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Author’s Note


This book is a memoir. Except for the names of my siblings, other names and some identifying characteristics have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been recreated. Any resemblance between fictionalized content and any real person is strictly coincidental.
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Prologue


It was Saturday morning, and my eyes were glued to the TV. Star Search had just come on, and Ed McMahon was getting ready to announce the next dance act to perform. Two ten-year-olds stood at center stage as the volume of the pulsating background music increased. A mesmerizing techno beat played as the duo twisted and turned, shifting between upbeat jazz moves and tumbling gymnastics as they moved across the dance floor. I took copious mental notes, figuring out which moves I wanted to replicate in my weekly dance practice with my younger sister and her two neighborhood friends. The gymnastics moves were a little advanced, but I figured I could work up to that by helping my dance trio learn back walkovers, with some spotting from me, and add a few cartwheels to supplement our dance repertoire. I stood next to the TV and imitated the dance moves, the teal-green shag carpet in my living room making it difficult to move. Unbothered, I practiced the moves one after another until I felt them etched into my body. I could feel the rhythm and beat within me, and I couldn’t wait to incorporate the dance steps into my choreography. Without a care in the world, I was in the zone, focused solely on personal expression.

“Jennifer, we’re here,” my eight-year-old sister, Rose, yelled from the bottom of the stairs in our tri-level home. She had just arrived with her two best friends. They giggled as they ran up the staircase and into the living room to join me.

“Guess what, guys! I just learned some amazing new moves! I can’t wait to try them out.” I shut off the TV as the credits rolled, placed a battered CD into the tray table, and pressed play. It was Madonna, the queen of the ’90s.

“Let’s warm up to ‘Holiday,’” I offered as we started jumping back and forth, imitating the pony dance, a dance my mom had taught me in my early childhood days.

We smiled as we ran around the living room, did jumping jacks, and turned from side to side as we prepared to stretch our bodies to the max. It was just the four of us in the house that day. My dad was working at the local grocery store, something he did every weekend. My eleven-year-old brother, Richard, was at a friend’s house, and my mom was getting settled in her new apartment. We were all still adjusting to my parents’ divorce.

My siblings and I were used to being alone and finding ways to create our own sense of adventure at our modest home on the outskirts of Boulder, Colorado. As the oldest, I was in charge. During my Saturday dance rehearsals, I didn’t mind the added responsibility. I was in my happy place. I didn’t care that I was self-taught and didn’t have any professional dance training to date. The creative expression fueled me, and I enjoyed taking a break from caring for my younger siblings. When I was dancing, I felt in control and centered. I was in tune with my needs, and I did my best to honor them. Dancing brought me balance and peace.



My mom surprised me with a special outing to Springers Nightclub, a dive just outside of Boulder, to celebrate my thirteenth birthday. My mom shared my love of dance, and she wanted to show it. We arrived in the early evening. The lights were dimmed, and we were the only people in the club at that hour. My mom sat at a round booth in the corner, slowly nursing a cold Corona. She looked elegant in a fashionable light denim dress with a skirt that flared at the waist, and she wore classic nude heels over her nylon pantyhose. Her dirty-blonde hair was cut in a short bob with a few curls shaping her round face, and red lipstick perfectly accented her smile.

There was a large dance floor in the center of the room, and mirrors lined the back wall to highlight the adventures on it. It was the kind of place where local musicians would perform before they made it big, and it stood out in a Colorado mountain town that preferred country to disco. I took a sip of my Shirley Temple and bit into the extra cherry the bartender had added to my glass. My siblings and I sat together in the booth with our mom. Rose was dressed in her Disney princess nightgown, and Richard had brought his cowboy boots for a night on the town.

The music playing overhead shifted to a familiar tune as the slow intro to Madonna’s “Like a Prayer” played in the background. I’d been practicing a dance to that song every night after school. The DJ made a welcoming wave toward me and pointed to the dance floor. I glanced at my mom, who was beaming with joy as her grand birthday surprise unfolded. She had talked with the nightclub owner and arranged for me to perform my solo choreography.

I made my way to the dance floor. Here was my opportunity to let loose, to be free for a few minutes. I was dressed head to toe in black. My outfit included a casual short-sleeved T-shirt tucked into a denim skirt trimmed in black lace. I also wore black tights that fit into my new ankle boots, which made me feel like Madonna herself. I felt more sophisticated than the thirteen years of life I was celebrating that evening. I appreciated my mom’s wild effort to bring her newly minted teenager to the dance club, but as I took my place at center stage, leaving my Shirley Temple half-finished, I felt equal parts titillated and chagrined. I know my mom meant well, but some part of me felt weird dancing in a club at thirteen years old. Was I breaking the rules? I wasn’t sure if kids were allowed on the dance floor, and I never wanted to break the rules.

I was a bit nervous yet also excited and ready to show off the signature choreography I’d been practicing and committing to memory over the last few months of rehearsing my Star Search moves in our living room. Though the club’s wood floor felt sticky, it was still an upgrade from the shag carpet I had been practicing on at home.

The nightclub’s outer edges darkened as the spotlights found me on the dance floor. I took my place kneeling on the floor with my head down as the music continued. I pulled my arms toward me as I leaned back, passionately lip-syncing to the lyrics. As Madonna sang her prayer, I felt desperation in my body. My passion for dance swept over me, and all I wanted was to express my heart along with the music. I didn’t care if people were looking or what they thought. The opportunity to escape into my happy place and showcase my Star Search moves brought a deep glow into my body and opened up a playful side that I rarely got to experience in my day-to-day life.

A few couples joined the audience and made their way to the booths that lined the edges of the dance floor. I leveled up my performance, my skirt twirling with each spin. I started to feel the glow from the bright lights and my own passionate dancing as my body merged with the music’s prayer. All the talent shows I’d danced in felt like they’d been preparation for this moment. When the song ended, I took a small bow and the scattering of people in the club at nine o’clock on a Wednesday night clapped for me. I stepped off the dance floor, sweating and breathing heavily, and thought, That was fun. Like your favorite roller coaster at an amusement park, dangerous and thrilling, I wanted to go again. My whole body was infused with joy.

Standing tall, and a little out of breath, I made my way back to my smiling family and my abandoned Shirley Temple. I took a sip of my drink and toasted to my mom, who had created this adventure for me—she beamed with pride at her daughter dancing the night away on a school night. My sister clapped obnoxiously, excited to see her big sister take a turn on the dance floor and happy to be up way past her bedtime. I took a deep swig of my virgin drink and basked in the afterglow.
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Part I
A Rigid Ballet




A traditional dance that requires great discipline with structured and controlled movements. Women ballet dancers usually dance en pointe (on their toes), either alone or in partnership, and there is little room for creative expression.
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1
For Better or for Worse



“Will you marry me?” Morey whispered in my ear.

I looked down at the three sparkling diamonds glistening on a shiny platinum band. They were illuminated by a bright light hidden in the jewelry box, and the ring shone like an art piece.

Waves crashed in front of me like a lullaby, gently rolling in and out with each breath of the Pacific. A hazy cloud wrapped around the moon, dimming its light on an otherwise clear California night. Morey’s arms wrapped around me like a freshly washed blanket warm from the dryer, and I took a deep breath. Did I want to marry Morey? I hadn’t expected that question so soon, after only a few weeks of dating. I mean, who proposes so quickly? What would my parents think?

Things had moved quickly. Nora, my best friend and Morey’s sister, had introduced us at their cousin’s wedding on New Year’s Day, and Morey had revealed himself as my secret admirer on Valentine’s Day. I’d just started the spring semester of my freshman year at the University of Colorado Boulder and was intrigued by Morey’s email promises of an adventurous life, especially after a childhood full of obligations to my siblings, but I hadn’t expected this romance train to keep accelerating at such a rapid pace. I knew I didn’t love him. I hadn’t felt a spark when I came to Southern California to spend spring break with him and we kissed for the first time.

Morey’s breath warmed my neck as he waited for me to answer. I knew in my gut that marriage was a terrible idea. Everything in my body and mind told me to run, but I didn’t have the heart to say no to his proposal. As I lay there, I tried to convince myself to say no, which should have been easy. Would have been easy. But honoring myself, saying what I felt and needed, was a muscle I’d barely exercised in my life. It was especially difficult in the face of such conviction from Morey. My fear of making him feel bad, angry, or upset overwhelmed the care or concern I might have had for my own wishes and feelings. My mind flashed on the pain I’d felt when I saw the sadness in my parents’ eyes as they parted ways. Back then, at age twelve, I’d wanted to make their suffering go away. I’d been conditioned since that day to try and keep the peace at all costs, regardless of whatever personal needs I might have to ignore in the process. I didn’t want to feel the pain of rejecting Morey.

And I longed for the excitement of moving to a new place and not having anyone to take care of. I imagined starting anew and claiming my own life. After nearly a decade of helping to raise my three siblings (including watching my six-year-old sister on the weekends so my mom, now a single mother, could have some support), I was hungry for a break. My gap year after high school hadn’t made up for the intensity of my teenage years, when I managed my family obligations while achieving academic success. I didn’t want to be a pseudo-mom to my youngest siblings anymore. I just wanted to be me. I imagined myself as a young woman traveling the world and pursuing my passion for dance and European culture. I felt a little giddy at the prospect but also nervous. Besides, Morey’s initial courtship emails had indicated his desire to travel the world and live an extraordinary life, too. So, despite a tiny, nearly inaudible inner voice that kept telling me to run the other way, I didn’t. I couldn’t listen to it.

The crisp air of that early spring night swirled around us, the brisk breeze willing me to answer Morey’s question. Unorganized thoughts raced in my mind during the milliseconds that passed before the words found their way to my lips. California certainly wasn’t Europe, but it wasn’t Colorado either. I was ready for a change, and the thought of leaving my familial obligations behind me in one fell swoop was tempting.

“Yes,” I heard myself reply as if from a great distance. I felt disembodied as I said it out loud. Morey’s arms tightened around me, nearly suffocating me.

I gently disentangled myself, though I felt like prying his arms away. “Of course I will.” I attempted a smile and put on the ring to show it to him, releasing myself from his hold.

Three sizes too big, it flopped around on my ring finger. I felt queasy as I moved it to my thumb for safekeeping. The dangling rock should have been an omen. I looked down at the sparkle on my left thumb. The diamonds were beautiful, but the setting felt more like an anniversary band than an engagement ring, and it wasn’t my style. Of course it wasn’t—we barely knew each other. I squeezed my fingers together to keep the ring from sliding off as we walked hand in hand to the car. We kept the conversation light, Morey visibly relieved that I had said yes. I hid the awkwardness I felt as we made our way to the airport and ignored the nausea welling up inside as I put on a good face for Morey, wanting to keep things positive. When I boarded my flight from California back to Colorado, I was a newly engaged woman. I tried not to throw up.



I looked out the window of our hotel room overlooking the Las Vegas Strip. The desert wind had calmed, but there were still remnants of a golden haze of sand floating across the horizon. The sun was starting to set, bouncing off the glass exteriors of the high-rises and creating an amber glow across the sky.

“Hello, my love,” Morey said, coming behind to embrace me. “Are you ready to become husband and wife?” We’d been engaged for two months. Morey kissed the small of my neck. As he drew near, the smell of his aftershave repulsed me, a reaction that was becoming too common.

I tried not to gag. My stomach was already tied in knots of anticipation. My intuition continued to scold me, and I knew in my heart that I didn’t want to marry Morey. What if the friends and family members who’d raised concerns about being too young to marry were right? We barely knew each other, and my feelings didn’t seem like those of a bride-to-be. I tried to tell myself these were mere nerves. I had planned to express my apprehension to Morey’s sister a few days before, but I couldn’t get the words out. She’d helped bring us together and was so excited that we were becoming sisters. I didn’t want to let her down. My stomach tightened as I thought about hurting Morey if I walked away. What kind of person would I be if I didn’t follow through on a promise? I couldn’t back out now.

“Yes, my love,” I sputtered, feeling numb. Luckily, feeling numb had its rewards, and I’d gotten used to it.

I didn’t want to be in such a hurry to get married, but I’d spent my high school years in an ultra-conservative Christian youth group and vowed to save myself for my husband. I didn’t want to live with a man before marriage, either. I’d spent years focusing on honoring God in my relationships, so much so that I’d penned an editorial in my high school newspaper about the perils of teen dating and had only recently been allowing myself to hold hands and kiss. Morey seemed enthusiastic to make things official. He was eager to plan the details of our secret elopement and used his credit card to pay for everything. It was hard to stop his excitement or the plans that were already in motion.

“Let’s get ready,” Morey suggested as he retreated to the bathroom to don his Hawaiian shirt and khaki slacks, jolting me out of my thoughts.

My stomach grumbled and my nerves accelerated as my blood sugar descended along with my mood. Our drive from Morey’s home in California to Las Vegas had taken longer than expected, and we’d barely made it to the courthouse to get our marriage license before our limo arrived to take us to the chapel. There wasn’t time to eat anything now.

I had chosen a light, flowy Hawaiian summer dress with hues of green and blue turquoise for the ceremony, but now it seemed rather silly. Morey thought a Hawaiian theme would make the event more festive. I watched him put on the wooden lei that he’d bought at Tommy Bahama. The colorful attire added to my impression of how surreal this was. I found myself craving a white wedding gown and all the old, new, borrowed, and blue trimmings; a veil and long train; mother of the bride and attendants. If only my dad were there to give me away and dance with me afterward. I’d always imagined my family celebrating such an important day with me, but Morey thought it would be special to keep it a secret. I was nervous to let my parents know we had eloped, especially since they had never met him. I had worried about maintaining a long-distance relationship while honoring my desire to save myself until marriage, which created a sense of urgency. Besides, money was always tight in my family, and I didn’t want to burden my dad with the expense of a big wedding. I hoped my family would understand when I told them.

Morey hummed tunelessly in the background, excited and antsy to get going. I put on a strapless bra, cinching my chest tightly and snapping each hook into place. I stepped into my floral halter top dress and added a few leis of fake pink and yellow flowers as I laced up a pair of three-inch white platform heels, the day’s only traditional element. I pulled half of my short, wavy brown locks into a clip and added some red lipstick to complete my look. I stared at my face in the mirror on the back of the bathroom door and tried to exhale the butterflies that floated inside of me.

I returned to the window, took a deep breath, and saw the extra-long white limousine waiting in the roundabout in front of our hotel, ready to take us to the chapel. I felt like I was waltzing through a dream.

Morey grabbed my hand, squeezing it hard, and I gave him a gentle smile.

“Let’s go,” he said as I followed him out the door.

“Hi. Are you Morey?” the driver asked after we made our way into the warm spring evening.

“Yes, I am. And this is Jennifer, my budding bride.” Morey beamed with pride as he wrapped his arm around me.

This would be my first time in a limo, and I felt more like I was going to prom than getting ready to promise my life to someone I barely knew. We made our way to the back seat, watching as the driver secured the glass plate to offer privacy. There was sparkling nonalcoholic cider in a little fridge next to the door, but I wasn’t interested in drinking or in privacy. I laughed when I realized that I was twenty and about to commit to one of the most serious and binding adult contracts one could make, yet the state of Nevada still considered me too young to enjoy an alcoholic drink. The limo accelerated smoothly as we moved along the strip. We opened the sunroof and I tried to imagine I was a celebrity getting a private tour of the city, waving to my fans—any fantasy to avoid the uncomfortable reality a little bit longer. After a ten-minute drive, the limo slowed as we pulled up to the entrance of the Little White Chapel.

The name adequately described the venue’s charm. There was a small steeple with an open chapel in the distance, and a narrow walkway lined with man-made waterfalls created a pathway to the altar. A few Internet searches had drawn us to this location, which looked like a venue from the movies. Morey and I took our time getting out of the limo and giving our driver another handshake before he waited for us to take care of business.

Morey grabbed my hand and escorted me along the path to the altar. I took a moment to notice his features as we headed to the check-in desk. He had an uncanny resemblance to Ben Affleck with perfectly styled dark hair and glossy, chiseled cheeks that compressed when he smiled. At nearly six feet tall, his height barely exceeded mine with my platform heels, and his Hawaiian shirt hung loosely from his slim frame. I longed to see him in a black tux, like the one he’d worn for his cousin’s wedding nearly five months earlier, when we’d found ourselves drawn to each other on the dance floor for the first time. I had felt the heat of chemistry that evening as we lost ourselves to the beat of the music. Yet, in this moment, even his good looks couldn’t make up for the lack of attraction I felt for him.

“Hello,” Morey said enthusiastically to the receptionist, who would serve as our witness. “We’re here to get married.”

“Yes, of course. Come with me.”

She brought us to the front of a small room where pink silk carnations made an arch over the altar. An elderly gentleman in a white suit approached us.

“Hello,” he said. “I will be your minister performing the ceremony. Welcome.” Then he turned to me and asked, “Who’s giving you away?”

I shook my head, indicating that Morey and I would be the only people participating in the ceremony. He motioned us to the altar. Morey and I faced each other, holding hands. His palms were sweating.

“Jennifer, do you take Morey to be your lawfully wedded husband? To love and to cherish, in sickness and in health, for as long as you both shall live?” The minister went straight to the vows. There was no time for foreplay in this event.

“Uh, I . . . do.” I couldn’t stop the giggles bubbling up inside me.

The officiant glared at me as if to say, This is for real, young lady. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?

I was nervous and hyperaware of how fake everything seemed as I stood surrounded by artificial flowers and a pasteboard chapel, pronouncing my love to a man I didn’t feel fond of. It was like a nightmare I couldn’t wake up from. Getting married without any of our friends or family present—not even Morey’s sister, who’d been my best friend for years—felt surreal.

The officiant repeated the vows to Morey, who eagerly said “I do” without hesitation.

“Congratulations! You may kiss the bride.”

With that, Morey leaned in for a wet, sloppy kiss. I feared I might throw up as I pushed down the sick, crawling feeling in the pit of my stomach. What have I done?

Barely ten minutes after we arrived, the receptionist signed our paperwork and we were officially husband and wife. We took a few photos by the man-made river flowing near the entrance, and I tried to force a smile. I’d just made the biggest mistake of my life. On the ride to the hotel, we toasted with some sparkling apple cider.

“Wifey, let’s order room service and enjoy our first night as a married couple,” Morey suggested when we made it back to our room, already unbuttoning his shirt.

I was beyond nervous about consummating our marriage. This would be my first time being intimate with a man. That we would begin the evening with dinner only made it worse. I was starving yet unexcited to eat. When the food arrived, the overpowering aroma of raw onions accompanying our burgers and fries sucked out of my bones any romantic desire I might have managed to generate. I retreated to the bath while Morey finished his dinner, trying to calm my nerves. I closed my eyes, sinking into the oversized jetted tub and losing myself in the aroma of the lavender bubble bath.

But I was soon jolted by reality when Morey slid in next to me. He began kissing me, and I tried to ignore the continued lack of chemistry between us. I wanted to prolong the foreplay for as long as possible, hoping it would get me in the mood or allow me a reprieve to try again tomorrow. But Morey didn’t know slow.

“Honey, if we don’t consummate our marriage, it won’t be official,” he said when he sensed my apprehension.

I wasn’t sure why he was so concerned about making it official on our first night. Surely, many newlyweds are too tired on their wedding night and choose to be intimate at a later time. But I didn’t know what I was doing and wasn’t used to setting my own boundaries or asking for what I wanted or needed. My Christian upbringing hadn’t prepared me for the delicacy of this moment. Spending so much time at church meant I’d missed the sex ed or schoolyard wisdom I would have met in a less conservative setting.

Morey helped me out of the bath, and I dried off and donned a white robe. He guided me toward the bed, and I could see he was ready for me. I had hoped his manly shape would appeal to my being, but there was still no spark. Morey didn’t pick up on my subtle cues of nervousness as I took a few minutes to join him, unable to even fake a smile. My procrastination attempts were futile, so I retreated into his arms and let him take over. He was experienced and had lived more in his twenty-two years than I had lived in my twenty. Morey knew what to do and I went along with it, holding back the tears as pain made its way through my body. I craved someone who would be patient with me and wait for me to be ready, married or not. I felt his weight on me, and the uncomfortable pressure of body parts. I wasn’t sure what to do with myself, but he was eventually satisfied that we were “officially” husband and wife. I rolled over and tried to sleep while he effortlessly dozed off next to me, clearly unaware of my discomfort. I was sure things would get better once I got the hang of it.

In the early morning hours, I couldn’t stop staring at the neon alarm clock next to the bedside table and turned my back to Morey as tears rolled down my cheeks. I tried to fall asleep, but instead, I felt the heat of regret growing in my core.

The tears continued to fall in the morning, and I did my best to hide them from Morey. He was not my person. I wondered, How can I take it back? Should I get an annulment before we leave Vegas? I didn’t know what to do. With little time to think, we loaded our things into Morey’s Mazda and made the four-hour drive back to his home in Southern California. The car ride was silent, and Morey eventually admitted he did not want children. I had always dreamed of a big family. How could this be my life? Surely, this was grounds for an annulment. Tears rolled down my cheeks as I took it all in. I kept my gaze outside the passenger window, watching the desert sand stretch across the horizon, continuing to hide my emotions. Something inside me wanted this to succeed, couldn’t admit things were wrong, needed to be a good girl. That feeling was too strong to let me walk away.

The next morning, I returned to my dorm in Colorado to finish the spring semester of my freshman year of college.



I printed the wedding photos at the local grocery store in my hometown a few weeks after the wedding. I was flipping through them in the parking lot when my dad approached me, getting ready to start his shift as the seafood manager.

“What do you have there?” he asked inquisitively, reminding me of Curious George.

“Oh, nothing,” I replied, frantically stuffing the envelope of pictures into my purse. I gave my dad a quick hug and wished him well as I made the journey back to my car.

My mom was the only person I’d told about the wedding, and thankfully, she’d offered her blessing. She even sold her bike to give us a $100 wedding gift. Mothers are like that—they really do love you unconditionally, even when you make what will turn out to be a monumental mistake. I wondered if she had compassion for me since she knew what it was like to get married so young and wanted to do what she could to help set us up for success.

That evening, I knew I had to come clean. I was sitting at the kitchen table getting ready to have dinner with my dad and stepmom when I blurted it out.

“I got married a few weeks ago in Vegas.” Silence filled the room.

“You did what?”

My stepmom froze, her hands filled with a bowl of pasta she nearly dropped on the floor. As she slowly came to life, tears rolled down her cheeks and she sat next to me, burying her head in her hands. “What have you done?” was all she could muster.

I pleaded my case to my father, feeling like I was still a little girl trying to avoid being in trouble. “Morey and I eloped in Las Vegas. We wanted to tell you, but we thought it would be
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