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Praise for Forget the Fairy Tale and Find Your Happiness


“Pure magic! Deb Miller’s story is proof that we live our best lives when we refuse to settle for less than we deserve. Inspiring and powerful; every woman should read this.”


—Jill Zarin, author, entrepreneur, and original cast member of The Real Housewives of New York City


“Forget the Fairy Tale & Find Your Happiness is a hopeful memoir about claiming ownership over one’s life.”


—Foreword Clarion Reviews


“In Miller’s inspiring account of finding happiness outside of societal expectations, she reminds readers—and herself—that ‘my happiness is up to me.’”


—BookLife Reviews


“Deb Miller’s extraordinary and invaluable insights guide women toward finding happiness by rejecting societal expectations and not depending on men to be heroes on white horses.”


—Jack Zipes, Professor Emeritus at the University of Minnesota, and author of Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion and Breaking the Magic Spell


“Although women have come a long way, they still need to hear the wisdom in Miller’s story: be the CEO of your own life.”


—Bonnie Comfort, author of Staying Married is the Hardest Part


“Brilliantly weaving her own courageous story with those of fairytale princesses, Miller cleverly winds through decades of pain, joy, heartbreak and healing. I could not put down this glorious memoir.”


—Marty Ross-Dolen, author of Always There, Always Gone


“Written with honesty, depth, and courage, Deb Miller’s engaging memoir is a cautionary tale for all ages. Many readers will identify with her struggle against the pervasive pull of cultural expectation and be inspired to chart their own life’s path.”


—Dianne Ebertt Beeaff, author of Infinite Paradise


“Beautifully told, Deb Miller’s story illustrates the shift from dependence to strength and self-reliance. It offers an entertaining and thought-provoking reflection on how societal expectations shape both fictional princesses and real women. I highly recommend this captivating read.”


—Jelaine Lombardi, author of Running Around Naked


“A passionate and engaging read.”


—Jude Berman, author of The Die and The Vow


“With humor, heart, and a keen eye for cultural commentary, Miller’s narrative shines as a beacon for those embracing life’s complexities and chasing authentic joy.”


—Kristina Amelong, author of What My Brother Knew


“I love how Miller braided the evolution of the Disney princesses with her own evolution. What a life she has had! Fun read. Inspiring and uplifting.”


—Lisa Cheek, author of Sit, Cinderella, Sit


“With humor, heart, and unflinching honesty, this book is an invitation to every woman to rewrite her own story and find the courage to live authentically. If you’ve ever questioned the script society handed you, this book will inspire you to let it go and write your own.”


—Keri Wilt, host of The Well-Tended Life podcast and historical lecturer about her great-great grandmother, Frances Hodgson Burnett


“An engaging and rollicking ride!”


—Suzanne Parry, author of Lost Souls of Leningrad


“A modern-day fairy tale that will empower little girls for generations to come! Bravo!”


—Rossana D’Antonio, author of 26 Seconds
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DEDICATION


Love and miss you, Mom.


Still down here trying to make you proud.


For Hadley, Tyler, and Ally,


who made my happily ever after possible.









“All women are princesses, it is our right.”


—Frances Hodgson Burnett, A Little Princess











Author’s Note


The stories in this book reflect the author’s recollection of events. Some names, locations, and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of those depicted.







Disclaimer


The opinions, interpretations, and views expressed in this memoir regarding Disney and its characters, including any references to Disney Princesses, are solely my own. They do not represent, reflect, or claim to be endorsed by The Walt Disney Company or any of its affiliates. Any analysis or commentary on Disney’s works is intended for personal reflection and should not be construed as the official stance of The Walt Disney Company.













Prologue





Fairy tales about damsels in distress, their dashing male rescuers, and happy endings have been around for centuries. We can’t blame Disney for inventing this path for women; it merely added animation and catchy soundtracks to the lessons women had been taught.


January 2000


It would take days for my shoulders to relax after clutching the wheel and hunching over to see out the frosty windshield of my brand-new 1999 Honda Accord. It was one of those tricky driving days when Mother Nature tests your patience and driving skills. My long commute had begun in fog and sleet, but the temperature dropped rapidly as I drove, and heavy snow was in the forecast. On days like this, I questioned the sanity of my decision to commute more than a hundred miles round trip to keep my family in the burbs, where they enjoyed strong schools and sports programs. That left me driving daily to the small town in Southern Indiana where I grew up and now worked. But today’s dangerous wintry drive was not my average commute. I usually cruised the highway at seventy-five miles an hour while checking items off my to-do list. However, I wouldn’t multitask on the phone to arrange the kids’ schedules or conduct conference calls with Europe this morning. But my brain still found space to wander, and I thought about him.


He’d been gone for about three months now. Maybe it was time to tell people he wasn’t coming back. I’d been hiding the truth, sure he’d show up again—worried that if I shared news of his departure, people wouldn’t accept him if he returned. Maybe they’d been right about him all along. What kind of husband abandons his wife and child—and moves across the country? My dad never would have left his family. He took care of us. That’s what real men did.


Still foggy, the rain turned into bits of ice about halfway through my commute, and the wipers struggled to keep a clear view. If only I could’ve stayed home today, but as a single mom, the whole family depended on me. My grip on the wheel relaxed as I reached my exit—one last mile. I slowed to a crawl as the sleet became a snowy blizzard. The wind whipped across the open fields, and I felt ice forming on the two-lane road that led to my office parking lot and safety. An oncoming car whizzed past, going dangerously fast for the conditions. I shook my head and inched toward the river crossing, the final hurdle between my office and me. Just before the bridge, I hit black ice and lost control. Dad taught me not to panic or hit the brakes on ice. But even that lesson couldn’t stop my slide toward the bridge and a horrific conclusion.


The snowy windshield framed three snapshots as my car continued to slide. The first was a red oncoming vehicle. The black ice took my car directly into its path. We were about to collide head-on. Just then, a second image, the solid wall of the concrete bridge. I was going to hit the bridge instead. But no, my vehicle veered off the road at the last moment. The third snapshot was the dark and swirling river just ahead of me. Then everything went black.















SECTION 1

Someday My Prince Will Come







Many young baby boomers like me initially accepted society’s directive that “a woman’s place is in the home.” We imagined that someday our prince would come, and together, we’d live happily ever after. We wouldn’t require an actual prince, and the white horse was optional. The guy merely needed to provide for the family and generate the woman’s happiness.


Snow White was the first Disney princess to follow that traditional princess path. The movie’s opening song was set at a wishing well where Snow White outlined her plan to let a man “find” her. It seemed simple enough. No wonder Snow fell for the first guy who kissed her.















CHAPTER 1

To the Ball After All







With a little help from her friends, this rags-to-riches protagonist stepped out of a pumpkin carriage to explore life beyond the confines of home. She met a prince at the party and enjoyed a magical dance in the moonlight. Spoiler alert: There may be a shoe lost in the process.




Lesson 1—Follow the Path


Occasionally, my sister, Teresa, and I got to stay up past bedtime and watch a movie on the family’s black-and-white television with foil on the antennae. In 1965, it was Lesley Ann Warren in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella. Cinderella’s fantasy was my mom’s reality. I believed it would also be my key to success—my princess path to a good life. The moms in my neighborhood seemed to follow a similar journey. Brief college stays long enough to land a guy and become a stay-at-home wife and mom.


Mom explained an updated version of the plan: “Nobody wants to end up an old maid, so girls need to find a husband. It used to only take about one year of college. But nowadays, the girls graduate.” She rattled off a list of neighbor girls who had completed that schedule. “So your father has to pay for you two girls to go to college, not just for our two boys. That means four kids for four years each, which is a lot of money! You girls should be grateful.”


That’s when I first understood that girls could expect to go to college—and to graduate! From that moment on, I understood my precise path—I was supposed to go to college and get an education, but I should find a husband during my four-year stay. That’s how I’d reach my happily ever after to become a mom!





It was 1975 and move-in day for me and 35,000 other college students at Purdue University. The last day my hair would smell stale, like secondhand smoke. The last day I’d have to endure the prisonlike rules I followed while living with my parents. Dad held his cigarette near the cracked window; occasionally, he’d take a long drag and exhale in the general direction of the opening. No one spoke during the three-hour drive. The shrill whistle from the lone window filled the silence.


Our dog, Puff, awoke in the back seat and stood on her hind legs next to me. With her nose pressed against the window, she must’ve sensed something worth watching besides the flat, endless fields of corn and soybeans. We passed the county courthouse, crossed the Wabash River, and joined a long line of cars. The final stretch of our journey was a slow crawl up the town’s only hill and through the gateway to Purdue’s campus. Students walking on the packed sidewalks moved faster than the cars.


My heart beat almost as loudly as the music pounding from fraternity house windows. With all this traffic, my life would have to wait a little longer to begin. In a few minutes, Mom would drop off her youngest child at college and complete her mission of motherhood. But I doubted Mom would experience maternal feelings—even at this landmark moment. I was the youngest of her four children. When my oldest brother left, Mom cried for weeks and Dad became the parent president of his fraternity. But ten years later, they were bored with raising children.


My dorm, Fowler Courts, was a row of converted army barracks built before I was born. Only one story high and with a flat roof, the buildings stood in contrast to other new, tall, glistening dorms, but to me, it was heaven. Dad landed an ideal parking spot near the entrance to my new home, and I slipped on Puff’s leash. By the time Dad opened the trunk, Puff had watered the parched grass, and I’d already assured my parents I could take it from there. I’d miss Puff but couldn’t wait to see my high school friends on campus, and those I was about to meet. I didn’t need my parents’ help hauling my possessions for the last few yards and assumed Mom wouldn’t want the humidity to mess up her hairstyle. Dad would be anxious to start the long drive back. “See you at Thanksgiving,” was all we said. I guess that sums up where we were after eighteen years together. Turning to conceal my smile, I inhaled my first wonderful breath of freedom.





“We have only two jobs between now and when school starts. Finding alcohol and meeting guys,” said Brees, one of my hometown friends who was also attending Purdue.


There was a longer-term strategy too. For many women, freshman year was when they began hunting for the man of their dreams. Their clocks wouldn’t strike midnight until graduation. Most were presumably on the “princess path” with four years of college to land a prince—their ticket to an engagement ring and the good life as a stay-at-home mom.


“The odds are in our favor, Brees,” I said. “Do you realize that male students outnumber female students two-to-one at Purdue?”


“You know I hate math, but why do you think I chose this university?” replied Brees. “The guys at our high school were so lame. Let’s get this party started!”


Like Brees, I hadn’t dated much in high school. At nearly six feet tall, my standards for eligible guys were high, and in more ways than one. College offered a new frontier. I couldn’t control the timing of meeting my prince, but I knew he’d eventually find me, as the fairy tale goes. For now, I wanted to do well in school and earn my degree. That I knew I could do.





By the time I was a sophomore in college, I’d secured an A average and had become a more socially polished coed.


“Was your summer at home as boring as mine?” a sorority sister asked me as our group entered the massive ivy-covered red brick of the Beta fraternity house, home to sons of doctors and future captains of industry.


“Yes! Worked every minute. So ready for this first kegger of the fall!” I replied.


Once inside, I paused at the balcony and gazed down at the Great Hall, soon to be filled with uninhibited college students drinking and dancing the night away. Then I confidently stepped down the broad, wooden, curved staircase to the main level like a princess arriving at a ball.


Only a few Betas stood along the long wooden bar, but soon the word would be out that the Pi Phi sorority girls were in the house. The Betas had organized a high-volume beverage operation with dozens of filled cups lined up and ready to go. I grabbed a red plastic cup of foam covering a small amount of lukewarm beer. It was Thursday night, time to flip my academic switch to party mode.


“Where are you from?” a tall enough, dark, and reasonably handsome Beta asked me.


“Originally from Columbus, Indiana, but I moved in seventh—”


“I’m from Columbus!” he said with amazement at the chance of meeting someone else from a town of only 30,000.


We compared notes on people we both knew and shared the names of our favorite hometown restaurants. The Bee Gees song “You Should Be Dancing” was blaring—acting as a call to action. Hastily made pairs headed from the barroom to the Great Hall. We’d both had two beers, and he asked me to dance. This was all standard kegger procedure up to this point—that is, until I saw him dance. As soon as we started, I realized he was anything but standard. This casual social interaction suddenly became something you’d see in a bad movie. He took over much of the dance floor with his long, lanky limbs flailing in all directions, bumping into other dancers. His chicken-wing elbows were dangerous—sharp, like daggers. He even attempted to do the splits, his long legs spread across the dance floor. He sprang up and tried to bump into me with his hips, a move known as “doing the bump.” He nearly knocked me down, and I lost one of my clogs in the scuffle—a wardrobe failure and poor shoe choice for dancing. I was a damsel in distress. I was trying to form an escape plan when another Beta came to my rescue.


Even over the loud din of the music, I heard him say some magical words: “Why are you dancing with him when you could be dancing with me?”


I slipped off my remaining shoe and took the hand of my white knight. He immediately seized command, awkwardly spinning me around and then back out. The song was now “Dancing Queen” by ABBA. He had longish, straight brown hair, parted slightly off-center, so thick it hardly moved when he danced. With his aviator glasses, he looked a bit like John Denver. His dark brown eyes were kind, with smile lines in the corners. Everyone seemed to fade away, even the wild dancer. My rescuer made up for a lack of dancing skills with his wonderful sense of humor. He embellished his steps with goofy facial expressions or an occasional “oops” shrug of his shoulders to show that he didn’t take himself too seriously. To my surprise, he dipped me, the back of my head touching the floor by the song’s end. I pointed one toe, not for show but to hold my balance. He seemed pleased that he didn’t drop me. By the time he pulled me up, I felt lightheaded. I wondered if it was the spinning or the dipping, or maybe I was simply under his spell.


I snapped out of it when the wild dancer reappeared. “Hi, Scott. You stole my partner out there,” he said. Without waiting for a reply, he then turned to me and asked, “Need another beer?”


“Thanks, Dick,” Scott interjected. “You can bring us two beers.”


At this point, I realized three things: (1) the wild dancer from Columbus was named Dick—I hadn’t even cared to ask before, (2) the Beta who saved me was named Scott, and (3) polite as he was, Scott was an upperclassman because he could order Dick around. I was grateful the rescue would continue beyond one dance. He made me feel safe.


Dick dutifully left, and Scott turned to me. “Why were you talking to him when you could have been talking to me?”





Laurie, another Pi Phi, had noticed Scott and me dancing at the kegger a few days ago. “You should’ve been at Purdue’s open invitation track meet today,” she said. “Your boy Scott Miller won the mile. He killed the competition, including my Beta, who held the mile record in high school. For a fat boy, he sure can run.” She was referring to Scott with her last remark. He didn’t have the emaciated look of your typical cross-country runner, but I would never have described Scott as “fat.” It was more like a slight beer belly around the middle.


“Miller set a record. Millertime!” Laurie laughed loudly at her joke. “Did Miller ask you to the Beta hayride yet?” she continued. “I heard he was going to.”


“No, first I’ve heard of it.” It was one thing to dance with someone at a kegger, but a date was next-level. Why was I blushing? After hardly dating in high school, I had experienced a year of collegiate dating and was no longer a rookie. What if Laurie was wrong and Scott didn’t ask me? Maybe that would be for the best. I wasn’t ready for this. I wished she hadn’t told me. I reminded myself that I wasn’t like the other girls: You’re a late bloomer. You can focus on school for now, and not look for a husband until after college. This thought settled me.





“Battle, line six. Deb Battle, call on line six.” I heard my name called over the sorority house loudspeaker. My parents never called me, and I lived with all my friends. This call could only mean one thing. I ran to the nearest phone booth and pushed the blinking light.


“I heard you were going with me to the hayride this weekend.”


I felt weak when I heard his voice, and my back slid down the Pi Phi phone booth wall to the floor.


“I heard the same thing,” I responded. From that moment on, my life was never the same.


















CHAPTER 2

Royal Coupling







Aurora imagined the man of her dreams would simply appear one day to rescue her. The Tchaikovsky theme song from Sleeping Beauty proves challenging to get out of your head—along with that dreamy notion about love at first sight and becoming a perfect permanent pairing.


We became known as ScottnDeb and were as inseparable as our names. Our backgrounds were uncannily similar—as if we were the same person. Our parents were approximately the same age and had married almost the same day nearly thirty years before. All four parents had been raised as only children, growing up during the Depression. Scott and I both had two older brothers and an older sister, born in that exact order, all about the same age. We were all blonds, aided by strong chlorine from local swimming pools. Our brothers were athletes. Both dads were high-achieving providers—his dad was a doctor and mine was an executive. We had stay-at-home moms who seemed greatly relieved child-rearing had ended. He was even the same height as me. He openly admired my height, along with my metabolism.


“Since I stopped training full-time, beer is taking its toll, not to mention the carbs from nightly pizza,” he sighed. “You drink as much beer as any Beta, but you’re still a stick. How do you do it?”


Instead of smiling at the compliment, I remembered a slumber party in the seventh grade. Margaret Albright had said, “Battle looks like a stork. How can you even walk on those skinny legs?” All the girls laughed. “And you are pigeon-toed too. Oh my God! We have a rare pigeon-toed stork in our midst!”


“Seriously, though,” he went on. “You’re pretty perfect. Regal in appearance. You could pass Queen Elizabeth’s scrutiny to marry Charles.”


I attempted to curtsy. But I wasn’t the only one raised to meet royal standards. Scott credited his dad, an anesthesiologist at the Indiana University (IU) Medical Center in Indianapolis, for his good manners. Doctors seemed to run in the family as his sister married an ob-gyn. Scott’s face lit up when he talked about his sister, Suzy. He pulled a picture from his wallet to show me her son, the cutest blond toddler ever. Right then, I knew he wanted a family as much as I did.


Scott’s smile turned to tears when he told me his dad had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease a few years ago and now struggled to walk and talk normally. He said nobody at Purdue knew. I’d never seen a boy cry before, even in the movies.


Scott was the loyal type, the ultimate good guy. He would never break anyone’s heart or trust—let alone that of someone he loved. He was a keeper.


Relationships take time . . . especially when you think you’ve met your prince. I wanted to make space for Scott even though I had precious little spare time. I’d been elected sorority treasurer. It was the only paid officer position because it required accounting skills to calculate payroll and pay taxes for the house operations staff. Dad had made me prepare my taxes since I started working at age sixteen, and I caught on quickly. The money would come in handy as I had to pay for half of my college tuition, which was challenging while earning minimum wage.


The sorority expected its members to participate in campus activities. I was a staff writer for the university newspaper. Seeing my name in print was weird, but I liked it. And I earned a seat on the Grand Prix Junior Board, which added to my résumé.


“Don’t Betas do any extracurricular activities?” I asked Scott on a particularly busy day.


“I have my running,” he said, sounding satisfied. He had decided not to join the cross-country team because he’d had a bad experience with his previous college coach before transferring to Purdue and preferred to run independently. Scott’s laid-back approach to school was new to me. He didn’t keep a checkbook or carry around a planner like most students.


“My mom deposits money now and then,” he said sheepishly. “I still help cut the grass back home.”


In contrast to Scott’s unlimited funds, and despite my dad’s professional success, my parents only gave me a small stipend at the beginning of each semester. It was enough to buy pizza once a week. Since all the money I earned during the summers went toward tuition, I had no spending money.


Our study habits were also different. Scott struggled as an engineering major and was content to merely pass. He was intelligent but said his dad worked too hard, and he didn’t want to be like him. Scott preferred to exert the minimum effort required. In contrast, I always tried to earn an A and generally figured out what it took to accomplish that. Over time, I positively influenced his grades, and he probably lowered my GPA.


“What are you doing right now?” he asked when he called one Sunday afternoon.


“Studying for an econ test.”


“Come over to the co-rec fields. Some of us are going to play a pickup game of soccer.”


“I really shouldn’t.”


“You really should. It’s seventy degrees and sunny. This may be the last perfect day this fall.”


I sighed. “All right.” It was easy to play hooky when Scott asked.


I can’t recall ever being hugged as a child. I never saw my parents kiss or hold hands. We didn’t do that in my family. My sister had distanced herself from me socially for as long as I could remember. My brothers were both a lot older than me and lived in their own worlds. No family members wrote or called me when I went away to school. Scott’s mom told him she was “tired of raising children.” I’m sure my parents were as well. I always felt like I had pretty much raised myself. With ScottnDeb, I felt loved for the first time in my life.


It was time to take our relationship to the next level. My decision did not come from uncontrolled physical attraction. Scott was particularly good at kissing and cuddling, and I would have been content to stay in that phase for a long time. But I recognized that he was “the one.” The one to have children with—and for both of us, that was the ultimate goal in life. Kids. We were already talking about the children we’d have in the future—after marriage. So, now I could take the big risk.


Without consulting anyone, I walked to the health center one day to get birth control pills. And at our next alcohol-infused party at the Beta house, my hands didn’t discourage Scott’s hands when they roamed. We headed for his room but noticed smoke wafting out the doorway from several stoned Betas and a big bong. But Scott was motivated. He located an empty room around the corner and ushered me to the bed. A short time later, someone opened the door. How could it not have been locked? The bright hallway light stunned the two embarrassed people under the bedcovers. The intruder apologized and closed the door. The heat of shame from wondering if we’d been identified was far worse than any physical pain I suffered that night, although alcohol eased the way. It was not the kind of “special” evening a virgin might have expected.


It wasn’t long before Scott officially proposed. He simply asked, “When’s the wedding?” While it wasn’t the most romantic proposal, asking when we would get married was the right question. Scott was two years older than me, but neither of us could imagine separating for even a few days, like over the holidays, let alone waiting for me to graduate. I told him I’d tested out of a few classes and could graduate a year early if I added a couple of summer classes.


“That’s great news! It’s taking me five years to graduate, and you’ll be out in three. But will your parents allow that?” he asked.


“Haven’t I told you about my first trip to Purdue? I thought we’d shared everything by now.”






Lesson 2—Be Smart, but Not Too Smart


Purdue requires incoming first-year students to visit campus one summer day to meet with their counselor and select classes. When my high school buddies Harper and Brees, our three moms, and I drove to Purdue, our primary goal was to look over our future dorm rooms. We wanted to take measurements and finalize decorating plans for the fall. Upon arrival, the moms left to find coffee and we girls met with our advisors to get the academic business out of the way.


“Deb Battle?” called Randy Shields, student advisor and grad assistant in the School of Management.


“I’ve reviewed your high school file and your SAT scores,” he said as we talked about my fall classes. “It’s impressive. We’re going to keep you busy here today. I think it will pay off.”


“Thanks,” I replied unenthusiastically. I didn’t like the sound of the “busy” remark as I was supposed to meet my friends as soon as I broke loose from this appointment.


“You’ll be taking some tests for the next few hours. Depending on how well you do, you could earn some college credit before you even start school in the fall—chemistry, English, a language,” he explained, assuming I would be pleased.


Hours! Taking tests! No, thank you, I thought. But I didn’t see that I had any choice. “Okay,” I said softly, wondering why I’d invested four years in taking Spanish. We were told it would expand our worldview. Today, my campus view would be a classroom, not a dorm room. Fine, let’s get on with it. One thing was sure: I would give it my best if I was taking a test. If Randy Shields thought I could test out of some college classes, I should think so too. Decorating our dorm room would have to wait.


I alerted the girls to my change in plans and spent the next few hours running from one end of campus to another, taking college-level exams in unknown, faraway buildings. Meanwhile, my friends stuck to the original plan and explored the campus and dorm rooms after their brief scheduling appointments. As the moms and daughters drove home later that day, the girls told me everything I’d missed.


“Metal bunk beds. Concrete block walls. The closets don’t have any doors over them! Weird. We’ll have to hang some beads or something,” Harper, my future roommate, called from the third row of Brees’s family’s large International Travelall vehicle. “I think there’s room for both of our stereos if we put one on top of the mini-fridge.”


Brees extended her hand from the back row over to my seat. “Let me see your schedule, Battle.” I passed it back without looking. My stomach growled, reminding me I’d missed lunch too. “Looks like you’ve tested out of at least twenty hours, including two years of Spanish!” Brees exclaimed with wide eyes. “Don’t let it go to your head or anything, but you’re practically a sophomore already.”


I was only half listening, my head filled with random Spanish words still spinning around from the test. It had been conducted entirely in Spanish, and I could still feel the large headphones hugging my ears. I kept replaying the questions and rethinking my answers. Espero haberlo hecho bien—I think I did okay. Was that right?


Mom leaned over and whispered loudly, “You never even looked at your room! Where are your priorities? The other girls were already meeting some nice boys. And you were off taking tests.”


There she goes, I thought, trying to marry me off. I wished I could roll my eyes—mis ojos. I couldn’t stop myself.


She couldn’t either, and hissed, “Why do you always hide behind your stupid books? You are so selfish! Why couldn’t you be like the other girls for once in your life?”


I didn’t think anyone heard Mom, but I didn’t want to argue with her in front of them. There was no point in explaining the mandated tests; she would never understand. She believed my life would consist solely of marriage and motherhood. I wanted those things too, especially the motherhood part. That was the plan. I was eighteen and had just completed her training program to understand society’s expectations for young women. She’d shown me the traditional path I was supposed to take.


But I turned to the window and stared at the cornfields. I’m not like the other girls, Mom. Pero no soy como las otras chicas, Mamá. Academics came easily to me. Purdue seemed to believe in me. I was beginning to think it might be possible for me to have some professional ambitions too. And maybe that could be a good thing for my children. I closed my eyes. I knew I was going places, with or without some nice boy.





No, ScottnDeb wouldn’t face any objections from Mom when we eventually shared our good news. And Dad would appreciate one less year of tuition contributions. Randy Shields had been right. I was glad I’d invested my time in taking those tests. Now, I could graduate a year early. Muy bien.


















CHAPTER 3

Following Tradition







Once Cinderella found her love match, life was good. Everything was going according to plan, er, path.


We agreed not to share our engagement news with anyone until Scott scraped together enough for a ring. He would interview for a job in engineering, and we’d marry and move to wherever that job took us. I would soon officially be on the traditional princess path.


I wasn’t nervous about meeting his parents; I viewed it as another job interview. Scott was sure I would not like his mom. He coached me to avoid topics like religion, politics, or abortion. I promised to be on my best behavior. Although Scott didn’t seem to care about the big picture, like getting a job someday, he was overly concerned with all the little things in life, which probably explained the deep worry lines on his forehead.


“The only thing you need to worry about today is being late because you’re driving below the speed limit,” I said.


“My father’s son,” he replied, not budging on the speed. “We’ll be even later because I need to stop for gas.”


“You have almost half a tank to go another twenty miles!” I said, leaning over to confirm.


“Exactly.”


I nodded. “Okay, Grandpa.” This wasn’t the right moment to tell him about when I’d run out of gas twice in one day on a high school ski trip to Michigan with my friends.





Scott’s mom opened the door. “Hello, Scotty. This must be Debra.”


“You can call me Deb.”


“Let’s have a chat in the living room, Debra.” Her heels clicked on the hardwood floor, competing with the loud ticking of the grandfather clock.


“It-it-it’s nice to meet such a beautiful lady,” stuttered Scott’s dad, entering from another doorway. He stooped over and shuffled as he slowly approached us. Parkinson’s disease was evident in everything except his spirit. “How’d you get a date with her, Scott?” He grinned.


He nearly tripped trying to position a chair for me, and you could tell where Scott had learned to be such a gentleman. Dr. Jerry Miller had a buzz cut and wore thin horn-rimmed glasses, a bow tie, and a wild plaid jacket. His bright blue eyes sparkled.


“Jerry, I’m quite sure she can move her own chair,” Peggy interjected, trying to redirect him. His kind expression turned into a frown as he glared at her and continued to arrange my seat before slowly moving to take his own.


Scott jumped in. “He’s got it, Mom.”


The situation was awkward all around, and the silent periods were deafening. “How is everything at the medical center?” I asked Scott’s dad.


Parkinson’s dulled the speed of his reactions but not his thoughts. Still, before Dr. Miller could respond, Scott’s mom jumped in. “Dr. Miller is the number-two man in the anesthesiology department at the medical center—which is a teaching hospital.”


“Well-well-well, my students are working on some promising research at the moment,” Dr. Miller said, and began to outline their latest study.


“Debra doesn’t care about the research, Jerry.”


“No, really, it’s—”


“Mom, let him explain,” pleaded Scott, but she’d already ruined the moment.


His mom turned to me. “Scott tells us your father is the chief engineer at his organization.”


“Yes, he’s—”


“And like our Scotty, you have two brothers and a sister. Did you get your height from your father?”


“Well, both of my parents are pretty tall . . .”


“I see. And Scott tells me you are a Pi Beta Phi sorority member.”


I nodded, and she smiled approvingly. “I was a member of Chi Omega.”


Scott mumbled, “For one year before you married Dad.”


She ignored him and continued the interrogation, which she completed over a formal lunch in the dining room. I was thankful for the loud clock and the occasional clink of silverware to cover the sounds of my chewing. Etiquette lessons from Mother LeVore, my sorority house mother, came in handy as Peggy’s dark brown eyes observed my every move. Toward the end of the torture session, Scott gestured to silently ask whether I minded if he left to cut the grass. I nodded, and he excused himself. After helping to clear the dishes, I excused myself to study.


“If only my children had taken more interest in their studies.” Peggy sighed and insisted on a complete house tour before releasing me to study in peace.


I must have aced the interview because Scott said his mom called later to rave about me. Given that she never said anything positive to him, he took that as high praise. One set of parents down, one to go. Even though we weren’t ready to tell our parents we were planning to marry, we still wanted these traditional “meet the parents” sessions to go well.


I knew my parents would be easy on Scott. For years, Mom had made it clear that she was desperate for grandchildren. There needed to be a wedding first, which required a mate. While I was the youngest of her four children, there were no serious prospects for the other three. My older sister had never been on a date, and neither brother showed any interest in settling down. Mom was thrilled to meet a suitor as it offered hope that she might become a grandmother someday, like all her friends. The drive to Fort Wayne took hours. It gave Scott time to grow nervous. “What if your dad doesn’t like me?”


“You’re an engineer like him. It’ll be fine.”


“I’m a nobody industrial engineer; he’s mechanical. That’s a big difference. MEs look down upon IEs. They think we’re not really engineers.”


“Relax!”


“I don’t know. My grades are pretty bad.” Scott continued to worry.


“They won’t ask about your grades. They just want their daughter married off. On the plus side, you won’t have to cut the grass today.”


Scott charmed my mom with his outstanding manners, but she’d have welcomed any male I brought home.


“I heard your sister has a little boy—and your brother too! I’ve waited so long for grandchildren. I just love babies! Let me show you some pictures of Debbie when she was little.”


“Mom, it’s okay. He doesn’t need to see any . . .” How embarrassing. But I realized it was hopeless. The good news was that this wouldn’t take long—there were only a few photos of me as a child. By the time my parents had their fourth child, they weren’t that interested in documenting their children. They’d only taken a few snapshots to mark my entire childhood. But I settled in when she brought out the stack of albums for my oldest brother, Tom. This would take a while. Scott was a trouper and listened to stories of Tom’s glory while we flipped through his albums.


“You didn’t tell me that Tom was an Eagle Scout who went on to win the Little 500 cycling race at IU, qualify for the Olympics, and captain IU’s national championship soccer team,” Scott said as we drove back to school.


“Welcome to my childhood,” I said.


“I’m marrying up. I hope our children get the Battle height. But why did your mom keep asking if you knew your size?”


I held up my left hand, wiggling my fingers. Mom wanted me to be prepared.




Lesson 3—Know Your Size


“I just love that commercial,” Mom said one year when I was in elementary school.


It was one of those De Beers television ads—the romantic kind where the guy proposes to the girl and gives her a giant engagement ring. And they flash up some message like, “Diamonds are forever,” or “How else could two months’ salary last forever?” I don’t think Dad looked up from his newspaper, but that didn’t stop Mom from trying.


Before Christmas, she stopped at the jewelry store. She had them check her ring size and update their records since there had been a slight change.


“Just in case he wants to surprise me,” she said.


“But I like your ring, Mom,” I said.


“It’s not bad,” Mom replied, looking down at her ring. “They didn’t have the best selection right after World War II when he was looking. He did get the right size; I made sure of that.”


“I thought you were surprised when he asked you,” I said, recalling the family legend.


“I was surprised he was first. I’d written my ring size in letters I sent overseas to three boys in the service. Dad wasn’t the only one I told.”


That was new information. But Mom always told us kids to “be prepared.” Now I understand that included knowing (and sharing) my ring size.





After crossing the parental visits off the list, we visited Scott’s sister, Suzy, her husband, Jack, and baby Ben for a weekend. Suzy was a wonderful mother and role model. She actively engaged with her toddler, teaching him and positively encouraging him. Like me, Scott and Suzy had grown up in a family that didn’t express much love. But now, she was the opposite. Fun and engaging—the kind of mom I always wanted to be. She’d reached the happily ever after! Suzy’s life was a fairy tale—she even lived on a golf course.


That summer, I landed an internship back home at International Harvester (IH), where Dad worked. I took classes at night and studied on the weekends, which didn’t leave much time to think about how much my heart ached to be with Scott. He stayed on campus retaking some classes to improve his grades so he could graduate the following year.


Dad and I carpooled. Usually, he dropped me off. On my last day of work for the summer, I asked to keep the car so I could drive to a farewell lunch with my team. At five o’clock, I circled back to pick up Dad. I hadn’t driven him since our last driving lesson years before, and it felt weird. He looked mad as he stormed toward the car on the long sidewalk outside his office building. Maybe he thought I’d been driving too fast or stopped too suddenly. Then I noticed he was carrying a cardboard box, which he threw into the back seat, and slammed the door. Sitting next to me, he looked like a volcano about to erupt. Dad had never been mad at me before; that was Mom’s department. I assumed he’d want to drive, but he just sat in the passenger seat and stared straight ahead. I guessed he was letting me drive home, so I pulled out, signaled right, and went as slowly and carefully as possible.


We drove in silence for a few miles. He was sweating profusely, just staring. He never once looked at me. Maybe it wasn’t my driving. I finally said, “Is everything okay?”


Dad was a just-the-facts kind of guy. But he struggled to find the words to answer me, his youngest daughter. “My position was eliminated today,” he said, still staring blankly ahead, like a zombie.


No! Dads didn’t lose jobs. Not my dad, anyway. Dads traditionally take care of their families. How could this be? Did Mom know? How would he find another job when he was fifty-four years old?


I didn’t know what to say. “Was this a surprise?” was all I could manage.


There was a long pause before he spoke. “I saw some smoke, but not the fire,” he finally answered, staring out the window, unable to meet my eyes.


I didn’t know what to say to a man who had lost his livelihood. He’d always received promotions and industry accolades, never a pink slip. We drove in silence the rest of the way. At least I’d have some good news for him this weekend when Scott arrived. He’d officially ask for my hand, and we’d announce our engagement before returning for the fall semester. My fairy tale was about to begin.





Back at campus, I wanted to conceal our big news from the Pi Phis for a few hours. I was nervous about losing my ring, so I fastened it to the elastic waistband inside my gym shorts with a safety pin. It was comforting to feel it resting on my stomach at dinner that evening. Mother LeVore tapped her water glass, and the room quieted. “Ladies, we will be having a pinning circle ceremony tonight.” The room buzzed with anticipation. Who could it be? the girls wondered. After a long summer, a few engagements would be expected. My name never came up during the usual speculation at dinner about who might be the lucky girl. Most girls considered me a junior, too young to be engaged.


Traditionally, “pinning circles” signaled that a girl had received a fraternity lavalier, pin, or engagement ring. I’d witnessed many ceremonies with eighty girls in the house; someone was always locking down their man. Hardly anyone was lavaliered these days; the couples went straight to pin or ring. The sorority president would light a candle and start passing it from girl to girl around a circle. If the candle was blown out in the first round, it signified that the girl who blew it out had received a lavalier from a fraternity boy. The second round meant a pin, and waiting until the third round meant an engagement announcement. The song was brief, and you’d think the repetition would drive you crazy, but we never seemed tired of being part of each girl’s special moment.


As we locked arms and started singing that night, I looked at each face in the glow of the candle as it moved around the circle. Everyone was looking for some sign to identify the lucky girl. The pinning song passed two rounds, and the girls knew someone was engaged. The singing voices grew louder as their anticipation heightened.


My heart was throbbing. I never wanted to be the center of attention. I hadn’t confided in anyone because I wanted to surprise the girls. I was second-guessing my decision to keep a secret this big to myself. The muscles around my knees began to spasm. Thank God we’d all linked arms, which provided security that I wouldn’t collapse if my legs gave out. The three rounds seemed to take forever. When the candle got to me on the third round, I barely mustered enough strength to blow it out.


My news was completely unexpected; no one had ever graduated early. On the surface, everyone seemed happy for Scott and me, though some girls may have experienced a feeling of panic with only a limited time left in college to complete their MRS degree.


Later, my friend, Smitty expressed a different take. She got right to the point when I outlined our plans to marry next summer. “How can you even think about throwing away your future?”


“What do you mean?” was all I could say, wondering if it was a jealous reaction.


“Don’t get me wrong. Scott is a nice guy and all. But you’re different,” Smitty said.


I was tired of being “different,” the girl who was too tall, too thin, or too smart. I never wanted to be different.


Her tone softened when she saw my tormented face. “You’re only twenty.”


“I’ll be twenty-one. My mom was only nineteen, and it worked out for her.”


“I thought our generation was starting to move past this whole ‘marriage and follow his career’ idea. In your case, if it’s true love, he should follow you. You could get a great job and go places,” Smitty suggested. “Scott—nicest guy ever, but he spends his time going on and off academic probation, from what I can see.”
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