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   CONVICTION
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   “Rebecca, I’m going to ask you one more time. Are you pregnant?”
 
   I stared right into my mother’s eyes and lied. I couldn’t tell her the truth. The truth would only bring more questions. Questions I wasn’t prepared to answer, and answers that would make me remember. I didn’t want to remember.
 
   So, I lied…again, “No, I told you a hundred times…No!”
 
   My mother stared at me with disbelieving eyes, but she finally nodded and walked away without another word.
 
   My father stood in the doorway, his eyes staring me down with a furious glare. He didn’t buy it, either.
 
   I knew I wasn’t fooling them; but day after day, week after week, I lied to my parents. I lied to myself. I knew I was pregnant, but I couldn’t face it…not without him…
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   A Chance Meeting
 
    
 
   I was walking through the mall with my best friend Jillian, holding onto Daddy’s gold card. I was told to buy a dress for the up-coming formal at my parent’s country club.  I hated shopping, but I was a Brigham, and Brigham’s shopped!
 
   “What are we doing here?” Jillian asked.
 
   “Shopping.”
 
   “But, we’re at a ‘mall,’” she said snidely. “You have a Gold card in your hand, why don’t we head to Rodeo Drive?”
 
   “Why? I don’t see the point of spending thousands of dollars on a dress that I’ll only wear once.”
 
   “Well, if your dad gave you his gold card, he must want you to use it.”
 
   “I will use it…here.”
 
   “You’re no fun!”
 
   “Oh, excuse me!” Some guy said as he ran into me outside of Old Navy.
 
   “Well, that was rude,” Jillian said.
 
   “He didn’t mean to do it,” I said, and we walked into the popular store that I’d heard so much about, but had yet to see for myself.
 
    
 
   “Give it back to her Jeff!”
 
   “Oh, come on! It’s not like her old man’s going to go broke over the loss of one Gold Card! You know who she is, right?”
 
   “Yeah, I do. Now give it back!”  
 
   “I’ll only use it myself. I won’t sell it to anyone.”
 
   “Don’t make me hurt you. Give it back to her…NOW!”
 
   Jeff moaned, but finally relented. “Fine, but you give it to her. It’ll look suspicious if I do it.”
 
   “No, you took it from her…you can give it back.”
 
   “How am I supposed to explain how I ended up with it after running into her a few minutes ago?”
 
   Shane sighed and said, “Fine. Give it to me. I’ll do your dirty work.”
 
   “Why do you care, anyway?”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “You have a thing for her or something?” Jeff asked.
 
   “I don’t even know her!”
 
   “But, you said you knew who she was, so you obviously…”
 
   “I don’t know her!  I just know of her and I don’t want you to get into any more trouble.”
 
   Jeff grinned and said, “Yeah, you’re worried about me. Sure. I’ll see you later.  Have fun!”
 
   “I’m just cleaning up your mess!” he yelled to deaf ears. Jeff had moved on and was already stalking his next prey.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Um, excuse me, Miss?”
 
   I turned to the sound of the voice behind me.  “Y-yes?” I stammered when I saw the most gorgeous guy I’d ever seen standing in front of me.
 
   “I think this belongs to you,” the gorgeous guy said, holding out my father’s credit card.
 
   “Oh, yes…thank you.  I must have left it in one of the stores.”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “Oh, well, thank you again. My dad wouldn’t be too happy if I told him I’d lost it,” I said, smiling up at him.
 
   “No worries. Um, see you around.”  
 
   He started to walk by me and I moved in the same direction and then we both over-corrected ourselves and once again blocked each other’s path.
 
   Jillian laughed out loud and then turned away to contain further outbursts of laughter.
 
   “Is she okay?” the gorgeous guy asked when he noticed Jillian’s fits of laughter.
 
   “I’m not sure. The jury’s still out on this one.”
 
   He smiled…and that’s when I knew. I knew right then that I wanted to know him…everything about him. I was already lost in those eyes, but when he smiled, my world stopped. My pulse quickened, my mouth was suddenly dry and I started to tremble.
 
   I never would have known that my face had also turned a bright shade of red, had my best friend not said, “What’s wrong with you?  Are you blushing?” Jillian asked, looking irritated.  Some best friend!
 
   This forced me back into reality, and although I knew it had only been a few seconds that our eyes were locked, it felt like a lifetime.  “No!” I finally snapped.
 
   Jillian glanced up at him and snidely said, “Well…thanks. You can go now, there’s no reward or anything!”
 
   “Jillian!”  I looked up at him and said, “You’ll have to excuse my friend. She’s too much of a snob to even know when she’s being rude!”
 
   He smiled again and this time I felt the blush spread up my neck and into my cheeks.
 
   “Well, I guess it’s a good thing she has you around to keep her in line.”
 
   “I can’t even begin to keep her in line,” I smiled back.
 
   “Rebecca, we have to go.  Now!” Jillian ordered.
 
   “It was nice meeting you,” he said and turned to leave.
 
   I didn’t want him to go. “Um, but we didn’t actually meet. I’m Rebecca Brigham,” I said, hoping he’d offer his name in response.
 
   “Rebecca; got it.”  
 
   He started to walk away again and I said, “You didn’t tell me your name.”
 
   He turned back around and before he could stop himself, he said, “Come back Monday afternoon, and I’ll tell you,” he smiled that gorgeous smile again and walked away with me staring after him, wishing he’d come back.
 
   “Rebecca!” Jillian shouted.
 
   “What?” I said, coming out of my stupor.
 
   “Are you deaf? I said, let’s go…like three times. What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Nothing. Let’s go.”
 
                 
 
   It was the longest weekend of my life. The formal dance at the country club was exhausting, and just as I suspected, I had to spend the night evading the advances of Parker, my parent’s best friends’ son.  All in all, it was a night from Hell, and all I could think about was that smile on the nameless guy I couldn’t stop thinking about. 
 
   I knew I shouldn’t go, but since all I could think of was that perfect smile; I knew nothing was going to keep me from meeting him at the mall Monday after school.    
 
   “Where are you going?” Jillian asked me as I raced out of class on Monday afternoon.
 
   I froze in my tracks, not wanting to tell my best friend of 13 years that I was going back to the mall to meet the guy that I hadn’t stopped thinking about for three days.  But, I didn’t want to lie either, “I’m going…shopping.”
 
   “Alone?”
 
   “I’m going alone…yes.” That wasn’t a lie, I was going alone. I just hoped I wouldn’t be alone for long.
 
   “Well, wait up, I’ll go with you.”
 
   “Um, you don’t…I mean, yeah, okay,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment and not hurt her feelings.
 
   “Oh, wait, I have an orthodontist appointment in an hour. I guess I can’t go. Only eight more weeks and these stupid things come off!” She smiled with a mouth full of metal.
 
   “That’s going to be so nice. Okay, have fun. See you tomorrow,” I said and headed off to my car, trying not to run, but having a very difficult time not racing to my car at top speed. I smiled to myself as I got in the front seat of my Mercedes and buckled up. I was going to see him, and I was so relieved that Jillian couldn’t go. I knew she would make some snide remarks or just be flat out rude, so I breathed a sigh of relief as I drove out of the seniors’ parking lot of St. Vincent High School.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t really think you’d show,” he said.
 
   “Well, I had some more shopping…” I didn’t lie well and I knew he’d see right through me, “Um, actually, I don’t have any shopping to do,” I said, feeling the color flow into my cheeks.
 
   “Good, then we can get something to drink and talk for a while,” he grinned.
 
   I almost melted. His smile was so mesmerizing. I was so captivated by him that I couldn’t speak.  I nodded and followed him to the Subway counter.
 
   “Do you want a sandwich or something?” he asked, pulling out his wallet.
 
   “Oh, no thank you, just a diet soda, please.” He ordered two drinks and led me to a table in the back of the food court.
 
   “So, what’s your story?” he asked, once we were sitting down.
 
   “My story?”
 
   “Yeah, tell me about yourself.”
 
   There’s not much to tell. I um, I’m pretty boring.”
 
   “I doubt that. So, where’s your friend?”
 
   “Oh, she had an orthodontist appointment and couldn’t come.”
 
   “So, then you did invite her? To be your chaperone?” he grinned again.
 
   “No, I didn’t invite her. She invited herself, and then remembered she had the appointment. Do I need a chaperone?”
 
   “Maybe; but, seeing as she doesn’t like me, I’m glad it’s not her.”
 
   “She doesn’t like anyone.”
 
   “She likes you.”
 
   “We’ve been friends since pre-school. She kind of has to like me.”
 
   “How old are you, Rebecca?”
 
   For some reason, I didn’t want to tell him. I skipped a grade in school, so by all rights, as a senior in high school, I should be 17 or 18, but I was only 16. “I’m 17,” I lied before I could stop myself. “How old are you?”
 
   “I’m 19.”
 
   “So, um, it’s Monday. Are you going to tell me your name?” I grinned at him, but I still felt guilty about such a stupid lie. Why did I think he’d care that I was only 16?
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Why? You promised.”    
 
   “I know, but if I don’t tell you, I might be able to talk you into meeting me again.”
 
   I blushed. “You promised. Aren’t you a man of your word?”
 
   “YES!” he said, as if I’d offended him.
 
   “I didn’t mean anything by that.  It’s just…”
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. My name’s…”
 
   “No, don’t tell me.”
 
   “Then I wouldn’t be a man of my word.”
 
   “It doesn’t count if I ask you not to tell me.”
 
   “I thought you wanted to know?”
 
   “I do…tomorrow,” I said, blushing again, while trying my best to flirt with him.
 
   “I wish I could, but I have to work tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh, where do you work?”
 
   “Blake’s Tires, across from St. Vincent school.”
 
   “I go to St. Vincent!”
 
   “I know. I’ve seen you…I um, I’ve watched you.”
 
   “Watched me?”
 
   “I’m not a stalker or anything. I just saw you one day…talking to some guy in a sports car, and you looked really angry with him. I almost walked over to get the guy to leave you alone, but just as I started across the street, you shook your head at him and walked away. He drove off, so I figured you were okay.”
 
   “That was Parker,” I said, irritated simply by the thought of him.
 
   “Is he your boyfriend?”
 
   “No! He thinks he is, though.”
 
   “Maybe you should set him straight.”
 
   “Oh, if only I could. He’s a friend of the family…well, his parents’ are. Sometimes I think my parents only had me so that I could marry Parker Hayes and our families would be legally united. And what’s worse, Parker’s all for it. He actually talked to me about ‘our’ wedding one night after he and his parents came to our house for dinner. Like, he has our lives planned out for us…Til Death Do Us Part kind of thing. What guy thinks that way?”
 
   “I’m lost. Your only 17, and your parent’s want you to marry this guy?”
 
   “Not now, but, yes, they want me to marry him, oh, and stay home and have lots of little Parker’s! UGH! Our parents have forced us together since I was born. Honestly, I think they engraved our wedding date on my “It’s a Girl” announcements when I was born.”
 
   “Ouch. So um, I take it you don’t have...feelings for this guy?”
 
   “Oh, I have feelings for him, alright. Nausea! He makes my skin crawl.”
 
   He smiled again. “Well, in his defense, I can’t blame him for wanting you. You’re beautiful.”
 
   I blushed again and looked down at the table.
 
   “Do you always blush when someone tells you that you’re beautiful?”
 
   “No one tells me that.”
 
   “Then you’re not listening, because you are, without a doubt, the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.”
 
   Once again, I felt my face flush with heat and color.
 
   “Have dinner with me Thursday night.”
 
   I looked up at him and said, “I’d love…Oh, I can’t.”
 
   He nodded. “Daddy wouldn’t approve?”
 
   “What? No, that’s not it. My sister’s in the school play. She got one of the leads in Beauty and the Beast. She’s playing Belle, and I have to go.”
 
   “Oh, sure, okay,” he shrugged.
 
   I think he thought I was lying or that I really was worried that my father wouldn’t approve of him. He was probably right. My father was one of the worst when it came to pushing Parker at me. It was never going to happen. I thought about it for a minute and realized now was as good a time as any to not only convince my father…but both my parents, that I was I never going to be with Parker and that I wanted to date someone else. Specifically this gorgeous guy sitting across from me…whatever his name was.
 
   “Um, why don’t you come with me?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “To the play.  Come with us…and um, we can have dinner after.”
 
   “Are you trying to piss off your parent’s by inviting a bad boy to your sister’s play? Or maybe use me to get rid of Parker?” he said, looking…I don’t know…hurt maybe, or angry.
 
   “No!  I want you to come. I’ve told them over and over again that I don’t want anything to do with Parker, but they don’t listen. But, I didn’t ask you to prove a point, I asked you because I wanted to.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I looked down, not sure how to answer his question.
 
   He lifted my chin and repeated, “Why?”
 
   “Because…you’re all I’ve thought about for three days now.” I was shaking now, shocked by my admission.
 
   He sat back and said, “I don’t want to get you into trouble. I’m not exactly from your side of town.”
 
   “I don’t care where you’re from.”
 
   “Your parents will.”
 
   “They’ll have to get over it. I’m old enough to date…or um, go out with…whoever I want.”
 
   He ran his hands through his hair and took a sip of his drink. “Rebecca, that all sounds great and everything, but, something tells me, they aren’t going to like me.”
 
   “I like you.”
 
   “You don’t know me.”
 
   “Please come.”
 
   “Why don’t we go out Friday night, instead?”
 
   “So, you don’t want to meet my parent’s?” I asked with a raised brow, throwing it right back at him.              
 
   “They won’t want to meet me.”
 
   “You don’t know them. They want me to be happy…even though they’ve been forcing the issue with Parker. But, my mom’s coming around. She’ll keep my dad in line.  I do need to know one thing, though,” I smiled.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Your name. It’s going to be hard to introduce you as ‘the guy who forced his friend to return my daddy’s credit card,”’ I smiled.
 
   It was his turn to be embarrassed. “How did you know?”
 
   “I saw you get out of his car today. I recognized him as the guy that bumped into me and I kind of figured it out.”
 
   “It wasn’t my idea. I don’t steal…not anymore.”
 
   “I kind of figured that out, too. Why else would you bring it back to me?”
 
   “Because I want to get to know you.”
 
   “Good, then come to the play with me.”
 
   He sighed and said, “Okay, but I hope you know what you’re doing.”
 
   “I’ll give you my address,” I smiled, thrilled that I had won the battle.
 
   “Why don’t I meet you at the school? I um, I’ll already be at work anyway, and since it’s across the street…”
 
   “Okay, sounds good.”
 
   We talked for a while longer.  I was so enthralled with him that I lost track of time and realized I needed to get home.
 
   “Do you want a ride home?” I asked, knowing his friend had dropped him off.
 
   “No, I’m good.  I don’t live far. I can walk.”
 
   “No, come on.  I’ll give you a ride.”
 
   He stood up and said, “I’ll walk you to your car.”
 
   I got out my keys, expecting him to go to the passenger side, but he followed me and opened my door for me.
 
   “I’ll see you Wednesday at 6:00 sharp at the school. Call Blake’s Tires if you come to your senses and change your mind about me going.”
 
   “I won’t. Now, get in.”
 
   “I’m going to walk. I’ll see you Wednesday,” he said and he walked off without another word. I watched him walk away, wishing I could go with him. It was going to be another long two days.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Introductions?  But, I Don’t Know His Name!
 
    
 
   “Okay, it’s time to face the music. Start with Mom…she’ll be easier,” I told the worried girl in the rearview mirror on my way home from the mall. As I looked into my own eyes, I knew it didn’t matter if my family or my best friend approved of him or not…I really liked…oh, I still didn’t know his name. I closed my eyes and wondered how I was going to get around that particular problem when I told my mom that he was coming to the play. I sighed and started my car.
 
    
 
   My parents were out for the evening, so I didn’t get a chance to talk to my mother. I was still concerned about how I was going to get around the ‘name’ thing, so I wasn’t too upset that there would be a delay in that conversation.
 
                 
 
   “Okay, have fun. I’ll pick you up in 90 minutes,” I told my little sister when I dropped her off at the school for rehearsal that evening.
 
   I found myself glancing over at the tire store across the street that I had never even paid attention to…before now. It was 7:00 and getting dark, and I saw someone turn off the lights and flip the sign in the window to ‘closed.’ It was him and I felt a chill run through me at the mere sight of him.  He locked the door and started walking down the street and before I knew what I was doing…before I could stop myself, I had pulled up alongside of him and opened the passenger window. “Hi, would you like a ride?” I asked.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he grinned.
 
   “I had to drop off my sister for rehearsal, and I saw you leaving. What are you doing here?  I thought you were off today?”
 
   “I closed for one of the guys. His wife’s pregnant and she called and said it was time to have the baby, so he had to leave. I was already there, so…”
 
   “That was nice of you. Are you going to get in?” I smiled at him.
 
   “I can walk, it’s not far.”
 
   “Please. I have an hour and a half to kill before I have to pick up Sam. Are you going to make me sit in the car all by myself for an hour and a half?”
 
   “I should get home,” he said, but I could see he was considering it.
 
   I sighed, “Please? If you leave, then I’m going to be sitting in the car; a poor defenseless girl, all alone. You can protect me from all the evils in the world,” I smiled. I couldn’t believe I played the ‘defenseless maiden’ card, but it worked because he laughed and jumped in.
 
   “But, who’s going to protect you from me?” he grinned as he turned to face me in the seat.
 
   “I know you wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
   “You’re awfully trusting. Maybe you do need protection. But, what makes you so sure that I’m not your greatest predator? I’m probably a foot taller than you and I’ll bet I outweigh you by at least 70 pounds.”
 
   “If you were that kind of guy, you wouldn’t have bothered to return my father’s credit card. And, you could have accepted the ride earlier today, and like you said, you’re a lot bigger than me. If you wanted to hurt me, you could, and I couldn’t stop you. But, you don’t scare me. I’m a good judge of character.”
 
   “Hurting you is the last thing on my mind. But, you’re still too trusting for your own good.”
 
   “I have a sixth sense about people.” 
 
   He smiled.  
 
   “Don’t laugh, it’s true. You’re a good person, no matter what you think of yourself. Now, your friend however, I have serious doubts about him. I certainly wouldn’t be sitting alone in a car with him right now.”
 
   “Good thing, because I hate violence, and I’d really hate to have to beat the hell out of him in a fit of jealous rage,” he smiled again.
 
   “You wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
 
   He thought about it for a minute and said, “If we’d met a couple years ago, I think your sixth sense would be flashing red.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means I’ve done some things I’m not proud of. And, you wouldn’t have liked me much when I was 15 or 16. But I haven’t been in any trouble now for over three years.”
 
   “I like you now,” I said, and blushed again. I didn’t know what it was about him, but I found myself speaking my mind, and other than lying about my age, I felt like I could tell him anything, and it would be okay.
 
   We talked until 8:20 and then he said goodnight and started to go back inside the tire store.
 
   “Don’t you want a ride home?” I asked.
 
   “Your sister will be out in a few minutes.  I think I’ll just stay here tonight.  I have to be back in the morning anyway.”
 
   “But, I thought you worked tomorrow night?”
 
   “I’m working a double.”
 
   “Ambitious.”
 
   “Yeah, well, college is expensive.”
 
   “There are grants and stuff.  Scholarships,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, but when you only have a GED, and not the best grades, scholarships are a little more difficult to get. I can get loans, but I’d kind of like to pay as I go.”
 
   “Your parents can’t help?”
 
   “Um, no, my dad lost his job. I’m on my own. I um, I help out with the bills at home, though, so it’s kind of hard to put any money toward college. I have some money saved.”
 
   “I’m sorry about your dad. I hope he finds another job, soon.”
 
   “Thanks, goodnight. Lock your doors, okay?”
 
   “I will. Goodnight.” 
 
   I watched him walk away, more impressed with him than I was before. He was not only gorgeous and honest, but kind and caring, too. I started my car and headed across the street to the school, just in time for my sister to come bounding out of the building, all smiles and full of energy. “It’s going to be a long night!” I said to myself as she came running toward the car at top speed, I’m sure full of stories about how she ‘wowed’ everyone with her impeccable performance.
 
    
 
   The next day I found myself day-dreaming and my eyes kept wandering across the street to the tire store, hoping to get a glimpse of him. I laughed at myself when I realized I still didn’t know his name.
 
    
 
   “So, who is this boy?” my mother asked, shocked that I had invited an outsider to a family gathering.
 
   “Mom, I’m not ever going to marry Parker!” I said, avoiding the question.
 
   “You’ve said that before, Dear. Now, who’s this boy?”
 
   “He’s a really nice guy I met Friday when I was dress shopping.”
 
   “What’s his name?”
 
   I had rehearsed this part, and I hoped I could say it with a straight face, and not end up having to tell her I had no idea what his name was. “Does it matter? Mom, he’s a really nice guy. You’re going to meet him before we actually go out. Okay?”
 
   I think she could tell that I was really interested in this guy, so she finally relented, “Okay, he can come. But, we’re all going out to dinner after the play and I’d like you…both, to come with us.”
 
   “I don’t know if…” I saw the look on her face. “Okay, fine. But, can we wait to tell Daddy until right before the play? I don’t want to have to argue with him about me bringing a date other than Parker.”
 
   “Okay.  So, what’s this young man’s name? How old is he? Where does he go to school?”
 
   “Can’t you just meet him without knowing all of that?”
 
   “I just want to know his name and…” and lucky for me, the phone rang. I raced off to answer it, getting out of telling her all about the boy I knew little about…but couldn’t wait to see…
 
    
 
   It was finally Wednesday, and once again I raced out of my last period and practically ran to my car. Luckily, Jillian was leaving for two weeks with her family. They went to Aspen every year at this time.  Usually I missed her terribly, but this time, I was actually relieved. I knew she wouldn’t be nice to this guy, and I didn’t want to have to explain my feeling for him to her…whatever they were.
 
    
 
   I changed my clothes a dozen times, not sure what to wear. For the first time in my life, I wanted to look good for the guy I was going out with. I knew it was because I was finally going out with someone other than Parker, someone I really wanted to date. I wasn’t sure how I was going to handle introductions, but I decided I didn’t care. I was so excited, I could hardly contain myself.
 
   “Rebecca Marie, let’s go!” my father shouted from the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Coming!”
 
   I bounded down the stairs two at a time with what must have been a very happy look on my face.
 
   “Well, it’s nice to know you’ve taken such an interest in your sister’s play,” my father said when he noticed my new dress.
 
   “What?  Oh, yeah.”
 
   My mother glanced at me and said, “Um, Bradley, your daughter has something she’d like to tell you about tonight.”
 
   I froze. I thought my mom would tell him and smooth things over, but she was leaving it to me.
 
   “Well?” he asked, looking at me.
 
   I took a deep breath and said, “Um, Daddy, I’m bringing a date to the play. Well, actually, he’s meeting us there.” I said it. I forced myself to breathe again, waiting for his reply.
 
   “How did you know?” my dad said.
 
   “What?” I asked, confused.
 
   “How did you know Parker was meeting us there tonight? It was supposed to be a surprise.”
 
   I looked at my mom and started to panic.  
 
   “Oh, Bradley, tell me you didn’t invite Parker?”
 
   “Why? I invited Chris, Mary and Parker, but Chris and Mary already had other plans.”
 
   “Well, I hope Parker’s bringing a date, because he’s not the date I was talking about!” I snapped at my father.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I invited another…boy. I’m not dating Parker, Daddy. It’s time you realized that!  I don’t like Parker.”
 
   “You don’t know what you like!”
 
   “Yes I do! I like…” I stopped because I still didn’t know his name.
 
   “You like?”
 
   “He’s meeting us there. You invited Parker, so you can un-invite him.”
 
   “I don’t think I like your tone, young lady.”
 
   “I don’t like you setting me up with a guy who gives me the creeps! For the last time, I don’t like Parker, not like that!”
 
   “Come on, let’s go!” my sister said, throwing open the front door. She’d been waiting outside, practicing her lines.
 
   “Who is this boy you’ve invited?” my father asked, ignoring my sister.              
 
   “You’re bringing a boy…someone other than Parker?” my sister grinned, suddenly more interested in my date than being early to her play.
 
   “Yes. And, he’s very nice.” I looked up at my dad and knew I was going about it all wrong. “Daddy, I really like this guy. He’s really nice. Just give him a chance, for me, please?”
 
   He sighed, “How am I supposed to explain your…date, when I invited Parker to play that role?”
 
   “Parker knows I’m not interested in him. Well, I’ve told him numerous times, anyway. Can you call and tell him not come, please?”
 
   “It’s too late for that. You’ll just have to tell him yourself…” 
 
   I looked up at him with my big blue eyes and he finally said, “Okay, I’ll call him and tell him not to come. I’ll meet you in the car.”
 
                 
 
   “Hi,” I said when I saw him standing at the front of the school, looking adorable in a jacket and tie.
 
   I wanted to talk to him first to find out his name, but my parents were hot on my trail and I barely got the ‘hi’ out before they were standing there waiting for me to introduce them. I started to panic, but he smiled at me and said, “Hi, Rebecca. You look beautiful.” He reached out his hand to my father and said, “Hello, I’m Shane Ramsay. You must be Mr. and Mrs. Brigham. It’s nice to meet you both.”
 
   My father slowly reached out his hand and mumbled, “Yes…of course.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Shane,” my mother smiled.
 
   “Hi!” my sister said, running up to us.
 
   “This is my sister, Samantha,” I said. “Sam, this is…Shane,” I grinned up at him, thrilled to finally have a name to go with the perfect smile…and face, and everything else.
 
   “Hello, Samantha. You must be a very good actress to get the lead in Beauty and the Beast. Congratulations. I’m looking forward to seeing it.”
 
   My sister turned to me and said, “Hmm, now I know why you spent three hours getting ready. Parker’s going to be seriously pissed!” I blushed, and she grinned and started to walk away but not before my mother scolded her. “Samantha, watch your mouth!”
 
   So, as you can tell, I was the ‘good girl’ and my sister continually pushed the limits. She was a firecracker, and completely comfortable in any surrounding and in any situation. Nothing shocked her, nothing scared her and nothing stood in her way. She was three years my junior, and I was always in awe of her easy way with…everything. I wished I was a little bit like her, but I was always shy…scared of my own shadow. It took all my strength to stand up to my dad that night, and as I looked up at Shane, I knew he was the reason, and he was worth it. He was perfect, and he didn’t fail to impress my mother with his flawless manners. I noticed he even got a haircut for the occasion. It was still a little long, and unruly, but it suited him.
 
   “Well, we better go inside. Your sister would never forgive us if we missed her grand entrance,” my mother said, pulling my father by the arm to take the glare off Shane.
 
   We walked into the theater and my father’s demeanor instantly changed. As we headed toward the front where our seats were located, I understood why. Parker was standing in the aisle in front of our row of seats.
 
   “DAD!” I snapped.
 
   “It was too late to cancel.”
 
   I glared at him and took Shane’s arm and led him the other way.
 
   “Rebecca, don’t be rude. Where are you going?” my father asked.
 
   “I’ll…WE’LL be right back,” I snapped again. I never snapped at my father, but tonight was the dawn of a new me; a new me…without Parker, and more importantly, a new me…with Shane.
 
    
 
   I led him back to the lobby and said, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know he was coming.  My father invited him…he just told us as we were leaving. I told him to call and tell him not to come, and he said he would…but…” I blathered on, knowing full well my father never even called him.
 
   “Rebecca, it’s okay. Do you want me to leave?”
 
   “NO! I want HIM to leave!” I was upset, and close to tears.
 
   “It’s okay, really. I can handle it. But, if it makes you uncomfortable, then I really don’t mind leaving. That is, as long as I still get to see you after the play.”
 
   “Um, that’s another problem. We’re…as in, you and me; we’re supposed to go out to dinner with my parents and sister to celebrate after the play. I didn’t know that, either. I’m sorry.”
 
   He laughed.  “Well, that should make for a fun evening.”
 
   I sighed. “You’re probably ready to bolt. I can’t blame you. If you want to go, I understand.”
 
   He reached out and touched my cheek with the back of his hand. It was electrifying, and it stopped me dead in my tracks.  I was shocked by the intense emotions that swept over me with one little brush of his hand on my face. “Believe me, you’re worth it.”
 
   He took my arm and led me back into the theater. I was so dumbstruck by the gentle touch of his hand on my face that I didn’t even complain when I realized the only two seats left were between my father and Parker. I glanced up at him, realizing for the first time that Shane was very tall, I pulled on his arm, forcing him to bend down and whispered, “I’m sorry…again.”
 
   He smiled and scooted in, and surprisingly, sat down next to my father, leaving the space between himself and Parker for me.
 
   I sat down and looked over at Parker’s brooding stare and finally said, “Hello, Parker. This is Shane Ramsay. Shane, Parker Hayes.”
 
   Shane nodded at him and said, “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Yeah, so, how did you two meet?” Parker said in an almost accusatory manner.
 
   Thankfully, the lights dimmed and the principal stepped onto the stage. I looked up at Shane, grateful that he was sitting next to me and hadn’t run out the door screaming.  
 
   He leaned over and whispered, “I only sat here because I figured I needed to protect your father from your wrath,” he grinned.
 
   I melted. “Oh, but who’s going to protect Parker from my wrath?” I whispered back.
 
   “Have at it, it’ll only lessen my competition,” he smiled.
 
   I glanced over at Parker and back to Shane, “Trust me, there is no competition!”
 
   “SHHH!” my father warned.
 
   I rolled my eyes and stared at the stage, feeling very awkward siting between Parker and Shane. But, I couldn’t help feel the thrill as our arms touched on the arm rest.  I wanted him to hold my hand. No, actually, I wanted him to kiss me.  As I glanced over at him, I knew I wanted a lot more…
 
    
 
   “Bravo, Darling!  You were superb!” My mother told my sister after the performance.
 
   “You were great, Sam.  Really,” I smiled and hugged my little sister.
 
   “Thanks. It was so much fun. I love being on stage!” she beamed.
 
   “Not bad, Kid!” Parker said.
 
   I watched my sister actually blush with Parker’s compliment. That was a first.  Parker turned toward me and said, “Rebecca, can I talk to you for a minute?”
 
   I took a step back toward Shane and said, “Not now, Parker.”
 
   “Okay, then I’ll pick you up after school tomorrow. I’m done with classes early.”
 
   I needed to end this once and for all, but I knew it wasn’t the right time. “Parker, um…we have plans tomorrow.”
 
   I looked up at Shane, praying he wouldn’t give me away.
 
   “That’s right,” he grinned. I sighed in relief.
 
   “What plans?” my father finally spoke up after giving me the silent treatment the entire evening.
 
   “We’re going to see a movie tomorrow afternoon…if that’s okay with you, Mr. Brigham?”
 
   “Well, actually…”
 
   “Daddy!” I threatened him.
 
   “Parker, Dear, please tell your parent’s we’ll see them Sunday night,” my mother interrupted.
 
   I sighed and silently thanked my mother with my eyes. She had managed to very politely exclude Parker from dinner.  
 
   “Yes, certainly. Well, goodnight. Sam, once again, you were fantastic.”
 
   “Thank you, Parker,” my sister gushed.
 
   He turned to me and started to say something but changed his mind and just nodded and walked away.   
 
   Once he was out of ear shot, my father continued his ranting, “Don’t daddy me, young lady. Since when do you make plans without discussing them with your mother and me?”
 
   “I was going to tell you, but I haven’t had time yet. We just talked about it…a few minutes ago.”
 
   He turned to Shane and said, “How old are you?”
 
   “Nineteen.”
 
   “Don’t you think you’re a little too old for my daughter?”
 
   “Daddy!  Stop it. You’re always pushing Parker on me and he’s twenty!”
 
   “Young lady, you’re being rude.”
 
   “I’m being rude? Do you have any idea how rude you’ve been to Shane all night?”
 
   “It’s fine, Rebecca. Really. He just wants what’s best for his daughter.”
 
   “That’s right. And, no offense, but what’s best for her is Parker.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and said, “Mom, would you mind if we skipped dinner? I’m not really hungry anymore.”
 
   My mother sighed. “Bradley, why don’t you go and get the car?”
 
   He threw his hands up in the air, but did what his wife of 22 years asked him to do.
 
   “Rebecca, your father means well, you know that. He loves you and he just has it in his mind that it’s always going to be you and Parker. You’re going to have to give him some time to adjust to your dating other boys. I’m very sorry Shane. Please forgive him.  He’s very stubborn where his family’s concerned. Please, join us for dinner? I’ll do my best to keep him under control.” 
 
   He smiled and she glanced at me. I always wondered if she saw it too…his smile. He had a smile that could stop any woman dead in her tracks. “If you’re sure that you don’t mind me intruding on your family meal?”
 
   “No matter what my husband said tonight…or, heaven help us, what he’s yet to say, you are welcome. Please, join us.”              
 
   “Thank you. I’d love to,” he said. I assumed he was lying for my sake, but he smiled and seemed to let things roll off his back without a second thought. “I need to run across the street for something really quick, if that’s okay?” he asked my mother.
 
   “Of course, we’ll wait.”
 
   “Would you come with me for a minute?” he asked me.
 
   I smiled and nodded, knowing without a doubt that I would follow him anywhere. 
 
   He led me across the street to the tire shop. “I just have to grab this for your sister,” he grinned, reaching inside the door on the counter and then quickly locking the door again.
 
   “Oh, she’s going to love them!” I said when I saw the small bouquet of red roses.
 
   “I really wanted to get them for you, but I know it’s your sister’s big night, so, I hope you don’t mind?”
 
   I looked up into his hypnotic slate eyes and said, “Are you really this wonderful, or do you have a dark side?”
 
   “I’ll be honest; I’ve been in my share of trouble. But, not for a long time…and I plan on keeping it that way.”
 
   “I think I’m in trouble,” I said, meaning I was already falling for him.
 
   “You will be if we keep your dad waiting,” he grinned.
 
   My father pulled up just as Shane handed Sam the bouquet of roses. 
 
   “Thank you!” my sister gushed and actually hugged him.
 
   He was obviously shocked, but put his arm around her and gave her a small hug in return.
 
   “A-hem! THAT one is DEFINITELY too young for you!” my father scolded.
 
   “Bradley!”
 
   “I’m just kidding. The um, the flowers are nice. I meant to get her some…” my father said. I wasn’t sure if he was grateful or angry that Shane bought her flowers and he hadn’t, but he did seem to be a little nicer…for a few minutes.
 
   I felt so much better now that Parker was gone. Now I just hoped my father would behave himself, and we might get through this evening without ruining the rest of my life.
 
   My father asked everyone to get into the car, and true to form, my sister climbed into the back seat and planted herself right in the middle. I wanted to kill her, but I assumed my father put her up to it, so I didn’t say anything.
 
   “So, where do you go to school?” she asked Shane.
 
   “I’m not in high school anymore. I um, I had to get a job when my dad lost his. But, I’m taking online college courses.”
 
   “Oh, so where do you work?” she asked.
 
   “At Blake’s Tires, across the street from your school.”
 
   “Where you picked up my flowers?”
 
   Shane nodded.  
 
   “So, you like, change tires and stuff?” Sam continued.
 
   “And stuff. Mostly I do sales now.”
 
   “Tire sales…great,” my father mumbled, and I noticed my mother elbowed him in the arm as a warning.
 
   We slowly made our way to the restaurant without another confrontation, but I noticed my sister kept staring at Shane, waiting for him to do or say something exciting.
 
   After a few minutes, she got tired of waiting, and decided to make the topic of conversation a little more interesting. “So, where did you meet my sister? And, have you kissed her yet? I’d ask her, but she never tells me anything.”
 
   For the first time in my life, I wanted to hit my sister. We pulled into the parking lot at that precise moment and suddenly my father turned in his seat, also awaiting an answer to my sister’s probing questions.
 
   “SAM!” I yelled, mortified.
 
   “Samantha, it’s really none of your business. Now, let’s go…” my mother started.
 
   “No, let him answer.  I’m rather curious myself,” my father said.
 
   I looked over at him and knew I had no hope of ever seeing him again, but he didn’t even flinch. “I met her when she was shopping for a dress last Friday, and no, I haven’t kissed her.”
 
   Sam must have wanted something much more exciting because she only rolled her eyes and said, “Booorrring! Don’t you want to kiss her? Parker wants…”
 
   “SAMANTHA ANN BRIGHAM, that’s enough! One more word and you’re grounded for a week! I’m so sorry, Shane. As you can tell, my daughters are like night and day!” my mother said apologetically, still sporting an evil eye at her youngest offspring.
 
   He only smiled and said, “It’s okay. There’s nothing wrong with speaking your mind.”
 
   My father parked the car and we all started to get out. I noticed Samantha hadn’t said another word, but just as Shane was getting out of the car, I saw her whisper something in his ear. He smiled and said, “Okay, thanks, I’ll definitely keep that in mind.”
 
   He walked around the car to meet me and I looked up at him, wondering exactly when he was going to run for the hills, but he simply smiled and offered me his arm. I looked up at him and said, “I’m afraid to ask, but I have to know. What did she whisper in your ear?”
 
   I didn’t realize it, but I was squeezing his arm tightly as I waited for what I was certain to be another of the continuously embarrassing moments of the evening.
 
   “I’ll tell you later. Don’t worry, it was nice.”
 
   I doubted that, and I couldn’t help but glare at my sister as we walked into the restaurant.
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me and I wondered when she was ever going to grow up. She was a freshman in high school, for heaven’s sake.
 
   We sat in a booth in the back of the room. I sat with Shane, my parents sat across from us and my sister sat at the tables’ edge, making herself available to sign autographs for all of her adoring fans that she imagined might walk in at any given moment. The fact that she was still wearing her costume and working very diligently at trying to draw attention to herself, failed to go unnoticed by all passers-by. I was grateful for the distraction because at least it took some of the focus off of Shane.
 
   We ordered dinner.
 
   “I’ll have the French onion soup and the grilled cheese quesadilla, please,” Shane said.
 
   “Would you like chicken or beef?”
 
   “Just cheese, thank you.”
 
   After everyone ordered, my sister was at it again. Not quite as bad, but I was terrified as each word worked its’ way out of her mouth.
 
   “Don’t you eat meat?” she asked.
 
   “No, I’m a vegetarian.”
 
   “Really? I thought all guys ate meat,” Sam added.
 
   “I used to, but I gave it up a while back and decided to become a vegetarian.”
 
   I could see my dad out of the corner of my eye. “So, how long’s it been since you haven’t eaten any meat…a month, a week, a day, what?” my dad snapped, certain that if he couldn’t finish school, then he probably couldn’t stick to anything else for more than a short time.
 
   “Seven years. I eat dairy, but no meat of any kind. I’m not against it, I just…well, my dad used to take me hunting…I hated it.”
 
   I looked up at him and thought I saw a brief flash of pain, or something. I knew there was more to the story, but I wasn’t sure what.  I reached under the table and put my hand on top of his. I felt the need to comfort him for some reason, although at the time, I didn’t know why.
 
   He glanced at me when he felt my hand on his and he smiled, but pulled his hand away and put both of his hands conspicuously on the table. I assumed it was only because he didn’t want my dad to see my display of affection, but I realized I didn’t care anymore. I liked him…a lot, and I wasn’t afraid to show it. I reached up and took his hand in mine, keeping it in plain sight on the table, not caring about the glares I got from my father. I knew I’d hear about it later…among other things, but I wanted Shane to know that I was happy that he stayed and I wanted my parents to know that he was more than just a short-lived crush…at least I hoped he was.
 
   After a few minutes went by, and my father’s face had gone from pink to fuchsia, Shane removed his hand from mine and excused himself to the bathroom.
 
   “Rebecca, you’re pushing it!” my father snapped the second Shane was out of ear shot.
 
   “Dad, I’m not going to apologize for liking Shane. Nor am I going to apologize for NOT liking Parker! I’m sorry that you’re disappointed in me, but…”
 
   “You’re way too young to know what you do and don’t like, yet. This is a phase, I might add, and it’s one I’m not at all happy with.”
 
   “A phase? Dad, Parker was a phase. And only because, for a short time, I really wanted to please you and mom, but you can’t expect me to continue seeing someone that turns my stomach. I like Shane, and whether this is a phase in my life or not, it’s my decision. So please, I’m asking you, begging you, please be nice to him.”
 
   “I know what’s best for you, young lady and this guy is definitely not it! You’re only 16 years old. You’re way too young to know what you want!”
 
   Shane came back to the table just then and I realized he’d heard that I was only 16. He knew I lied to him and I felt terrible. This night was definitely not going like I’d hoped. I didn’t even know why I’d lied to him or why I thought he’d care. I was almost 17, or I would be in a few months. But I saw his eyes flash in my direction as he heard my father announce that I was only 16. 
 
   Shane didn’t say a word about my age or my deception. He refused to sit down however and said, “I’m sorry for causing all this trouble in your family. I didn’t mean to.  I certainly didn’t want to spoil such an important night for you, Sam.”  
 
   “Hey, you only made the night more exciting,” she beamed at him.
 
   “Thank you,” he smiled.
 
   “You didn’t cause any trouble, Shane. Honestly. This feud has nothing to do with you. It’s been raging on for years now.” She turned to her husband and said, “Bradley, don’t you have something to say?” she asked.
 
   “NO!”
 
   Charlotte kicked her husband under the table and he finally relented and said, “Yeah, she’s right. This feud has nothing to do with you. If Rebecca wants you to stay, then of course, please stay.”
 
   “I want him to stay, even though he probably wants to run for the hills,” I said, looking up at him.
 
   “Not a chance,” he smiled and sat back down.
 
   The rest of dinner was actually nice and before we left, Shane handed the program that he’d kept from the play over to Sam and asked for her autograph. I knew she loved him and he’d definitely won her over. He also seemed to have a way with my mom.  Now, if only that smile would work on my dad…FAT CHANCE!
 
    
 
   “We’ll give you a ride home,” I said, standing outside the tire store after dinner.
 
   “No, it’s fine. I’ll probably just stay here tonight. Thank you. It was…fun,” he lied and laughed.
 
   “It was Hell! I’m so sorry. I can’t believe how wonderful you were through all of it. Thank you.”
 
   “I told you, you’re worth it. Well, goodnight. Oh, and I’ll see you tomorrow…for the movie?” he grinned.
 
   “Oh, you don’t have to…I mean, unless you want…UGH! Can you go to a movie with me after school?” I finally asked.
 
   “I have to work until 4:30, but I’m free after that.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll um, I’ll stay late at school and do some homework and meet you here at 4:30?”
 
   “Sounds great. Goodnight.”
 
   I started to walk back to the car where my parents were waiting when I realized there were a couple of things left unsaid.
 
   “Shane?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What did my sister whisper in your ear? Please tell me, or it’ll drive me crazy all night. She won’t tell me.”
 
   He smiled again and said, “She said you’d much rather kiss me than Parker. And she ‘advised’ me to hurry up, so that maybe you’d stop being so crabby,” he smiled as the red once again colored my face. “You really are beautiful, and even more so when you blush like that.”
 
   I put my hand to my face to hide my embarrassment and then almost jumped out of my skin when my father honked the horn.
 
   “Goodnight, Rebecca.”
 
   I nodded and started to turn around. But I knew I needed to apologize for one more thing. “Shane, I’m sorry that I lied about my age. I don’t know why I did it. I don’t make a habit of lying. I guess I thought you were older than you are and you wouldn’t want to see me if you thought I was too young.”
 
   “Did you really think a few months would matter?” he grinned again.
 
   “I don’t know. The lie jumped out before I could stop myself. I’m sorry, and I promise I’ll never lie to you again. I hope you can forgive me.”
 
    He took two steps toward me and said, “I’ll be honest, I’ve been lied to all my life, so I wasn’t exactly thrilled when I learned the truth. But I think I understand why you did it, so you’re getting a free pass…this once.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, wishing he could follow my sister’s advice and kiss me right then, but I knew he couldn’t.  
 
   “REBECCA MARIE, Let’s GO!” my father shouted, back to his old self again.
 
   I sighed, “Goodnight.”
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Coming Out of My Shell
 
    
 
   Normally the scenario would have been something like this when we got home from the restaurant:  My father would have ranted and raved and I would have just sat there listening and nodding at the appropriate times to appease him, fearful that I was going to do or say the wrong thing and disappoint them.  But, not this time.  This time I stood up to him and when I was done, I left him no doubt as to my feelings for not only Shane and Parker, but my father’s behavior as well.  I was angry and I said things I didn’t mean.  But, he pushed me all night and he was so rude to Shane that when I got home I didn’t wait for him to start.  Instead, I laid into him full force.
 
   “Don’t you ever embarrass me like that again!”
 
   “I’m your father and I’ll do…”
 
   “That’s right, you’re my father. You’re supposed to want me to be happy. To find the man of my dreams…and for the last time, Parker’s not HIM!”
 
   “And this Shane is?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just met him. But, I like him! He took everyone’s CRAP tonight without so much as returning a snide remark. He was polite and kind and he treated me and all of you with respect…which is a hell of a lot more than I can say for you tonight!  He also apologized for causing any trouble…which most certainly was not his fault…IT WAS YOURS!” I was irate.  
 
   “Young lady, you’re walking on thin ice!”
 
   “Well, it’s a good thing I can swim, because I’m not done! I’m only going to say this one more time; THERE IS NEVER GOING TO BE ANYTHING BETWEEN PARKER HAYES AND MYSELF! I won’t date him, I won’t kiss him, I won’t talk to him on the phone, and I will not…under any circumstances marry him or bare his children! Do you understand that now? Have I made myself perfectly clear on this matter, once and for all?” 
 
   My father was speechless. I had never spoken to him in such a manner, but I found that the new feelings I had for Shane gave me the courage I needed to finally confront my father about Parker, and although I knew I was a little hard on him, I also knew he needed to hear it.
 
   He walked upstairs without a word. He was either hurt or angry, or maybe both, but I knew I couldn’t back-peddle now and lose the ground I’d just gained. So, I left it as it was for the night, and went to bed.  
 
    
 
   The next morning, I knew I needed to smooth things over, so I headed down the hall to talk to him before he left for work.
 
   “Daddy, can I talk to you?” I asked meekly from the doorway to his bathroom while he was shaving.
 
   “I’m running late, Rebecca.”
 
   “Daddy, I know I was really hard on you last night. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you or make you so angry. But, you have to admit that you were very rude to Shane…and for no reason.”
 
   “So you said all that stuff to get back at me?” he said, looking at me with one side of his face clean-shaven and the other still lathered with shaving cream.
 
   “No, I said it…because it was true and you needed to hear it. But, I’m sorry for the way I said it. I know you want what’s best for me, but I don’t love Parker, Daddy. I never will. Can’t you understand that?”
 
   “I guess I thought that you would…in time.”
 
   “Daddy, I know you like him and I know that you and mom, and his parents always dreamed of us getting together, but when I think about dating him…I just…I just get the chills,” I said while rubbing my arms up and down to try and get rid of that creepy feeling whenever I thought of Parker.
 
   “The chills?”
 
   “Yeah, he makes my skin crawl. I’m sorry. The thought of him kissing me…or…” a shiver ran through me again, causing me to shake.
 
   “Stop! I don’t want to hear this!”
 
   “Sorry, but it’s true. We can be friends, but nothing more. I don’t have any romantic feelings for him…none at all.”
 
   “But you do for this Shane?” he asked, looking back toward the mirror to finish shaving.
 
   “Yes. I know you don’t want to hear that. But, I like Shane.”
 
   “He’s a tire salesman!”
 
   “So what?”
 
   “I won’t have any daughter of mine…”
 
   “What? You won’t have me what…dating a tire salesman?”
 
   “Dating…or anything else! He has a past. I checked him out this morning. He’s been in trouble with the law. I’ll bet he didn’t tell you that!”
 
   “Yes, as a matter of fact, he did. But he hasn’t been in any trouble for over three years. He’s a nice guy, Daddy.”
 
   “He’s a bad boy, Rebecca! Once a bad boy, always a bad boy! I told you, it’s just a phase. All girls fall for a bad boy once, but then they grow up…and so will you. Like I said, it’s just a phase, one I hope you’ll pass through rather quickly.”
 
   “Daddy, I really like him. He’s paid for his mistakes. He works an honest job, and he helps to support his father, who lost his job. He got his GED and he’s saving up money to go to school, and taking pre-req courses online. How can you fault him for that?”
 
   “He’s not actually in school, yet. I’ll believe it when I see it. Parker will be a lawyer in just a few more years.”
 
   “Parker’s had everything handed to him on a silver platter. He’s never worked for anything a day in his life.”
 
   “He does too, he gets excellent grades!”
 
   “Yeah, and his parent’s pay a fortune for his tutors. I’m not saying that Parker doesn’t deserve his good grades or that he’s not going to make a good attorney, but I am saying that it’s easier for some…than it is for others. I’m just asking you to give Shane a chance. For me, please?”
 
   “You really like this guy?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. We’re going to a movie when he gets off work today at 4:30. I’ll be home by nine. Okay?” I asked, hoping to get back into his good graces.
 
   “What are you going to do from 4:30 to nine?” he asked with accusing eyes.
 
   “The movie doesn’t start until 6:25 so we’re going to have dinner first.”
 
   “Just dinner? Nothing else?” he asked.
 
   “Dinner and a movie.”
 
   “Fine. Just…be careful. He um, he may want more than…well, he may want…more,” he said, trying to get his point across without embarrassing us both.
 
   “He’s been a perfect gentleman.”
 
   “So far, but guys like that, well, he’ll want more…trust me,” he said, continuing to shave.  
 
   He was just about done shaving when I said,              “And you don’t think Parker ever wanted more?” 
 
   He turned his head quickly and caught his chin with the razor. “Parker would never expect…”
 
   “Dad, I love you, and I hate to ruin the perfect image you have of Parker Hayes, but trust me, he’s a guy, too.”
 
   He turned to look at me with a bloody piece of tissue hanging off his chin. “Did you and Parker…?”
 
   “No! I told you, he gives me the creeps! But, we would have if it had been up to him.”
 
   “Well, he is a young man. I guess it’s to be expected. It’s your job to keep him in line.” He was rinsing the shaving cream off of his face now.
 
   “UGH! So, now you’re saying that it’s okay for Parker to want to have sex with me, but not Shane?!” I was furious with his double standards!
 
   “OOOHHH SHHHH!!!! I don’t want to hear this!”
 
   “Well, you’re going to! I’ve said no to Parker more times than I can count, so I guess I’ve done my job in keeping him in line, like you said. Daddy, you just think Parker’s a gentleman, but I know better. I also know that Shane has been nothing but a gentleman with me…no matter how he was raised or what he’s done in his past, he hasn’t asked for anything. So, just to set the record straight…I’ve never done anything! Are you happy now?”
 
   He was actually covering his ears with his hands like a five year old being scolded by his mother. “I don’t want to hear this!”
 
   “What’s going on now, you two?” my mother asked.
 
   “I was just telling daddy that I didn’t have sex with Parker…even though he’s asked…NUMEROUS TIMES!” I yelled, over my father’s ridiculous ramblings.
 
   My mother’s mouth dropped open, but no words came out.
 
   “I’ll see you after the movie. Oh, and I’ll still be a virgin when I get home, because no matter what you think of Shane, I know he’s a gentleman!”
 
                 
 
   I drove to school early and sat in my car going over the conversation I just had with my parents. I didn’t know who the person was that was yelling and talking openly about sex to my parents, but I found I liked her. She gave me freedom and I suddenly felt empowered. I had stood up to my parents. Maybe I was a little like my sister after all. And, not only did I no longer have to go out with Parker, but I was going to be going out with Shane and I was thrilled!  I got out of my car and found myself glancing across the street to catch a glimpse of the young man who had given me the strength to speak up for myself. When I didn’t see him, I finally just headed into first period a little early, waiting for the school day to be over.
 
   

 
   

Up Against the Wall (Or Porsche!)
 
    
 
   I got out of school at 3:20 which gave me enough time to sit and study for my calculus exam until Shane got off work. I headed to the tables at the front of the school and pulled out my books when I heard a familiar voice behind me. I cringed as I looked up to see the one person I wanted to avoid more than any other.
 
   “Rebecca, I think we should talk.”
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about, Parker.”
 
   “Yes, there is. How could you embarrass me like that last night?”
 
   “Parker, for the last time, we’re not a couple. I don’t want to hurt you, really, I don’t. But, I’ve told you over and over again, I’m not interested in you.”
 
   “You don’t mean that. We’ve been together for…”
 
   “WE’VE NEVER BEEN TOGETHER! Stop saying that! What’s it going to take to convince you of that? I told you, I don’t want to hurt you, but there is no us…and there never will be.”
 
   “But, I love you. I’ve always loved you. We’re supposed to be together!”
 
   “Why? Because that’s what our parent’s want? Don’t we get a say in this?  Parker, be reasonable; do you really want a girl who doesn’t want you? Aren’t you worth more than that? You deserve to be with someone who’ll truly love you. Who will want to spend time with you…but I’m not her.”
 
   “You could be. What can I do to fix it?”
 
   “You can’t fix something that never worked, that was never meant to work.  I don’t love you. I’m sorry. I know it would be so much easier…on both of us, if I did, but I don’t.”
 
   “Can I give you a ride home?”
 
   “No, I have my car, thanks. Goodbye, Parker.”
 
   “Why aren’t you going home to study?”
 
   I looked up at him and rolled my eyes. “I’m not going home, yet. I’m trying to work on calculus. I have a test tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh, I could stay and help you. I’m pretty good…”
 
   “No, thank you. I won’t be here too much longer.”
 
   “I’ll wait with you, then.”
 
   “Wait for what?”
 
   “I just want to see if he treats you right!”
 
   “What does that mean? Please don’t tell me you plan on following us or anything?” I asked, not sure if I’d put it past him, or not.
 
   “No, of course not. I just wanted to see if it was true. If you’re really going out with…this guy…or if you were just trying to make me jealous.”
 
   I dropped my head on the table. He was unbelievable. He wouldn’t give up.
 
   “Parker, come with me!” I said, standing up and grabbing my books.
 
   I walked him to his car and opened the door for him.
 
   “I’m not leaving.”
 
   “Yes, you are.”
 
   “Not until I get a chance to talk to him. See what his intentions are.”
 
   “Are you kidding?”
 
   “No! I’m dead serious. If I have to win you back, then I want to know what I’m up against. Get to know my competition.”
 
   “Parker, there is no competition. I like Shane…a lot. I don’t have those feelings for you. I never have and I never will. Please get that through your thick head!” I was getting angry now.
 
   “You’re just angry that I showed up and ruined your little plan to make me jealous last night.”
 
   “I didn’t even know you were coming last night. I didn’t invite you!”
 
   “But, you knew I’d come. I always come to family gatherings. That’s what a boyfriend does!”
 
   “Oh, for the love of…YOU ARE NOT MY BOYFRIEND! You never have been and you never will be! I’m done talking to you. I’ve had it. I’ve gone about this the nice way for far too long now. Think about it, Parker! Have I ever once come to your house to see you…unless my parents dragged me kicking and screaming? Have I ever stopped by unannounced to see you at school? Have I ever come by to pick you up for lunch, taken you shopping, run errands with you? Bought you little reminders of our time together?”
 
   “No, but…”
 
   “Have I ever kissed you…or touched you in any way?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “That’s right…and you know why that is? Because I don’t love you. I like you…as a friend, and only a friend. I never kissed you, or let you kiss me because I can’t stand…” I stopped before I got too carried away and said something that would seriously hurt him.
 
   He finally stopped talking and said, “You’re serious? I mean, I know you’ve been fighting your feelings for me…but I just thought it was because your parents forced the issue and once they backed off, you’d…”
 
   “I’d what? Ride off into the sunset with you? Parker, please, I’m begging you. Let go of any thoughts of us, and focus on someone more deserving of your love. I’m not her…I never was and I never will be.”
 
   I knew I was finally getting through to him. I sighed in relief, but then started feeling guilty. He did love me…in his own weird way. “Parker, I’m sorry I hurt you. I never meant to. Please just try to understand that I don’t feel…that way, about you. I think of you as more of a friend, or a brother.”
 
   “So um, this guy, this…Shane, he makes you feel that way?”
 
   I looked down, not wanting to hurt him more by the truth in my eyes. “Parker, I’ll see you at Thanksgiving, okay?”
 
   “I guess I have my answer.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “What is it about him? What can I do to make you glow and blush like that for me?”
 
   “Nothing. There’s nothing you can do.”
 
   “Has he kissed you yet?”
 
   “Parker…”
 
   “Look, we’ve been together a long time.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, but didn’t argue with him.
 
   “I know you don’t think so, but whether you choose to believe it or not, we’ve been a couple all our lives…at least in my mind. If you’re really going to end it, then be honest with me. Has he kissed you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Then can I ask you for something?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Can I kiss you…just once? Please?” he begged.
 
   “Parker, please just go home.”
 
   “It’s just one kiss. It would mean so much to me, Beccs. Please?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   He closed his eyes and sighed. “How do you know that you don’t feel that way for me if you’ve never even given me a chance?”
 
   “I just know. I’m sorry.”
 
   He took a few steps toward me, backing me into the side of his car. “I think I deserve one kiss. If you don’t feel anything for me after that, then I’ll leave you alone. But, if you do feel something…anything at all, then you’ll get rid of him and we’ll start over.”
 
   “Parker, I don’t feel anything for you…other than friendship. I’m certain of it.  I’ve known it all along. I don’t have to kiss you to prove it.”
 
   “Well, then you don’t have anything to worry about. It’s a win-win for you.”
 
   “No. Go home, please.”
 
   He leaned down toward me and I pulled away. He had me trapped against the car, and he was holding my arms and when I tried to pull away, he squeezed. The campus was empty by that time and I realized I was actually a little afraid of him, and there was no one to look to for help. Parker was suddenly different. He had lost some of his composure, something I’d never seen in 16 years.
 
   “Parker, you’re hurting me!” I said, trying to back away, but I was trapped up against his car.
 
   “Just one kiss. You owe me that much.”
 
   “I don’t owe you anything. Now, let me go.”
 
   He squeezed tighter, really digging into my arms now with his fingers. I cried out in pain.
 
   “I believe she asked you to let her go,” Shane said from somewhere behind Parker. Parker towered over me and I couldn’t see around or over him, but I instantly knew that voice, and I was so happy to hear it.
 
   Shane surprised him and I could see Parker’s composure returning.
 
   “Oh, God, Beccs. I’m so sorry. You know I would never hurt you. I don’t know what…” he turned to face Shane and said, “Can I have a minute with her?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so. Now’s not the time. She’s frightened of you right now.”
 
   “I just want to talk to her…apologize.”
 
   “I accept. Now go home!” I said, realizing I was shaking as I slinked out from under him and stood next to Shane.
 
   “Yeah, okay. I don’t know what…happened. I’m sorry.”
 
   I nodded and watched him as he got into his car and drove away.
 
   Shane wrapped his jacket around me and said, “Are you okay?”
 
   I nodded, but I wasn’t so sure.
 
   “Come with me for a minute, okay?”
 
   He walked me across the street and took me to the back of the tire store, into a waiting room. He sat me down and handed me a cup of water. I didn’t know it, but I was still shaking. He sat down next to me and said, “Do you want me to take you home?” This brought me around. I had waited all day…all my life to be with this guy, no way was one little incident with Parker going to ruin it. “No, I’m fine.”
 
   “Has he ever done anything like that to you before?”
 
   I shook my head no. “It was weird. Parker never loses control…ever. It was like some strange force had control over him.”
 
   “He loves you. I’m going to go out on a limb and say you broke it off with him?”
 
   “Well, I tried to get him to see reason, once again. There was nothing to break off. We were never a couple. He just thought we were. I know part of it was because of my dad. He’d hear one thing from me and then my dad would tell him the opposite. ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous Parker, she loves you, she’s just not ready to admit it. You know how teenage girls are; they never want to listen to their parents. But, she’ll come around, you’ll see!” I said, trying my best to impersonate my father, but couldn’t quite pull off the deep, dark voice.  But, I think Shane got the gist.
 
   “Um, this may sound like a stupid question, and believe me, it wouldn’t have been my first choice, but, wouldn’t you have saved yourself a lot of trouble if you just gave him one last kiss?”
 
   I looked down, not sure how to answer that question.
 
   “Sorry, it’s none of my business.”
 
   “First kiss,” I whispered.
 
   “What?”
 
   I looked up into his eyes and said, “It would have been our first kiss…my first kiss.”
 
   He was thinking about what I said.
 
   “I told you, we weren’t a couple, no matter what he said, or what my parents say. I never let him kiss me. I’ve never kissed anyone.” I blushed again, realizing I had just inadvertently admitted I was a virgin.
 
   He sat down next to me but didn’t say anything. He looked lost in thought. Like what I said upset him in some way. I was instantly worried that he thought I was too inexperienced for him and he was going to end our relationship before it really even began.
 
   “Thank you for rescuing me,” I said before he had too much time to consider breaking it off with me.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” he said quietly, still lost in thought.
 
   “Did I say something wrong?” I asked, shaking once again.
 
   “What? No, no, of course not. I’m just…I mean, I wasn’t expecting…”
 
   “You’re surprised I’m a virgin?” I bravely asked.
 
   “I guess I just assumed that you and he had been together. But, you’re still… innocent.”
 
   “I’m guessing you’re…not?”
 
   He looked over at me and said, “I wish I were.” He sighed, “I wish a lot of things.” He stood up and said, “Well, I guess we should go to dinner.”
 
   “Shane?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “It’s okay, right?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re okay with me being…innocent?”
 
   He ran his hands through his hair. “I won’t lie to you. The thought terrifies me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter right now. We’re just getting to know each other. There’s no rush to do anything. Come on, I missed lunch. I’m starving.”
 
                 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   I’m Not Proud of What I’ve Done
 
    
 
   Dinner was great. I felt really guilty that he paid for dinner when I knew he was working double shifts to save for college, but I didn’t want to embarrass him by offering to pay with Daddy’s money. I knew he was too proud.  
 
   I planned on paying for the movie, but the movie we were going to see was sold out and then we talked through the beginning of the next one and we finally gave up and just sat in my car and talked about everything. He was amazing and I knew I was falling hard. I think my feelings for him must have been obvious, because suddenly he turned very somber.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   He looked straight ahead and said, “Rebecca, I like you. I’m sure you’ve figured that out, and I know you care for me. But, I’ve done some things I’m not proud of. I’ve paid my dues; according the law, at least. But I made some really big mistakes. I think, before this goes any further, you should know about them.”
 
   “It won’t matter,” I said candidly.
 
   “It should. And, it’ll matter to your parents, believe me. Once they hear about my past, they’re not going to want you anywhere near me.”
 
   “Let me worry about my parents. They’ll get over it. It’s not like you killed anyone…” I said and saw him stiffen. I stopped talking and waited for him to say something…anything. 
 
   “No, I didn’t kill anyone, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
 
   “So, then what did you do?” I asked, not sure I really wanted to know.
 
   He turned to me and said, “I stole some alcohol from a convenience store when I was 15. I got drunk and then I stole a car.”
 
   “You were only…”
 
   “Let me finish, okay?” He took a few deep breaths and continued. “I was really drunk and I drove over to this girl’s house. I knew she had a crush on me, and I knew her parents were out of town. She had asked me to come over…I was sober enough to remember that much. I had another bottle of Jack Daniels with me and I knocked on her door. She let me in, planning on sobering me up. But, I guess that’s not exactly what I had in mind.” He stopped talking and I could see his knuckles were white as they were clasped tightly together in his lap.
 
   I was too stunned to say anything now.
 
   “I was drunk, but it was no excuse. She tried to get me to drink coffee, but I refused, instead I tried to get her drunk, too. I remember that she refused the alcohol and kept trying to get me to drink the coffee and finally I got angry. I wasn’t angry with her, but I took it out on her. The one girl that was trying to help me…the only one who cared anything about me…”
 
   “You were drunk, like you said,” I said as a tear rolled down my cheek.
 
   “I raped her.” He said it almost in a whisper. “The only person that truly cared about me, and I forced myself on her.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. He was obviously disgusted with himself and he said he’d paid his dues, but I could see it was eating him alive.
 
   “The funny thing is, after I woke up and realized what I’d done, she told that she loved me, and she’d planned on giving herself to me that night. She was crying, but she didn’t call for help, she didn’t turn me in and she never spoke of it again.” He turned to look at me then and said, “She was only 14.”
 
   The tears were unstoppable now. I wasn’t too sure who to feel worse for; the 14 year old girl who’d been raped, or the guy that couldn’t live with what he’d done.
 
   “I know that was hard to hear.”
 
    I nodded, still unable to speak.
 
   “If you want me to leave now, I’ll understand,” he said grabbing the door handle.
 
   I reached out and touched his hand, and shook my head no. “You were only 15,” I said, making excuses for him.
 
   “I was twice her size and it took nothing to over-power her. She was a nice girl…a good girl, innocent. I took that from her.” He stared ahead, refusing to look at me.
 
   “You said you paid your dues?” I said, ignoring the innocent remark.
 
   “I turned myself in a few months later. I couldn’t live with it. She refused to press charges, she didn’t want anyone to know, but I forced the issue. I wanted to be punished. I thought it would make me feel better, or forget. I thought I could forgive myself. I spent two years in Juvie, but it didn’t make me forget, and I know now that I’ll never forgive myself.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?” I said through more tears.
 
   “Because I like you. Because I want to get to know you. And, because you deserve to know the truth. You need to be able to make up your own mind. If you can’t handle it, then it’s better to know now…before things get complicated.”
 
   “Do you still see her?” I asked.
 
   “No. It was back in New York. I haven’t seen or heard from her since.”
 
   “Is that why you moved to L.A.?  To get away from her?”
 
   “That was part of it. My dad got a job offer here, and it seemed like the perfect time.”
 
   “What about your mom?”
 
   “She died when I was six. It’s just been my dad and me since then.”
 
   I dried my eyes and touched his hand. He pulled his hand away.
 
   “Shane, you were only 15…and you were drunk. You were a stupid kid.”
 
   “You were 15 a year ago. Did you know right from wrong?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, but I’ve never been under the influence of alcohol. You said you were angry, but not with her. So, who were you angry with?”
 
   “My father. But I took that anger, that rage for my father and I hurt the one person who truly cared for me. The fact that I was drunk doesn’t change a thing. I only remember bits and pieces, but regardless, I had no right to touch her!”
 
   I looked into his guilt-ridden eyes and said, “Shane, tell me something: would you have…done that to her if you were sober? Did you plan it before you started drinking?”
 
   “No, of course not. I would never…”
 
   “So, then the alcohol did play a huge role. You can’t blame yourself forever.”
 
   “I will blame myself forever. I was drunk, I know that. I also know that I would have never done that if I was sober. But, that still doesn’t change anything. I must have known what I was doing at the time, and although I may not have had all my wits about me, it was still a semi-conscious act. I did my time, but I know that I’ll spend eternity in Hell and I’ve accepted that. But, until then, I vowed to be a good person.”
 
   “You don’t really believe that, do you?”
 
   “I don’t know. You’re the good Catholic Girl. What do you think?” 
 
   “I think that God forgives us our sins. I think it’s what you do from now on that counts. I think God already forgave the boy’s sins in lieu of the man you’ve become. I think you paid for your sin, and it’s time to let it go.”
 
   He sighed. “I can’t. I can’t get her picture out of my head. She was so trusting, and she really thought she loved me. All I can see is her laying there, her nightgown torn and the blood on her thighs…” a tear rolled down his cheek and he let it fall without shame.
 
   I reached out to him but he pulled away. He dried his eyes and sat up straight, trying to compose himself “So, now you know my biggest, darkest secret. I’ll bet that’s not what you were expecting, was it?”
 
   I shook my head no.
 
   “Are you afraid of me now?” he asked.
 
   “No, I told you, I have a sixth sense about people.”
 
   “Yeah, well, your ‘spidey’ sense may be a little off where I’m concerned.”
 
   “No, it’s not. Shane, you’ve paid for your mistakes. Let it go.”
 
   “I wish it were that easy.” He took a deep breath and said, “I’ve never told anyone what I just told you; other than the cops when I turned myself in.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “Because I can’t stop thinking about you, and because you look at me like…like she did.”
 
   I blushed again. “Am I that transparent?”
 
   He shrugged. “I just wanted you to know what you’re up against.” He turned toward me and said, “I swear to you that I will never lay a hand on you. I’ll never hurt you. But, it’s still your choice. So, do you still want to see me? I’ll understand if…”
 
   “YES!”
 
   He actually managed a small smile. “You’re sure?”
 
   I nodded. “I’m positive.”
 
   He let out a long breath and said, “I swear I won’t let you down.” He seemed exhausted now…drained. “Well, I guess I should go home. I’m sure my dad’s passed out by now.”
 
   “Passed out?”
 
   “My dad’s an alcoholic. He has been for years.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Well, that’s hardly the biggest skeleton in my closet.”
 
   I reached for his hand, but once again, he pulled away.
 
   “Rebecca, I haven’t even looked at another girl since…” he sighed. “I told myself, made a promise to myself that women were off limits to me.”
 
   “How can you possibly expect to keep a promise like that?”              
 
   “I promised myself that I would become a decent person. That I would take care of my dad, save up some money for college and work my way through school. I promised that I wouldn’t look at another girl until I had something to offer her…but then I saw you. I wasn’t looking for you. But, when I saw you that day, I couldn’t look away. I’ve watched you talking with your friends, laughing, joking, and smiling…every day for months now. I reminded myself that you were off limits, but when Jeff stole your card, and I actually spoke to you…I knew there was no way I could keep that promise anymore.”
 
   I blushed again.
 
   “I swear to you, I’ll never hurt you. I haven’t had a drop to drink since that night and I never will again. I know I don’t deserve to be with you, but if you can accept my past, then I’m willing to give it a try.”
 
   He had given me a lot to think about, but as I looked into the beautiful eyes, and saw nothing but remorse, I knew I didn’t care. I reached out and grabbed his hand and when he tried to pull away this time, I squeezed tighter, holding on to him. I was trying to let him know how I felt without words.
 
   He smiled and squeezed my hand back and then pulled his away.
 
   I sighed, knowing it was going to take a lot of convincing on my part to get him to believe that I cared for him…no matter the circumstances. “Shane,” I said, seriously.
 
   “What?” he asked, preparing for the worst.
 
   “Have you ever apologized to her?”
 
   “Yeah, that night. But, it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t change the facts.”
 
   “But, have you apologized since then?”
 
   “No, I told you, I haven’t talked to her or seen her since that night.”
 
   “It’s been a long time. You’ve grown up. She’s grown up. Why don’t you write her a letter of apology? Even if you don’t mail it, you can write it. It might make you feel better.”
 
   “You mean like the steps in AA?”
 
   “I don’t know…?”
 
   “There are 12 steps when you join AA. One of them is to make amends and apologize for your sins.” He shrugged his shoulders. “My father’s in AA. I used to go with him.”
 
   “So, it’s like confession?” I said.
 
   “Kind of, I guess. I’m not Catholic…another strike against us,” he sighed.
 
   “I don’t care if you’re not Catholic, Shane. I care that you’re a good person. And, you are a good person. But, even if I didn’t know, in my heart, that you were good, it still wouldn’t matter. I was hooked the second…” I blushed.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Oh no, I just bared my soul, you need to fess up.”
 
   “It’s silly.”
 
   “I could use a little silly.”
 
   He was right. He had shared a huge secret from his past. I could let him in on one of mine. “It’s your smile,” I blushed again.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “I can’t stop thinking about your smile. And your eyes…the list goes on. But, when you smiled at me that first time at the mall, I melted. I can’t believe you didn’t notice.”
 
   “I was too busy arguing with myself; telling myself that I had no right to feel anything for you. But, I knew it was too late. And, unless you tell me otherwise, I’m going to become a permanent fixture in your life.”
 
   “I could use a new fixture. Now, how am I going to get rid of the old one?” I laughed when I thought of Parker, and his firm resistance to my continual ‘no’s!’
 
   “I thought that was settled.”
 
   “You’d think so, but something tells me I still have a long road ahead of me where he’s concerned. I don’t think today will stop him, but it might slow him down.”
 
   “Who can blame him? You’re not only beautiful, but kind and caring. You’re genuine,” he smiled and once again I melted…
 
   “I blame him; both him and my dad. I don’t know what got into him today!”
 
   “I do. Me.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Yeah, he thinks I’m a threat to his perfectly planned life.”
 
   “His perfectly planned life was all in his head. You have nothing to do with it.  But, maybe I stood up to him a little more forcefully this time…because of you. You give me courage. You should have heard me yelling at my dad last night…and then this morning. I’ve never spoken out like that before.”
 
   “Rebecca, don’t change who you are for me. I like who you are, just the way you are. You’re…perfect.”
 
   “Before you, I was afraid of my own shadow. I let my father and Parker plan and run my life for me. I just went along, even though I didn’t want to. I don’t know what you did to me, but I suddenly feel stronger. You made it so that I was able to find the strength and conviction to stand up to both of them.”
 
   He looked down, lost in thought again. After a few moments of silence he said, “Rebecca, your father loves you. He only wants what’s best for you.”
 
   “He doesn’t know what’s best for me.”
 
   “Maybe not, but you’re still his little girl, and he’s going to do everything in his power to protect you.”
 
   “He needs to protect me from Parker. He thinks Parker’s so wonderful. He wouldn’t think so if he’d seen him earlier. He would have killed him.”
 
   “Don’t be so sure.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “He thinks Parker’s your future. He sees you married to a wealthy attorney, living not too far from himself, in a beautiful home, with fancy cars and a lot of money…and grandkids. He’d forgive Parker, because when he looks at him, he sees you safe, protected and lavished with all the things money can buy.”
 
   I thought about what he said. “I agree with everything you just said, except that he would’ve killed Parker if he knew what he did earlier today. I’m sure he’d eventually forgive him, but if he thought for a second that I was in danger, he’d do anything to protect me.”
 
   He looked down.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Right now, your father thinks I’m your biggest threat. I guess I’m screwed.”
 
   “Oh, I didn’t mean…”
 
   “It’s okay, Rebecca. I know I have to earn their trust, just like yours. Don’t worry, I don’t scare off easily…not when it’s something so important. And believe me; you’re worth anything your father can throw at me.”
 
   I think he really wanted to lean over and kiss me, but something stopped him. I wished he would. I wanted him to. But, instead, he took a deep breath, touched the side of my face with the back of his hand and said, “I have Sunday’s off.  Will you spend the day with me?”
 
   I smiled. “Only if you come to dinner tomorrow night at my house.”
 
   “Oh your parents would love that!”
 
   “You said you were going to be a fixture and you don’t scare off easily. I want my parents to get to know you. No matter what you think of yourself, you’re really a wonderful person. I think if they see that, they won’t worry so much when we’re together.”
 
   He sighed. “Will Parker be there?”
 
   “God, I hope not! I think he’ll back off for a while,” I rolled my eyes, knowing it would be short-lived. Parker was used to getting what he wanted, and I knew he’d be back soon enough, but I figured we were safe for a few days.
 
   “Rebecca, can I ask you to do something for me?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “Don’t let him get you alone…okay?”
 
   “Trust me, even the thought makes me nauseous. But, why?”
 
   “He knows you have feelings for me. He’s going to try and be a bit…more persuasive now.”
 
   “Parker wouldn’t…” I stopped when I remembered my earlier encounter with him. “Okay. But, it won’t be a problem anyway, because I plan on spending every possible free moment I have…with you.”
 
   “I like that idea. But, please be careful. He’s going to come at you with everything he’s got now that I’m in the picture. And um, he’s going to want more than just a kiss.”
 
   “Well, if I won’t even kiss him, why would he think I’d do more?”
 
   “I don’t think he’s going to ask for your permission.”
 
   “He wouldn’t do that! Parker would never force himself…” I stopped in mid-sentence, and looked up at Shane. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay. Just promise me…for my own sanity, okay?”
 
   I nodded and he said goodbye and walked back into the tire store.
 
    
 
   “Promise me that you’ll be nice to Shane tonight, Dad.”
 
   “What is it with you and this guy? What does he have that Parker doesn’t? Tell me, because I just can’t figure it out.”
 
   “ME!”              I snapped.              
 
   “He’s a bad boy, Rebecca! Once a bad boy, always a bad boy!”
 
   “Bradley, you know first-hand that that’s not true!” my mother scolded.
 
   “Oh you can’t even begin to compare him to Bre…” he stopped mid-sentence.  “Don’t start with me, Charlotte,” he said, changing tactics.
 
   “Can’t compare him to what?” I asked.
 
   My mother just looked at my father and said, “Are you going to tell her, or am I?”
 
   “Neither. It’s ancient history. What’s important now is our daughter and this…this boy she is suddenly so infatuated with.”
 
   “She’s a teenager. It happens. You might as well get used to it.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to get used to it?”
 
   I watched them banter back and forth and I finally said, “I’m standing right here! Stop talking about me like my input doesn’t matter. Daddy, I love you, you know that.  But, if you mess this up with Shane I will never forgive you. I’m not threatening you, honestly. I just really like him, and I don’t want to lose him because you can’t keep your comments to yourself. So please, be nice to him, okay?”
 
   “He has a record!”
 
   “I know. I told you that he told me all about it.”
 
   “I want to know what he did to get sent to Juvenile Hall for two years.”
 
   “Why? He paid his dues, and it’s over.”
 
   “It’s not over until I say it’s over. Now, what did he tell you he did?”
 
   “The truth!”
 
   “His version of the truth. I want to know what he told you.”
 
   “He told me…”
 
   “I’m waiting!” my father said, tapping his foot impatiently on the kitchen tile.
 
   “You know what, it doesn’t matter. The records were sealed for a reason. He was only 15. He paid for his mistakes. It’s ancient history!” I said, using my father’s own words against him.
 
   “Rebecca, don’t you understand that I just want to protect you from making a huge mistake. Parker…”
 
   “STOP PUSHING PARKER AT ME!”
 
   “He’s a great guy! He doesn’t have a record.”
 
   “No, he’s just perfect, even though he can’t seem to take ‘no’ for an answer!”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Nothing. Never mind. Daddy, can you please just be nice to Shane tonight?  Give him a chance, okay? For me?” I asked, batting my baby blues.
 
   He finally groaned something that sounded like an ‘okay’ and headed down the hall into his office.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?
 
    
 
   “Hi,” I said when I opened the door.
 
   “Hi.” He smiled and handed me a bouquet of wildflowers.
 
   “Thank you. They’re beautiful!”
 
   “No, you’re beautiful. They pale by comparison.”
 
   I felt the color rise into my cheeks and his smile widened. “I’ll never get tired of that.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That beautiful blush.”
 
   I smiled and said, “Then keep smiling, it works every time.”
 
   “I’ll remember that,” he smiled again, waiting for the reaction he was expecting from me. He didn’t have to wait long, my face immediately flooded with color.
 
   My mother came around the corner and said, “Oh, Shane, you’re here. Come in, come in. What can I get you to drink?”
 
   “Oh, I’m fine, thanks.”
 
   “Rebecca, would you help me set the table?”
 
   “I’ll help her.”
 
   My mother nodded and said, “I’ll take you up on that. It’s nice to know there are still men out there willing to lend a hand in the kitchen.”
 
   “Well, it’s just my dad and me, so…”
 
   He helped me set the table and then he filled glasses with water and it wasn’t long before my mother was calling my dad to the dinner table. Thankfully, my sister was staying the night at a friends’ house.
 
   “Smells great,” my dad said, but ignored Shane.
 
   There was a knock on the door.  I looked up and prayed it wasn’t who I thought it was. But, no such luck, because just as I suspected, Parker came bounding through the doors and stopped short when he saw Shane standing next to me.
 
   “DAD!  How could you?” I yelled, furious.
 
   “I um, I didn’t,” he said, looking surprised.
 
   “Beccs, he didn’t call me.”
 
   “Stop calling me that! I hate that nickname. What are you doing here Parker?” I was no longer trapped between him and his car and I was suddenly incensed by his mere presence. Especially after I specifically told him there was nothing between us and to leave me alone.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.”
 
   “You’re not intruding,” my father said and started to glance at Shane as if to tell him he was the intruder, but stopped when he saw my glare. “Um, but, we were just about to sit down to dinner,” he said when my glare reminded him he was supposed to be nice.
 
   “Oh, of course,” he looked exhausted, like he hadn’t slept.
 
   “Parker, please go home.”
 
   “Not until I can apologize to you and your parents for my horrific behavior yesterday afternoon.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I forgive you. Now please go home.”
 
   “What is he talking about?” my mother asked.
 
   “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “What doesn’t matter?” my mother pushed.
 
   “You didn’t tell them?” he asked me.
 
   When I shook my head no, he looked at Shane, “You, either?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Wow, I assumed you would have loved to rat me out. Well, I need to clear my conscience, anyway. I um, I made a mistake yesterday,” he said, addressing my parents.
 
   “Parker, please just go home. I told you, it’s over…done.”
 
   He ignored me and kept his eyes on my parents. “I forced myself on your daughter…”
 
   My father stood up and shouted, “What!?” 
 
   “I mean, I tried to force her to kiss me.”
 
   I heard my mother let out the breath she’d been holding and saw her sit down in her chair, obviously relieved my virtue was still intact.
 
   “Parker, you had no right…” my father said.
 
   “I know. I don’t know what came over me. I’m so sorry. I feel horrible about the whole thing.”
 
   “What do you mean you tried to force her?” my father pushed.
 
   “I had her pinned up against my car. I almost went through with it too, but…” he stopped talking for a second and changed tactics, obviously uninterested in mentioning the true hero of the story. “She broke it off with me…and I guess I was angry…and hurt.  But, it was still no excuse.” He turned toward me and said, “I’ll never forgive myself for scaring you like that.”
 
   “Parker, I told you I forgave you. Now please, just go home.”
 
   He took a step toward me, “You broke my heart.”
 
   I sighed. “Parker, please…”
 
   He turned to Shane and said, “Treat her right…or I swear you’ll be sorry.”
 
   He walked to the door, but before he opened it, he added, “I hope we can still be friends, Beccs…Rebecca. I’d hate to lose you completely.”
 
   He walked out the door without another word. He’d made a good show of it, but for some reason, I believed it to be just that…a show.
 
   “You knew about this and you didn’t tell me?” my father whirled on Shane.
 
   “Daddy! Stop it! For your information, Shane’s the reason Parker didn’t go through with it! There was no way I could have fought him off. I was trapped and Shane stopped him. Don’t you dare take this out on Shane. He saved me.”
 
   My father’s attitude changed for the moment. “You stopped him?”
 
   “I was working and I saw them talking. I didn’t do anything until I saw him pin her to the car. She was scared, even from across the street, I could see it. I told him to back off. I’m not into violence, but there’s no way I would have let him hurt her. I don’t ever want to see her frightened like that again.”
 
   My mother stood up and said, “Thank you, Shane. Thank you for being there for her.”
 
   “Thank you,” my father mumbled.
 
   “Young lady, why didn’t you tell me what Parker did?” my father asked once we were all seated at the dinner table.
 
   “I don’t know. Shane stopped him, no harm done.”
 
   “I just can’t believe he’d do that to you. You’ve broken up with him a hundred times before. What made this time so different?”
 
   I looked over at Shane and said, “I don’t want to talk about Parker, Daddy. Can we just drop it? It’s over…finally,” I sighed in relief. “He’s accepted that I’m with Shane now, and I don’t have to…”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “By what?”
 
   “What do you mean you’re ‘with’ Shane now?”
 
   “What do you think I mean?” 
 
   “I don’t know. Why don’t you explain it!” he said, getting that edge back to his voice. “Or, better yet, why don’t you explain it!” he ordered, looking directly at Shane.
 
   “Daddy! You’re doing it again! Shane doesn’t owe you an explanation about our relationship.”
 
   “The hell he doesn’t! You’re a minor…he’s not! He will answer to me or he will be banned from seeing you at all.”
 
   “Bradley…”
 
   “No Charlotte! Not this time. I want to hear what this young man, with a criminal record has to say about being ‘with’ my sixteen year old daughter.”
 
   “Bradley, you’re being unreasonable. Shane, please forgive my husband’s outburst.”
 
   “It’s okay. He’s right; I do owe him…both of you, the truth.” He looked directly at my father and said, “You obviously love your family very much. They’re lucky to have you. I know I’m not the kind of guy you want your daughter to associate with, but I swear to you, I only have the best intentions in mind. I won’t say that I’m sorry that she’s not interested in Parker, because that would be a lie. And, I don’t lie…ever. Not anymore. I don’t have the best background, I’ll admit it. I don’t have any money, except the small amount I’ve saved for college. My father…well, he has his problems, too. But, it’s just been the two of us since I was six years old. I’ve been in trouble with the law, but I’ve paid my dues and I’ve been on the straight and narrow for over three years now, with no intention of ever going back.”
 
   “If you never lie…as you say, then what are your intentions with my daughter?”
 
   He looked over at me and said, “I want to get to know her. I want to spend time with her. Date her…as long as it’s what she wants.”
 
   I had tears in my eyes as I nodded yes. “More than anything,” I managed to get out.
 
   “She’s only 16.”
 
   “I know.” He looked my father right in the eye and said, “I haven’t laid a hand on her, and I have no intention of doing so. I just want to be with her.”
 
   “Yes, well, that’s all fine and dandy, but good intentions can all go right out the window if the…circumstances are right.”
 
   “I respect your daughter. And, I’ll respect the rules you set forth for her…and for me. And, I will abide by them. I’ve made a lot of mistakes. But, I swear to you, your daughter will not be one of them. I’m asking for a chance to prove myself, to the both of you and to her.”
 
   He sat there with his hands folded neatly in his lap, waiting for the axe to fall.
 
   “You’re right about one thing. My daughter will NOT be one of your mistakes.”
 
   “Daddy…please?”
 
   He sighed. “One chance! And, it’s only because you protected her. If you so much as look at her wrong…you’re done!” he said and walked out. 
 
   My mother stood up. “Well, I think she’s lucky to have found you.” She walked over to him and put her hand on his face and lifted it up so he’d look her in the eye. She was contemplating something and finally said, “Whatever mistakes you’ve made, it’s time to let them go. You have a clean slate. What you choose to do with it now, is up to you. Rebecca has faith in you, and so do I.” She started to walk out of the room. “Oh, and don’t worry about grumpy…he’ll come around.” She winked at me and headed toward my father’s office.  
 
   “Thank you,” I said, looking up at him.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For doing that for me. You didn’t have to.”
 
   “I didn’t do it for you, Rebecca. It was for purely selfish reasons.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I don’t want to sneak around. I want to be open about our relationship. I want to be with you, and I want your parents to be okay with it. I don’t think I could take it if they refused to let me see you.”
 
   “It wouldn’t matter if they refused or not. They couldn’t stop me, no matter what. I’d find a way to see you.”
 
   “Maybe, but isn’t it easier this way?”
 
   I nodded and smiled. 
 
   A few minutes later my parents re-joined the table and we finally finished dinner.  My mother had made spinach lasagna with Shane in mind.
 
   “Where’s the meat, Charlotte?”
 
   “It’s vegetarian…for Shane.”
 
   “Thank you, but you don’t have to make anything special for me.”              
 
   “What would you have done if I’d made something like meatloaf?” my mother laughed, trying to lighten the mood.
 
   “I would have had a lot of water. This is wonderful, though. Thank you. I don’t ever get any home cooked meals…unless I cook them.”
 
   “Doesn’t your father cook for you?”
 
   “No. I cook for him, sometimes. But, he’s not a big eater.”
 
   “Why did your father lose his job?” my father asked.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   “It was just a question.”
 
   “He was let go…for drinking on the job. He’s an alcoholic.”
 
   My mother dropped the serving spoon in the vegetable bowl. “You lost your mother when you were six and your father’s an alcoholic? No wonder you went off the deep-end. Who wouldn’t?”
 
   “Just what did you do to get sent to juvenile hall for two years?” my father asked.
 
   “Daddy, I told you…drop it.”
 
   “I stole a couple bottles of Jack Daniels and then got drunk and stole a car…”
 
   “Well, you were lucky you only got two years.”
 
   “He turned himself in. Now, can we drop it?” I asked, not wanting him to have to tell the rest of the story, even though I knew he would.
 
   “Is that why you don’t drive? You don’t have your license back, yet?”
 
   “I have my license back, but I don’t have a car. I borrow my Dad’s car sometimes, but I usually just prefer to walk. I’m saving as much as I can for school. But, with my father out of work, most of the money goes to our bills. Gas is a luxury.”
 
   My father’s face finally softened. “So, you’re the man of the house? You take care of your father, even though he should be taking care of you?”
 
   “I’m nineteen. He raised me…for a while. I guess it’s my turn to raise him.”
 
   “So, what is it you want to study in school?”
 
   “Veterinary medicine.”
 
   I was shocked. “I didn’t know that. That’s great.”
 
   “A vet, huh? Expensive and a lot of years of schooling,” my father said.
 
   “I know, that’s why I’m trying to save as much as I can.”
 
   “You have to have good grades to get into a vet program,” my father continued.
 
   “Yes, I know. I um, I’ve taken quite a few online courses…core classes, and I’ve managed to keep my grades up. It’s going to take a while, but I’ll do it.”
 
   “You have to have more than just good grades…you need connections…”
 
   “Daddy, why are you harassing him?”
 
   “Calm down, Pumpkin. I’m not harassing him. I was going to say I know the dean at UCLA and I was going to offer to put in a good word for him.”
 
   I was shocked. “That’s so nice…”
 
   “Yes, that’s very nice, thank you. But, I want to do it on my own. I appreciate it, really. But, when I get my degree, I want it to be…mine, ya know?”
 
   “Yes, I do know. I struggled to get into UCLA, worked my butt off for it. No one handed me anything and when I was done…I was proud. Well, I’m going to bed. I’m tired and we have mass early in the morning.”
 
   “Would it be okay if Rebecca and I spent the day together tomorrow? I thought we’d go to the zoo.”
 
   “I suppose it would be okay…after church.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Sunday mass starts at nine am. You’re welcome to join us for church. We usually have breakfast after church, and then you’re free to go. Unless you have some objection?”
 
   “No, none whatsoever. Thank you.”
 
   “Goodnight,” my father said and headed upstairs. “Oh, one more thing, you’re allocated to the downstairs only. Got it?”
 
   Shane smiled and said, “Got it!”
 
   My mother and I sat there staring at each other, speechless.
 
   “Who was that?” I asked my mother, wondering what my father was up to.
 
   “I told you he’d come around. It was just sooner than I expected. Well, these dishes aren’t going to do themselves.”
 
   “Rebecca and I can do them. You’ve done enough. I can’t thank you enough for the wonderful meal.”
 
   “Oh, you two go watch television or something. I’ll take care of the dishes.”
 
   “Please, let me,” he said while standing up and gathering plates and glasses.
 
   “Yeah mom, you go to bed. We’ll do these.”
 
   “You’re sure? You and your sister usually argue…”
 
   “She’s not here, thankfully, and I won’t mind doing them with Shane. It’s okay.  Goodnight.”
 
   “Well, I am rather tired. Okay, goodnight. There’s angel food cake, fresh strawberries and whipped cream in the fridge if you two would like some dessert.  Goodnight.”
 
                 
 
   Shane and I finished the dishes side by side. Neither of us said much of anything. I think we were both sort of in shock over the entire evening. When we were done I made us each a bowl of strawberry shortcake and asked him to follow me to the family room.
 
   “I should go,” he said when he saw what I was making.
 
   “Please don’t go, yet. It’s the first moment alone we’ve had all night.”
 
   “For a few minutes.”
 
   He followed me into the family room and waited for me to sit down. Once I did, he sat down on the opposite couch. I stood up and walked over and sat down next to him.
 
   He scooted over the second I sat down. “Why do you always pull away from me?  I thought you liked me,” I said, wanting to be closer to him.
 
   “I do like you. I like you so much that it scares me.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of you.”
 
   “Are you afraid of Parker?”
 
   “No. I mean, he scared me when he tried to kiss me, but he’s harmless.”
 
   “No, he’s not, Rebecca. And now he’s going to try to do more than just kiss you. You need to be careful.”
 
   “You said that before. Why?” I asked, confused.
 
   “Because, now he thinks he’s in competition with me. I’m sure he thinks that I’m going to have what he believes is rightfully his.”
 
   “I’m not his. I never was. Besides, I already told him you and I are together. It’s not a secret.”
 
   “Rebecca, I wasn’t talking about him being jealous of us dating…”
 
   “Then, what?”
 
   “I’m sure he thinks I’m after…more,” he said, looking away.
 
   I blushed again. “Oh, well…that’s none of his business. But, um, I’m not really…ready…yet.”
 
   “I know you’re not. And, just so you know…I won’t touch you until you’re at least 18.”
 
   I swallowed hard. I knew I wasn’t ready for sex just yet, but I was hoping we’d work our way up to it…slowly; but not that slowly. “That’s not for fifteen months,” I said.
 
   “I just want to be with you. I can wait.”
 
   “What if I can’t?” I said, boldly.
 
   He looked me in the eyes and said, “Then we have to end it now. I will not touch you until you’re at least 18, Rebecca.”  
 
   He said it with such conviction. I knew it was pointless to argue with him at that time. I finally said, “I’ll take you however I can get you.”
 
   He smiled and touched my cheek, which shot electricity through my entire body.  I shivered at his touch and knew it was going to be a long fifteen months.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Boyfriend vs. Best Friend
 
    
 
   Jillian was back. I’d managed to spend two wonderful weeks with Shane without the interference of my best friend. I had to admit I was instantly irritated with her the second I saw her. We had grown up together and had been friends for as long as I could remember. But, over the years, her attitude had gone from one of carefree and funny, to unforgiving and harsh. She was critical of everything and everyone.  
 
   “We had the best time! You should be so jealous! I mean, nothing can compare with Aspen!” she rambled on at lunch.
 
   I glanced across the street and knew she was wrong. Aspen couldn’t compare with the feelings I had for Shane. I was daydreaming, and staring at the tire store for a glimpse of the man I had totally fallen for.
 
   “Earth to Becca!” she shouted. “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   I decided to just blurt it out. The last two weeks had been the best days of my life and I wanted to share it with my best friend. But I knew she’d turn her nose up at him, and just thinking about it put me on the defensive. Here goes nothing.  “Nothing’s wrong.  Everything’s…perfect!” I grinned, hoping she’d ask for details.
 
   “So, then what did you do while I was away? I hope you didn’t sit around moping the entire two weeks, again!”
 
   “No, I didn’t. Actually…”
 
   “Good, because you know it’s the only time we’re ever really separated. So, what did you do while I was in Aspen?” she asked.
 
   “I fell in love.” There I said it, out loud, and it felt great!
 
   “What do you mean, you fell in love? With whom?”
 
   “Do you remember the guy…?”
 
   “It’s not Parker? Oh, of course it’s not Parker. You hate Parker.”
 
   “I don’t ‘hate’ Parker, but it’s not…”
 
   “No, don’t tell me. I want to guess. Um, is it Ted Jamison? No, wait, it’s got to be Josh Cartwright. That’s it huh, it’s Josh…?”
 
   “No, it’s…”
 
   “NO! I told you, I want to guess. Rick Blakely? He’s always had a thing for you,” she finally stopped talking, certain she had it all figured out.
 
   “Are you done?”
 
   She nodded, but was eagerly awaiting my confirmation of her latest guess.
 
   The bell rang, and she said, “Well, am I right? Come on, spill it!”
 
   I decided to keep her in suspense a little longer. “I’ll see you after school. You can meet him then.”
 
   “Meet him? Don’t I already know him?”
 
   “Well, sort of. See you after seventh.”
 
                 
 
   “Hi, are you ready to go?” 
 
   We’d been dating for over two weeks now and yet he still took my breath away and triggered that unstoppable blush whenever I saw him. “Yes, almost. I wanted to introduce you to Jillian…” I said, knowing he was less than thrilled with the idea of my friend being back from vacation.
 
   But, true to form, and his ever-present good nature, he smiled and nodded and waited for the inevitable. He knew she was going to hate him. He wasn’t wrong.
 
   “So, who…?” she stopped when she saw us talking.
 
   “Jillian, we were waiting for you. This is…”
 
   “You’re that guy from the mall!” she said with a grimace.
 
   “Jillian, this is Shane. Shane, Jillian,” I said, hoping to shut her up.
 
   “Can I talk to you for a minute?” she asked, ignoring Shane completely.
 
   I looked up into his eyes and knew I had nothing to hide from him.
 
   “I’ll wait for you over…” Shane said.
 
   “No, stay.” I turned to my best friend of 13 years and said, “Jillian, Shane and I are dating. We’ve been dating since…well, since you left.”
 
   “Casual fling?” she snapped, evidently irritated by my use of the word dating.
 
   “Jillian, please be nice.”
 
   “Nice? Why should I be nice about you dating…him? He’s…”
 
   “STOP! He’s wonderful, and kind and caring.”
 
   “Yeah, until he’s tired of using you!”
 
   I took a deep breath. “Jillian, we’ve been friends for 13 years, and I’ve always over-looked your pretentious, over-bearing attitude. But, if you want to continue our friendship, then you need to adjust your attitude, or we’re done.” It needed to be said, and I knew that she’d probably storm off, telling me we were through, but she’d come around in a day or two and we’d make up and eventually she’d accept Shane. But, I already knew that even though I hated the thought of losing my best friend, if push came to shove, I’d stand by Shane. And, as I stood there staring into my best friends eyes, defending him, that’s when I knew I was madly in love with him.
 
   “You can’t be serious! You’re willing to throw away our friendship over some guy you met at the mall? Some guy who’s just trying to get into your pants?”
 
   “Jillian, I’m not out to hurt Rebecca.”
 
   “Don’t call me Jillian. You don’t know me!”
 
   “JILLIAN!” I shouted.
 
   “What? You expect me to just keep quiet and not tell you you’re making a mistake? His friend ripped you off!  It was a set up.”
 
   “It wasn’t a set up. Shane made him give the card back.”
 
   “Yes, it was. I’m not stupid. He brought it back to get to you. You’re blind if you think this guy cares about you. Get over him, he’s bad news!”
 
   “I can’t get over him, Jillian. I love him.”
 
   She looked at me like I had three heads. She threw up her hands and stormed off without another word.
 
   I closed my eyes and turned toward him. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m not,” he said, staring at me strangely.
 
   “But, she was so rude…mean! How can you not be angry?”
 
   “Did you really just say that? Did you really just tell your best friend that you…love me?”
 
   I blushed. “Yeah, I guess I did.” I looked down, embarrassed.
 
   “Did you mean it?”
 
   I looked him in the eye and said, “Of course. I wouldn’t have said it if it wasn’t true. I thought you knew that. How could you not know that?”
 
   “Because you never told me.”
 
   “I guess I thought you could see it, feel it. I thought it was implied.” I was shaking now, worried that I had scared him off. “It’s okay if you don’t feel that way about…me.”  
 
   He didn’t say anything for a few minutes. He just stared at me. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore and said, “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I really thought you knew. I’m sorry if I shocked you.” I looked down and then started to head toward my car, hoping…praying he’d follow.  
 
   He reached out his hand and grabbed my arm gently, but firmly, and turned me back to face him. When I refused to look at him, he gently cupped my chin in his hand and lifted my face up to look at him. There were tears in my eyes and I tried to blink them away, but they managed to escape anyway. He reached out and gently wiped them away with his thumb and said, “Rebecca, you did shock me. You surprised the hell out of me. I just never dreamed you’d say it…first.”
 
   “What?” I asked, the tears more prevalent now.
 
   “I love you, too. More than anything.”
 
   I was so relieved. My legs turned to jelly and suddenly I found myself wrapped in his arms, holding onto him for support.
 
   It was the first and only physical contact we’d shared, other than the few, brief, failed attempts I’d made at hand-holding. I know it was me that initiated the hug, but I think he knew I needed it, so he allowed it…for a minute, anyway. But it wasn’t long before he pulled away and led me to my car.
 
   I thought for sure that now that we’d both confessed our mutual love for each other, he’d ease up on his strict rule of ‘never laying a hand on me.’ I was wrong!
 
   

 
   

 
 
    
 
   Mom…and Uncle Brent?
 
    
 
   “Mom, how old were you when…I mean, when did you know…?” I stuttered and stammered and couldn’t get the sentence out. I needed advice, and since my best friend had pretty much avoided any conversation that even involved Shane, I knew I had to look elsewhere for help. And, elsewhere was standing in the kitchen doing dishes.
 
   “What are you asking, Rebecca?” she asked, turning to look at me from the sink.
 
   I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t bring myself to ask my mother about her and my father’s love life. “Nothing, never mind.”
 
   “Honey, what’s bothering you?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Something’s bothering you. It’s been bothering you for a while now. What is it? Are you still nervous about your valedictorian speech? It’s perfect!” 
 
   “I’m nervous, yes, but, I told you, it’s nothing. Goodnight.” I headed upstairs to my room to get ready for bed.
 
    
 
   I did my nightly rituals, slipped into my nightgown and climbed into bed and sighed. I had just spent another wonderful, but extremely frustrating evening with Shane. I loved spending time with him. I loved him. But, he’d been my boyfriend for over four months now, and he hadn’t even so much as kissed me. I know he felt guilty about the girl from his past, but we loved each other and I, for one, needed to express it…physically. But, he refused all of my advances, gently reminding me that we agreed to wait until I was at least 18. I reminded him that I didn’t agree to that rule, but he was steadfast in his convictions, and all of my pleading fell on deaf ears.
 
   My mother knocked on my door a few minutes later. “Becca, Honey, are you still awake?”
 
   I sat up, “Yeah, Mom. What’s up?”
 
   “That’s what I want to know,” she said, sitting down beside me on my bed. “You seem so worried or upset about something. If it’s not your speech, then what is it? You’re graduating high school in three days. You should be having the time of your life right now, but you don’t seem…happy.”
 
   “I’m happy! I’m very happy.” 
 
   She brushed my hair back from my face. “Okay, maybe happy not’s the right word. You’ve been very happy since you started dating Shane. But, something is definitely bothering you. You started to ask me something downstairs. What was it?”
 
   I blushed, remembering the fleeting moment when I started to ask my mother when she and my dad first had sex. I looked down, not sure how to get out of this one.
 
   “Honey, whatever it is, you can tell me. You can tell me anything.”
 
   “It was nothing, really. I just…” I couldn’t do it.
 
   “Rebecca, Honey, are you pregnant?” she closed her eyes and I could see she was having a difficult time not crossing herself in prayer. She was silently praying she was wrong…which, of course, she was.
 
   “No! Trust me, you’re way off!”
 
   I could see her breathing returning to normal and I know she silently gave thanks to God that she wasn’t going to be a grandmother just yet. “Okay, good. I’m sorry, it’s just, well you’ve been so distant lately. Is everything alright with you and Shane? You didn’t break up with him, did you?”
 
   “Do you think I’d be this calm if I broke up with my boyfriend? Mom, I love Shane…and before you tell me I’m too young to know what love is…”
 
   “I wasn’t going to tell you that. I see how you two look at each other. I know you love each other. So, what’s bothering you?”
 
   “If I ask you something, will you try not to read more into it than there is?”
 
   “I can try.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “How long did you and daddy date before…I mean, did you wait…until you were married?”
 
   She thought about it for a minute and said, “Yes. We waited…until our wedding night.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. How long did you date before you got married?”
 
   “Not quite a year. We were just friends at first.” She smiled and patted my hand. “What’s this about, Honey? Is Shane pressuring you?”
 
   “I wish!” I said it before I could stop myself.
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Nothing. No, he’s not pressuring me. He um, he wants to wait…until I’m at least 18,” I admitted to my mother.
 
   “And, I’m guessing you don’t want to wait?”
 
   I thought about it for a minute and said, “Would it be terrible if I said no?” I blushed again and looked down and played with a piece of thread on my bedspread.
 
   “Rebecca, it’s not wrong to want to have a physical relationship with someone you love. Not that I’m pushing you into it, mind you. I just want what’s best for you.”
 
   “Shane’s what’s best for me. I love him, and I know he loves me. It’s just…I feel like whenever I talk to him about it, he shuts me out. It’s like, he doesn’t want me…that way.”
 
   “Oh Honey, I’m sure that’s not it. He’s very protective of you. Maybe he just doesn’t think you’re ready, yet. Or, maybe he’s not ready. Maybe he’s never…”
 
   I looked up at her with eyes that said she was wrong about that one.
 
   “Oh, I see. Well, maybe he’s just waiting for the right time.”
 
   “Wow, I thought you’d be angry with me. It’s just, well, I love him…and, I know we should wait, but I guess I’m not as strong as you. He’s driving me crazy. ”
 
   “Honey, I’m going to tell you something no one else knows…well, besides your father…and your uncle.” She took a deep breath and said, “Before I dated your father, I dated…Uncle Brent.”
 
   “What?  No way!”
 
   “Yes, I did. In fact, that’s how I met your father…through Brent. Brent was so handsome…gorgeous, really.”
 
   “EW!  Gross!”
 
   “I’ll show you pictures of him when he was young, you’d be surprised. He’s changed…a lot. But, back then…I found him very hard to resist.” She took a deep breath and said, “In fact, I found him so hard to resist, that I didn’t.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I slept with your Uncle Brent. It was long before your father and I started dating.  It was just one night…and honestly, I regret it. But not because I wasn’t married to him, but because I knew that I didn’t really love him, I just loved the thought of him. He was a ‘bad boy,’ or so I thought, and I just couldn’t help myself. Do you understand?”
 
   “Not really,” I said, seeing a whole new side to my mother.
 
   “He was very attractive, but, as you know, he’s not the sharpest tool in the shed.  It was lust Rebecca, not love. So, when you’re father and I started dating, I told myself that I was going to wait to get to know him before we…became intimate. But, I fell in love with him so fast and so hard, that I didn’t want to wait. But, you know your father, and when he gets something in his mind, there’s no changing it. He refused to touch me until our wedding night…and I’m sure you don’t want to hear this, but, he was worth the wait.”
 
   “Double EW!”
 
   She smiled and said, “Nevertheless, my point is, that even though your father gives Shane a hard time, they’re alike in a lot of ways. Give him time, Honey. Trust me, it’ll be worth the wait.”
 
   “You and…Uncle Brent?” I was still reeling from that bit of news.
 
   She laughed and left the room for a minute, promising to quickly return. She sat back down on the side of the bed and handed me a picture.  
 
   “Is that…?”
 
   “I told you, he was gorgeous.”
 
   “Wow, I would have never guessed in a million years that was him.” I handed the picture back to her and said, “Well, he may have been gorgeous back then, but you still got the better brother. Dad’s great, and I’m happy to say he’s certainly aged much better than Uncle Brent.”
 
   “Definitely. So, did I help you at all?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “Honey, give him time. I told you…it’ll be worth the wait. And, with Shane, you get the best of both brothers rolled into one. Looks and brains.”
 
   I smiled at her. “I know, that’s what makes him so hard to resist. It wouldn’t be so bad if he’d just show me some affection.”
 
   “He’s very affectionate. He’s always doing little things for you, fussing over you…”
 
   “That’s not what I mean. He’s always considerate and he does do nice things for me but…”
 
   “But, what?”              
 
   “He won’t hug me or hold my hand…”
 
   “Some guys just don’t feel comfortable showing that kind of affection around other people or in public.”
 
   “Mom, he won’t do it in private, either.” I looked down. “He hasn’t even…kissed me yet.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s true…not once.”
 
   “How can that be? You’ve been going out for months now. Surely you’ve at least kissed…”
 
   I shook my head. “He won’t touch me…at all.”
 
   “Oh, well, that does seem…strange. And, it doesn’t make any sense. I know he loves you. I can see it in his eyes. They follow you everywhere. Why wouldn’t he…?”
 
   I knew it was my turn to be honest with her. “Mom, remember the night that Shane told you and daddy why he went to Juvenile Hall for two years?”
 
   “Yeah, he stole some alcohol and then a car.”
 
   “That’s not all he did. But, if I tell you, you have to promise not to tell Daddy.”
 
   “I’ll promise if you promise not to tell him that I thought Brent was the better looking brother,” she grinned.
 
   “Deal.”
 
   “Okay?” she said, waiting.
 
   “After he stole the car, he went to a girls’ house; a girl that had a huge crush on him. He was drunk…very drunk, and her parents weren’t home…and he um, he…”
 
   “He forced himself on her?” she said.
 
   I nodded. “He can’t forgive himself. She was only 14, and I know it eats at him every day.  He won’t let it go, even though he paid his dues.”
 
   “Well, that would be hard for anyone to handle.”
 
   “Please don’t tell Daddy. Shane would never hurt me…or anyone else, ever. He hasn’t touched a drop of alcohol since that night, and he’s made amends…”
 
   “I know, Honey. It’s okay. I know Shane’s a good person. And, I’m sure the alcohol had a lot to do with it. But, it was still a terrible thing to do.”
 
   “He said she forgave him and refused to call the police, but he couldn’t live with the guilt and turned himself in.”
 
   “Something tells me he’s punished himself far worse than anything they could have done to him in Juvenile Hall.”
 
   “He punishes himself every day. I can’t get him to see reason. He feels so guilty about what he did, that it’s getting in the way of…us.”
 
   “You’re going to just have to be patient with him.”
 
   “I’m tired of being patient. I want him to kiss me!” I admitted and then blushed bright red.
 
   She couldn’t suppress her laughter, which only fueled my fire. “MOM, it’s not funny!”
 
   “Honey,” she said, trying to regain her composure. “I’m not laughing at you, but don’t you know that you have all the power?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s a man.”
 
   “Believe me, I’ve noticed,” I said dejectedly, missing her point.
 
   “Honey, I’m sure he thinks that if he gets too close to you, then he’s going to hurt you, like he hurt her.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “Yes, but what you don’t realize, is that once you get past that barrier, he’s going to forget about her…and all he’ll see is you. He loves you.”
 
   “But, how do I get past the barrier?”
 
   “You can’t reason with him, because he’s dead set against a physical relationship until you’re 18. He truly believes that’s what’s best for you. You’re going to have to convince him otherwise.”
 
   “How?” 
 
   “Start by telling him the truth. Tell him you know that he loves you, but that you need him to show it.”
 
   “I’ve done that. I tell him that all the time.”
 
   “What do you tell him?”
 
   “That I don’t want to wait until I’m 18.”
 
   “But have you told him why? Have you told him that you need him to hold you? That you need him to kiss you? Or have you just told him that’s what you want?”
 
   “What’s the difference?”
 
   “He’s staying away because he believes it’s what’s best for you. But, Shane would give you the moon if he knew you needed it.”
 
   I thought about what she said, and I knew she was right. Shane would give me the moon if I needed it. Now, all I have to do is make him see that I needed…him.
 
   I hugged my mom and told her thanks for being so understanding.
 
   “I was young once, too.” She started to walk out the door and said, “Honey, I know you love him, but there really is no rush…for more. Do you understand?”
 
   I nodded. “I just need to take the next step. Don’t worry, I doubt I’ll even be able to get him to kiss me, far less…” I looked down. “Believe me, you don’t have to worry,” I blushed.
 
   She started to say something else, but finally, she just nodded and closed my door. I laid back and thought about all she told me and the advice she’d given. I was shocked by how open and honest my ‘very catholic’ mother was about sex, but as I thought about what she told me, I knew she really did understand how I felt about Shane. I realized that my mother and I had just shared our first adult conversation. Maybe moms do know best! I thought to myself as I snuggled down into the sheets and drifted off to dream of Shane….and his smile.
 
                 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Kiss Me…Please!
 
    
 
   It was graduation and I was so excited to be ending that phase of my life. I had always been a good student, but I was ready to move on with my adult life, hopefully one that involved a more physical relationship with Shane. I struggled and stressed over my speech for weeks. I stood at the podium scanning a sea of faces, searching for only one, and once I found him, I knew I had the strength I needed to give my short, yet, I hoped, poignant speech.  
 
   Once the caps flew into the air though, I felt free and exhilarated and found myself running full speed to Shane and threw myself into his arms. He allowed it and lightly hugged me back, but when I pulled back, I could see the disappointment in his eyes that I had broken his strict ‘no touching’ rule. I looked down, embarrassed by his non-verbal scolding. “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean…” I didn’t have time to finish because suddenly my friends and family surrounded us.
 
   There were congratulations and compliments on my speech from everyone, but I still noted that Shane was irritated by my recent display of affection…public or not. I didn’t have too much time to worry about it though, because just as the roar started to die down, Jillian strolled over with a new guy on her arm. I stood there in utter shock as I followed the arm up to a face…Parker’s face.
 
   She hugged me and actually nodded to Shane. At least she acknowledged his presence this time, something she’d never done before.
 
   My father spoke.  “Parker, what are you doing here?” 
 
   “I wanted to congratulate Jillian and Rebecca on graduation. Great speech, Beccs!”
 
   “Please don’t call me…thanks,” I said, giving in to the stupid nickname he’d given me years earlier. “Um, so what’s going on?” I asked, looking to Jillian for answers as to why she was hanging all over Parker’s arm.
 
   “We’re um…we’re kind of…dating,” she grinned like a ten year old with a crush on the newest pop star.
 
   “Oh, okay…that’s…great, I guess.”
 
   “Yeah, it is!”
 
   “Can I talk to you for a few minutes?” I said, grabbing her arm and leading her away from the group.
 
   “How long have you been dating? You never mentioned it.”
 
   “You’re only interested in…Shane.”  
 
   Well, that was a start. She called him Shane and not ‘that guy who was using me.’  “Jillian, I’m happy for you…if he’s what you want?”
 
   “Hey, just because you lost out, doesn’t mean I should.”
 
   “Okay, like I said, if you’re happy, then I’m happy for you.”
 
   “I AM!” she said, snidely.
 
   Things hadn’t been the same since I’d started seeing Shane. Shane said Jillian was jealous of the time I spent with him, which was time I used to spend with her. 
 
   I knew he was right, so I let her comments slide and hugged her instead. “Make sure he treats you right. You deserve to be happy!”
 
   This appeased her for the moment and we had our arms clasped as we re-joined the group and stood next to our perspective guys.
 
   “I know you don’t want to go to the grad party, but Parker and I are going to have dinner at Rendezvous’ first and wanted to know if you’d like to make it a double date.” Jillian said.
 
   “Oh, thanks but…” 
 
   “Rebecca, please join us. It’s my treat. We made reservations for four. It’s the least I can do to make up for my abhorrent behavior,” Parker said, looking genuinely concerned that I’d refuse.
 
   “Maybe another time,” I smiled.
 
   “We’d love to,” Shane spoke up.
 
   “What?” I said, looking at Shane.
 
   “Can I talk to you for a minute, please?” he said, leading me away.
 
   We walked back to where Jillian and I were standing a few minutes before and he said, “I know you don’t feel comfortable with Parker. But, Jillian’s your best friend…”
 
   “Actually, I think you’ve taken over that role…now. I love Jillian, but we don’t really see eye to eye on much anymore.”
 
   “I’m your boyfriend. There’s a difference.  You need her, Rebecca.  I don’t want you to give up the rest of your life for me. You still need friends, whether you think you do or not. Don’t throw away a friendship that’s lasted almost 14 years…don’t do that to yourself, or to me. We can stand one night out with them. Who knows, maybe we’ll all have fun. You did just graduate high school. You should celebrate.”
 
   “I was hoping to celebrate…with you,” I blushed.
 
   “I’m going to ignore that…for now.”
 
   “Fine, we can go out with them. But, you do realize you’re willingly submitting yourself to an enormous amount of torture tonight, don’t you?” I said, only half joking.
 
   “I told you, you’re worth it.”
 
    
 
   Dinner actually proved to be fun. The food was excellent, and the atmosphere was so romantic, which Parker and Jillian seemed to notice, as they couldn’t seem to keep their hands or their lips to themselves throughout the meal.
 
   “Let’s dance,” Jillian said, pulling Parker onto the dance floor.
 
   Shane excused himself to the restroom and before long, Jillian headed to the ladies room and Parker was pulling me to the dance floor. “No, Parker. I don’t want to dance.”
 
   “Come on, Beccs…Rebecca. Please? Just one dance, for old times’ sake? What, are you afraid your boyfriend won’t forgive you? It’s just a dance.”
 
   “Shane will be right back.”
 
   “Dance with me…half a song, then he can cut in.”
 
   I sighed and begrudgingly followed him to the dance floor. The music was fast, so I felt comfortable dancing with him. But, the fast song ended in a matter of seconds, replaced by a slow moving love ballad. Parker wasted no time in pulling me to him.  I struggled to get away, but he held me close, telling me it was just a dance. I finally gave in and danced the slow song with him, knowing the song would end eventually and I would once again be free of Parker.
 
    
 
   “It’s time to go, Rebecca,” Shane said moments later.                
 
   I looked up and smiled, a feeling of relief washing over me.
 
   “You’re cutting in? Okay, then where’s my girl?” Parker said, still moving his feet with the rhythm of the slow-moving music.
 
   “I should get you home now,” Shane said, reaching for my arm.
 
   I nodded.  
 
   “You’re taking her home? It’s graduation! She doesn’t want to go home. You only graduate once! Well, most of us, anyway,” he said and then tried to look apologetic.
 
   “Parker!”
 
   “What? I didn’t mean anything by that. I just meant it’s your night to party. You should be out having fun. Dancing, laughing…etc. Oh, I forgot, he’s not into…etc…”
 
   I glared at Jillian as she walked up to us.
 
   “What?” she said, having no idea what had just transpired between the three of us. I had told her in confidence that Shane and I were taking things slow. She obviously felt it was appropriate to share it with Parker.
 
   “Nothing. Rebecca and I were just leaving. Thanks for dinner,” he said and I couldn’t resist one more glare at Parker as we headed off the dance floor.
 
   “Shane, it’s graduation! Dance with her,” Jillian said, as more of an order.
 
   I looked up at him and said, “It’s okay, we can leave.”
 
   He smiled at me, causing my face to redden, and said, “She’s right, you should have fun tonight.”  
 
   I was shocked as he put his arm around my waist and led me back to the dance floor. Another slow song started, and I hesitated to reach up to put my hand on his shoulder. He did it for me and then pulled me close. I don’t know if he really wanted to dance, or if he was making a point…or if he was just doing it for me, but as we started swaying to the music, I realized I didn’t care. I was in his arms, right where I wanted to be and suddenly we were the only two people in the room and I found myself leaning my head against his shoulder, praying the song would never end…but it did, and it wasn’t long before we had said our goodbyes and he drove me home.
 
   We were silent for most of the ride home, both lost in our thoughts. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore and said, “You know he was just trying to get to you, right?”
 
   “No Rebecca, he was trying to get to you!”
 
   “I didn’t want to go! You’re the one that agreed. You know how I feel about him!”
 
   “I know. I’m not angry with you.” He turned toward me and said, “I’m sorry, he’s just so blatant about his desires…for you. The way he looks at you. It pisses me off!  Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t let it get to you. I love you, and I always will. He can’t change that.”
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   “What do you mean by that? Don’t you trust me?”
 
   “Of course I do!  It’s him I don’t trust.”
 
   “Well, he’s with Jillian now, anyway. Problem solved. He’s her problem now.  I hope she knows what she’s getting herself into.”
 
   “Something tells me there’s more to the story than him just suddenly finding romance with your best friend…I don’t buy it!”
 
   We changed the subject and we were both laughing by the time we got back to my house.  It was only a matter of seconds before Shane stopped laughing and said, “Where are your parents?”
 
   “I um, I think they’re out with Jillian’s parents…celebrating.” I knew they’d be out, and I also knew he would have never come inside if he’d known that we’d be alone.
 
   “Rebecca you know how I feel…”
 
   “But, you don’t know how I feel.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Shane, I wanted to spend the evening with you. Please, give me a little alone time. For me?”
 
   “Okay. I’m sorry I ruined your night. I should have listened to you about…”
 
   “You didn’t ruin anything.”
 
   “Yeah, I did. I should have taken you somewhere special, like I’d planned.”
 
   “But, if we didn’t go with them, then I wouldn’t have gotten to dance with you.”
 
   He didn’t say anything. He was looking around nervously, like he was ready to bolt at any second.
 
   I sighed deeply. “Please don’t go.”
 
   “You’re parents aren’t home.”
 
   “So what?”
 
   “So, it’s not right.”
 
   “You’re not breaking any of my father’s rules. We’re not doing anything.”
 
   “Goodnight, Rebecca.”
 
   “Shane…”
 
   “Rebecca, I can’t be here now.”
 
   “But, it’s graduation. I don’t want to be alone tonight.”
 
   “Okay, then we’ll go out.”
 
   “I don’t want to go out, either. I want…I need…” I remembered what my mother told me about how Shane would never deny me anything I needed, but I wanted him to want me of his own accord, not feel like he’d been denying me of his love…which wasn’t true. I knew he loved me. I just need a little physical confirmation that I was desirable to him.
 
   “What, Rebecca?  What do you need?” he asked, taking the bait.
 
   “Nothing. It’s okay. I had a good time tonight.”  I walked him to the door.
 
   “Goodnight,” he said, touching my cheek with his warm hand and walking out the door.
 
   I watched him for a second and then closed the door. I felt…so alone when he left and I sat down at the bottom of the stairs and before I knew it, I was crying. It was my graduation night and the one thing…the only thing I wanted…was Shane, but he didn’t see it, or understand it. I knew he was only protecting me, but as I sat alone on that step, I knew I really did need him.
 
   “You didn’t lock…” Shane walked back inside, “Rebecca, what’s wrong?”
 
   I quickly sat up and tried to hide my tears, but he’d already seen them. “Nothing.  I’m sorry, I’m fine,” I lied.
 
   He stood there looking confused and finally closed the door and sat down next to me. He didn’t touch me…of course. He didn’t pull me into his arms, or even drape his arm around my shoulder. This only made me feel worse and the tears started again and wouldn’t stop.
 
   He had no clue as to what to do for me, and after asking me at least a dozen times what was wrong, I stood up and walked to the window.
 
   “I’m okay, really,” I sniffled, trying to get my turbulent emotions under control.
 
   “No, you’re not.” He walked over to me and put his hand on my arm turning me to face him. “What is it?” I could see the concern in his eyes.  
 
   The warmth of his touch only made it worse and suddenly I was sobbing and finally, he broke his own rule and pulled me to him.  I was still sobbing, but now it was for a different reason. I knew that he was only holding me because he didn’t know what else to do, and I’d given him no choice.
 
   “Rebecca, Honey…God, what is it?”
 
   “I’m s-s-sorry. I just n-need…”
 
   “What? What do you need?” he asked with concern in his voice.
 
   “This, I need this!” I sobbed harder and held him tight.
 
   He responded by holding me close and stroking my back. “Shh, it’s okay, it’s okay. I’m here. I’m sorry, Love. I’m so sorry.”
 
   He held me for a while, until I couldn’t cry anymore. He finally pulled back a little and walked me over to the couch and sat down next to me. He didn’t pull away from me; instead he almost pulled me into his lap and held me tight.
 
   I finally started to relax in his arms. I took a few deep breaths and knew he was going to want a more detailed response to my melt-down. I closed my eyes and breathed in the scent of him and realized that it was the first time I’d ever been close enough to him to know how wonderful he smelled. He smelled…clean and, I don’t know, woodsy…if that was the word.  
 
   “So, are you okay, now?”
 
   “Yes, I’m okay. I’m sorry.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry. I ruined your graduation. I don’t blame you for being mad at me.  I never should have said we’d go with them.”
 
   I realized he’d missed the point entirely. I took a deep breath and said, “You didn’t ruin anything. That’s not it.”
 
   “Then, what was that all about?” he asked, sitting up and pulling away from me.
 
   “No, please don’t…” I said, pulling him back to me.
 
   “Rebecca, talk to me.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too. You know that.”
 
   “I do. I know that. But, sometimes, I need you to show it.”
 
   He thought about what I said for a minute. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.”
 
   “Yes, you do. You always know what to say. You always say the right things. You always make me feel special and like I’m the only one in the world when we’re together.”
 
   “Okay, then why were you crying?”
 
   “Because…”
 
   “Because?”
 
   I didn’t know how to tell him without him getting defensive. “You always tell me that you love me…”
 
   “I do love you.”
 
   “I know. You tell me all the time…and I love hearing it. But…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But, I need you to do more than just tell me you love me.”
 
   “Rebecca, we agreed to wait.”
 
   “No, you agreed to wait. Shane, I’m not asking for…” I turned away from him, and walked to the window.
 
   “Rebecca, you know I can’t. I won’t ever hurt you like that.”
 
   “But, when you pull away from me…or get angry when I hug you…you do hurt me.” I sighed. “Shane, do you remember when we were at dinner, and Jillian and Parker were um…they were holding hands and…”
 
   “They were all over each other!”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I remember,” he said, looking a little worried now.
 
   “Stop looking at me like that. That’s not what I’m after.”
 
   He sighed in relief.
 
   “But, even though it was awkward to be around them…like that. And, they were much too…affectionate…in public. The thing is, they were more the norm…and we were the odd ones out.”
 
   “Rebecca what are you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying I love you and I know you love me and there’s nothing wrong with showing it…sometimes…just a little.”
 
   “Rebecca, we’ve been over this. You know how I feel…”
 
   “And now you know how I feel. You’re my boyfriend. I should be able to hug you at my graduation without worrying that you’ll be angry. I want you to hold my hand when we’re walking down the street, put your arm around me at the movies…” I looked up at him with tears in my eyes. “I need you to show me you love me…with more than just words.”
 
   He thought about it for a few minutes. “I’m sorry. I guess I was so wrapped up in protecting you…I didn’t realize I was hurting you.”
 
   I reached up to put my arms around him, and true to character, he pulled away.  I dropped my arms and turned back toward the window. The tears started again, silent tears trailing down my cheeks.
 
   “Oh God…I did it again. I’m sorry.”  
 
   He reached out to me, but this time I pulled away.  
 
   “I thought you wanted…”
 
   “I don’t want you to hold me just because I want you to. I want you to hold me because it’s what you want, too.”
 
   “You think I don’t want to hold you?” He turned me around and looked into my tear-stained eyes and said, “That couldn’t be further from the truth.”
 
   “Then why is it so easy for you to pull away from me?”
 
   “You think it’s easy? Rebecca, you have no idea how much I want…You’re all I think about. You’re all I want.”
 
   “I want you, too.”
 
   “You have to understand that I can’t…be with you, until you’re older…and legal. But, that doesn’t mean I don’t want you. I always want you. But, I know some things shouldn’t be rushed.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, feeling a little bit better.
 
   “But,” he continued, “you’re right about the fact that’s there’s nothing wrong with showing some affection. I guess I was just so sure I was doing the right thing, that I didn’t stop and see the bigger picture. I just don’t want to get carried away.”
 
   “So, you’re saying we can…?”
 
   “I’m willing to compromise. I’ll try to be more affectionate from now on.”
 
   “Are you just doing this for me?”
 
   “No, I’m doing it for us.  There’s nothing wrong with holding hands or putting my arm around you…once in a while,” he grinned and pulled me toward him.
 
   “That’s it?  That’s all I get?” I said, pulling away.
 
   “That’s a lot for me, Rebecca. You’re under the impression that it’s easy for me to keep my hands off of you. Believe me, it’s not.”
 
   “Then, how about a counter offer?”
 
   He looked at me with suspicious eyes, “I’m listening.”
 
   “Hand holding, hugging…and…kissing,” I said, afraid to hear his answer.
 
   He started to argue, but he stopped when he saw the longing look in my eyes.  “You um, you strike a hard bargain…” he said, looking at me strangely.
 
   “Deal…or no deal?” I asked with pleading eyes.
 
   He didn’t answer me with words. He brushed the hair from my eyes and slowly leaned down and kissed me. I melted into him, praying he wouldn’t stop. When he pulled away, I noticed he was as breathless as I was.
 
   “My mom was right…” I said, absentmindedly, still lost in my first kiss.
 
   “About what?” he said, his voice raw.
 
   “She told me it would be worth the wait. She was right. Kiss me again, please.”
 
   “That’s going to have to last us…a while. You um, you talked to your mom…about us?”
 
   “Yeah.  I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “No. She’s your mom. What did you tell her?”
 
   “I told her what happened…” I said, looking down.
 
   “You told her about me? What I did?”
 
   I nodded, hoping he wasn’t going to be angry or hurt.
 
   “It’s okay. I was going to tell them the first night I had dinner here, but…”
 
   “But, I stopped you. My mom understood, but I’m not so sure my dad would…  I’m sorry.”
 
   “When did you talk to her?” he asked, looking worried.
 
   “I don’t know, three or four days ago, why?”
 
   He sighed in relief. “I guess I just wanted to know if she hated me now.”
 
   I touched his cheek and said, “She sees you just like I do…the real you, a wonderful man who wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
 
   I could see the relief wash over him. “Okay. So, are you feeling better, now?”
 
   “Yes. But, I’d feel even better if you’d kiss me again,” I asked, pleading with my eyes.
 
   “We um, we still have to set some ground rules.”
 
   I sighed, not liking the sound of that.
 
   He smiled, “I just don’t want to offend your parents, or over-step my bounds.”
 
   “Shane, if you don’t kiss me right now, then I’m going to be offended…and you really don’t want that,” I grinned up at him.
 
   He smiled and pulled me close. As our lips met, the rest of the world faded away.  He was the only thing that mattered, the only thing I felt, heard or thought about. It must have been the same for him, because by the time we realized we were no longer alone, my father was screaming at us and pulling Shane away from me.
 
   “Dad!”
 
   “You need to leave…now!” my father roared at Shane.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Shane said, looking immediately contrite.
 
   “No he’s not! Dad, what’s wrong with you?”
 
   “You know the rules in this house, young lady.”
 
   “We didn’t break any rules. We’re in the living room. He’s my boyfriend, I can kiss him if I want!”
 
   “NOT IN MY HOUSE!”
 
   “Dad!  You’re being ridiculous!”
 
   “GET OUT!” he yelled at Shane.
 
   “DAD, STOP IT! We weren’t doing anything wrong!”
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow, Rebecca. Goodnight. I’m sorry, Mr. Brigham, it won’t happen again.”
 
   “The hell it won’t! I’ve waited over four months for you to kiss me, we’re not going back to the way it was! Dad, you apologize, right now!”
 
   “Don’t you talk to me like that young lady! This is my house and you’ll respect our rules!”
 
   “We kissed! He’s always followed your rules. He’s never set one foot up those stairs! He’s never been the least bit inappropriate. We love each other. It was only a kiss!”
 
   “Rebecca, it’s okay…really,” Shane said, walking to the door.
 
   “Bradley, calm down,” Charlotte said, touching her husband’s arm to try and cool him down.
 
   “Not you, too!” he yelled at his wife.
 
   “They were only kissing, Dad, Geez…” Sam added.
 
   “Upstairs Samantha… NOW!”
 
   For once, my sister took my side, well, maybe it was Shane she was protecting, but even she was smart enough to know not to push my father any farther. She shrugged her shoulders and headed upstairs without another word.
 
   “Shane, Honey, it’s alright. You can see Rebecca tomorrow, okay?” my mother said, knowing it was probably a good idea if Shane did leave…for his own sake.
 
   Shane nodded and said, “Okay. Again…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any disrespect.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and followed him to the door, completely ignoring the look of warning I saw on my father’s face.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, certain that I’d never feel those lips on mine again.
 
   “No, I shouldn’t have…”
 
   “Yes, you should have. Shane…please don’t let him get to you. It’s okay.”
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow. I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.” I wanted him to kiss me goodbye, but I knew that wasn’t going to happen, so I had to settle for a brief touch of his hand.
 
                 
 
   I turned back toward my father, and I knew I’d never been as angry at him as I was at that moment. “How could you do that!?”
 
   “I think the better question is, how could you do that?”
 
   “I kissed my boyfriend! It’s not illegal!”
 
   “In my house…it is illegal. Until you turn 18…”
 
   “OH, don’t you DARE say it! We kissed! We didn’t have sex on the dining room table!”
 
   “You’re grounded for a week! Go to your room, and stay there!”
 
   “You can’t ground me for kissing my boyfriend! I love him!”
 
   “I can, and I will! What else have you two done behind our backs?” he asked, and then changed his mind, “Never mind, I don’t really want to know!”
 
   “No, you don’t want to listen!  Shane is a great guy! He’s kind and decent and he loves me. He’s never even kissed me before tonight…and when he finally did…you ruined it!”
 
   “You expect me to believe that he hasn’t kissed you before now? How stupid do you think I am? Go to your room! And, you can add another week for lying!”
 
   “Bradley, stop this! NOW!” Charlotte said, “Rebecca, Honey, go on up to bed.  I’ll talk to you in the morning, okay?”
 
   If my mother hadn’t been there, I probably would have said some things I might have regretted, but I knew my mom was my only link to any possible chance of my parole, so I did what she said and headed upstairs.
 
   Unfortunately, I stopped midway and said, “You know what, Dad, if we wanted to have sex, we could, and you couldn’t stop us. But, Shane won’t even consider touching me until I’m 18. And, thanks to you, now he probably won’t kiss me again until I’m 18. I love him, and no matter what you say, I’m going to see him…with or without your permission. You choose!”
 
   “Don’t you dare threaten me! As long as you live in my house…”
 
   “We followed the rules. You said he couldn’t go upstairs. He’s never been upstairs…not once. He’s never done anything the least bit inappropriate. And, for your information, I asked him to kiss me. I wanted him to kiss me! And, you can ground me for a month…two months, a year, but it won’t change how I feel about him.” I glared at him and said, “I’m going to see him, whether you approve…or not! Goodnight!”
 
   I saw my mother close her eyes, knowing I had just buried myself…deep. But, I was so angry, I couldn’t stop myself. I had been trying to get Shane to show me some physical affection for almost five months, and my father managed to ruin it in one evening. I was livid. I threw back the blankets on my bed and buried my face in my pillow; sobbing, certain Shane would never kiss me again.
 
   I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. I sat up and wiped my eyes. It was Shane.  “Hi, I’m so sorry!” I said, trying to hide my tears.
 
   “No, I’m sorry. I hope you’re not in too much trouble.”
 
   “I think my mom would have been able to smooth things over…before…”
 
   “Before, what?”
 
   “Before I told my dad that he couldn’t stop us from kissing…”
 
   “And?” he said, knowing I hadn’t stopped there.
 
   “And…that if we wanted to…do more, he couldn’t stop that, either.”
 
   “Rebecca, why would you say that?” 
 
   “He made me mad! You finally kissed me…and he ruined it.”
 
   “No, he didn’t. How did he ruin it? He may have stopped us a few seconds early, but he certainly didn’t ruin it for me.”
 
   I thought about it for a minute and said, “You’re right, he didn’t ruin it. It was wonderful.”
 
   “Yeah, it was. I’m looking forward to a repeat performance the next time we’re alone…really alone,” he laughed.
 
   “Really? You mean my dad didn’t scare you off? You’ll kiss me again?”
 
   “I um, I don’t think I could go back to the way it was before, either. One taste…and I’m hooked.”
 
   I was glad he couldn’t see the tears rolling down my cheeks, again. “Me too. I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too. Get some sleep.”
 
   I hesitated and he said, “Rebecca, I meant what I said, I love you and I’m not so afraid to show it now. We’ll just have to be sure we’re really alone.  I don’t want another scene like tonight. I do want to respect your father’s wishes, but you’re right, there’s nothing wrong with what we did.”
 
   We hung up a few minutes later and I felt so much better. I dozed off a lot sooner than I thought I would. I woke up early and bounded down the stairs, expecting to find my mother in the kitchen, but ran into my father, instead.
 
   It was awkward, to say the least, but I was much calmer by then, so I managed a quick, “Good morning.”
 
   “You won’t think so after our chat.”
 
   “Dad, I’m sorry I yelled at you. But, you were really rotten to Shane. He didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   “The fact still remains; you’re grounded for two weeks. End of story. Oh, and just so we’re clear on this: If I wanted to keep you from him, I most certainly could. You will not see him for two weeks…is that clear?”
 
   “NO! You’re being completely unfair. All we did was kiss!”
 
   “And you lied to me. That’s almost worse than what we caught you doing. You should have just admitted the truth!”
 
   “What lie? I didn’t lie to you!”
 
   “You stood in my living room and told me that you two hadn’t kissed before last night.”
 
   “That wasn’t a lie! He’s never touched me!”
 
   “Rebecca, Enough! No more lies.”
 
   “Why is that so hard to believe?”
 
   “Because, I was young once, too. And, there’s no way I’d date a girl for over four months and not kiss her…Hell, I’d have done…” he stopped when he remembered he was talking to his daughter.
 
   “Well, he hasn’t! He told you the truth that first night he was here. He hasn’t touched me and he has no intention of it…until I’m 18. That’s certainly a lot more than I can say for Parker!”
 
   “I wouldn’t have minded if it had been Parker…” 
 
   “What? You can’t be serious.  Parker tried to force himself on me…Shane would never do that! How could you even suggest that? I love Shane, Dad! I’ll never love Parker. I told you, he makes my skin crawl!”
 
   “Well, be that as it may, you’re grounded…two weeks…no Shane. You may call him this morning and tell him that you’re grounded and won’t be seeing or talking to him for two weeks, and then I want your phone.”
 
   “I told you, you can’t keep me away from him. I love him, and you can’t stop or change that. For the last time, we didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   “He apologized for it, so he obviously knew it was wrong. He’s a grown man, and although I find it admirable that he is responsible in caring for his father, maintaining a job and saving for college, the fact remains, he’s of legal age…and you’re not. I told him when you started dating, he had one chance…I’ll give him another considering this is his first screw up…that I know of, but that’s it! And, for the record, if I wanted to keep you apart, make no mistake, Rebecca Marie…I could. The next two weeks will prove that, as well!”
 
   I was crying then. Not because I was worried about losing Shane, but because my father was being completely irrational and I didn’t think my mother could fix it this time.  “Where’s mom?” I asked, through the tears.
 
   “She’s sleeping. But, I’ve made up my mind, and she’s not going to change it…not this time. If you even suggest to her that she talk to me about this, I’ll make it three weeks.”
 
   I stood up and headed upstairs, crying as I made my way up to my prison for the next two weeks. Undeserved punishment! That’s what it was. I was being punished for being caught in an embrace and kiss from my boyfriend of almost five months. “Life can be so unfair!” Little did I know how true my words would become…
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Distance Does Make the Heart Grow Fonder!
 
    
 
   My two week sentence was almost up…finally. I absolutely hated my time away from Shane. I had committed myself to solitary confinement, only coming out when I knew for certain my father was gone, to steal something to eat and then high-tail it back to my room. I was angry, and there was no consoling me. My mom and sister both seemed to realize I needed my space and they were probably both a bit afraid of my volatile teen-age temper, so they obliged me, and I spent the majority of my time alone and in my bed, watching the time pass interminably slow.
 
   I was forced downstairs one night when the Hayes came to dinner. This only irritated me more, and I had to bite my tongue to keep my comments to myself, in fear of more time being added to my already miserable sentence. I lived through the meal, with only mild indigestion from Parker’s leering eyes.
 
   “Where’s Jillian?”
 
   “Oh, she couldn’t come tonight. She sends her love. She was sorry to hear about you being grounded. Um, what did you do, anyway?” he asked when my parents were in the kitchen getting coffee.
 
   I knew he was taunting me, and I was bored and angry, and before I knew what I was saying, I looked him in the eye, and in front of his parent’s, I said, “Oh, my parent’s caught me in bed with Shane. They were too late, of course…” I smiled and then excused myself from the table.
 
   I saw his jaw drop and the flash of anger in his eyes, but I didn’t care! I had been unjustly punished and I wasn’t going to take any more crap from Parker Hayes!
 
    
 
   The next morning my mother came into my room. My two weeks were almost up.  I had three days left, and I was starting to see a light at the end of the tunnel.
 
   “Hi Honey. Can I talk to you for a minute?”
 
   I sat up in bed and said, “My calendar’s free at the moment. Why not?”
 
   “Honey, I know that your dad went over-board…”
 
   “We didn’t do anything wrong!” I said, for the hundredth time over the last week and a half.
 
   “I know and I’ve tried to reason with your father. I’m sorry, but you dug your own grave by arguing with him that night. If you had just walked upstairs without spouting off at him, I would have been able to talk some sense into him.”
 
   I sighed. “I know,” I said as the tears started.
 
   “Well, it’s almost over and you can see Shane in a few days. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
   I dried my eyes and said, “Okay.”
 
   “So um, it looked like you were able to convince him…I mean, you were kissing…so…”
 
   I looked up at her, not sure where she was going with this conversation.
 
   “Um, so then, is that…all you’ve done?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Is kissing the extent of it, or have you two…?”
 
   “No! I told you, that was our first kiss…well, the one you saw was our second kiss. We haven’t done anything else,” I said, defensively.
 
   “Okay, I believe you.”
 
   “Dad doesn’t!”
 
   “Well, Honey, you two were…well, you were pretty wrapped up in each other when we walked in. You didn’t even hear us…or your sister, who was making a bunch of comments that probably didn’t help your case much.”
 
   “I love him. We weren’t doing anything wrong. How many times…”
 
   “I know, I know. It’s okay. It’s just that I’m concerned now…”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Well, you’ll be off restriction in a few days…”
 
   “I know, I can’t wait!”
 
   She stood up and looked out the window for a minute, obviously trying to figure out how to tell me whatever it was she wanted to say. “Rebecca, I need this conversation to stay between us, okay? I don’t want your father to know…” She turned back to face me. “I’ve made an appointment for you.”
 
   “What are you talking about? What appointment?”
 
   “I’m taking you to see Dr. Emory tomorrow morning after your dad goes to work.”
 
   “Dr. Emory? But, I’m not sick.”
 
   “I know. She’s my gynecologist.”
 
   “What are you talking about? I don’t need to see a doctor.”
 
   She sat down next to me on my bed. “I told you about Uncle Brent for a reason.”
 
   “Mom, you’re not making any sense.”              
 
   “Hear me out, okay? I know first-hand how easy it is to get caught up in the moment. I was lucky with Brent…very lucky. I know that. But, I want you to depend on more than just luck. I want you to be safe.”
 
   “Safe?”
 
   “I’m taking you to see Dr. Emory…for birth control.”
 
   “Mom, that’s not necessary. I told you, he won’t…”
 
   “Rebecca, I saw how he was kissing you. I want you to be safe. I’m not saying I want you and Shane to have intercourse…”
 
   “MOM!”
 
   “I’m sorry to embarrass you, Rebecca. But, I’d rather embarrass you now, than find out a few months from now that you’re pregnant.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about…”
 
   “Rebecca, I’m not going to argue with you about this.”
 
   “I’ll be on birth control for no reason!”
 
   “Well, that’s okay. Better to be safe than sorry.”
 
   “Mom, I told you he won’t…”
 
   “And I told you that you have all the power. I know this is something you want…and I’m not judging you…or blaming you. I understand…I do. You love him, and there’s nothing wrong with showing it. And now that you’ve taken that next step, he may want…more. So, you have to be responsible…and prepared!”
 
   “If there’s nothing wrong with it, then why do I have to hide it from dad?”
 
   “Do you want to spend the rest of your life in your room?”
 
   “No way!”
 
   “Okay, so you’re appointment is at 9:30. Be up and ready by nine, okay?”
 
   “This really isn’t necessary…but okay.”
 
    
 
   I met my mother at the bottom of the stairs at nine am the next morning. I was a nervous wreck. I had always been afraid of doctors and this seemed…worse.  I had never had that kind of exam before and I was jumpy as my mother reached out and touched my arm, “Are you ready?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   She smiled. “It’ll be fine, I promise. She’s very gentle and she’ll explain everything as she goes along.”
 
   “Mom, this really isn’t…I mean, Shane won’t…” I was suddenly terrified to go.
 
   “Rebecca, get in the car,” she ordered.
 
   I begrudgingly did what I was told, knowing she was only trying to help. But I also knew it was a waste of time.  
 
    
 
   Two hours later we were having lunch at Subway. As I sipped on my diet soda, I remembered that first talk with Shane at the mall, as we also sipped on soda from Subway. I missed him so much. I could hardly wait until Sunday. Two more days…
 
   “How’s your arm?” my mother asked, pulling me back from my day-dream.
 
   “What? Oh, it’s fine. Just a little sore. The shot wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”
 
   “You always did hate shots,” she grinned.
 
   “Yeah, but it was okay.”
 
   “Now, remember what she said, the depo shot doesn’t protect you against STD’s, so he should still use a con…”
 
   “MOM! I heard her,” I said, rolling my eyes, not wanting to have this conversation.
 
   “Honey, I’m not trying to butt in.”
 
   “I know, but I told you, he won’t touch me…”
 
   “And I told you, you have the power to change his mind, whether you believe it or not.  I’m not forcing the issue, believe me, but at least now I can sleep at night knowing you’re protected.”
 
   “Can we drop it now?”
 
   “Okay. Well, how about some new clothes? I um, I think you could use some new bras and underwear, too.”
 
   “I thought I was grounded.”
 
   “Well, dad won’t care that you’re with me…”
 
   “No, he only wants to keep me from Shane.”
 
   “He’s doing what he thinks is best. He’s trying to protect you.”
 
   “I wish everyone would just stop trying to protect me! I don’t need protection. I need Shane.”
 
   She smiled and pulled me along, ignoring my request to just go home. After a while, I started enjoying myself and did end up with some new clothes and underwear. All in all it was a nice day and I thanked my mom when we got home.
 
    
 
   Our day out was never mentioned to my dad, and finally, it was Saturday, and I only had one more day of solitary confinement left. I yawned and stretched and thought about which new outfit I was going to wear tomorrow…for Shane. I had never been much into clothes before, but suddenly I wanted to wear something special for him on our first day back together. I had new bras and underwear, and although I knew he wouldn’t ever see them, they made me feel more attractive.
 
   There was a knock on the door. “May I come in, Rebecca?” my father asked.
 
   I sighed, still angry about my undeserved punishment. “You made it perfectly clear that it’s your house.”
 
   He came and sat down in the chair next to my bed. “Rebecca, I know you think your punishment was excessive…”
 
   “No, it was unnecessary and completely unfair!”
 
   “Well, be that as it may, I believed it was necessary. You needed some time away from Shane.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I think you’re getting too…involved with him.”
 
   “I love him. And, for the last time, we didn’t do anything wrong!”
 
   “Yes, well, you’re mother seems to agree with you.”
 
   “But, you don’t? What’s wrong with me kissing my boyfriend?” I asked softly, trying not to sound rude.
 
   “It’s just…I guess I was shocked. You’re my little girl, and I got a little carried away when I saw him all over you…”
 
   “He wasn’t all over me. He was…”
 
   “I know what he was doing. And, you’re right, you didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   “Then why am I grounded?”
 
   “I told you, it’s because I think you’re getting too involved.”
 
   “So you just locked me away for two weeks to prove a point?”
 
   “No, I locked you away for one week to prove a point. The other week was for lying.”
 
   “But, I didn’t lie!”
 
   “Rebecca, I came in here to let you off restriction one day early, but you’re continued denial is making me reconsider…”
 
   “Daddy, have I ever lied to you? I mean, really?”
 
   “No, and that’s why I was so surprised.”  He stood up and paced my room.
 
   “Look at me. I’m telling you the truth. Shane never kissed me before that night. I swear it.”
 
   He stared at me strangely, “You’re serious?”
 
   “YES! I swear it! He hasn’t touched me! That was the first night he ever kissed me.”
 
   He sat back down and looked at me strangely. “Rebecca, I didn’t…I mean, I’m sorry.  I really thought you were just trying to protect him.”
 
   “But, you didn’t believe me. You locked me away without even listening to me.  Daddy, Shane is a nice guy. He would never push me into doing anything I’m not ready for.”
 
   “So, then you were the one that pushed?”
 
   “I asked him to kiss me. It’s not a crime.”              
 
   “No, it’s not. Okay, you’re off restriction. But, I want to know where you are, and what you’re doing…okay?” he said, handing me back my phone.
 
   “Okay,” I grinned, thrilled to be able to see Shane one day sooner.
 
   He started to walk out. His hand was on the door. But, I could see he still had something on his mind. “Rebecca, don’t push too hard, okay?  He may be a nice guy, but, he’s still a guy…”              
 
   “Daddy, you don’t have to worry. Shane…he’s determined to wait, and I’m not going to rush him, okay?”
 
   He nodded. “It’s really hard for me to think of you…growing up. But,” he turned back to me and said, “…you’re still my little girl, and you always will be.”
 
   I hugged him. “I love you, Daddy. Please don’t worry. Shane and I, we’re not…” I blushed, totally embarrassed.  
 
   He kissed the top of my head and said, “Okay. Now, get out of here and go have some fun…just not too much,” he said, unable to stop himself.
 
                 
 
   I quickly showered and dressed in one of my new outfits. I ran upstairs and said hi and goodbye to both my mom and sister and headed out the door.
 
   “How about some lunch?” my mom yelled, but I was already out the door.
 
                 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   Rules Are Made to Be Broken
 
    
 
   I headed straight to the tire store. I knew that the store didn’t close until 3:00 on Saturdays. I assumed he’d be closing the store that day, but I didn’t mind waiting. I missed him so much, and even if he still had a couple hours of work left, I’d be completely content just watching him…being near him. I had to force myself not to run into the store screaming his name and throwing myself into his arms. I wasn’t sure how he’d feel about me showing physical signs of affection at work, so I walked into the store slowly, trying to keep the bell on the door from making noise so that I could surprise him.  I headed to the back waiting room and peeked through the door…there he was…talking to a customer…and looking perfect.              
 
   I waited for him to look up and notice me, thrilled to simply watch him for a few minutes. He was telling the customer about the new tires that were just put on his car, and going over the warranty when something made him look up. He saw me. He smiled and turned back to his customer, handed him the keys and said, “Call if you have any concerns or questions.”
 
   He walked over to me and grabbed my hand and led me to the hallway in the back. Before I could say a word, he turned to me and kissed me…hard. I kissed him back with just as much force…and need.
 
   He pulled away for a second and said, “What are you doing here? You’re not off restriction until tomorrow. I don’t want you to get into trouble again. I don’t think I can take being away from you for even one more day.”
 
   “He let me off for good behavior…and I think my mom helped. I’m free!”
 
   “Oh, thank God!” he said, pulling me back in for another kiss. This was definitely not the reaction I expected. This wasn’t the Shane I knew…at all. But, whatever was responsible for his current behavior, I was all for it and clung to him with the same desperation he had for me.
 
   “Hey man, I was hoping…oops, sorry. I didn’t know you had company.”
 
   I pulled back from Shane when I heard the new voice behind me. I guess I was a little shell-shocked from the last time we were caught kissing.  
 
   Shane actually laughed at me and turned toward the voice. “Rebecca, this is Vince, Vince…Rebecca.”
 
   We nodded toward each other and Vince said, “So, this is Rebecca. Wow, you’re right, she is a knockout!”
 
   I blushed, which made Shane laugh even harder.
 
   “Um, so, anyway, can you lock up today, Shane? Becky and I sort of have plans.  I know it’s my turn to close…”
 
   Shane looked down at me and said, “Sorry, but it looks like I have plans, too. And, since I haven’t seen her in two weeks…” Shane glanced up at his friend for a minute and said, “Sorry, not this time.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Man! You always close for Mark when he needs it.”
 
   “I’ve closed for you, too, Vince, but, not today, sorry.”
 
   Vince stormed off. He was obviously irritated that he had to stay and finish his job.
 
   “I can’t believe you told him no.”
 
   “I haven’t seen you in almost two weeks. It’s his turn to close the shop. I’ve done almost everything, anyway. I have something other than work on my mind, now,” he grinned. He walked me to the back of the shop and led me into another door.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “I need to clean up a bit. Would you mind if I took a quick shower, and then we can go?”
 
   “Sure.”  
 
   I looked around and noticed a lot of personal belongings of Shane’s. “Are you staying here?”
 
   “My dad and I had a disagreement. I’ve been staying here for a week now. The owner is fine with it.”
 
   “What happened with your dad?”
 
   “He stopped going to AA.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I knew it would happen sooner or later. He’ll come around. But, for now, I’m staying here. It’s not so bad.”
 
   He walked over and grabbed some clean clothes and headed into the shower. I walked around and noticed a few pictures on the makeshift dresser. One was of him and his parents. His dad was smiling and standing next to Shane’s mother. They looked happy. They were up in the mountains and I could see Shane playing in the snow next to them. He was happy, too. The rest of the pictures were of me.  
 
   He walked back into the room a few minutes later. He was clean shaven, freshly dressed in jeans and a nice shirt. His hair was wet and as he bent over to grab a clean pair of socks, I couldn’t stop myself and I grabbed his arm, pulling him up to me. “Shane…”
I didn’t need to say anything more. He kissed me, hard. It took my breath away. His kiss was different this time, more forceful. I was shocked, but I certainly didn’t mind. I kissed him right back, completely lost in the moment.
 
   “I’ve missed you.”
 
   “I can tell. I missed you, too.”
 
   “Um, well, we better go.”
 
   “Can’t we stay here…for a while?
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Rebecca. I’ve missed you…so much.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “That’s why we should go!”
 
   I sat down on his bed and said, “I’m not going to pressure you. We made a deal, and I’m…” I sighed, “I won’t push you for more.”
 
   “But,” he sat down next to me. “…you want more, don’t you?” he asked, candidly.
 
   “I love you, Shane. I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t be able to show it.”
 
   “I think your father would disagree.”
 
   “Don’t remind me! But, I’ve done my time and I’ve set him straight on…a few things.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means that he finally believes me.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “That you and I haven’t done anything other than kiss.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And that I love you. And that we’re…waiting,” I said, half-heartedly.
 
   “And your mom?”
 
   “Well, she’s a bit more…unconventional…I guess.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to tell him about my being on birth control without sounding guilty.  It wasn’t my idea, but I wasn’t sure he’d believe me.
 
   “Don’t get mad, okay?  It wasn’t my idea.”
 
   “What wasn’t your idea?”
 
   I took a deep breath and said, “My mom took me to the doctor…”
 
   “Were you sick?”
 
   “No, and I didn’t want to go. I didn’t need to go, but she didn’t believe me.”
 
   “Rebecca, what are you talking about?”
 
   “Birth control.”
 
   “What?” he asked, shaking his head in utter confusion.
 
   “She made me go to the doctor for birth control. I got a shot two days ago. And I have to get one every 12 weeks.”
 
   He put on his socks without saying a word.
 
   “Shane, it wasn’t my idea. I didn’t ask for it. I know how you feel. But, when she saw us kissing, she assumed…that now, you’d want…more. I told her you wouldn’t change your mind…”
 
   “She’s right, Rebecca. I do want more.”
 
   “What?” I asked, not sure I heard him right.
 
   He sat up and kissed me again, softly. “I’m not saying now. It’s just…”
 
   I looked up into his eyes, “It’s just, what?” I asked, praying I’d heard him right.
 
   “It’s just, I kissed you, and it’s all I’ve thought about since that night.”
 
   “It’s all I’ve thought about, too. And, you know how I feel.”
 
   “I know. And I’ve always been the first to say with absolute certainty that we have to wait. But, I’ve waited two weeks just to kiss you again. I love you, Rebecca. I don’t think I can wait ten months to show you how much.”
 
   “You mean it?” I asked, a thrill shooting through me.
 
   “I’m not saying today, tomorrow or even next week. I’m just saying that I love you, and we’ll know when the time’s right. No more time-lines, okay?”
 
   I nodded, and pulled him to me for another kiss. “I love you, Shane. I’ve missed you so much.”
 
   His breathing was a bit erratic as he said, “Yeah, well, we better go.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “Somewhere…less private.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and said, “As long as we’re together, I don’t care where we are.”
 
    
 
   It was the end of summer, and things were wonderful. Shane went with me to sign up for my classes at the university and he signed up for a couple of night classes. I wanted to study marine biology. So, we were able to take a few core classes together. I was thrilled.
 
   My father had managed to call a truce with Shane and I finally felt comfortable when we were all together and I no longer had to worry about my parents’ approval. My mother loved him, my sister had a huge crush on him and my dad was even willingly spending time with him. Everything was perfect.
 
   Even my relationship with Jillian was a little better. She and Parker were still dating and we’d been out with them a few times. Parker seemed happy with Jillian and that made Shane happy, although he said, on numerous occasions, that Parker was only waiting for him to screw up so that he could get me back.
 
   “He never had me, so how could he get me back?”
 
   “Don’t be fooled by him, Rebecca. I’m not.”
 
   “Well, I love you, so he can’t fool me. I don’t know what Jillian sees in him, but hey, as long as they’re happy.”
 
   He smiled at me, but it was a look that said there was obviously more to Jillian and Parker than met the eye.                                           
 
   We had spent the day at the beach and we were planning on going out to dinner.  But, I had other plans. My parents were out of town, and I planned on breaking the ‘upstairs is off-limits’ rule, but I knew I was in for a fight.
 
   He took me home and we both showered and got ready to go out. I met him at the bottom of the stairs thirty minutes later.  He looked so gorgeous standing there, dressed in a pair of jeans that hugged him in all the right places. I looked at him and blushed. He knew I liked those jeans and I knew he’d worn them only to see me blush.
 
   “You’re not dressed,” he said when he saw me standing there in my robe.
 
   “I wanted to see what you were wearing first.  Come upstairs…”
 
   “No!” he said, shaking his head.
 
   “Just to help me pick out something to wear. My parents are in Las Vegas. It’s okay. No one will ever know.”
 
   “No, Rebecca. I’ll know. I promised your father that I would stay on the bottom floor. I’m not breaking that promise.”
 
   I sighed. “Okay, you stay there, and I’ll try on a few things.”
 
   He nodded, but didn’t budge from the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Mom got me some new clothes…again.  I really should be grateful, and I guess I am, but she doesn’t need to spend so much money. How’s this?” I asked, standing at the top of the stairs wearing a dark blue dress.
 
   “It’s great. Come on, we’re going to be late.”
 
   “You have to choose!” I said, heading back to my room and changing into a red, strapless dress with a rather revealing neckline. I had always tried to hide my cleavage. I hated my breasts for the simple reason that men always found them so fascinating. I hated it when they talked to my chest. But, Shane was different, and suddenly I thought I could use what God gave me.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   He glanced up at the top of the staircase and I watched his eyes almost pop out of his head. “Too much?” I asked with a sheepish grin.
 
   “Um, what?”
 
   “Is it too much…for tonight?”
 
   He stared me up and down and said, “Um, no, actually, it’s not enough. Wear the first one,” he stammered. “I’m going to get something to drink. Want something?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, but it wasn’t a drink that I wanted.
 
   “Okay, meet me in the kitchen.”
 
   “Okay.”  
 
   I went back to my room and slipped into one more outfit. I looked in the mirror and took a deep breath. “You love him. You can do this.”
 
   I headed downstairs and into the kitchen.  
 
   “Oh, you’re ready to go,” he said, reaching out to hand me a bottle of water.  “Isn’t it a little warm for such a heavy jacket?” he asked when he noticed I was wearing my full-length winter coat at the end of August.
 
   “I um, I just wanted to show you one more outfit.”
 
   “Rebecca, you always look beautiful. Nothing you wear could possibly make you more beautiful than you are.”
 
   I took a deep breath and untied the long jacket, letting it fall to the ground. The black lace bra and panties stood out in bold contrast to my very fair skin and long blond hair.
 
   I heard him gasp. “Oh Damn! I stand corrected,” he said. His breathing was coming in short, quick breaths. He stepped back, staring at me, obviously torn between his self-imposed rules and physical desire. “You um, you can’t…I mean, that’s not…you can’t wear that to dinner.”
 
   “The only thing I’m hungry for…is you,” I said, taking a few steps toward him, but not as fast as he was peddling backwards, while fighting with his conscience.
 
   “Rebecca…Oh, God, stop…please.”
 
   “I don’t want to stop. I love you.”
 
   “I know. I love you, too. I don’t feel right…here.”
 
   “Okay, then where?”
 
   He picked up my jacket and wrapped it around me. He took a few cleansing breaths and said, “We’re going out to dinner…that’s all.”
 
   He closed his eyes, trying to regain his composure, and it was at that moment that I knew my mother was absolutely right. I did have all the power! I dropped the jacket again and wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him down to kiss me. He started to say no, but I didn’t give him the option. Our lips met and soon his arms were wrapped around me, his warm hands caressing my mostly naked back.
 
   “Shane, come with me,” I said, grabbing his hand and leading him out of the kitchen. He followed along silently…obediently. The only sound was his ragged breath as he watched my half-naked form lead him to the forbidden staircase.
 
   He hesitated at the bottom, knowing that if he followed me, he’d not only be breaking a rule, but a promise.
 
   “Rebecca…”
 
   “It’s okay. I love you…I need you,” I said, pulling him along.
 
   I had him half-way up the stairs and I thought I’d won, but as I looked back at the man I loved more than anything, I realized by the tortured look on his face that what I was doing to him was wrong. I had him right where I wanted him, but as I looked into those perfect steel gray eyes, I knew I couldn’t go through with it.
 
   I sighed and stopped.  I turned so that I was facing him and said, “Shane…”
 
   “What?” he said, still taking short ragged breaths.
 
   “You don’t want to do this…do you?”
 
   “What I want and what I think is right are two different things at this particular moment.”
 
   “So, what do you want to do? It’s your choice. I don’t want to force you.”
 
   “I want you!” he said with such conviction, that I almost attacked him right there, in the middle of the staircase.
 
   I took control of my own breathing and said, “But, you’ll still feel guilty in the morning, won’t you?” I asked, wishing I didn’t already know the answer.
 
   “It’s taken me a long time to earn your father’s trust.”
 
   “He won’t know,” I said, pointlessly giving it one, last-ditch effort.
 
   “I will.”
 
   I took a deep breath and grabbed his hand and led him back downstairs. I walked over and picked up my jacket and draped it around me.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said as I walked up the stairs, leaving him standing at the bottom of the forbidden stairs, more confused than before.
 
   I came back down a few minutes later wearing jeans and a blouse. “Okay, let’s go.”
 
   He closed the door silently and we headed to Red Lobster for dinner.
 
   “Rebecca?”
 
   “Yeah?” I said, lost in thought.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For not giving you what you wanted tonight. Please believe me, it’s not because I don’t want you.” He closed his eyes and added, “You have no idea how much I want you.  It just…it has to be right…perfect.”
 
   I nodded and smiled. “Perfect for both of us. I’m sorry that I…I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m not. Now I have another image to commit to memory.”  
 
   “Image?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, I have a lot of pictures of you. You saw some of them in my room at Blake’s that day.”
 
   “But, you don’t have a picture of me dressed…like that.”
 
   “I don’t need an actual picture, trust me, it’s ingrained in my memory.”
 
   I blushed and we quietly finished our dinner, both thinking of what we ‘could’ have been doing at that moment...
 
                 
 
   We pulled into the driveway and I noticed the garage was open and my parents’ car was parked inside.
 
   I looked at Shane and a chill shot through me. “Oh, thank God for your conscience!”
 
   He was speechless. I could see the wheels turning in his head. We would have been caught…in bed…by my parents!
 
   We both took a deep breath and he slowly got out of the car and walked around to let me out and walk me to the door.
 
   “Okay, you have to stop blushing now. It’s okay, we didn’t do anything…”
 
   “I know,” I said, looking up at him longingly.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   As I looked into his eyes I said, “I’ll bet it would have been worth it.”
 
   “I have no doubt…” he said and leaned down to kiss me.
 
   The door burst open and Shane pulled away, immediately apologizing to my father.
 
   “Um, come inside. Both of you. We need to talk to you, Rebecca.”
 
   “Maybe I should go,” Shane said, knowing this was family business.
 
   “No, you can stay. I think she might need you,” my father said.
 
   “Dad, what’s wrong?” I asked, and as I looked up to the top of the stairs, I knew what was wrong. I knew we were both dead…and for nothing. I remembered I left the black underwear on the floor next to my unmade bed. I knew we were about to be punished, forced apart…when we hadn’t actually even been together… 
 
   I started to apologize and tell them it wasn’t true when I saw my mother come into the room with red, swollen eyes. “Mom, what’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   “Hi Honey. Um, why don’t you sit down? Shane you sit next to her, okay?”
 
   “Mom? What’s wrong and what are you guys doing home?”
 
   “Um, it’s your grandmother, Honey.”
 
   “Nana?”
 
   “Yeah, um, she had a heart attack this afternoon.”
 
   “Oh, no.  Is she okay?”
 
   My mother fell into my father’s arms, sobbing. I took that as a no. This instantly brought me to tears and suddenly Shane was holding me.
 
   They let us cry for a while and finally we all sat up straight to talk about funeral arrangements.
 
   “So, the funeral is probably going to be next Wednesday.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, making a mental note.
 
   “You’re starting school Monday, Rebecca. I think you should stay here.”
 
   “But, Nana…”
 
   “Nana would want you to stay in school. In fact, she’d be really angry if she knew you missed school to cry at her funeral.”
 
   I thought about what she said and knew she was right.
 
   “What about Sam?”
 
   “Sam’s going to spend the week with Sarah. She’s already there, anyway.  She starts school, too.”
 
   “I can take care of her.”
 
   “I know, Honey.  But, you’re taking night classes and you’ll be in and out.”
 
   “Sam’s almost 15, she’ll be fine.”
 
   “Well, Sam has a boyfriend now,” my mother continued.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Well, we’re not so sure he would abide by the rules as well as Shane,” my mother said.
 
   “The kid’s a lunatic. No way is she going to have any alone time with that…that punk!” my father said.
 
   If the circumstances were different I would have laughed at my father, but I knew it wasn’t the time. “Okay. I’ll do whatever you want.”
 
   My father looked at Shane. “You um, you watch out for my girls, okay? I’m counting on you.”
 
   I know Shane felt a sense of pride at my father’s request and he said, “They’ll be fine. I’ll make sure of it.”
 
   “Good, then it’s all settled. We’re leaving Monday morning and we’ll be gone for about ten days. I want to help…my dad…get settled…” my mother said, tearing up again.
 
                 
 
   Shane left about an hour later and when I walked upstairs, I found my mom sitting on my bed.
 
   “Hi, mom. Are you okay?” I knew it was a stupid question. She’d just lost her mother. Of course she wasn’t okay. But what do you say at a time like that?
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay,” she said, sniffling.
 
   “Did you want something?” I asked, when I noticed she didn’t move from my bed.
 
   She held up the black underwear that I had, once again, forgotten about.
 
   “It’s not what you think…believe me!”
 
   “So, you didn’t wear these…for Shane?”
 
   “Okay, it is what you think. But…nothing happened. You were right though, I do have all the power.”
 
   “What does that mean? Or do I want to know?”
 
   “I um, I tried…I mean, I wore those for him and led him half-way upstairs…”
 
   “Half-way?”
 
   “I had him…but I couldn’t go through with it.  He looked so guilty, like he knew he was letting you and dad down. We um, we went out to dinner, instead.”
 
   “I see. Well, that’s a good thing, because you’re dad…”
 
   “I know!”
 
   “Rebecca, I’m going to trust you while we’re away. Can I trust you?”
 
   “Well, you can trust Shane…”
 
   “That’s not what I asked.”
 
   “Mom, you took me to get birth control for a reason…”
 
   “YOU WHAT?” my father shouted from the doorway.
 
   I looked over at mom for support and knew I was dead…we both were.
 
   “Bradley, calm down.”
 
   “You took our under-age daughter to get birth control without discussing it with me?” he ranted.
 
   “If I’d asked you about taking her to get birth control, what would you have said?”
 
   “HELL NO!”
 
   “That’s why I didn’t ask.”
 
   I sat on the edge of my bed, afraid to move…afraid to breathe. I knew my life was over. He’d never let me see Shane again…and we hadn’t even broken the rules.
 
   “Charlotte, you know how I feel about this! I don’t want my daughter…doing…”
 
   “You’d rather she got pregnant?”
 
   “NO!”
 
   “Bradley, she’s a teenager. She’ll be 18 in six months. You can’t keep her locked up forever. She has a steady boyfriend; a boy that we both like and approve of.  I wanted her to be safe!”
 
   “Safe? NOT having sex is SAFE!”
 
   “You know how it is when you’re young and in love…”
 
   “I know you waited for me…even if you didn’t wait…” he stopped and looked over at me, afraid he was going to spill the Brigham family secret about my mom and uncle. Too late, the cat was out of the bag. “Forget I said that,” his tone softening toward my mother. He turned to me, the anger immediately returning. “YOU! You’re in big trouble now!”
 
   “Daddy, can I say something, please?”
 
   “NO!  I don’t believe a word you say anymore. Nothing but lies!”
 
   “DAD! You promised you’d listen to me…”
 
   “Well, I guess I lied, too!”
 
   “Nothing’s happened! Mom made me get the shot, I didn’t ask for it! I told you…we’re waiting.”
 
   “How could you not discuss this with me?” he asked my mother, starting to calm down a little.
 
   She stood up and walked to her husband. “Honey, she’s growing up. She’s not lying. I made her go, she didn’t ask.”
 
   He sighed, starting to give in to his wife’s pleadings, but as he thought about it and looked around my room, something got him riled up again and suddenly his eyes turned to fire once again and he started to storm off.
 
   “Where are you going?” 
 
   My mother’s question fell on deaf ears, because he was gone.
 
   “I’m sorry, Honey. I’ll take care of it. I better get started packing…well, re-packing. We’re leaving tomorrow afternoon.” She headed to my door and turned. “You know the only reason I took you to get that shot was to keep you safe, right? I never meant to force the issue. I told you that it’s better when you wait. It’ll mean so much more. I love you, Honey. And, no matter what choice you make, I’m always going to love you…and so will your father. Just, don’t grow up too fast, okay?”
 
   I nodded, wondering how long I was going to have to walk on egg shells around my father this time. At least I had managed to keep my mouth shut and not spout off to him. I assumed that with all that was going on with my grandmother’s passing, this would all blow over. Well, once again, I was wrong.
 
   My father completely ignored me the next morning. Once again I was being falsely accused, and I was tired of it. I sat down next to him at the breakfast table. He was reading the newspaper and eating a bowl of cereal. When I sat down next to him, he glanced at me disappointedly and got up, leaving his half-eaten bowl of Cheerios, but taking his newspaper.
 
   I decided to ignore him right back, so I went upstairs to help my mom finish packing. I sat down in between her two suitcases and sighed.
 
   “He’ll get over it.”
 
   “He really doesn’t believe me, does he?”
 
   She sighed. “I don’t think he knows what to believe. He wants to believe you, it’s just…well, Shane’s…not typical… in that aspect. He probably thinks you’re covering for him.”
 
   “But, he’s the one that keeps saying no.” I closed my eyes and said, “I know that sounds crazy, but you know Shane. He doesn’t want to hurt me…physically or emotionally.”
 
   “Then you need to respect his wishes.”
 
   “I know. I’m trying. Well, what else do you need help with?” I asked, changing the subject.
 
   We spent the next hour going over her packing list and re-packing their suitcases.  We talked a lot about my grandmother, and we found ourselves laughing and crying over memories of her. We had just finished with the luggage and dried our eyes when we heard my father yelling downstairs.
 
                 
 
   “I trusted you! You betrayed me! Get out!”
 
   I ran downstairs and saw Shane pinned up against the wall…by my father.
 
   “DAD! Stop it! What are you doing?”
 
   “Bradley, let go of him!” my mother said, pulling him away from Shane.
 
   “Go to your room, Rebecca!” my father shouted.
 
   “NO! You can’t seriously be angry with Shane because Mom took me to get birth control! It wasn’t his fault or his idea. He had nothing to do with it!”
 
   “That’s not why I’m angry with him. He broke the one rule of the house he swore he’d never break!”
 
   “What? No, he didn’t!”
 
   He turned back to Shane and said, “My daughter seems to think it’s okay to lie.  How about you? Are you going to lie to me?”
 
   “No, Sir,” Shane said, looking confused.
 
   “Have you or have you not been up those stairs?”
 
   I closed my eyes. Why couldn’t he have worded that a bit differently?
 
   Shane glanced at me and then said, “I’ve um, I’ve …”
 
   “You don’t have to tell me. I saw the proof…so get out!”
 
   “What proof? What are you talking about?” I asked.
 
   “The underwear, Rebecca! I saw the black underwear on your bed last night, your unmade bed! You always make your bed!”
 
   I blushed crimson red, never having dreamt my father would see something so personal.
 
   “Dad, it’s not what you think.”
 
   “Stop lying to me, Rebecca!” He turned back to Shane and said, “Did you, or did you not see my daughter in the underwear?”
 
   He took a deep breath and said, “Yeah, I did.” He didn’t deny it, or even try to explain it.
 
   “I could have you arrested right now for statutory rape! Get out of my house!”
 
   “Dad!” I yelled and grabbed him by the arm. “Stop it! You want to know the truth…the real truth? I seduced him! I almost had him, too, but half way up the stairs I could tell he didn’t want to go through with it…”
 
   “I don’t want to hear the details!”
 
   “Oh no, you started this! You keep after me for the truth, well you’re going to get it, all of it, whether you like hearing it or not! I pulled him up the stairs…wearing only the underwear, but he stopped half-way up, and when I asked him what was wrong, he said it had taken him a long time to earn your respect and he didn’t want to betray you!  When I pushed the issue by saying you’d never know, he said, he’d know. I wore the underwear for him, Dad, but he didn’t take the bait! If you’re going to be mad at someone, it should be me! He never touched me, and he never made it more than half-way up those stairs. And, believe me, it wasn’t for a lack of trying on my part!”
 
   He looked so hurt and betrayed, “I don’t know who you are anymore,” he said, taking a step back.
 
   I looked down, devastated by his comment.
 
   Shane stepped forward, “She’s your daughter. She hasn’t changed, she’s just growing up. Believe me, you don’t know how badly I wanted to climb to the top of those stairs!  I love Rebecca, but she’s right, I was afraid of losing your respect. It’s taken me a long time to earn it, and I didn’t want to betray you. I knew how easy it would be for you to go back to thinking I was just some low-life thief, and force me out of her life. But, Rebecca knows you love her. She knows that no matter what she does, you’re still going to love her. But, I don’t have that security, that luxury. So, let’s just say I had something to lose…and even though she was offering me something that I want more than anything, I couldn’t risk it. I won’t lose her. And, if that means waiting until we’re married, then so be it.  No matter what you think of me, I do respect you and Mrs. Brigham and I love and respect your daughter.  Maybe I’m not the best choice for her, I know she could do better, but I swear to you, no one will ever love her more than I do. Rebecca means the world to me, and I won’t risk losing her, not for anything.”
 
   I stood there listening to Shane, stunned by his words. He spoke to my father with such conviction, looking him straight in the eye. The room was quiet for a few minutes.  I was silently crying, overwhelmed by Shane’s speech. I didn’t think it was possible to love him more than I already did, but as I heard his words, my heart swelled and I knew I’d never forget that moment for as long as I lived.
 
   Shane’s speech had managed to knock the wind out of my dad’s sails and I watched him as he took a few steps backward and sat down on the couch. I think he was also stunned by Shane’s proclamation. I finally couldn’t stand it anymore and I ran to Shane and hugged him tight.
 
   “I love you, too.” I was crying and holding onto him for dear life.
 
   My mother was still stunned silent, which was unlike her, but what else was there to say, Shane had said it all…perfectly.
 
   A few minutes later my father stood up and walked over to us. I looked up at him, and I’m sure he could see the pain in my eyes from his comment. He looked tired and drawn, and just when I thought he was going to start back in on the evils of pre-marital sex, he slowly reached out and touched my cheek with his hand. “He’s right, you know, you never have to doubt my love for you.”  I let go of Shane and hugged my dad.
 
   “Thank you, Daddy. I love you, too.”
 
   He sighed and reached out his hand to Shane. “I guess I owe you an apology. I don’t always think things through when it comes to my family…I’m sorry.”
 
   Shane shook his hand and smiled. Then, I watched in amazement as my dad pulled Shane in for a brief hug. “You um, you don’t have to worry about your place in this family, either. I do trust you…you’ve earned it. Rebecca’s lucky to have you.”
 
   “Thank you,” Shane said, with what I thought was a tear in his eye. He wiped it away quickly and it was my mother’s turn to hug us both.
 
                 
 
   We drove my parents to the airport an hour later and after our goodbyes at the gate, my father shook Shane’s hand again and said, “Take care of my girls.”
 
   “I will. I promise.”
 
   “I know you will.” He started to board the plane and then turned back around and grinned, “Oh, and even though you’ve earned my trust…you’re still not allowed upstairs,” he grinned at Shane and was gone.
 
   I sighed, relieved that they were gone. I was exhausted from all the fighting and worrying, but one look into my boyfriend’s eyes and I knew, even though I was heartbroken that my grandmother had died, I was glad to have some alone time with him.  I had decided that it was enough just being with him. I wasn’t going to push him anymore. I was just going to enjoy every second with the man of my dreams…no matter how they were spent.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   With This Ring…
 
    
 
   “So, what do you want to do tonight?” Shane asked me after the end of our first week in college. We were standing by my car in the parking lot.
 
   “Anything! How about dinner and movie…or the proverbial walk along the beach? As long as we’re together, I don’t care what we do,” I said and meant it.
 
   He leaned down and kissed me softly. I responded by pulling him closer and kissing him back, refusing to let go.
 
   He smiled and touched my cheek. “I love you, Rebecca.”
 
   “You better, because I can’t live without you.”
 
   “Hey you two, get a room!” one of the guys from our Biology class said as he walked by.
 
   I looked up at Shane and we laughed.
 
   I dropped him off at the tire store to get cleaned up and then headed home to shower and change. I stopped for a movie on my way back to pick him up and I ran into Parker outside of a Redbox. Evidently, he’d broken up with Jillian, I assumed, since there was a tall lanky brunette hanging all over him.
 
   “Hey Beccs…how are you?” 
 
   “Please, for the last time, stop calling me that! So, where’s Jillian?”
 
   “How the hell should I know? She dumped me.”
 
   I was stunned by his confession. I wasn’t surprised that she dumped him. I knew it was inevitable, but I was surprised that he’d actually admit it. “Oh, I’m sorry. But, it looks like you’ve um…moved on.”
 
   “Yeah, this is KiKi. She’s a waitress at Hooters…putting herself through college on tips.”
 
   “Oh, that’s nice. What are you studying?” I asked, trying to make polite conversation, while trying to keep my eyes off of her ‘Hooter’s-befitting’ chest.
 
   “I want to be…an attorney…like my Parker here,” she giggled. I wasn’t sure she even knew what an attorney was, but I smiled and gave her the benefit of the doubt before quickly making my selection and heading back toward my car.
 
   “Hey Beccs…Rebecca?” he corrected himself.
 
   I turned back toward him and said, “Yeah?”
 
   “If um, if you ever get tired of…him, I’ll always be here for you.”
 
   He said that right in front of the hooter girl, but luckily for her, she didn’t seem to understand him, as she kept smiling and twirling her hair. And they talk about blondes…
 
   “Thanks Parker. But, um, I’m never going to let him go.” I knew I meant it and I smiled to myself as I drove out of the lot toward my one true love.
 
    
 
   “Hi, are you ready?” 
 
   He smiled at me, obviously trying to get me to blush…it worked. “Why don’t we watch the movie here?”
 
   “Um, okay. So, do you want to go get dinner and then come back…?” I stopped talking when I saw the table in his room covered in linen and china…with candles and flowers. It was set for two and I laughed as he tried to hide the ‘take out’ boxes under the table.
 
   “When did you have time to do this?” I asked.
 
   “I ordered it earlier and had Vince pick it up for me while I was in the shower. Is it okay?”
 
   “It’s perfect.”
 
   “That’s what I was counting on.”
 
   We enjoyed the meal and when it was time for the movie I realized the only place we could watch the movie was on his bed. I glanced up at him and he only smiled.
 
   “It’s okay; it’ll be nice to hold you while we watch the movie.”
 
   He laid back, folding the pillow in half to raise his head and I slowly climbed in next to him and put my head against his shoulder. We laid there for a while, content just being close and finally I realized I’d never even put the movie on. I giggled and looked up at him.
 
   “What’s so funny?” he asked.
 
   “I forgot to start the movie.”
 
   I started to get up and he stopped me. “I um, I don’t think we need the movie…right now.” He kissed me, pulling me to him.
 
   I responded immediately, longing for it. Soon we were breathless and I finally pulled away, afraid if we went any further he’d regret it. “Shane…” I was breathing so hard.  “We um, we have to stop.”
 
   “Is that what you want?” he asked; his breathing just as erratic as mine.
 
   “Um, I don’t want you to feel guilty for…getting carried away.”
 
   “You didn’t answer my question. Is that what you want? Do you want me to stop?”
 
   I looked up into his beautiful slate colored eyes and shook my head no. “But, it’s okay. We can wait…” I was still breathing hard, completely lost in his arms and that woodsy, masculine smell.
 
   “What if I don’t want to wait anymore?”
 
   “What?” I asked, confused.
 
   “I love you, Rebecca. I don’t want to wait anymore. We love each other. We’ve been patient…I think it’s time. But, it’s up to you. If you’re not ready…”
 
   But it was too late, I had already given him my answer. I was kissing him hard, my arms wrapped around him, pulling him so close that it was difficult to breathe.
 
   He pulled back and stroked my cheek. “This isn’t the most romantic place. I almost reserved a room for us, but didn’t want to presume you’d want…I still can?”
 
   “I’m happy here.”
 
   “I just, I want it to be perfect for you.”
 
   “It is perfect, I’m with you.”
 
   “You’ll tell me if I scare you…or hurt you? Promise me,” he said looking deep into my eyes.
 
   “Shane, you’re not going to hurt me.”
 
   He sat up. “Just…promise me, okay?”
 
   “I promise. I’m not afraid.”
 
   He leaned down to kiss me, pulling me close. Soon the kissing turned to touching…exploring, and we were desperately trying to undress each other, but found it difficult while lying in bed, especially since neither of us wanted to let go of the crushing hold we had on the other.
 
   Finally, after numerous attempts at removing my blouse, he said, “I think this would be easier if we stood up…” he grinned.
 
   I begrudgingly stood up, but pulled him along with me, not wanting to completely break contact with him. He stood up next to me and then leaned over the bed and folded the blankets back. “I um, I changed the sheets today…”
 
   “Were you really planning this?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “No…well, maybe subconsciously. I just know I love you and you’re all I think about. You’ve said you were ready, so I guess I just wanted to be prepared.”
 
   I knew he was thinking it over again. Worrying, and feeling guilty. I took both of his hands in mine and said, “Shane, we love each other. We’ve waited long enough.  We’re committed to each other. I’m never letting you go, so you might as well face it.  You’re mine and we belong together.” I reached up, placing my hands on his face. “It is time. You know it is, or you wouldn’t have done…” I waved my hand around the room, pointing out the clean sheets, the romantic dinner, the flowers and music.  “…all this. It’s right, you know it is.” I know he was still feeling a little guilty, but it was different this time. It was as if he knew it was okay, even though there was still a little doubt floating around in that busy brain of his.
 
   He didn’t think about it for too long, because it was only a matter of seconds before he pulled me back to him, and kissed me. His lips never left mine as he slowly finished unbuttoning my blouse and pulled it off my shoulder. I removed my arms from around his waist long enough to let the shirt fall off my shoulders and onto the floor. He helped me slide out of my jeans and before I knew it, I was once again, standing in front of him wearing only my underwear. I wasn’t expecting anything but dinner and a movie that night, and if I had, my choice in underwear would have been different. He certainly didn’t seem to mind my everyday white bra and panties though, as his eyes scanned me slowly from head to toe.  He pulled me close and reached around me to unhook my bra. I don’t know if it was nerves or inexperience, but I finally reached back and helped him out. I heard a sharp intake of breath as my bra fell to the ground with the discarded jeans and blouse.
 
   “You’re so beautiful, Rebecca,” he whispered as he reached down to free me from my last bit of clothing…my panties. He took another deep breath, bathing me with his eyes. He didn’t touch me for a few minutes. He openly stared at my naked form. I was embarrassed by his unashamed scrutiny, but when I tried to get into bed under the blankets, he stopped me. “No, I’ve waited so long…just let me look at you, please.”
 
   After a few more seconds, long enough for the blush to pretty much cover my entire body, he stepped close and pulled me to him for a kiss. Somehow he had managed to get his shirt and jeans off and he laid me down on the bed, ever so gently.
 
   I felt his desire for me for the first time and I had to admit, I almost panicked.  The fantasy had been on-going, but the reality was now and suddenly I was nervous. I knew it was right and that I loved him, but as he pressed up against me and his hard length touched my stomach through his briefs, I pulled back a little.
 
   He immediately stopped kissing me. “What’s wrong? Do you want to stop? It’s okay if you do, I’ll wait…just um, tell me now.”
 
   As I looked into his loving eyes, I knew there was nothing to be afraid of.  “No, I don’t want to stop. This is where I belong. I love you, Shane.”
 
   He kissed me hard and finally the last bit of clothing was discarded and he was touching me and pleasing me in ways I didn’t know were possible. He took his time and just when I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, he’d slow down, willing me back to reality, carrying me to the threshold…but not over, time and time again. I was desperate for him and it was as if he just knew it was the right time. He leaned over me, being careful to not press his full weight onto me, and looked in my eyes. He was out of breath, and as far gone as I was, but he looked down at me and said, “Are you ready?”
 
   I nodded and reached up for him. “Yes!” I almost shouted.
 
   “I love you, Rebecca.”
 
   “I love you too. Please…please Shane…I…need…you,” I pleaded, pulling him down to me for a kiss.
 
   He kissed me, “Open your eyes, Love.”
 
   I was desperate for him to end this torture. I was arching up to him, needing him.  But, even amid the passion and longing, I heard what he said and I looked up at him, my eyes pleading. “Shane…” I said breathlessly, “Please!”
 
   Our eyes held as he slowly lowered himself closer to me and then finally, and very slowly, he carefully pushed into me, stopping the second he had crossed my barrier and waited.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, breathless.
 
   There were tears rolling down the side of my face and he started to pull away, thinking he’d hurt me. I pulled him back, “I just love you so much. I don’t want it to end…”
 
   He smiled down at me and said, “This is the only the beginning…” and we made love.
 
   I really didn’t know what to expect, and even though he wasn’t a virgin, he wasn’t that much more experienced than I was, but after a few seconds, it was like we just fit…we anticipated each other’s needs and desires and it wasn’t long before I was writhing on the bed, pulling him closer, arching up to meet him in perfect unison and finally, I was taken to a place I’d never been before.  I was completely engrossed in the wonders surrounding me and when it was over, I looked up at him to ask him if he’d felt it too.  “You’re so beautiful. I love you so much!”  And then he was moving in me again, and it was my turn to watch him and as he reached the peaks I had just returned from.  
 
   When he was done, he started to immediately pull away, but I pulled him back, not ready to let him go. “No, please don’t. Stay with me.”
 
   “I’m just going to lie next to you.”
 
   “No, stay right here. I want you here…inside me.” I reached my arms around his neck and pulled him down to me. “I don’t want this to ever end.”
 
   “It won’t.”  He laid there for a few minutes, and finally said, “Honey, my arms are like jelly after…I can’t hold myself up much longer. We’ll do it again…believe me, we’ll do it as often as you want.”
 
   “Then there’s no reason to ever leave this bed,” I grinned, finally letting him go.  He pulled me into his arms and we laid there in the afterglow, not speaking, both lost in our very recent memories.
 
   “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he finally asked.
 
   I looked up at him and said, “No, it was perfect. I felt no pain, just…love.” As I gazed into those eyes, I said, “Love me again.”
 
   There was no hesitation this time and it wasn’t long before we were completely lost in each other.
 
   I spent the night in his arms, wishing every night could be like that.
 
    
 
   I woke up early and sat up and stared down at Shane. He was sound asleep, lying on his back and before I could stop myself, I slowly pulled the blankets off of him and openly stared at his naked form. He was perfection from head to toe; strong chest with just a hint of curly golden hair. Trim waist, firm abs and that perfect ‘V’ leading down to…what I assumed was normal morning arousal. I took a deep breath, wanting him again…but I didn’t want to wake him. I continued down his strong thighs, all the way down to his toes. When I pulled the blankets back up, I looked up at his beautiful face and realized, much to my embarrassment that while I had been studying every fabulous inch of him, he was watching me. I blushed.
 
   He laughed and pulled me back into him. “I love that shade of pink on your cheeks,” he glanced down and said, “…and everywhere else,” he laughed as he watched the pink spread, simply from his comment.
 
   We made love once again and after we were both sated and resting in each other’s arms, I said, “I wish every night could be like last night…and every morning like this.”
 
   “Me too.  Someday it will be. We just have to get through school.”
 
   I thought back to something he told my father. Something I’d been afraid to ask him about, but felt now was the time. “Shane…?”
 
   “Hmm?” he said, sighing and pulling me close.
 
   “Do you remember the other night, when you stood up for me…to my father?”
 
   “Mmm, yeah.”  His eyes were closed and he was obviously close to falling asleep.  But I needed to talk.
 
   “Shane!” I said and reached down and cupped my hands around him, needing his full attention. It was only a split second before I had it, which made me laugh at the reaction I was able to cause in him.
 
   “What?” he sat up, wide awake now.
 
   “Do you remember what you said?”
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “That night…to my father. Do you remember what you said?”
 
   He was breathing hard and said, “It’s um, it’s hard to focus on anything with your hand…there…doing that,” he moaned.
 
   I pulled my hand away which only made him moan for another reason. But, I now had his undivided attention. “Do you?” I asked, serious now.
 
   “I said a lot of things that night, Rebecca. I meant every word.”
 
   I took a deep breath and said, “Every word?”
 
   He looked at me and said, “Yeah. What’s this about?”
 
   “You um, you told him you’d wait…until we were…married, if you had to.”
 
   “Yeah. So?”
 
   “So then, you’ve thought about that…marriage, I mean?”
 
   He took a deep breath and said, “I guess so.  I mean, I know I love you and I assumed that someday…”
 
   “Why do we have to wait for someday?  We love each other.  I don’t want to wait to spend more nights like last night.  I want every night to be like last night.”
 
   “Rebecca…”
 
   “Shane, marry me…please!”
 
   “Um, isn’t it traditionally the man’s job to propose?”
 
   “I don’t care.  I love you.  I don’t want to wait until someday.”
 
   “Well, we’re going to have to wait until you’re at least 18. There’s no way you’re parents’ are going to allow….”
 
   “Then we’ll wait until I’m 18. That’s only seven months from now.”
 
   “Rebecca, there’s plenty of time to think about that. You have school.”
 
   “So do you. So what? A lot of couples go to school together.”
 
   “We have to be able to support ourselves. I can’t support both of us…and my father, until I have a better job. It’s going to be at least another four years before I finish school. You’ll only be 22 by then. We can get married then.”
 
   “No deal.”              
 
   “Rebecca, be reasonable!”
 
   I stood up and wrapped the top blanket around me. “So, you didn’t mean it? You really don’t want to marry me?” I asked, tears brimming in my eyes.
 
   “Of course I meant it. But, there’s no rush. We have our whole lives in front of us.”
 
   “I don’t want to wait, Shane. I have money, and now that my grandmother…well, now I’ll have a lot more money. We’ll be fine. We won’t have to work. We can just go to school during the day.” I looked down at the bed and said, “And spend every night…like last night.”
 
   He stood up then, completely naked and unashamed. “I love you, Rebecca. More than anything. But, I can’t live like that. I won’t feel right living off your money.”
 
   “It’ll be our money.”
 
   “No, it won’t.” He walked over to me and lifted my chin to look at him. “It may sound old fashioned, but I need to support you, or at least provide some income…half, if not all.”
 
   “Then keep your job and we’ll continue going to night school. We can get a small apartment and share the bills.” I took a deep breath and said, “Marry me, Shane. I’m going to love you for the rest of my life. Please, marry me.”
 
   He sighed, lost in thought. “Rebecca, please understand…”
 
   I sat down on the bed, knowing he was rejecting me. I dropped my head into my hands and the blanket slipped down to my waist.
 
   He sat down next to me and rubbed my back. “Rebecca, I do want to marry you, believe me. You um, you just always seem to beat me to the punch.”
 
   I looked up at him, not sure what to say.
 
   He sighed, “I was planning on asking you…on your 18th birthday. I um, I’ve been saving…for a ring,” he said and reached into his nightstand. “This ring,” he said, opening up the well-worn, dog-eared page in a jewelry catalog, and pointing to a beautiful white gold solitaire with a matching engagement ring that looped around the diamond, covered in sapphires.  “The um, the sapphires…match your eyes.”
 
   I looked up at him with tears in my eyes. “You mean it?”
 
   He smiled, “There’s no one on earth I’d rather spend the rest of my life with. I love you, and that will never change! You just didn’t give me the chance to ask. But, I still assumed we’d have a long engagement.”
 
   I reached out and hugged him and pulled him back to bed and then showed him exactly how much I loved him. 
 
                 
 
   “So, um, when are we going to tell my parents?” I asked him a few days before they were to return home.
 
   “I think we should wait…a while.”
 
   “Why did I know you were going to say that?” I smiled, and shook my head at him.
 
   “Well, your mother did say waiting was best,” he grinned.
 
   “Yeah, well, she was right about that,” I laughed and pulled him toward me. We’d spent every night in his bed since the first night and I was so happy. I knew it would be very difficult now that my parents were returning. We had one last night and I wanted to spend every moment making love…he had other ideas, however. He took me out to dinner and then for a walk along Balboa pier. It was romantic and as wonderful a time as I was having, I still had something else on my mind.
 
   “Shane, let’s go. We only have tonight left…”
 
   He turned toward me at the end of the pier and said, “No, we have the rest of our lives. I love you, Rebecca. I um, I know you already asked me, but I um, I kind of wanted to…” he was nervous, which was unlike him.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   I watched him as he nervously got down on one knee and pulled a box out of his pocket.
 
   “Shane?”
 
   “I love you, Rebecca; with all my heart. I know I didn’t say the right things when you asked me to marry you, but I’m hoping you’ll say the right thing now. I want to spend the rest of my life with you…forever. Would you please, marry me?”
 
   I dropped down on my knees and hugged him so tight. “You know I will! I love you, too!” I squeezed him so hard I don’t think he could really take a full breath. I kissed him and I heard applause and shouts of joy from the balcony of the restaurant at the end of the pier.
 
   He helped me up and opened the box.  “It’s only the engagement ring…for now.  But don’t worry, by the time we say ‘I do’ I’ll have the wedding ring paid for.”
 
   He slipped the sapphire ring onto my shaking hand and then kissed me again. “I love you, Rebecca. I love you so much!”
 
   “Take me home…please?” I said, pulling him down for another kiss. “I love you, too. Take me home so I can show you how much!” I said with tears in my eyes.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   My Father’s Blessing
 
    
 
   We picked up my parents the next afternoon after spending the night and well into the early afternoon in bed. I had never felt so over-joyed and content at the same time. I didn’t know how I was going to be able to sleep in my own bed…alone, ever again. I was so happy with him that I hated the thought of giving up our time together. But, I knew I didn’t have much choice.
 
   “Hi, honey.  I’m so glad to be home,” my mom said.              
 
   “It was a hell of a trip. Glad it’s over,” my father said, hugging both my sister and me, and then shook hands with Shane.
 
   We all chatted about the service on the way home. I had done my best to hide my ring, hoping for the right moment to tell my parents the wonderful news, however, my sister, angry at having been kept apart from her ‘boyfriend’ against her will, felt the need to make the announcement for us, “So, what’s up with the ring, Sis?”
 
   She was sitting next to me in the back seat. I didn’t say anything at first, and I was relieved to find that my parents hadn’t heard her, as they were lost in their own conversation.
 
   I looked at my sister with pleading eyes. “Sam, please…let me do this…in my own time, okay?” I whispered.
 
   “Whatever!” she said, obviously irritated that I was spoiling her fun. She glanced down at my hand and decided she really couldn’t wait and started in again, “Mom, Dad, did you…”
 
   Shane reached out and grabbed her hand.  “Sam, please,” Shane whispered, which shut my sister up once and for all.  She’d had the biggest crush on him since her play and when she looked up into those endless steel gray eyes, she melted and nodded.
 
   “What Honey?” my mom asked.
 
   “Oh, um, did you bring us anything from Chicago?”
 
   “Hmm, well I think you might find something in our suitcase for you.” She turned around and smiled at us. Her smile immediately faded when she glanced down at my left hand and then up to my eyes. “Rebecca?”
 
   I looked her in the eyes, and smiled. I nodded and grabbed Shane’s hand. She looked over at Shane and then back down at my hand. I don’t know if it was shock, anger or surprise, but she managed to hold her tongue…for now, at least.
 
   “What’s so interesting back there?” my father asked, craning his neck when he stopped at a light.
 
   I hid my hand under my leg when he glanced back, not wanting to get into it in the car.
 
   “Nothing, I’m just happy to see my girls,” my mom said, and then sighed and sat forward in her seat again. I knew it was going to be a fight. But, I needed my mom on my side, and I knew what she was thinking…I was rushing it.
 
   The truth was, I had never been more certain of anything in my life than I was of my love for Shane. And, I knew that, truth be told, most teen-agers thought that about their first loves, but with Shane, I knew without a doubt I couldn’t have loved him more and I knew I would never let him go.  
 
    
 
   We set the table for dinner, and I found myself all thumbs. I was a nervous wreck and I couldn’t stop dropping this or that, or tripping over my own feet. Finally, when my mother could no longer stand it, she quietly grabbed my arm and led me upstairs to my room. We sat down on the bed that I hadn’t slept on in almost a week.
 
   She reached down and grabbed my hand, turning it this way and that to study my ring. She was quiet for a while and finally said, “I’m assuming that there’s another ring that fits into that loop of sapphires?”
 
   I nodded. “He’s um, he’s going to have it by the time we…”
 
   “Honey, I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to ruin this moment for you, but,” she stood up and paced my room. She closed my door and said, “I know you love him, but you’re only 17. Rebecca, he’s your first love.”
 
   I stood up and faced her. I looked her right in the eye and said, “No, Mom, he’s my only love. And he always will be.”
 
   I must have hit a chord in her or something, because suddenly she was holding on to me for dear life. “Are you sure? Honey, this is a huge decision.”
 
   I pulled back and said, “Mom, I’m so sure, so positive, that I asked him. I knew he’d make me wait…like he has for everything else. I don’t want to spend a moment of my life without him. I know I’m only 17, but I can tell you with absolute certainty, I will never love another man like I love him. No one will ever make me feel the way he does.  Please be happy for me, for us,” I pleaded, with tears in my eyes.
 
   My mood was infectious and suddenly she was crying and laughing along with me.  “Well, I have to say I’m not all that surprised.  I am surprised that you asked him, though.”
 
   “Well, he didn’t say yes.  I um, I kind of ruined his plans. But, he managed to ask me anyway, a few days later.  It was so romantic. He took me out to dinner and then for a walk on Balboa pier.  He’s so old fashioned. He did the whole ‘down on one knee’ proposal. I melted. There were cheers from the diners on the balcony with people yelling ‘tell him yes,” which of course, I did. It was perfect, Mom. I love him. Please be happy for me.”
 
   She hugged me tight. “I am happy for you. I just wanted to make sure you’re doing this for the right reason. From the look in your eyes, I can see that you are.  Congratulations Honey! I love Shane, you know that, right? I couldn’t ask for a better man for my daughter.”
 
   I was so happy that she was accepting of Shane, and we sat there hugging each other tightly. We must have been in there for a while, because suddenly my door opened and my dad was standing there. “What’s going on in here? Is something wrong?” he asked, always suspicious.  
 
   My mom pulled back and dried her eyes. “No, nothing’s wrong. We were just talking about Mom,” my mom said, covering for me.  
 
   We headed down to dinner and I held Shane’s hand under the table for support as I passed the mashed potatoes, waiting for the right moment to tell my father the news.
 
   My mother looked at me, waiting for me to say something, and when I didn’t take the bait, she sighed and said, “Bradley, your daughter has something to tell you.”
 
   She did it again. I was foolish enough to believe, once again, that she was going to help me tell him, but just like the night of the play, she was making me face up to it on my own. Except, this time, I wasn’t on my own. I had Shane with me, and I looked over at him and he gave me the courage to tell him, “Um, Daddy…”
 
   Shane stopped me. “I think I should do this, Rebecca.”
 
   My heart was beating so fast, and my hands were shaking, and suddenly my mouth was so dry I couldn’t speak anyway, so I nodded, grateful that he was willing to tell him.
 
   “This should be good,” my sister said, leaning forward with her head resting on her folded hands, eagerly awaiting the fireworks to begin.
 
   “Sam,” my mom said, wagging her finger at her youngest child.
 
   She rolled her eyes and patiently waited for Shane to tell my dad that we were engaged. I knew she was thrilled that the focus of the conversation was turned from the heated topic of her boyfriend. So she smiled with satisfaction at what she thought was going to let her off the hook for dating ‘Chad.’”
 
   Shane took a deep breath and faced my father. “I um,” he let out a gush of air, “I just wanted to say that I love your daughter, and um, I asked her…well,” he looked back at me and said, “we sort of asked each other…”
 
   “Spit it out, Son,” my father said, which I thought was a funny choice of words, especially at that moment.  
 
   He took another deep breath and said, “I know you said that I’ve earned your trust…and I hope that’s still the case. Because, um, I’ve asked Rebecca to um, marry me…and I really hope you’ll give us your blessing.”
 
   My father sat back in his chair, and refused to say anything for a few minutes.  The table was silent and I could see my sister waiting for the fireworks with eager anticipation.  
 
   “You have earned my trust. You’re a good kid, but I’m afraid I can’t give you my blessing…”
 
   He was calm, and that really worried me. I knew how to handle it when he was angry, but this was different.
 
   “Daddy…”
 
   He turned toward me, “Rebecca, I can’t give you my blessing…”
 
   “Dad! You’re being unreasonable! I love Shane!”
 
   “May I finish now, please?” he asked.
 
   But as usual, I let my emotions take the lead. I stood up and said, “No! I don’t want to hear it. Can’t you for once, just be happy for me? Why do you have to ruin everything?” I was angry and yelling.
 
   He leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head waiting for me to finish. He didn’t interrupt my ranting.
 
   “Rebecca, why don’t you let him finish?” Shane said, pulling me back into my seat.
 
   “Because he doesn’t listen! He’s so stubborn!” I yelled, standing right back up.
 
   “Rebecca! Let him finish,” my mother said.
 
   My father just sat there watching me, not saying a word.
 
   I sat back down and leaned into Shane. I knew Shane needed him to give us his blessing and I wished, just once, that my father would see things my way.
 
   “Are you done?” my father asked.
 
   I was too angry to speak, so I just nodded.
 
   He leaned forward, “Shane,” he started, obviously focusing on the reasonable person at the table. “…I can’t give you my blessing…”
 
   I sighed and started to stand up again. Shane pulled me back down.
 
   My father continued, “You have proven yourself. You’re a good man and I know you love my daughter. So, while I know this is upsetting to Rebecca, I still can’t give my blessing…not until she’s 18, and then I’d be proud to call you my son.”
 
   “Daddy, you’re being completely unreason…what?” I asked.
 
   Thank you,” Shane smiled.
 
   “What just happened?” I asked, still completely confused
 
   “I said you can’t get married until you’re 18. But, then I’d love to walk you down the aisle.”
 
   I was stunned, and I think Shane was too. I glanced around the table: My sister was pissed off! But, as I looked at my mom and saw that she was smiling, I knew she had done…something, but I didn’t know what.
 
   “I guess we have a wedding to plan,” she smiled and hugged first me and then Shane. We were both speechless. Both of us were so ready for a fight, it was almost anti-climactic. But, as soon as I looked over at Shane and saw him smile at me, I realized…I was officially engaged! Shane was so relieved, I could see it, feel it. He finally felt accepted by my family, especially when my father hugged him and told him how happy he was that there’d finally be another man around the house.
 
   “I can’t believe this. You're letting her get married and I can’t even date?” my sister snapped.
 
   “You’re not old enough to date, and when you are, well, when you find someone like Shane, then we’ll talk. But, that guy…that Chad…is bad news,” my father said to my sister.
 
   “Great, so now anyone I date has to compare to Shane? I liked it better when you thought he was a creep!”
 
   “Sam!” I yelled.
 
   “What? What do you want, Rebecca! You don’t need me…you have him!” she said and started to storm up the stairs.
 
   “I want you to be my Maid of Honor. Please, Sam?” I said, knowing that all would be forgotten given that she’d have a chance to shine at my wedding.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, who else would I want to stand up for me?”
 
   “What about Jillian?”
 
   “You’re my sister. I want you to be my Maid of Honor. Please, Sam?”
 
   “You mean it?”
 
   “Of course, I do. I’m going to need a lot of help planning. Mom and I can’t do everything.”
 
   “Oh, really? I get to help plan it, too? I can’t believe it! Can I wear lavender? Please, can the dresses be lavender?”
 
   I laughed, “Well, I was thinking more on the lines of steel blue…but…”
 
   “No, that’s fine. I like that, too. But, I still get some say in the design, right?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   This appeased her and soon my mom, sister and I we were all talking about dates and dresses.
 
   Shane and my dad watched us and listened, but didn’t interrupt.  
 
   My father laughed and said to Shane, “You do realize you have completely lost control now. Sure you’re ready for this?” my father grinned, knowing all too well just how much work a wedding, not to mention marriage, was.
 
   I stopped talking and looked over at Shane.  
 
   He was staring right at me, “She’s worth it. Whatever she wants is fine with me,” he smiled.
 
   “Well, that’s the right attitude,” my dad chuckled. “That’s worked for me for the last twenty-two years.”
 
   We finally came to the subject of ‘where’ to get married.
 
   I looked at Shane, knowing he wasn’t Catholic. “It doesn’t matter where,” I said, sitting down next to him.
 
   “I thought you’d want to get married in your church?” he said, as if there was any other option.
 
   “Well, you’re not Catholic…so, I just assumed…”
 
   “Do I have to be?”
 
   “No, but...”
 
   “Well, then I can’t think of a better place.”
 
   I smiled and hugged him. 
 
   “So, how about May 17th, or May 24th?” my mom said, pulling out her planner.
 
   “The 17th!” I said, not wanting to wait one more day far less another week past my birthday to marry Shane.
 
   “Well, we’ll talk to Father O’Brien Sunday after church and see if the date’s available. You’re both going to have to take classes, and meet with Father O’Brien before you can get married, you know that, right?”
 
   I nodded and looked over at Shane. “That’s fine…whatever it takes.”
 
   My father actually laughed and patted Shane on the shoulder, “You’re in for the ride of your life. I’m going to bed. I have to go back to work tomorrow. Goodnight.”
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   He turned to face me, “Yes, Pumpkin?”
 
   “Thank you. I know mom talked to you, but…still, you were great…and you didn’t have to be.”
 
   “I am great, aren’t I? Oh, but for the record, your mother never said a word.”
 
   “But…I mean, you didn’t even seem surprised?”
 
   “I saw the ring, Rebecca. You know, the one you were so desperately trying to hide from me…” he laughed.
 
   I ran to him and hugged him. “Thank you, Daddy.  I love you.” I whispered in his ear, “And thank you for making him feel a part of the family. He needs that…you know?”
 
   “Yeah, well, I thought I had made my feelings known when I called him son. He’s a good man, Honey. He’s a welcome addition to the family.” He let me go and turned to Shane, “Just so we’re clear, even though you’re engaged to my daughter…these stairs…still off limits!”
 
   Shane laughed and said, “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “I guess in a few months, that’ll be yes…dad.  Goodnight.”
 
   I ran to Shane and kissed him. He started to pull away, not accustomed to showing affection in front of anyone, but either he didn’t want to ruin my high or he realized it was okay now that we were engaged, but either way, he kissed me back until my mother cleared her throat.
 
   “Sorry,” Shane said, immediately pulling away from me.
 
   “I’m not,” I smiled.
 
   He looked down embarrassed, but then I felt him relax when my mother started laughing. “I’m going to bed, too. Goodnight. Shane, you will join us for church on Sunday so we can meet with Father O’Brien about the dates?”
 
   “I wouldn’t miss it.”
 
   Finally we were alone…well, almost. My sister had taken up residency on the chair in the corner where she had been secretly texting her ‘boyfriend’ whenever my parents weren’t looking.  
 
   “Um, Sam, don’t you think you should go to bed?” I asked.
 
   “Why?  I’m not tired.”
 
   “Well, I kind of want to be alone with…my fiancé,” I said, still thrilled with how the word sounded.
 
   “Tough!”
 
   “Sam, I can’t go upstairs, but maybe you’d be more comfortable texting Chad in your room?” Shane said, in a completely non-threatening tone.
 
   “If you tell them, I’ll let them in on a little secret of my own…and it’s way worse than me texting my boyfriend…”
 
   “Sam!  Shane wasn’t threatening you. Now please, go to bed. We don’t care if you’re talking to Chad.”
 
   “Good thing, because I’d hate to tell Mom…and especially Dad, that you haven’t been home even one night…all week.”
 
   “Sam, you might want to re-think that threat. Your sister loves you and she’s not out to get you…and neither am I. But, if push comes to shove, then I’m sure they’d be interested in what you were doing Tuesday afternoon…”
 
   “You wouldn’t!”
 
   “Only if provoked,” Shane said, once again without a threatening tone.
 
   “Wow, I thought you were above blackmail!” she smiled at Shane. “You know, Becc…I like him more and more. Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.”
 
   “Sam?” Shane said.
 
   “Yeah?” she said from the bottom step.
 
   “I know you like this guy…um, and I’m the first one to say everyone deserves a chance…but, be careful…okay?”
 
   “Yes, DAD!”
 
                 
 
   “What were they doing Tuesday afternoon?” I asked once my sister was upstairs.
 
   They were um, kissing, in the park across from the jewelry store when I picked up your ring.”
 
   “They were making out in the park and you didn’t tell me?”
 
   “They weren’t making out…well, yeah, I guess they were. I was going to tell you, but I had other things on my mind…you know, like proposing…” he smiled.
 
   “You’re excused,” I laughed. “But, please, the next time you see something like that, you need to let me know.”
 
   “That’s a promise. Now, how about making out with your fiancé?”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask…”
 
    
 
   The next few weeks were filled with wedding plans and appointments here and there. I didn’t realize just how much planning one wedding took…and how much time.  My mother kept telling me that six months wasn’t really enough time to plan a proper wedding, but I refused to change the date. The church wasn’t available on the 17th, so we had to settle for the 24th.  My father wouldn’t allow us to be married on the 10th…which was open, but it was two days before my birthday, so he wouldn’t even discuss it.
 
   I was having so much fun planning my wedding. And we were so busy between school, homework and wedding plans that the weeks seemed to fly by. There was one thing I missed, however, being alone with Shane. We’d hardly had a moment together since my parents got home, and I was beginning to need some alone time.
 
   “Shane, I um, I was hoping to meet you…before class tonight…or better yet, skipping class…”
 
   “We can’t skip…” he stopped. “I was thinking the same exact thing. God, I’ve missed you. My bed is so cold without you.”
 
   “Well, since mine is ‘upstairs,’ in the forbidden zone, I’ll meet you at 5:15. I’ll tell my mom we need to catch up on biology…although, I was thinking more about…your anatomy,” I smiled, and blew a kiss into the phone.
 
                 
 
   “Oh, I’ve missed you so much. I love you, Rebecca,” Shane said after we finally had a little time to ourselves.
 
   “Me, too.  I um, I guess we should go to class now.”
 
   “Yeah, we still have enough time to get there,” he said, looking at me like he really didn’t want to get up.
 
   “You really don’t want to leave the warmth of this bed, do you?” I asked.
 
   “No, I don’t want to leave the warmth of you,” he said, nuzzling my neck and before long class was forgotten and we were wrapped up together…literally. The only problem was…we fell asleep and my phone was on silent.
 
   I woke up to the sound of a pounding noise, but I was so warm and comfortable that I just rolled over, snuggled up close to Shane and ignored the noise.
 
   “Rebecca! Oh, God, wake up. It’s after 4 in the morning. I think your dad’s pounding on the door.”
 
   “What?” I said, sitting straight up in bed completely awake now. “I’m dead!” I said as I jumped up to search the room for any signs of my clothes.
 
   Shane was up and quickly pulled some pants on and then helped me search for my clothes. I had just wrapped a blanket around me when my mother came bursting through the door.
 
   “Get in the car! NOW!” she roared.
 
   “Mom, would you um, just give me a minute…?” I asked, knowing I probably wouldn’t be allowed to even see Shane until the wedding.
 
   “It’s 4:15 in the morning, Rebecca! You’ve had plenty of time! Get dressed and get in the car!”
 
   “Mrs. Brigham…”
 
   “I’ll talk to you later!” my mom said and headed toward the door.  
 
   I finished dressing and walked up to Shane. I could see he was devastated. I kissed him softly. “She’ll get over it. I’m sorry I fell asleep. It was my fault.”
 
   “REBECCA NOW!” my mother shouted through the front of the store.
 
   “I wonder how she got in? I hope she didn’t break anything.”
 
   “I’ll fix it. You better go.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too. Call me when you can.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I headed to the car and took a deep breath as I opened the door and climbed in the passenger seat.  
 
   She refused to look at me as she drove home. When I could no longer stand the deafening silence in the car I said, “Mom, I…”
 
   “Don’t! I don’t want to hear it. You’re safe. I’m taking you home.”
 
   “Does Daddy know?”
 
   “No, and you better thank your lucky stars that I was able to convince him that you were studying late. He fell asleep hours ago, while I laid awake wondering if you were dead in a ditch somewhere!”
 
   “I’m sorry. I just…we fell asleep. Thank you for not telling dad.”
 
    “Don’t thank me! You’ve been lying to me this whole time.  I guess I always knew it, but until tonight, it was easier to live in denial.”
 
   “I haven’t been lying to you!”
 
   “Really?  So, this is the first night you’ve…spent with him?”
 
   I looked down. “No, it’s not. But I didn’t lie to you. We’ve only been sleeping together for a few weeks.”
 
   “Just drop it. It’s over!”
 
   “You mean you’re not going to punish me?”
 
   “If I punish you, then I’d have to explain to your father why I’m punishing you. So, no, I’m not punishing you. It’s over. You’re getting married soon, that’s enough to have to worry about.”
 
   “Mom, I’m sorry I disappointed you. But, I love Shane and I’m not sorry for that.”
 
   “You didn’t disappoint me, Rebecca. Not for the reason you think, anyway.”
 
   “Then, why?”
 
   “Because, I was up worried all night long. You were irresponsible, and that’s not like you. It also sets a bad example for your sister who looks up to you. I don’t want her to think it’s okay to…sleep with her boyfriend.”
 
   “You don’t really think it’s okay for me to, either, do you?” I asked.
 
   “I told you, I understand. But, if what you say is true, then why couldn’t you just wait until you got married? You’ll be married in less than six months.”
 
   “I know. And I can’t wait. I love him, Mom. So much! I just want to be with him every second. I can’t help it!”
 
   She pulled into the driveway and turned off the ignition. “Honey, I understand, believe me, I do. Just, be careful and please don’t make me worry like that again. This is a one-time ‘get out of jail free’ card. Next time, I won’t lie for you.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   The weeks flew by, bringing us closer and closer to the big day. My parents surprised us with a honeymoon in Jamaica at an all-inclusive resort. I was so excited. I could hardly wait. I was on my way out the door to see Shane and show him the tickets when I ran into Parker, coming out of my father’s office.
 
   “Hi Beccs.”
 
   “Hi, what are you doing here?” I ignored the dreaded nickname and let him talk. 
 
   “Oh, um, I just had some business…with your father.”
 
   “What business?” I asked.
 
   “I needed some…advice.”
 
   “Oh, okay. Well, I have to go. See you later. Say hi to your parents.”
 
   “I um, I heard you were getting married?”
 
   “Yeah, I am. Um, so, how’s…um, Kiki?”
 
   “Oh, she’s gone.”
 
   “That’s too bad. She seemed…nice,” I lied.
 
   “Yeah, they were all nice. But, they weren’t you.”
 
   I looked into his eyes and said, “I um, I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry if I hurt you, Parker. I never meant to.”
 
   He nodded and I headed out the door.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   I Don’t Believe You!
 
    
 
   “Rebecca?” my father called me downstairs one afternoon. His face was pale white, and I noticed my mother had been crying.
 
   “Dad, what’s wrong? Mom?”
 
   “Sit down, Honey. We have to talk to you.” My mom’s eyes were bright red.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s about…Shane,” my mom said.
 
   “What about him?” 
 
   “He um…he’s gone.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s gone, Rebecca. He left…for good,” my father said.
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked, confused.
 
   My mother pulled me to her and rocked me back and forth, trying to comfort me for some reason.  
 
   “What are you guys talking about?”
 
   “He’s not who you thought he was. He had us all fooled, Pumpkin. I’m sorry.”
 
   “You guys are talking crazy. He’s not gone. He’s going to meet me in class in an hour.”
 
   My parents looked at each other and then slowly back to me. “Honey,” my mom started.  “Shane…did some things…bad things, and um, your father found out.”
 
   “What bad things? You mean, he found out about…” I stopped, not wanting to give up his secret.
 
   “That’s not it, but yes, he did find out about that, too. But Honey, there’s more…a lot more.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s been stealing from the tire store for months now.” My mother was talking to me, but nothing she said was making any sense.
 
   “No, he hasn’t. Shane wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “There’s proof. They put up video camera’s…” my father said, looking angry.
 
   “In the tire store?”
 
   “Yeah, and um, in Shane’s…room,” my mom said. I saw my father look away, like he couldn’t face me now.
 
   “In his room?” I asked, blushing.
 
   “It’s not important right now. He tricked us all, Rebecca. I don’t blame…you,” my father said.
 
   “Blame me for what?”
 
   “I know you had nothing to do with it. And I know he…took advantage of you.”
 
   “Dad! He didn’t…”
 
   “I saw the tapes, Rebecca. You can’t deny it, now.”
 
   “You saw…us? You…watched?” I asked, stunned.
 
   “Only for a second; but I didn’t need to see much to know that he took advantage of my young, innocent daughter.”
 
   “Dad, he didn’t take advantage of me. I love him. He loves me…”
 
   “He used you!” he yelled, “He used all of us.”
 
   “No, you’re lying. You’re just mad because we didn’t wait…”
 
   “No Honey, he’s not. He’s telling the truth. He um, he took a bribe…from your father.”
 
   “What?”
 
   My father said, “I didn’t believe it, either. Not at first. So, I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. So, I um, I offered him $100,000.00 to leave and never come back.”
 
   “I can’t believe you! Why would you do that?”
 
   “He took it, Rebecca. He took it and ran. He’s gone.  I’m so sorry,” my mom said, hugging me tighter.
 
   “NO! You’re lying!” I shouted, crying now. “I don’t believe you. Shane would never! NO! I’m going to go find him! He’ll be at class. He’ll be there and he’ll explain everything!”
 
   I ran out the door. I heard my father say, “Let her go, Charlotte. She needs to find out for herself.”
 
   I drove to the tire store. I was hysterical and I confused Vince with my blubbering. “Wh-where’s Sh-sh-shane,” I sobbed.
 
   “Um, he’s um…he’s gone.”
 
   “You mean he left…f-for class?” I stammered.
 
   “No, I um, I don’t think so. He um, he’s gone…gone.” He looked down and then said, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “NO!  I don’t be-be-lieve you! He, he wouldn’t leave…me!”
 
   “See for yourself,” he said, and led me back to Shane’s room. The only thing left were the pictures of…me. His clothes, his shoes…all of his personal things were all gone.
 
   I ran out of the store and headed to his dad’s house. His dad was passed out on the couch. I couldn’t rouse him. I looked through Shane’s old room and noticed nothing had been touched. This, for some reason, gave me some comfort.  Nothing else made sense to me, but the fact that his dad was there and his room was untouched allowed me to take a breath and think.  “School…he has to go to school!”
 
   I ran back to my car and headed to class. I stood outside the door…waiting and waiting.  
 
   “Miss Brigham, are you planning on joining us?”
 
   “What?” I asked, becoming hysterical once again.              
 
   “Class is starting…”
 
   “Have you heard from…Shane?” I asked, pleading with him to tell me something I suddenly realized he couldn’t. I walked away once he said no, wandering aimlessly through the streets.  
 
   My parents pulled up alongside me a few hours or so later. I didn’t know how long I’d been walking. I didn’t know where I was. I didn’t know anything.
 
   “Honey, get in the car,” my mom said.
 
   I ignored her, and kept walking. Finally my dad pulled over in front of me and got out of the car. He put his arm around my shoulder and led me to the car. I let him lead me to the car because I didn’t know what else to do. I was lost without Shane. I kept thinking it was all a bad dream, but no amount of pinching my skin or trying to force my eyes open would wake me from the nightmare that was now my life.
 
   I cried non-stop for hours. My mom was at my side, holding my hand and rubbing my back. I didn’t really even know she was there. I kept calling Shane’s number, but after the 20th time of hearing, “This number is no longer in service,” my mom took my phone from me and had me drink…something.
 
   I woke up the next day and looked around my room groggily and realized it really was a dream. “Oh, thank God!” I reached for my phone to call Shane and tell him about it, but when I dialed, and got the same recording, I started to scream.
 
   “NO! NO! NO!”
 
   “Rebecca, Honey, it’s okay…it’s okay,” my mother crooned, holding me and rocking me in her arms.
 
   “IT’S NOT OKAY. Where is he? I need him! We’re getting married in two months!”
 
   “Honey, you have to face the fact. He’s gone.”
 
   “I don’t believe you! He wouldn’t leave me! He loves me!”
 
   My mom continued to hold me, rocking me back and forth and kept whispering, “It’ll be okay, It’ll be okay. I love you! I love you!”
 
   I wanted Shane and no one could soothe me until I knew what happened to him.  
 
   After a few hours of my sobbing, my mother pulled back from me and said, “Honey, I know you don’t want to accept this, but it’s true. He’s gone. He stole a lot of money from the tire store…his boss has it on tape.”
 
   “I don’t believe it. He’s not a thief. There has to be some explanation.”
 
   She sighed. “He um, he left a note…for you.” She looked down and pulled a piece of paper from her jeans pocket.
 
   I grabbed the letter and ripped it open, certain it would explain everything. I was wrong.
 
    
 
   Rebecca,
 
    
 
   I never meant to hurt you. I’m sorry that it had to end like this.
 
   I swear, if I could change things, I would. I’m asking that you 
 
   forget about me and move on with your life. It’s better that way.  
 
   I know you don’t understand any of this, and I’m sorry I can’t 
 
   explain it. You’ll forget about me, I’m sure, but know that I’ll 
 
   always remember you.
 
    
 
   Take care of yourself,
 
   Shane
 
    
 
   I looked up at my mother and tried to speak…but no words would come. Once again, she made me drink something and I fell asleep. I’m sure it must have been the Ambien her doctor gave her when my grandmother died, and I almost fought her, but as I looked into the glass of juice, sleep seemed like welcome relief and I downed it in one gulp.
 
   When I woke up the next day and reality hit once again, I asked for another glass of juice. My father shook his head no, but my mother finally gave in, knowing I needed more time to deal with my grief.
 
   I had slept through five days and finally my mother was out of Ambien and my father was out of patience.
 
   “She’s not ready to deal with this yet, Bradley.”
 
   “She has no choice. She’s going to have to face it and move on. It’s not the end of the world. I won’t see my daughter throw her life away because of that son of a…”
 
   “DAD!” I yelled, fully awake for the first time in days. “Don’t…please!”
 
   “Honey, you’re awake. Good, come have some breakfast.”
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “You have to eat.”
 
   “No, I need to know what happened. Like you said, I’m awake now…I need to know.” There were tears ready to spring forth, but I wiped my eyes and sat down at the table next to them. I was still holding the letter from Shane. I had been holding it since the moment my mother gave it to me, refusing to let go.
 
   “We told you what happened. You just weren’t ready to hear it. We’re so sorry, Honey. We were as surprised as you.”
 
   “No. No one was as surprised as me. I still don’t believe…” the tears sprang forth, leaving me sobbing, desperate for Shane once again.
 
   “She needs to see it!” my father said.
 
   “Bradley!”
 
   “See wh-what?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing, Honey. You really need to eat.”
 
   “SEE WHAT?” I yelled.
 
   My father walked out of the room for a minute and returned a moment later with a piece of paper in his hands.
 
   He sat down beside me and slid the piece of paper in front of me.  
 
   “What is this?” I asked.
 
   “It’s from the bank. He cashed the check.”
 
   “No, you’re lying. He wouldn’t…he wouldn’t do that!” I could see the date of withdrawal and the amount, but I still didn’t believe Shane would do that.
 
   He pulled another piece of paper out of his pocket and set it in front of me.  It was a check made out to Shane Ramsey in the amount of $100,000.00.
 
   “This doesn’t prove anything,” I said.
 
   He turned the check over and on the back…was Shane’s signature. I looked up at my mom, pleading with her to tell me it wasn’t true, but she only nodded her head slowly, confirming my worst nightmare.
 
   I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, I finally dropped the letter and I ran upstairs to my bed, where I stayed for two more weeks.
 
   My parents allowed me the solace, the time to grieve, but it ended after two weeks. I wasn’t allowed to sit in my room anymore. I was forced to re-join the family, eat, shower, and pretend that I was okay. I moved through the days, playing along, but not feeling. It was the nights when the feelings came…and I cried. I cried every night for weeks until I was dry…dead inside. I had lost him and it took me that long to realize it. The moment I faced it…was the moment I died. I went along without complaint, doing what was expected, what I was told, never mentioning…him…again. I pretended he didn’t exist. It never happened. I never went to that mall on that fateful day…never met him. Every day I lied to myself and everyone else…but at night, he was so real. I could feel him touch me, could smell him and feel his breath on my neck, hear him tell me he loved me. THAT was real, and even though during the day, he didn’t exist, at night, he was still very much alive. I’d scold myself for allowing me to think of him, want him…love him. But, every night, I’d climb into my cold bed and pray he’d come up those forbidden stairs…for me…
 
    
 
   Jillian started coming over once in a while. I was annoyed at first. She brought back memories of him, and every time I saw her…I felt him. My mother seemed to think I needed friends though, and it was either that, or I had to go back to school and make new friends. It turns out, if you don’t go to class, don’t do the homework, or study and take the tests…they don’t let you pass. Imagine that. I didn’t have to drop my classes, my absence took care of it for me. My mother fixed it so that they were withdrawals and not fails, but I didn’t care one way or the other. Classes meant nothing to me…not without him.
 
   So, I started doing things with Jillian again, in order to save myself from having to face school alone. I also noticed Parker around…a lot more. He was kind, offering me words of comfort. This, I found strange, but I was still too heartbroken to even care that he was there, so I just let him work his way back into our lives one day at a time.  
 
   

 
   

 
 
   A Constant Reminder
 
    
 
   I was sick, and I’d lost weight. My mom started to worry about more than just my emotional health and scheduled me to see Dr. Emory. I was supposed to see a movie with Jillian after my appointment, but I wasn’t interested in a movie. I wasn’t interested in anything. I went to the doctor because she told me too. And I agreed to go to the movie because she told me to, but that all changed when I heard two simple words….
 
    
 
   “You’re pregnant.”
 
   I looked up at Dr. Emory with the same glazed look I’d had since I realized he was gone. “What?” I asked, with no emotion, certain I hadn’t heard her right.
 
   “I said, you’re pregnant, Rebecca. Are you okay? I know you weren’t expecting this.”
 
   “No, that’s not…no. No!”
 
   “Um, yes, you are. Do you want to talk about your options?” she said, sitting down next to me.
 
   “Options?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. You have options. You can keep the baby, of course. But, if you’re not ready for that, there’s always adoption…or ab...”
 
   “NO! Don’t say it!” I snapped out of my stupor quickly and looked down at my still-flat stomach. “You’re sure?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, they ran tests off of both your urine and blood. I’m positive.” She patted me on the shoulder. “I know you need some time. But, since you can’t give me accurate dates of your last period…”
 
   “I had a shot. You gave me a shot…two of them.”
 
   “Yes, and you were due for your third over three months ago.”
 
   “Oh, I was…busy. I forgot, I guess.”
 
   “Well, have you been having regular intercourse…”
 
   My eyes started to tear. “No, not since…”
 
   “What about within the last three months?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t…know. I um…I have to go.”
 
   “I need to schedule you for an ultrasound. And I have a bunch of paperwork for you.”
 
   “I have to go…” I repeated, buttoning the last button on my blouse and grabbing my purse.
 
   “Rebecca!”
 
   “What?” I said, with tears pouring down my cheeks and my hand on the doorknob.
 
   “We need to find out how far along you are.”
 
   I turned to face her. I was breathing hard. “I have to go. I’ll um, I’ll make…another…appointment.”
 
   I walked out on shaky legs and found I had to sit down in the lobby. I was supposed to meet Jillian at the theatre, but I found myself walking to the park down the street. I sat on a bench, totally lost in thought. I was completely unable to handle one more thing at that point in my life, and just as I was about to break down in tears, a little girl walked up to me with long blond hair and steel gray eyes.  “Hi, do you want to watch me go down the slide?”
 
   “What?” I asked, looking into those eyes.
 
   “You can come with me…if you want.”
 
   I watched her run toward the play equipment and walk up the stairs. She waved at me as she sat down on the top of the slide and smiled and clapped joyfully once she reached the bottom.              
 
   “Did you see me?” she asked, excitedly.
 
   “Yeah, you did great.”
 
   She wandered off after receiving verbal confirmation that I had indeed watched her glide down the slide and said she did a great job.
 
   I put my hand on my belly and looked back up at the little girl with Shane’s eyes, and I started crying. He was gone, but he had managed to leave me a gift. A constant reminder of what I was so desperately trying to forget.
 
   I walked home, forgetting all about Jillian…and my car.
 
    
 
   “Where have you been?” my mother asked when I walked in the door.
 
   “I um, I walked home.”
 
   “Rebecca, it’s at least six miles…and where’s your car?”
 
   “Oh, I guess I left it…”
 
   “And Jillian? Did you forget about her, too?”
 
   “Jillian?” I asked, as if I didn’t even know who she was. “Oh, Jillian,” I said, when I remembered our movie plans.
 
   “Yeah, she’s worried sick about you. Frankly, we all are. I know you miss him, but…”
 
   “MOM! Don’t! Please. I can’t talk about...Just, please…leave me alone. I’m fine.”
 
   I ran upstairs and flung myself on my bed. I was allowed a two day reprieve for my ‘relapse’, but was then forced once again, to return to the living.
 
   I had completely repressed the fact that I was pregnant, ignoring the signs, so convinced that it wasn’t true, that I never tried to hide the vomiting which was becoming more and more prominent every day. It got so bad, that I couldn’t keep anything down.
 
   “Rebecca, this has to stop. You’ve lost so much weight. The doctor must have given you some clue as to what was wrong.”
 
   “I’m not sick. It’s just food poisoning.”
 
   “I may actually believe that, if you had in fact, eaten! Honey, I have to know, are you pregnant?”
 
   I was so distraught, and in such a state of denial that I was able to look my mother directly in the eyes and say, with absolute certainty, “No.”
 
   She sighed. “Okay. But, if this keeps up, I’m taking you to the doctor myself.  Now, come down for dinner.”
 
                 
 
   A couple of months later…
 
    
 
   “Rebecca, I’m going to ask you one more time. Are you pregnant?”
 
   I stared right into my mother’s eyes and lied, again. I couldn’t tell her the truth.  The truth would only bring more questions. Questions I wasn’t prepared to answer, and answers that would make me remember. I didn’t want to remember. 
 
   So, I lied…again “No, I told you a hundred times…No!”
 
   My mother stared at me with disbelieving eyes, but finally nodded and walked away without another word.
 
   My father stood in the doorway, his eyes staring me down with a furious glare.  He didn’t buy it, either.
 
   I knew I wasn’t fooling them and that they knew it was true. But day after day, week after week, I lied to my parents. I lied to myself. I knew I was pregnant, but I couldn’t face it…not without him…
 
    
 
   Three months later though, I could no longer hide it from myself; and as the first pain hit me and I felt a gush of liquid running down my legs, I knew I needed help. I was home alone, and I was terrified.
 
   I finally had to face it, and although I knew I needed help, I couldn’t reach my parents. They had gone out to dinner and then to a play with Parker’s parents. I tried my mom’s cell, but it was off, and so was my Dad’s. I didn’t know what to do. I thought that maybe one of Parker’s parents might have forgotten to turn off their phone, so I called Parker. I tried to act as nonchalantly as I could, but as another gut-wrenching pain wracked my abdomen and back, I could hardly play it cool.
 
   “Beccs, what’s wrong?”
 
   “N-n-n-noth-ing,” I panted, waiting for the contraction to end.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I um, oh, I need…my mom.” I stopped talking for a minute, trying to catch my breath.
 
   “Are you hurt?”
 
   “I need to go…to the hospital. Call your parents…oh, no…”
 
   “I’ll be right over.”
 
   “NO!” I shouted, but it was too late. I was bent over the staircase, breathing and crying through my contractions when Parker burst through the door a few minutes later.
 
   “Oh, My God, Rebecca. What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m…I’m…in, in, la-labor!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just get me to the hospital…Oh, God, not again,” I said and reached out and grabbed his arm, squeezing for dear life as yet another contraction wracked my body.
 
   Parker didn’t question me, he simply picked me up and carried me to his Porsche.
 
   “OH, I’m going to-to-ru-ruin your seats!” I said, as another contraction shot through me.
 
   “I don’t care! GET IN!” he said, more afraid of me delivering right then and there than the damage I could do to his leather.
 
   He must have gotten me there in record time, because the next thing I knew we were ushered into a room and I barely had time to give them my name and date of birth before I had to push.
 
   “NO! No, I’m not...It can’t be!”
 
   I was laid back on a bed, my pants and underwear stripped off and before I knew what was happening, my body took over and I was pushing a child into the world.
 
   “That’s it, Rebecca, come on, give me one more push,” the nurse said.
 
   “No! I…” but I couldn’t stop the urge, and seconds later I heard crying. I was exhausted. I laid my head back, feeling an instant relief and then I looked down as the nurse placed this little bundle on my chest.
 
   “It’s a girl! She’s beautiful!” the nurse smiled, “Dr. Emory is on her way.”
 
   I stared at the bundle, wondering why they’d put a baby on my belly. I was still in denial…and now, I was in total shock. Deep down I had known I was pregnant, but it wasn’t until I reached down and touched the wet, pink skin that I realized I was a mother. I had a baby. It wasn’t all about me anymore. I looked down at the crying infant, and I finally realized I needed to grow up. I picked her up, with some help from a nurse and cuddled her to my breast. I stared down at my baby and the second she opened her eyes, her father’s eyes, I knew Shane was gone, but I had to go on. I had to take care of the precious gift he’d given me…no matter how much he’d hurt me.
 
   I felt a presence near me and I looked up and saw Parker standing by my side. He was obviously stunned silent. No one knew I was pregnant. My parent’s suspected, but I had been so steadfast in my lying, that they had no actual proof. I had lost a substantial amount of weight, and although I had a bit of a belly, it was by no means the size it should have been.
 
   Well, I knew I couldn’t hide it anymore. “I um, I was pregnant.”
 
   “Um, yeah, I kind of figured that out. That was…surreal,” Parker said, staring down at my daughter in amazement.
 
   “Yeah, it was. Um, would you do me a favor?”
 
   “What?” he asked, still completely stunned by the bundle in my arms.
 
   “Would you call my parents? I think they should be home by now,” I asked.
 
   “Oh…yeah, sure,” he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Rebecca?”              
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You were amazing.”
 
   I blushed and looked down. “No, I just let my body take over. Don’t um…don’t tell them…”
 
   He shook his head. “I’ll just tell them to come.”
 
   Dr. Emory came in a few minutes later and started sewing me up “You’ll be good as new” she said, while telling me what to expect over the next couple of days.
 
   “I assumed you’d gone to another doctor, or ended the pregnancy. I was kind of surprised to see no prenatal care on your chart. I wanted to say something to your mom, but I couldn’t. Did you just think it would go away?”
 
   “I don’t know. I couldn’t face it. I didn’t believe it. I didn’t believe you.”
 
   “Um, so, you’ve obviously made up with the baby’s father,” she smiled, looking at Parker.
 
   “What? Oh, no, I’m not…I mean, yeah, okay…yeah,” Parker stuttered, finally just going along with it for some reason.
 
   I didn’t have time to correct him, because the next thing I knew, my mother came charging into the room.
 
   “Rebecca, are you alright!?” My mom stopped dead in her tracks when she saw the baby in my arms and my legs up in stirrups.
 
   I looked up at her with tears in my eyes. Then I looked down at my daughter.
 
   “Oh, Honey…” she looked down and pulled the little blanket back away from her face. “She’s beautiful…perfect,” she said with tears streaming down her face. “Um, Parker, may I have a few minutes with my daughter?”
 
   “Oh, yeah…sure,” he said, still sounding like he was still in shock.
 
   “No, he can stay. He saw everything, anyway.”
 
   “NO! I didn’t, Rebecca, I swear. I don’t even remember what I saw…or know what I saw.” He closed his eyes as if that would somehow erase the vision of childbirth that he’d just witnessed, from his mind.
 
   I looked back down at my daughter and said, “She looks just like him…” and then the tears started and I couldn’t stop. My mom held me, hugging us both softly while the doctor continued to make repairs down below.
 
                 
 
   Once I was all cleaned up and moved to a postpartum room, I was a bit calmer. Parker was still by my side, and he was still in obvious shock. But, he had managed to keep his cool and say just the right things, so for once, I found him comforting and I thanked him, offering him a seat next to my bed.
 
   My mother had taken up a spot next to me on the bed. “Um, may I hold her?” she asked, having waited patiently for almost an hour now, while I held tightly to the bundle I was still shocked was mine.
 
   I handed her over and watched as my mom stood up and walked and talked to my baby. MY BABY! Wow! There was no running or hiding from it now.
 
   A few minutes later, I heard my father shouting outside my door. He still had no idea what was going on. They wouldn’t let him in. Finally a nurse walked through the door and said, “Are you ready for visitors? I think you have a very impatient grandfather out there,” she smiled and then put a bracelet on my baby’s ankle, one on my wrist and then she walked over to Parker and grabbed his wrist.
 
   “What are you doing?” we both asked, in unison.
 
   “I’m putting a matching band on your wrist, identifying you as the baby’s father.”
 
   “But…he’s not…” I started, but couldn’t finish, because then I’d have to think about Shane again, and I was trying so hard not to. I didn’t want to talk about my baby’s father.
 
   “Thanks,” Parker said, and sat back down, twirling the bracelet that said Baby Girl Brigham on it.
 
   As the nurse left, she let my father in. I looked up at him and I started crying again. Parker held my hand and tried to comfort me.
 
   “What’s going on? Why are you in…?” then my mother walked over to him with my baby in her arms. “Oh…God,” he said and looked at me with the dawning realization that they’d been right the entire time.
 
   “I couldn’t face it Daddy. When Dr. Emory told me I was…pregnant, I didn’t believe her…or I didn’t want to believe her. I had just lost…him, and I was trying so hard to get over him…” the tears were pouring down my cheeks by then.  I was sobbing, and before I knew it, Parker was holding me, rubbing my back and whispering that everything would be okay. But, everything wasn’t okay. I wanted Shane and I wanted him to want our baby. I needed him, but the truth was…he was gone, and I was responsible for a new life. Time to grow up!
 
   I was exhausted by the time we had worked everything out. The nurse came back in to check on me and the baby and finally asked, “So, what’s her name?”
 
   And before I could stop myself, I spouted off, “Shannon!  Her name’s Shannon!”
 
   I saw my parents look at each other, but neither of them questioned my decision or her name. In fact, I think they knew it was the perfect name and my mom smiled down at her and said, “Hello, Shannon, I’m your grandma,” she cooed, “And, this is Grandpa.  And we’re going to spoil you rotten!”
 
    
 
    
 
   A Quick Note
 
   As an author, I depend on you, the reader, to let me know how I’m doing. Thank you so much for reading ‘Conviction.’ I hope you enjoyed it and will read the conclusion of the Interference Series, ‘Exoneration.’ I’d love to hear your thoughts. Please take a moment and post a review, I appreciate it! 
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