeans unbuttoned. When he was yanking them off, I said no, but he told me not to be a tease. I got angry, kneed him really hard, and then I just left the house. I called the driver. He was still waiting at the end of the property. Once I was safe, I called Cordelia and told her that you wanted us home.”

      “Did you tell her what happened?”

      “No, she would’ve told me I was stupid. She warned me not to drink or be alone with anyone. I didn’t listen. I didn’t think ---”

      “Nothing you did gave him permission to put his hands on you. We’ve talked about this.” Caitlyn cupped her daughter’s face and looked into her eyes. “I’m not happy you were drinking, but I’m glad you are talking to me. I didn’t tell you about my past to scare you. I wanted to empower you. I know you are growing up to be a strong, smart woman.”

      “Delia’s right. I am stupid. I should’ve known better,” Olivia said softly.

      “You can’t change what happened. We can only move forward,” Caitlyn hugged her daughter tightly. When she finally broke away, she said, “Liv, I’m going to speak to his parents.”

      “No, Mom,” Olivia cried, grabbing Caitlyn’s hands. “He texted me and apologized. He was drunk and thought I was into him.”

      “If you believed him, why are you crying?” My daughter didn’t wait for a response. “It’s because you know there is no excuse for his behavior. What if you didn’t fight back?”

      “But I did.” Olivia clenched her fists. “My whole life will be ruined if you say anything. Can’t we just forget?”

      “I told you that was my biggest mistake. Christopher brutalized other girls after me. Those girls were hurt because of my silence.” Anger blazed in Caitlyn’s eyes.

      “That wasn’t your fault.”

      “But I could’ve stopped him.”

      “This is not the time to blame yourself,” I touched Caitlyn’s arm.

      “I’m sorry you felt like you had to keep silent. That was my mistake. I taught you not to share your pain. I was wrong.”

      The old guilt I felt bubbled up inside me. My own daughter never thought that she could confide in me, even at a time when she had desperately needed my support. Standing up, I said, “I’m going to leave you alone to talk.” I kissed Olivia on the top of her head. “Listen to your mother. She’s very smart. Goodnight, loves.”

      “Thank you, Grandma,” Olivia said, squeezing my hand.

      “Goodnight. I love you,” Caitlyn called after me.

      Back in my room, my mind began to race. So many lies, secrets, deceit— seeds I had nurtured and grown my entire life. I envied my daughter’s relationship with her children. Olivia was able to talk to her in ways we never could. I had failed her. Tonight was another reminder of the damage I had caused.

      When I returned to my room, I settled back in the chair and sighed. Taking a sip of my tea, I found it was ice cold. Abandoning the hope of warm comfort, I picked up a book and engrossed myself in another world— a world I could close if the pain became too unbearable.

      I had barely finished a chapter when there was a small knock on my door, and Caitlyn peeked her head in. “Sorry to interrupt. I just wanted to check on you.” She leaned on the door jam.

      “How’s Olivia?” I set the book down.

      “She’s shaken, but she’s okay. I am going to talk to Jack and see how he wants to handle this. I do think we need to talk to the boy and his parents,” Caitlyn said, looking conflicted.

      “Jack will know how to handle it all,” I agreed.

      “He always does,” Caitlyn smiled at the thought of her husband. “Are you hungry? Tonight’s dinner didn’t fill me up.”

      “Chinese take-out is a mystery in that way,” I laughed. “I could eat three platefuls and think I’ll never be able to eat again. Then, just in time for bed, my stomach tells me that I need more food.”

      Caitlyn chuckled. “Well, we shouldn’t go to bed hungry. Want to join me for a snack?”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in the living room with peanut butter toast and a warm cup of tea, we nibbled as we silently enjoyed each other’s company.

      Finishing the last bite, I set my plate down and turned towards Caitlyn. “I’m not sure that this is the right time, but I’ve been thinking about my past lately.”

      “About Daddy?” Caitlyn’s face, once again, filled with pain.

      “No, well, yes—indirectly,” I stammered. Feeling frustrated, I waved dismissively. “Oh, it’s late.”

      “No!” Caitlyn cried, taking my hand. “No, please don’t. I thought we were past all that. We don’t have to pretend to be perfect, Mom. Talk to me. Tell me what you wanted to share. I’m here to listen.”

      Closing my eyes, I let out a deep breath. Tell her the truth, I encouraged myself. Sitting up straight, I looked deep into my daughter’s eyes and said, “Well, I guess the first thing I need to tell you is that my name isn’t Hillary.”

      With that confession, the web of lies I had spent over fifty years guarding began to unravel. My daughter would know the truth about who I really was. There was no going back.
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      My parents were ordinarily strict and devout in their religious beliefs. Our family was loyal followers of the Raincrest Fellowship and their teachings. My father clung to the idea that children should be seen and not heard. I was reminded from early on that if I wanted to please God, I must submit to my father until I would, one day, marry. Until that time, he told me that it was his responsibility to teach me God’s will.

      Days began and ended with my father reading to us from the Bible. As a female, I would never be able to read it myself. This great honor was bestowed upon the men in our congregation. Women caught disobeying were shunned.

      Believing my father knew what he was doing, I took his lessons to heart and wanted to be the perfect daughter he required. I never stared too long in the mirror, not wanting to be vain. I obsessed about my clothes being modest and never showed an inappropriate amount of skin. This stemmed back to a lesson I received from my father when I was five years old. It was caused by my self-adoration and my new light pink dress.

      When my mother had given me the dress, I was overjoyed. Even though my father never let me read about princesses, he couldn’t stop the influence school had on me. Staring at myself in the mirror, I thanked my imaginary Prince Charming for his kind words about my new frock. I had been foolish and hadn’t considered I might be overheard, but my father had.

      Surprising me, he seized me and shook me. “Decent girls don’t gaze at themselves and practice tempting men. God will smite you for such behavior.” Dragging me to the mirror, he shoved me towards it. “Look at yourself. Do you see the shameful sinner I do?”

      “Yes, Father,” I wept.

      Grabbing a pair of scissors from my desk drawer, he started to hack at my hair. If it hadn’t been for the horrified scream from my mother, I think he would have cut it all off.

      “Arthur, stop!” she had screamed and rushed to me.

      “She must learn that vanity is Satan’s door. You have failed her, Eleanor.” Throwing the shears on the ground, he stormed out of the room.

      “Oh Hannah,” she cried and hugged me tightly. “You mustn’t behave this way.”

      “My hair, Mother,” I sobbed as I saw the results of my immoral behavior. “Everyone will know that I was wicked.”

      “Shh, shh.” She kissed me on the cheek and led me to the bathroom.

      Sitting on the counter, I watched as she intently clipped my hair. In the end, my long locks that could be put into two proper braids were so short that she could barely French braid them.

      “If anyone asks, you got chewing gum in it,” my mother warned. Unbuttoning my outfit, she removed it from me. “Go put on one of your old dresses. You mustn’t ever be so foolish again. Next time, I may not be able to stop your father.”

      After that day, I would impose my own punishments if I had any sinful thoughts. My form of discipline included cold baths or pinching myself until I bruised. My focus became following all the rules -- even reciting them to myself each night. My prayers were always about being a good girl. I had to be the perfect daughter.

      My father’s desire to be thought of as a righteous and faithful man did not only affect me. The expectations he placed on my mother were unrelenting. She had to be the perfect wife and mother, dedicating her free time to the charities of the church.

      My mother was nineteen years old when they married. My father was twenty-nine. Sometimes, I felt that he treated her more like his child than an adult and never as his equal. He reminded her often of her failures, scolding and belittling her.

      Whenever he was critical, my mother became more focused on making sure I was the ideal daughter. Nothing I did ever pleased her, and the fact that she couldn’t conceive the son my father wanted only made our relationship harder. To the world, she looked like she handled it all expertly. They didn’t know the truth.

      The only things keeping my mother going were the pills my father brought her to keep that beautiful smile on her face and the discreet bottles that helped her sleep. For such a righteous man, he sure behaved questionably. Between the uppers and the booze, he ensured my mother could go for weeks before crashing hard. When she finally did crumble, it was my responsibility to keep up the show of being the perfect family. By the time I was thirteen, I could run a household as well as—if not better than—my mother.

      My parents had been only children, and both sets of grandparents had died when I was only one. The lack of immediate family made it easier for my parents to keep our family’s shame hidden. As long as my father and I maintained the appearance of my mother being healthy, she would not be sent away. The only person that knew the truth about her illness was my uncle.

      Owen Barlow was not really my uncle. He was my father’s best friend and trusted business associate. Early on, I understood why my father liked him so much. Owen was the walking example of the perfect man—devout, hardworking, witty, smart, and handsome. When I was young, I always looked forward to the times when he would visit. He always took the time to make me feel special. I delighted in the fact that he didn’t seem to want me out of sight and mind.

      When Owen turned thirty-five, he decided it was time to settle down and start a family. Even at eight years old, I envied his new bride, Alda, since my childish dream had been that I would marry him. His wife wasn’t the worst part. Even more upsetting was that he no longer spent time with us. He was too busy growing his own family.

      Over the next nine years, Owen’s family grew. The happy couple had four sons, and Alda was pregnant with their fifth. However, my jealousy was long gone. My childhood crush had faded away.

      By my teenage years, I found myself having an interest in the boys my own age. One boy, in particular, always caught my eye - Harrison Fisher. Harry, as everyone called him, was good looking and funny. He ran with the popular group but was never cruel to others. I attributed this fact to the Raincrest Fellowship’s high standards of behavior because my friends were also from the church.

      Harry was out of my league, but I would watch him from afar, imagining the fun things his group experienced. I pretended to be the one he asked on a date or to a dance. Like a knight in shining armor, Harry would show up at my door on a white horse and declare his love for me. My father would object, but my hero would not take no for an answer. In the end, we would ride off into the sunset and live happily ever after. Fantasies I knew would never come true.

      Later, my princess dreams came to an end. Even though it wasn’t permitted, I would sneak romance novels that I would borrow from the local drug store. I knew it was stealing, but I always returned it in pristine condition. These stolen treasures gave me a new view of how our dream romance would end. Ideas that I knew were sinful, but I still desired them.

      During my senior year of high school, Harry finally noticed that I was alive. Fate had intervened and seated me next to him in Algebra II.

      One day, as I struggled over the latest assignment, Harry passed me a slip of paper that read: Go out with me.

      I passed back a quickly scribbled note: Not allowed.

      Harry frowned and returned to his practice problems.

      My heart dropped. Of course, he isn’t going to chase you. Girls line up to date him, I coldly reminded myself. Returning to my own work, I struggled through the problems.

      I was interrupted when a shadow loomed over me. When I looked up, Mr. Menchum set my last test in front of me. It was riddled with red and had a big F in the top right corner.

      “Miss Turner, keep this up, and we’ll be spending more time together next semester,” the teacher said loud enough for the rest of the class to hear.

      I blinked back tears as the class tittered at his comment.

      “I can tutor her,” Harry chimed in.

      Realizing that he knew I was a complete failure, I blushed with shame.

      “I think you should take Harry up on the offer. With arduous work and luck, you may pass the test tomorrow,” the nasally teacher encouraged as he stomped away.

      “He’s such a dickhead,” Harry whispered. “You just need someone to help you unlearn the crap he taught you.” When I didn’t respond, he put his hand on mine. “Trust me.”

      “Okay, but I have to get my father’s permission,” I meekly admitted.

      “Call from the office and get the okay. Tell him that we’ll meet at the library after school. I have to wait for Samantha to get done with pom squad, and then I can drive you home,” Harry insisted.

      I wasn’t allowed to date, but my father didn’t argue that his assistance wouldn’t be necessary. Just the week before, a note had been sent home, warning that I would fail Algebra II if I didn’t do better on the next few exams.
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        * * *

      

      My father answered after two rings. “Arthur Turner,” he said in a gruff voice.

      “Father, it’s me, Hannah,” I said softly.

      “Is everything okay? Your mother…”

      “No, she’s fine. I’m at school. I just needed to ask your permission to study in the library after school. Mr. Menchum asked Harrison Fisher to tutor me, and he agreed as long as you allowed it.”

      “Harrison Fisher? His father is Doctor Harrison Fisher?” my father sounded warm to the idea of me connecting with the Fisher family.

      “Yes, father. He can tutor me while he waits for his sister. She has cheerleading practice until 5:30 pm,” I said, adding the extra information to push the time I would be with Harry.

      “Fine. The Fisher boy can tutor you, but I want it supervised. You are not to be alone with him, Hannah,” my father warned.

      “Of course, Father,” I answered respectfully while trying to contain my excitement.
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        * * *

      

      At the library, Harry was focused on teaching me everything our teacher could not. After an hour, I grasped concepts that a semester of instruction had lacked.

      “You are a really good teacher, Harry,” I complimented.

      Taking my pencil from me, he scribbled (x³ + 3x - 6) + (-2x² + x - 2) - (3x - 4) on the paper. After a few minutes of working through the steps, I ended up with x³ - 2x + x - 4. I watched eagerly as he checked my answer.

      “No, Hannah. You didn’t get it right.” Harry shook his head sadly.

      “What!” I cried, snatching the paper back and rechecking my work.

      Again, I came up with the same answer. “I think you are wrong.”

      “Come with me. I’ll show you,” Harry grabbed my hand and led me into the stacks through the rows of literary selections before stopping.

      “I know I got the answer right, Harry,” I said firmly.

      “Yeah, you did get the answer correct, Hannah,” Harry stepped closer to me and slipped his arm around my waist, pulling me into him. My heart began to beat faster at his touch. “The mistake was that we weren’t doing this.”

      His lips felt like rose petals as they pressed against mine. His gentle kiss soon burned with desire. I wrapped my arms around him and stroked his back as he tangled his fingers in my hair. My first kiss, and it was magical. Nothing could ruin this moment.

      “Ahem.” A woman cleared her throat, warning us that we were being watched. We quickly broke apart and were met with laughter.

      “Really, Samantha,” Harry growled.

      “Don’t worry, big brother. I won’t tell her that you like to bring all the innocent Rainy girls back here,” Samantha sneered.

      Rainy was the nickname others had given our church members. It was never used in a kind way and was most often used right before a fight broke out.

      “Ignore her,” Harry grabbed my hand and led me past the smug cheerleader.

      The car ride home was awkward. I sat in the backseat because Samantha insisted that she ride shotgun and clearly had plans to make it uncomfortable. We didn’t even get to talk over her obnoxious singing to the loud music. As we rode, I wished I had been brave enough to tell her to sit in the back. Instead, I played the good girl.

      When we pulled up, Harry insisted he walk me to the door. “Don’t let her get to you,” he said, taking my hand. “I don’t make a habit of kissing girls in libraries. Can I see you again?”

      I shook my head sadly. “I’m not allowed to date.”

      “Who said we have to call it dating? Let me tutor you,” Harry squeezed my hand. “When you ace your test tomorrow, I’ll need to be rewarded. My prize will be a night out with you.”

      I sighed. “I told you I can’t date.”

      “Well, one day, I’m going to call your father and ask him if I can take you to the movies,” Harry persisted. “He won’t refuse the son of Harrison Fisher.”

      I knew I should have discouraged him, but his kiss still lingered. I wanted to see him again. I wanted to explore the feelings he had ignited inside me. I was tired of being the good girl that followed the rules.

      “Don’t say no. Just say goodnight, Harry,” he said as he kissed my cheek.

      “Goodnight, Harry,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

      Something inside me told me that this would not end well.

      

      With my new math skills, I easily breezed through the test. Harry didn’t mention us going out again. A sadness I hadn’t expected washed over me.

      Had his sister been honest with me? I wondered. Was I just another girl that he kissed in the library?

      It didn’t matter. My father would not allow me to date anyone who was not going to be my husband. This meant that I would have someone chosen for me, and love would not be a factor in my marriage. Resigned to this reality, I focused on my studies and not dreams of kissing Harry again.

      The next day, when Mr. Menchum stopped at my desk, I held my breath as he set the test before me. I was overjoyed to see a big red A followed with Keep This Up!!!.

      “Much improved,” the teacher said before walking away.

      I beamed as I showed Harry my grade.

      “I told you I was a great tutor.” Harry leaned close to me and whispered, “Now we have to be patient until I can claim my reward.”
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        * * *

      

      I was on pins and needles as I prepared the evening meal. I had plans to share my score and plant the seed of my tutor sessions. If I couldn’t date Harry, we could at least make the best of slipping off to the library stacks.

      If Father finds out you’re having such thoughts, he will lock you in your room and never let you out, I warned myself.

      In case the conversation had not gone well, I made all my father’s favorites for dinner. When we finally sat down to eat, I could barely swallow anything I chewed. The question I was burning to ask was like a lump in my throat.

      You are going to choke and die if you don’t stop being silly, I scolded myself.

      “I received an interesting phone call today.” My father took a big bite of the pot roast.

      “What kind of call?” my mother asked, her voice filled with trepidation. I wondered what she was so nervous about.

      The seconds clicked by as my father slowly chewed, savoring his bite. “Harrison Fisher called and wants you to date his son.” His eyes narrowed on me.

      I fidgeted uncomfortably.

      “I told him that a seventeen-year-old girl should not be out alone with a young man. Harrison reminded me that his son has been brought up with a strong Christian faith. If he was not seriously considering a future with you, he would never date you.”

      “Oh, this is wonderful news,” my mother gushed, taking a long drink of her water. “The Fishers are exactly the kind of family Hannah should marry into.”

      “No one said marry yet, Eleanor,” my father looked to the glass she had put back to her lips.

      Reading his silent warning, she set it back down. “Of course, Arthur,” my mother said meekly and picked at a carrot.

      “You’ve said nothing, Hannah,” my father growled. “Are you not interested in seeing this boy?”

      Controlling my voice, I said, “Whatever you think is best, Father.”

      “As long as you keep your grades up, I can’t see any harm in you spending time getting to know each other. Supervised, of course. Tutoring should be enough at this time.” My father nodded, indicating he was done with this subject and dove back into his meal.
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      Over the next few weeks, Harry tutored me in any subject that I needed extra help with. If I were being honest, I would admit I pretended to struggle in school more than necessary. It was hard not to since it meant more time with him and more time for kissing.

      One day, as I pretended to not understand an English assignment, Harry closed the book and sighed. Leaning back in his chair, he lifted the front legs from the floor. Slowly, he rocked as he stared intently at me. My heart began to race under the scrutinizing gaze of his light blue-grey eyes. Was he growing tired of me?

      “You can cut the shit, Hannah,” Harry said nonchalantly.

      Taken aback, I gasped. “What…what do you mean?”

      Resting his chair back on the ground, he leaned towards me. “I know you understand this stuff already. It’s okay if you want to spend time with me. You don’t have to pretend. Actually, we’d have much more time for research if we got through our homework faster.”

      Anger and embarrassment filled me. “If you don’t want to tutor me, you don’t have to. I can call my father for a ride.” I slammed my book shut and began to gather my stuff.

      Harry grinned. “I like that you are feisty, but you really don’t have to storm off in a huff. I’m just saying that I know you are so much more than beautiful. You are smart.”

      I had never had anyone tell me that I was intelligent before. I was always the good, obedient daughter -- nothing more.

      “Fine. I am smarter than I am letting on. Honestly, I could probably tutor you in this subject,” I admitted.

      Harry chuckled at my bold suggestion. “Okay, now that we know you are smart and cunning, let’s find a new book for you to read.”

      “Actually, I know the perfect one,” I said, playing along with his guise. “It’s an old one, so it will be deep in the dusty section of the library.”
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        * * *

      

      No longer pretending I needed help, Harry and I would quickly finish our homework and then slip into our secret spot. It was exciting to be sneaking around. At any moment, we could be caught.

      Kissing him was my favorite part of the day. I found myself daydreaming the afternoons away with thoughts I knew were not pure. Still, our relationship was more than making out. Harry and I would talk for hours on the faith we were raised in. He had a disdain for the hypocrisy while I clung to the things that had been ingrained in me.

      “Don’t you think it is wrong that the Elders talk such high modesty and values for females but give males a pass? I’m not warned to guard my flower. Girls are told that if they mess around, they won’t be suitable wives. Guys are fine as long as they marry the good girl. Why? Strong women, who are sexual, vibrant beings don’t make good mothers? I cry, ‘Bullshit’. Don’t let anyone tell you that you are not good enough, just as nature made you,” Harry would preach.

      It was as if I had another kind of lesson each day. Facts that scared me because Harry was correct. My upbringing had been full of contradictions, and my family was a prime example of the hypocrisy he hated. Being with him, I made it a point to be more aware of what was really going on in my home. One night, I heard my parents having a heated conversation. In the past, I would have tucked my head under the pillow and hid. This time, I decided to investigate.

      Hiding outside my parents’ room, I pressed my ear to the door.

      “I can’t go on like this,” my mother cried. “Arthur, I’m dying inside. This life you’ve trapped me in—I need more.”

      “Where are you going to go, Eleanor? You have no skills other than being a housewife, and frankly, you aren’t particularly good at that.” My father’s words were cruel.

      Instead of arguing, my mother began to cry. Deep, sorrowful wailing. I wanted to tell her to fight back. She was more than a wife and mother. She had once been a talented violinist, who could teach others her gift. She could leave my father and find a new life. Women were doing this now.

      But she would leave you, too. My thought halted any interference.

      “I think it’s time for another visit to the clinic. The treatments always seem to correct your foolish thoughts.” My father’s words were not a kind offering. They were a threat.

      Anger filled me. He fed my mother the alcohol and drugs needed to keep her in line. He was the one that should be subjected to the “treatments.”

      Memories of my mother being gone and coming back a shadow of herself came to mind. After each stay, she would be ordered to atone for her misdeeds in front of the congregation. Watching her being forced onto her knees and surrounded by the good wives would terrify me. If she did not repent hard enough, she would be met with a slap. In the early years, my mother was more defiant, and the pleading for forgiveness would end with her bleeding and bruised.

      I hated those women for what they did.

      “That’s my good girl. Isn’t it much nicer to be the obedient wife?” My father continued to murmur loving words to her as my mother’s sobs lessened.

      Eventually, she submitted. “Yes, Arthur. I will be better.”

      Returning to my bedroom, it was my turn to cry. This time, I wept myself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I found myself needing to avoid Harry. I couldn’t tell him what I had heard. My family’s shame was not for public knowledge. Instead of going to my locker, I decided to head straight home. The long walk home would help me clear my mind.

      “Hey, wait up,” Harry called from behind me as I left the school grounds.

      I picked up my speed, pretending I hadn’t heard him. My attempts to flee were foolish. Harry was faster than I was and quickly stepped in front of me.

      “What’s going on?” Harry’s brows furrowed.

      I didn’t have the skills or experience to lie. What could I say without telling him the truth? My family’s dirty secrets needed to stay hidden.

      “I can’t.” I tried to step around him.

      Harry caught my hand. “Talk to me. Did I do something wrong?” The light blue of his eyes pleaded with me.

      Tell him. He will know what to do, I told myself.

      “Hannah, you can tell me anything,” Harry insisted. It was as if he read my mind.

      “Not here,” I said, looking around to ensure we weren’t being watched.

      “Follow me,” Harry said.
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        * * *

      

      Harry led me under the bleachers of the football field. From all the trash and discarded items, it was clear this was not a truly secluded place.

      Once again, as if reading my mind, Harry said, “The dope heads hang out here after dark. We are alone. Now tell me what is going on.”

      As I relayed what I had overhead, Harry’s eyes burned with anger. “Your father is a true bastard. Your mother needs help to get off the stuff he is using to control her. This is what I’ve been telling you.”

      “I can’t help her,” I cried.

      “Not now but when we are married, we can help her get away from him.”

      Harry’s words shocked me. He wants to marry me?

      “Yeah, not that way I wanted to tell you that I love you and can’t imagine life without you.” Harry grinned and motioned to the unromantic spot. “But I do.”

      “I love you, too.” I found myself confessing feelings I hadn’t realized.

      “Let’s get out of here and go back to the Library. I want to kiss you and whisper romantic things in your ear, but not surrounded by cigarette butts and discarded beer bottles.”

      My confession catapulted our relationship to another level. I found myself having even more options in a future that was not just being a wife and mother. Our dreams included traveling the world together after high school, taking in new sights and experiences before returning to go to college. I didn’t know what I wanted to study, but Harry reminded me that is what our finding ourselves period would be for.
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      After classes ended one day, I waited at my locker patiently for Harry. I had decided that I was ready for him to ask my father if we could date. I was prepared for our relationship to move to the next step. What that meant, I wasn’t exactly sure.

      “No time for tutoring tonight, my beauty,” Harry announced, taking my books out of my hand and putting them back in my locker.

      “Why not?” I whined, my voice giving away my disappointment. He had ruined the big speech I had been mentally practicing.

      “Well, it’s the last week of the semester, and it seems like an obvious lie if we claim to be studying,” he said, closing the door.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and pouted. He was right. We would not have a way to see each other until after the Christmas break. Tears welled in my eyes at the thought.

      “Oh, Hannah, no need for tears. We have bigger plans tonight than sneaking kisses in the library.” Harry took my hand and twirled me around. When I stopped, he pressed his lips to the back of my hand. “Tonight, my beauty, I’m taking you on our first official date. Consider it an early Christmas present.”

      “How? He won’t approve,” I argued.

      Harry pressed his pointer finger to my lips and said, “Shoosh, I spoke to your father, and he agrees that we should be able to go out. Of course, he set the terms. First, he has decided that I’ll take you for a slice of pizza. Then, we are off to the movies. After much contemplation, he has also decided that The Brave Little Toaster is the only appropriate thing playing.”

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized. My first date and my father was planning an event for children. Household appliances searching for their owner would be our first movie together? Harry probably wanted to cancel everything and would be glad to have a break from me.

      “Why? I think I impressed your father with my excitement at his suggestion. Yes, Mr. Turner, that is a smart choice. Just how do they make it look like the cartoon characters are talking? It must take so much patience.” Harry chuckled and tightened his grip on my hand. “It doesn’t matter what we do as long as we are together.”

      My mother was overly excited about my date and insisted on helping me get ready. She dug through my closet, not happy with any of the choices. I wished I looked more like her. Her body was the perfect hourglass shape. Even in her modest clothing, her womanly figure was apparent.

      “None of this will work,” my mother said. With a sigh, she stormed out of my room.

      I frowned at her abrupt departure. I had nothing to wear on the most important day of my life. Just as I decided to go find her, I met my mother in the hallway.

      Buried under a mound of her own clothes, she said, “We really need to take you shopping. You can dress modestly and not look like an old schoolmarm.” Throwing the clothes down, she held up a dress for me. The gown she offered was not age-appropriate and wouldn’t pass my father’s eye.

      “We’re just eating pizza and going to the movies, Mother,” I sighed.

      “Oh, right.” She threw the garment on my bed and grabbed a new one from the bottom of the stack. “What about this one?” she asked, holding up a knit dress that would hang past my ankles.

      “I think I’d swelter in that.”

      “True.” Not giving up, she dived back into the pile of clothes. When she returned, she said, “This will look nice and your father will approve. Go ahead and try it on.”

      I couldn’t find an excuse to get out of wearing her new suggestion. Except you will look like you belong on the prairie with Laura Ingalls, I thought bitterly.

      Slipping on the burnt orange dress, I began to button it. The mustard yellow with black geometric patterns had over twenty tiny clasps running from the bottom to the top. When I finished, my mother immediately began to straighten out the Buster Brown collar and smooth the hem of the dress. She seemed so interested in how perfect my first date would be that I wondered about hers.

      “What did you wear on your first date?” I asked.

      My mother’s expression went from shock to a soft smile as she recalled. “Oh, it was beautiful. I wore a blue gingham dress with a cinched waist. We went to a Fourth of July barbecue. My mother had curled my hair, framing my face.” She touched her cheek as if remembering. “It was a magical night.”

      “What did Father wear?” I asked, encouraging her to talk.

      “Oh, it wasn’t Arthur. Allen White was my first date.” Her eyes filled with moisture, and she got a faraway look in her eyes. “He was such a nice boy. When he kissed me, the sky filled with fireworks.”

      “What happened? Why didn’t you marry Allen?” I prodded.

      The smile was gone and replaced by a frown. With slumped shoulders, she sat down on the edge of the bed. “Allen was sent away to war and never came back.”

      The sadness emitting from her was so powerful that I couldn’t move.

      As if she realized how open she had been with me, my mother’s eyes widened, and her hand fluttered to her mouth as if she could recall every word. “You mustn’t tell your father I told you about him,” she said weakly.

      “I wouldn’t, Mother,” I promised. “You can tell me anything, and it will stay between us.”

      Stiffening, my mother looked me over again. “Your hair looks pretty already. Finish dressing and come show your father how pretty you look,” she instructed, checking the length of the dress one last time. “Good. Good,” she mumbled to herself as she packed up the discarded options. When she reached the doorway, my mother stopped. “No makeup, Hannah.”

      “I don’t own any, Mother,” I reminded her.

      “Oh right.” She wandered off, mumbling to herself about not angering my father.

      As expected, I passed my father’s inspection. My clothes were boring and not revealing. I was sure Harry would be embarrassed to take me out. I felt more ready for a barn dance than for a romantic date.

      When Harry arrived, my father insisted they have a private chat. Confident as always, my date took the request in stride. After twenty long minutes, both returned smiling.

      “Hannah, you will remember to be modest and faithful to God’s law.” My father led us to the door. Patting Harry on the back, he continued, “Harrison has promised me that you are in good hands. As your intended, he knows how sacred your reputation is. Be warned. Men do not marry whores, Hannah. Even if I don’t know what you are doing, God is always watching.”

      The old lessons crept into my mind, and I blanched at his words. What would he think of our make-out sessions in the library? Am I no longer marriage material?

      “Thank you, Mr. Turner. I will bring Hannah home as soon as the movie is over.” Harry shook my father’s hand. He was so confident.

      Tucked in the car, Harry began to laugh as we drove away. “Your father is a trip. I thought my mother could quote scripture.”

      With the radio turned up loud, we rode in silence. This gave me time to think about my father’s warnings. I was going down a dangerous path with Harry. I found myself having improper thoughts about him, and I wasn’t confident I would be able to resist him much longer.

      “This is a bad idea,” I said, feeling overwhelmed.

      “Why? Don’t you want to be with me?” Harry asked, turning into the restaurant.

      Taking a deep breath, I admitted, “I’m afraid he is right. Men don’t marry whores, and I keep proving myself as one.”

      Turning off the car, Harry turned towards me. Intently, he stared at me. “You’re not a whore. You are quite reserved compared to other girls I’ve dated. You are special. You are wife material, Hannah, and you’re going to be my wife,” he said.

      “Your wife?” I whispered.

      “Yes, my wife.” Harry leaned close to me and kissed me gently. When he broke away, he asked, “Would a sinful kiss feel this right, Hannah? I don’t think so. Come eat dinner with me. We can talk over pizza.”

      “I can’t believe you convinced my father to let us go out without a chaperone,” I whispered.

      “It’s not a secret, Hannah. You don’t have to whisper.” Harry grinned at me.

      Clearing my voice, I said, “I’m surprised you convinced him.”

      “I can’t take any of the credit. It was all my father’s doing. He said seventeen-year-olds that will soon be getting married should have the opportunity to prove that they are mature enough to spend an evening together.” Harry let his pinky touch my hand that was resting on the table. “He’s not the only one that thinks we are ready for the next step. I’ve fallen in love with you.”

      My heart leaped with surprise.

      “You still want to marry me, right?” Harry intensely watched me. “You want to travel with me and see the world?”

      The fanciful thoughts he had flooded my mind with seemed impossible tonight.

      “My father wants me to be a faithful wife and a mother. He won’t approve of our plans,” I said softly. It was as if I didn’t say the words too loudly; I wouldn’t be trapped in my parents’ world. Will I need pills to get through my day?

      “More mind control,” Harry scowled. “Do you love me?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m glad to hear that because I love you, and I want to marry you, Hannah. Our marriage will be different. We will choose our path. We won’t have a loveless, sexless marriage. I can feel your burning desire each time we kiss.” Harry’s eyes blazed with anger that I didn’t understand. “Don’t you feel it, too?”

      “I…uh…” I stammered, unable to find the right words. I was not raised to think of myself as a sexual being.

      Harry sighed. “I’m sorry. That was a rude question. You do feel it. I don’t need you to confirm it. I don’t want to be like my father with a woman on the side that I have to sneak off to meet. I want a wife that will fulfill all of my needs.” Placing his hand onto mine, not aware of anyone around us, he lowered his voice, “And, I want to fulfill your needs. We can have it all, Han. Will you accept my proposal when I formally ask?”

      Nodding, I said breathily, “Of course.”

      The tension lifted, and Harry was the happy-go-lucky boy I first met again. I didn’t worry about his surprising confession. It didn’t matter if his father had mistresses because Harry didn’t want that life. He would be a faithful husband.

      The pizza arrived, stopping any further conversation about such weighty matters. We dove into our dinner and changed the topic to lighter things. We had six more months of Senior Year activities. If tonight went well, my father would definitely let me attend them.

      As we ate, I thought about how easy it was with Harry. There was something almost magical about my boyfriend that calmed the storm of doubt brewing inside me. Before long, the dark questions in my mind quieted, and I was looking forward to our future. How long will it be before I am Mrs. Harrison Fisher?
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived at the movie theater, it was empty.

      “Looks like we have the whole place to ourselves,” Harry chuckled. “Let’s take one of the balcony boxes. They’re never open.”

      I looked at the darkened area above. My father would never approve. “I’m not sure we should,” I argued.

      “It’s okay. We’re just going to watch a movie on the balcony. Why would that upset anyone?” Harry raised his eyebrows and gasped. “Oh, Hannah, do you plan to take advantage of me?”

      Our earlier conversation had given me confidence, and I let my guard down. I didn’t have to pretend to be perfect. Harry knew who I was.

      “No, but I might eat all of the popcorn,” I said, shoving him playfully.

      “Hmmph, I was hoping you would say yes,” Harry quipped and guarded the buttery treat from me. “I guess I’ll have to bribe you for kisses?”

      Giggling, we climbed the stairs and slipped into the private alcove.

      Harry lifted the armrest but stayed on his side. “For later,” he winked.

      Munching on the popcorn, we waited for the movie to begin.

      “It’s empty in here,” I said, making chitchat.

      “This movie has been out so long that we might be alone. I don’t see many parents dragging their kids out on a freezing night like this. If they do, I bet they’ll be late and will take twenty minutes to get their dozen kids seated.”

      The movie had just begun when Harry’s prediction came to life. A man entered, followed by a woman I guessed to be his wife and four children. Thankfully, they took their seats quickly and quietly. The new family was so quiet, and the children were clearly well-behaved. Without distraction, I was soon sucked into the toaster’s story.

      After some time, Harry scooted closer to me and entwined his fingers with mine. Leaning closer, he whispered. “I should’ve picked a different movie. This one’s too engaging.”

      His hot breath sent a chill through me. Nervous, I sat still.

      Harry didn’t move away. Instead, he pressed his lips to my neck, right behind my ear.

      I stifled a soft groan of approval.

      “I could make you feel better if there wasn’t so much fabric,” he murmured in my ear and boldly undid several of the middle buttons of the dress. Harry had touched my breast over my clothes but never so boldly like this. Before I could object, he cupped my breast, sending a warmth through my body as he grazed my nipple. “Do you like that?” he asked as he removed himself from inside my dress.

      I nodded my approval and wanted him to touch me again. My disappointment was quickly squelched as he moved closer towards me and returned his kisses to my neck. I had been pressed close to him many times, but this was different. What was new was the bulge pressing against my leg. I knew what it was from my friends at school. Many had been dating for years and would whisper about their dates.

      Does he expect us to have sex now? I don’t want my first time to be in a movie theatre.

      Sensing my disconnect, Harry adjusted away from me. “Sorry, you got me too hot. Give me a second to quiet it.”

      I wondered what he meant as I redid the buttons. Can he turn it off like an alarm clock? I kept stealing glances at the protuberance that seemed to be getting larger. I fought the urge to touch it to see what it would do.

      “You are making this hard,” Harry whispered.

      “Sorry,” I said, returning my attention to the movie.

      Just as I was engrossed in the film again, Harry leaned in and kissed me. This time, he kept his body shifted away, and his hands stayed over my dress. Once again, I was magically sucked into his world, and nothing else existed. When the lights came on, we both jumped back as if we’d been caught, but found that the theater was empty. We had been so self-consumed that we hadn’t seen the family leave.

      “That was a pretty good movie,” Harry said as we reached the car. “Honestly, I kind of like kid movies?”

      “Me, too,” I admitted.
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        * * *

      

      “Hannah,” a man’s voice called to me as we reached the car.

      My heart fell as I realized who it was. Standing across from me was my uncle and his family. Had they seen us kissing?

      Owen said something to Alda, and she nodded obediently. Gathering the children, she walked in the opposite direction. My uncle didn’t follow them. Instead, he crossed the quiet roadway and approached us.

      “You’re hanging out with trash, Hannah. Acting the way you did tonight will lead to trouble. Little whores don’t make good wives,” Owen chastised.

      Harry stepped in front of me. “I don’t know who you are, but you need to keep out of our business.”

      “You need to learn respect,” Owen growled.

      “Why don’t you take it up with my father,” Harry clenched his fists.

      Owen’s eyes narrowed. “And who would that be?”

      “Harrison Fisher,” my boyfriend answered confidently.

      How many times has he played the ‘Daddy Card’ and won? I wondered.

      Owen deflated a bit. “Get in the car and let me speak to my niece privately,” he said, keeping the icy edge in his tone.

      “No—” Harry began to argue.

      I let go of his hand. “It’s okay, Harry. Let me talk to my uncle.” When he didn’t respond, I pleaded, “Please, trust me.”

      “Only because you asked, Hannah,” Harry finally relented. Glaring at Owen, he got into the car.
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        * * *

      

      With Harry gone, Owen grabbed me by my elbow and dragged me into the shadows of the alley. My heart beat fast. What was I going to tell him? Should I claim it was the first time I was kissed or beg for his mercy? He couldn’t tell my father.

      “Harry loves me, and we’re getting married,” I foolishly blurted out.

      Owen glared at me. “Your father will never let you marry him. If I tell him what I saw, you will never leave your house again.”

      “I… it’s… I’ve never,” I rambled, unable to lie.

      To my surprise, Owen smiled kindly at me and released the grip on my arm. “It’s okay to be interested in boys, but you don’t want to give away your special gift to the first boy that comes along, Hannah.” Stepping closer, he tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear and rested his palm on my cheek. “Save yourself for the right man.”

      My breath caught at this intimate touch. “Are you going to tell my father?” I hesitantly asked.

      “You’ve grown into a beautiful woman, Hannah. If I was your boyfriend, I wouldn’t have left you alone with another man.” Owen traced my lips with his thumb and then kissed me hard.

      My first reaction was shock and anger, but as his kiss became more insistent, something inside me liked it. It was different than kissing Harry. This felt even more dangerous. Even more forbidden.

      When Owen pulled away, our eyes met. “I’ll keep your secret this time, Hannah.”

      Reluctantly, I followed him back to Harry’s car. He opened the door for me and motioned for me to get in. When I was seated, he leaned into the car and glared at Harry.

      “Take her straight home and try to treat her with the respect she deserves.” Without waiting for a response, Owen slammed the door.

      Harry fumed with anger. Without saying a word, he put the car into drive and peeled out. His knuckles turned white from how hard he gripped the steering wheel. The unspoken words hovering between us were almost as terrifying as the excessive speed we traveled at.

      Had Owen scared Harry off? Was our first date our last?

      Three blocks from my house, I couldn’t handle the uncomfortable silence anymore. “He won’t tell. Please talk to me.”

      I could see the tension in Harry’s body slowly release as he veered off to a side street.

      Parked, he turned to face me. “No one can mess up what we have.” Harry cupped my face in his hands and rapidly began to speak. “We are perfect together. This is real. You’re the one I was meant to be with forever. We can’t risk anyone destroying us. I love you. Let’s make plans to get married soon.”

      “We haven’t graduated,” I argued as I shifted out of his hold.

      “He won’t go for that—he’ll know something happened. Waiting until school is out. A little time won’t change how I feel about you.”

      “No, he’ll mess it up. I saw the way he looked at you. He’s going to tell your father if only to get rid of me.” The calm, confident boy I knew was not in the car with me.

      The same compulsion I had to fix everything for my mother washed over me. In a need to make it all better, I slid close to Harry and kissed him.

      His response was different than before. I could feel the desperation as he held me tight.

      I wanted to ease his pain. I wanted nothing to ever hurt him the way this night had. Determined to make him feel better, I pushed aside the voice in my mind warning that I was traveling down a dangerous path.

      Placing my hand on his upper thigh, I pressed my mouth to his ear. “I want you to be my first, my last. Make love to me, Harry.”
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