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Prologue


[image: ]


It happened many years ago, in 1968, to be exact. I’d just turned eighteen and Bobby and I were so in love. Or, so I’d thought.

I was the good girl. The one who always followed the rules and obeyed Momma and Daddy. My sister, on the other hand, was a different story. While she certainly wasn’t the worst sinner on the block, she did manage to find her share of trouble – many times dragging me into it. But, of course, Daddy always knew I was the innocent one...
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Preacher Benjamin Peterson briefly locked eyes with his wayward daughter Pamela and then glanced at some of the other young men and women in the congregation. “Listen closely to the following passage, brothers and sisters, and heed the warning.” He glanced down at his Bible on the pulpit – likely the same pulpit his father and grandfather had preached from in decades past.

“First Corinthians chapter six, verses nine and ten read, Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Be not deceived: neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of themselves with mankind, Nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, shall inherit the kingdom of God. The message is clear, brothers and sisters. If we want the blessings of God, we must live a life that is pleasing to Him.”

A bead of perspiration formed at his hairline, then rolled down Preacher Peterson’s forehead. Why did the air conditioner have to give out on one of the hottest days of the year? He silently complained to God. He’d need to have one of the deacons take a look at it this week. 

He finished up his sermon, which he’d purposely shortened, and gladly sat back down. A nice meal sounded great right about now. What would the girls prepare for lunch today? His girls...

Pamela had been out all hours of the night. He’d known it as soon as he heard her boyfriend’s vehicle drive away. He would have gotten up to reprimand her if he hadn’t been so dog tired. He’d tossed and turned all night with nary a merciful wink.

When would his daughter ever learn any sense? Didn’t she realize that staying out late with young men was not a good idea? Why couldn’t she just be like Donna? If only her older sister could rub off on her. He feared she’d get herself into trouble – trouble that would shame the whole family and ruin his ministerial authority. Who would respect a minister who couldn’t even keep his own house in order? Nobody, that’s who. If only Margaret were still here. What advice would she have offered concerning their daughters?

He’d have to have a talk with Pamela. The sooner the better for all their sakes.

..........

“Pammy, wait for me!” Donna called out as her sister headed down the street on foot.

Pamela turned and sighed. “Let me guess. Daddy asked you to keep an eye on me, right?”

Donna couldn’t lie so she remained silent.

“That’s what I thought.” Pamela shook her head. “You know I wouldn’t do anything to get myself in trouble.”

Donna’s brow shot up. “You don’t think staying out late with Danny is asking for trouble?”

“No way. Danny’s a goody-two-shoes like you. He’d never do anything to get me in trouble.”

“I don’t know about that. Getting home after eleven? Doesn’t he know your curfew is at ten?”

Pamela chewed her bottom lip and quirked a sly grin. “No, he doesn’t, actually. I told him it was midnight, so he actually thinks he brought me home early. I told you, he’s a goody-goody.”

Donna gasped. “Why would you tell him that?”

“I don’t want him to think I’m a baby. A ten o’clock curfew?” Pamela shook her head. “Who has a curfew of ten o’clock?”

“We do.”

“Just because Daddy’s the minister doesn’t mean we have to miss out on all the fun.”

“There’s fun to be had before ten,” Donna insisted.

Pamela rolled her eyes. “The stars are barely out at ten. You can’t walk along the beach and look up at the stars if there are none out. If Momma were still here, I bet she’d let me stay out longer.”

“You don’t know that. Besides, she’s not here. Daddy’s all we got.” The thought made Donna yearn for her mother even more. Momma’s sudden death had left such a gaping hole in their family, but she was grateful to still have Daddy. She’d thought many times, that she was certain she and Pamela had the best parents in the world.

..........

Donna’s heart raced as Bobby Dillon’s gentle fingers slid from her cheek to her neck. His lips pressed hers once again and she felt herself yielding helplessly to his desires. Bobby’s hands moved down her back and he pulled her closer, his kiss deepening.

“Donna...” His voice broke with more kisses. “Let’s...”

Donna knew that if she didn’t put an abrupt end to Bobby’s progression, they’d both do something they would later regret. She suddenly realized they were all alone and she scolded herself for being careless.

“Bobby, we shouldn’t be doing this.” She managed to break away but Bobby was persistent. Temptation is an easy thing to give in to, so don’t put yourself in a position where you must yield. She remembered Momma’s words.

“I can’t,” she heard herself say. “It wouldn’t be right. What would Daddy say?”

“C’mon, Donna. Just ’cause you’re the preacher man’s daughter, doesn’t mean you can’t have a little fun once in a while. It ain’t like your folks never had any fun when they were our age.” His eyes beckoned her. “Besides, you know I aim to marry you someday.”

“You do?” Hadn’t she envisioned that very thing dozens of times over the past year? This was the first time Bobby had brought the subject of marriage up, although they’d been dating for nearly a year. Was he finally contemplating the idea? The day she and Bobby married would be a joyful one indeed. But when would someday be?

“There’s no other girl for me but you, Donna. You know it.” The sweet words rolled off his tongue and he gently grazed her shoulder with his lips. “We’ll be careful, I promise.” He whispered.

Donna scooted a couple of inches away from him on the love seat. “Bobby, you know I’m not that kind of girl.”

“I know that. You’re special. Why do you think I want you all for myself?” He brought her fingertips to his lips.

Donna shook her head. “No.”

“Oh, Donna. You’re killing me, babe.”

“What if your folks come home?”

“They’re at my little brother’s ball game. It’ll be at least a couple of hours before they return.” He stroked her hair. “Besides, we’ll be in my room. I have a lock on my door.”

Is he really asking this of me? Finally, Donna stood up. She really needed to leave before Bobby’s persuasion skills could win out. “I can’t, Bobby.”

“Why do you keep rejecting me, Donna?”

Is that what he thinks? “I’m not rejecting you, Bobby. I want to wait until it’s proper.”

“Proper? I’m not sure I catch your drift, Donna.” 

“I just want to wait, okay? Please take me home now.”

“But, Donna–” He shrugged half-heartedly then sighed. “Okay.”

Bobby was quiet the entire ride home. She’d offended him. “Bobby–”

“Please, Donna, I don’t want to talk about it.”

“If we’re going to do that, we need to be married first.”

Bobby rolled his eyes. “That’s your father talking.”

“I want to please God. Don’t you, Bobby?”

“Yeah, sure.” He shrugged. 

“Do you really want to marry me, Bobby?” Could he read the doubt she felt in her heart? 

“You know I do, Donna! Why would you even say that?” 

“Well...” Her voice trailed off. How could she ask him why he hadn’t proposed to her yet – or even mentioned marriage before today, for that matter? It wasn’t her place to do the asking. They were eighteen already – plenty old enough. Momma was just seventeen when she married Daddy.

“If it’s the ring you’re concerned about, I’ve been saving up money.” His gaze met hers. “You know I don’t make much working at my father’s restaurant, and with my car and gasoline, well, it’s taking longer than I expected.”

“That’s okay, Bobby.” She felt bad for mentioning it now.

“I really do love ya, Donna,” he assured. His car pulled up to the front of her house. Bobby leaned over and kissed her goodbye.

She opened the car door. “I love you too, Bobby.”

Donna read the disappointment in Bobby’s eyes before he’d driven away.

True love is not hasty. It will wait. She recalled Momma’s words. If only Momma were there now. How I miss you, Momma. Had it only been a year since they’d lost Momma? Death was a peculiar thing, indeed. In some ways it seemed Momma had been gone for ages, but in other ways it felt like she was still here.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Two


[image: ]


Ben Peterson set his Bible down on the desk and removed his reading glasses. He’d heard Donna enter the house about thirty minutes ago and it seemed she was now in the kitchen working on dinner. He wondered if Pamela had made it home from school yet. As of now, he hadn’t heard Daniel Landers’ car in the driveway so she was most likely off doing who knows what.

It wasn’t that the Landers weren’t a good family. No, their boys were some of the finest in the community. They’d been in church for as long as he could remember and they were faithful members who attended just about any time the doors were open. But he’d once been a young man himself and he knew all too well of the temptations that arose when alone with a pretty girl.

He glanced at the clock on the wall of his study. Five thirty. School had been out for nearly two hours. Pamela should have been home by now. Was he overreacting? Was he just paranoid? Perhaps he needed to be stricter with his girls, but he hated to put the same burdens on them that his parents had placed on his shoulders. It seemed the rules they’d meant for his good pushed him into rebellion even more. Yet, young people needed some freedoms too. After all, they would be adults soon and have to deal with so many more cares when they began their own families. Was there some kind of invisible line to stay behind when raising teenagers? Because, if there was, he’d really like to know where to find it. How did one know if they were being too strict or not strict enough? 

The Bible had some guidelines about not provoking children to wrath and bringing them up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord, but sometimes he wished Jesus would come take his hand and show him exactly the right thing to do at each moment. Maybe then he wouldn’t worry so much. He’d done much more of that since Margaret had been gone. She seemed to bring balance to their lives. How he wished she were here to talk to and share his burdens with.

“Daddy?” Donna called from his door. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

He smiled. “Okay, sweetheart.”

“Are you alright?”

“Yes. Just thinking is all.”

Donna frowned. “About Momma?”

He nodded. “Some.” He arose from his chair. “Is your sister home yet?”

“No. She mentioned something about going to the library to study with Danny. I’m guessing that’s where she’s been. She said she’d be home about five thirty.”

Ben sighed in relief. “How are you doing?”

“Me?” She shrugged. “Fine.”

“Still seeing Robert Dillon?”

“Of course.” She raised a brow. “Do you like him, Daddy?”

“He seems to be a good young man.”

She stood on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Good. Let’s eat now?”

The door opened and Pamela waltzed in, a smile on her face as usual. “Looks like I’m just in time.” She set her books down on the coffee table. “Hi, Daddy.”

“Hi, honey.” Ben nodded and took his place at the head of the table. “Next time, I’d like you to be home to help your sister with dinner.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

They all nodded as he said the blessing, and he breathed a silent prayer of thanks for his precious daughters.

..........

“Donna! Donna!” Pamela’s urgent voice awakened her from a restful sleep.

“Pammy? What is it?” she said groggily.

“I’m supposed to meet Danny tonight.”

“You woke me up to tell me that?” Donna turned over. “Please, just let me sleep.”

“I need to borrow your car.”

“No. You don’t even have your license.”

“Okay, then you need to take me.”

“It’s nine o’clock. It’s too late to go out.”

“Will you stop being a square and just take me?”

Exasperated, Donna rolled out of bed. “Just this one time.”

Pamela wrapped her arms around Donna and kissed her cheek. “Thanks, you’re the best sister ever!” she squealed.

Donna sighed and put her skirt and top back on. She looked at her sister and frowned. “Are you going to wear that mini skirt?”

“Of course, it’s Danny’s favorite.”

“I should’ve known,” Donna mumbled.

..........

Bobby spooned some of his root beer float into his mouth. He sighed in contentment. “Man, I love these things.”

Rick Landers smiled from across the booth. “Me too.”

“I wish it had a little more root beer and less ice cream though,” Danny spoke up.

Bobby shook his head. “Nah. It's best just how it is.”

“I'd have to agree with my little brother on this one. It's sweeter than I like it.” Rick frowned.

“Why don't you go ask the pretty waitress for more soda then? I'm sure she wouldn't mind serving you,” Bobby challenged.

Rick shook his head.

Bobby laughed. “Danny, we've gotta find poor Rick here a girlfriend.”

“I don't need a girlfriend.”

“Yes, you do. You need someone to make you lighten up, enjoy life. Someone to take to the submarine races.” Bobby laughed, his mind filled with memories from the last time he went with his girl.

“I'm fine right where I am,” Rick insisted.

“You mean there isn't a girl out there you wish was yours?”

Rick hesitated and Bobby pounced on it. “I knew it! Who is it? Tell us!”

“Not in a million years.”

“Had to do it the hard way. Now I'll just have to guess.” Bobby looked to Danny. “Who could Rick have a crush on?”

Danny grinned and shrugged.

Bobby's eyes narrowed at Danny. “Do you know who it is?”

“I have my suspicions.” Danny smiled.

“Like who?”

Danny glanced at his brother. “It wouldn't be fair to say.”

“Danny...”

“My lips are sealed.” He zipped his lips, then unzipped them to drink his float.

“Fine then. I'll guess.” Bobby returned his focus to Rick. “Karen Bradshaw.”

Rick tipped his head back and laughed, most likely at the thought of him and the most popular girl in school together. It was a ridiculous guess, and Bobby knew it.

“Diane Williams.”

His best friend shook his head, still chuckling.

Bobby continued, bringing to mind every girl Rick would never date. Let's see, there was the librarian, “Barbara Copeland,” the mayor's snooty daughter, “Julia Hammond,” the self-proclaimed 'free spirit,' “Ann Davis.” He wasn't able to finish his list as his voice dissolved into laughter. He, Rick, and Danny laughed until tears blurred their sight and their limbs were helplessly weak.

“I may just stay single forever if I don't have any other options.”

“I wouldn't blame you.” Bobby swiped at the moisture lingering beneath his eyes. “So who is the lucky girl you've set your sights on?”

Rick shook his head.

“Still not gonna tell me?”

“Nope.”

Bobby swallowed his disappointment. Every person was entitled to their own secrets, he supposed. He sighed dramatically. “Well, how can I warn her about you if I don't know who she is?”

“Warn her about what?”

“About your unhealthy love for Parcheesi, about that one time when you ate so much popcorn you–”

Rick elbowed him. “Don't talk so loud! And besides, you're the one who dared me to eat all that popcorn.”

“I didn't make you eat it.”

“As good as.”

Bobby laughed. “That really was funny.”

“You weren't the one with corn kernels stuck in your teeth for two weeks.”

“True.”

Danny entered the conversation. “Speaking of popcorn, I'm meeting Pamela at the movies tonight. Are you coming with me, Rick, or are you gonna catch a ride home with Bobby?”

“I don't know.” Rick shrugged. “A movie sounds good.”

“Well, I don't mind if you wanna ride back with me. You know I have plenty of room.” Bobby turned at the sound of the door opening. Into Mack's Diner stepped a beautiful, and very familiar, blonde. Linda, his ex-girlfriend. “Lindy,” he whispered.

“What was that, Bobby?” Rick looked to see who held his attention. “Oh.”

“Yeah.” Bobby’s gaze met its intended target and she smiled back. There had been several factors leading up to their breakup two years back. Several. Except, right now, Bobby couldn't remember any of them. But he remembered their last few dates very well. Especially last Saturday night.

“Well, we're gonna get going, Bobby.”

He pulled his stare away from Linda. “What?”

Rick frowned. “I'm going with Danny to the movies. You wanna come with us?”

“Donna might be there. Sometimes, she has to chaperone me and Pam.”

Bobby shook his head. “Uh, not right now. I'm gonna go talk to Lindy.”

“I'm not sure that's the best idea.”

“Don't worry, Lindy and I are in the past. I'm just gonna talk with her.”
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