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Author’s Note

Dear Reader, 

Thank you for engaging with my story. Before you read, I find it important to supply a trigger warning for those who need it. This book contains mentions of grooming and predatory behavior that resulted in the emotional manipulation of a teenager. 

I used to believe in right and wrong. I found solace in the idea that good and evil were separated by a harsh, unyielding line. Perhaps it was the perfectionist in me, forever drawn to the idea of a script for an outstanding performance, or as a way to protect myself from the threats of evil. Whatever the reason, I stifled my own healing with this belief.

Over the past decade, I have tried and failed to fit this story into several boxes categorized as abuse, regret, and trauma, none of which saved room for my feelings of gratitude for the mentorship and support in our relationship. Through my attempts I have learned to accept the presence of many truths, coexisting in the space between.

While I recognize that there is a clear antagonist in my story, it is not my intent to label him as such. The consequences have felt disproportionate, but I believe there is freedom in releasing the need to level the scales. For me, justice is a quiet peace. It is for this reason that I have chosen to share this story in anonymity. All names of characters, excluding my own, have been changed. Nevertheless, the story within remains based on my lived truth, and details are gathered from my own memories and feelings, alongside the artifacts left with me. 

This story is mine to share, and in doing so, I hope we can make progress together, whether through connection or conversation, though I do hope for both. I wish to use my voice to inspire conversation about appropriate behaviors, emotional boundaries, and potential red flags to watch for in an effort to protect our youth. It is my belief that stories are meant to be shared, and so I am giving mine to you.

With love, 

Mary Beth
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Prologue

“Mary Beth”

Dear . . .You,

This letter is both overdue and overthought. So much so that I was not sure how to address you. William? Mr. Davis? Mr. William Davis? None seem to fit our relationship. I have fantasized about a confrontation with you since the last moment we spoke. Over the last ten years, I have wished to see you again, if only to make you face me. I have written countless letters that were never sent. As I reread my unsent letters, I can’t help but notice the way my feelings toward you have vacillated but never settled. The themes have ranged from grief to rage to indifference and back again in a relentless, exhausting cycle.

I have been angry with you, but the rage always slips away too quickly. Everyone else in my life seems to find that this emotion comes easily when I tell them about you. Sometimes, if I try, I can conjure resentment for you. Unfortunately for me, I am quick to excuse your transgressions as a collection of tiny accidents, made in your darkest moments. These transgressions have left me with only a memory of someone who may have been either a broken, reckless man or a calculating predator. Neither choice allows me to remember you as the exceptional mentor and good friend I believed you to be. I should resent you for the loss of these once-golden memories, though the urge to mourn is stronger. 

I often wonder if you have been able to wash your hands and move along, feeling clean and free from guilt. After all, we haven’t spoken in a decade. Did you ever experience remorse, or were you able to shift the blame from yourself? Have you ever told anyone about us or do you keep our history as your own dirty secret? Do I stand in your life as a cautionary tale, reminding you to keep the boundaries that might prevent repeated history, or do you truly see no wrongdoing? I know it should not matter to me, but I cannot help but wonder. After all, your feelings on the matter may be able to help me determine whether you are worthy of my forgiveness.

What I can say about my own feelings is that, even though my anger is fleeting, my disappointment is persistent. No matter your intentions, you let me down. If you read this book and see a girl with an unhealthy obsession, well, you would be both entirely correct and fully wrong. I have been unhealthy and obsessed, but I no longer blame myself for this.

I wish I could forget you, but I cannot. Unfortunately, your memory is tied to a million little things I would not wish to forget. The sounds of music that I once performed now force me to recall the time spent with you in rehearsals. Remembering the biggest accomplishments of my teenage years cannot be done without accepting the hand you had in my success. Forgetting you is not a viable option for me because your influence runs deep into the depths of a formative and vulnerable time in my life.

In order to move on, I have tried to divide you into two individuals. In one version you are my beloved teacher. You are a man who taught, challenged, and supported me as I grew up. The other version is a man who used my religion and his power to fill his own needs without regard for the consequences. It’s tricky to maintain this divide because the distinction between the two is unclear. As I look into our past, I wish I could bring the line into focus. I wish it were simple and that you had only ever been my teacher or that you had only been a source of pain. The coexistence of good and bad was incredibly confusing for the girl I was at nineteen. She couldn’t see what I do now; that you were just one sad man. Our relationship was always unfair, and I was always the naive child. 

I fear that this story means very little to you now. After all, the power balance was tilted in your favor. The consequences of your actions have stayed quiet, held down by the weight of power. However, I do not have the luxury of silence. The consequences of your actions have echoed throughout my life. If you listen closely, maybe you can hear them ringing through your own life. I used to think that sending a letter of my own might help you understand. I hoped that you would consider taking the chance to see the story from my perspective. I hoped that you might read my side of the story one day. I hoped that when you did, you could see the wreckage you left behind. 

I want to believe that you know better. I want to believe that, at the very least, you won’t do it again. I want to believe that you would not encourage this behavior from your peers. I want to believe that if your daughter found herself in my shoes, you would understand the hazards at play. I still want to believe that if you listen to me, you will. However, my thoughts of you are overly generous. 

Thinking of you,

Mary Beth
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Memory

“I start this way to say . . .”

Memory is admittedly an unreliable source. At best, we may remember the approximate truth. At worst, the human brain has been known to create false memories, the roots of which from any form of reality. Most likely, our memories are generalized versions of our story with some variance in the details that is not plot-altering. 

As a true crime enthusiast (a character trait you are free to analyze on your own time), I have listened to many cases that have hinged on memory as key evidence. In the unfortunate case where the victim is not available, a case may hinge on the testimony of eyewitnesses. I am always fascinated by the variability in the details given by a group of individuals who supposedly witnessed the same event. The car may have been red, or was it blue? The driver? He may have been wearing a hat, or he may have been a woman with hair flowing past her shoulders. Memory does not often misremember, but instead fills in gaps for us to create a congruent story. Those details, such as the color of the car and the gender of its driver, were seemingly unimportant, so they were not stored. Instead, the brain fills those gaps without altering the story. Because of the fallibility of memory when it comes to these details, eyewitness testimony is considered important, but not conclusive. 

In the case of a survivor, this memory comes from the victims themselves. Forcing victims to recall their stories in a room of strangers who are there to determine whether they are to be believed has always felt like yet another abuse against them. However, the truth is that memory is often more reliable when recounting a trauma. Our brains are hardwired to lock in and fixate on the details that would otherwise have been forgotten. Therefore, a victim’s testimony is a powerful thing.

In this case, I am not just an eyewitness. I am the key witness. I am the victim. And while misremembering details and jumbling timelines is quite common, the complete fabrication of a memory is unlikely. I once worried that the combination of time and trauma may have warped my memory in such a way that I could no longer be a reliable narrator for my own story. I thought perhaps I misremembered your advances or at least that I had embellished the favor you showed me. Luckily (or unluckily, for you), you left me with physical evidence. 

While I have always had one artifact from our relationship to bolster my memory, I was constantly seeking more. As I did this, I recalled the way our relationship developed over the exchange of texts and emails. Because I am a millennial, I have been taught from a young age that a digital footprint is forever. I became determined to find yours. I searched the cloud, dug through my social media messages, and tried to break into old email accounts. I did so until I felt crazy and a bit obsessive. I refuse to claim either label, but I will accept that I am persistent. On a whim, I made a phone call to the IT department at my alma mater. The kind voice on the phone assured me that nothing was lost, and in moments I had finally received access to a college email account that I had not opened in years.

I typed in “William Davis” and anxiously bit at my thumb as I waited for the emails to populate. I knew you had emailed me a few times, but nothing could have prepared me for what I would feel reading your messages again as a grown woman. Instead of finding that I had imagined our relationship to be something it wasn’t, I found that I had majorly downplayed your manipulation and blatant abuse of power. I discovered pages of notes, devotionals, and what can best be described as Christian essays from you. There were attachments that opened to recordings of songs written and performed by you, which I have not been able to sit through to date. I had not anticipated the physical reaction I had to opening these attachments. The flood of memories and repressed feelings made me physically ill at first. It took several breaks, a glass of wine, and the presence of supportive friends to make it through the files and emails. Once I had, the memories I have of you were recategorized. 

Through the reformation of my memories, the light, vibrant color of my time as your student has dulled. Instead, my history is painted in a sad and confusing palette of gray. In what I know was an attempt to protect myself, my mind had ignored minor details of my memories. I had added nuance where there was none and watered down your pursuit of me in order to preserve your memory as my favorite teacher. Even with the physical proof, I have had to make a conscious effort to accept the new perspective on my past. 

And so, this is me accepting my story as it is, with every messy, inconsistent twist. I am committed to writing it down in truth and to recounting every piece to the best of my human mind’s ability. It will not be perfect, and the eyewitnesses may offer critiques. Nonetheless, I am the only one I trust to tell my story. 
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The Very Beginning

“I can’t wait to see what God has in store for you, me, and us.”

Fifth Grade

I grew up in a small town, each grade level contained only 100–120 students, at most. Because of this, it was not uncommon to be remembered. Many of my teachers could recall my older brothers by name, and my classmates became a sort of dysfunctional family over the twelve years we spent together. I grew alongside the same group of peers from kindergarten to graduation, give or take a few. Throughout elementary school, we explored interests and settled into cliques within our grade levels. Sometimes, a rare opportunity to do so outside of the pocket we knew so well would present itself. This is how I met you.

When I was ten, the high school theater department was seeking children to play orphans for their production of Annie. The invite to audition was put out to girls in grades four through six and announced during our elementary music class. I remember the thrill of hearing about the opportunity with my friends. We kicked our little feet and giggled at the thought of sharing a stage with high schoolers. 

I came from a particularly musical family. I had been reading music for years and was quite good at the piano, thanks to years of lessons. I had taken dance classes and loved attending our church’s choir practice with my dad, who enjoys singing as much as I do. To say I was excited to share this opportunity with my parents would be an understatement. As I had expected, I was immediately met with support and encouraged to sign up for auditions. 

A week later, the initial buzz had worn down. While originally it seemed that everyone I knew would audition, the list dwindled as the other girls felt the nerves or lost the desire to participate. In the end, we were left with eighty-six girls, which admittedly is still a lot, especially considering that only eight of us would be cast. I was incredibly intimidated, as one would expect, but as determined as always to stand out. 

Because we were so young, one day of music class had been set aside so that we could be taught the audition materials. Those who didn’t plan to audition were expected to participate and would consider it their regular music class. We were handed the materials for auditions, which included a form and a short excerpt of the sheet music from “It’s the Hard-Knock Life.” 

Our teacher, whose name I do not remember, stood to address the room, with the signature five claps. The crowd fell silent, or as silent as a group of excited preteens can be. Once she had our attention, her face relaxed into her warmest smile. “We have a very special guest today. While I could teach you this song myself, we thought it would be best that you learn and get comfortable singing with the music director himself. Everyone, say hello to Mr. Davis, the high school choir director and music director for Annie.”

She gestured to the door, and you entered with the confidence of someone who is beloved by all. You stood tall and confident. Your dark hair hung in thick waves down to your chin and you had a full beard. In hindsight, the overgrown aesthetic made you appear older, even though you were only twenty-four at the time. Then again, what do I know? I was only ten. 

It was actually unremarkable, meeting you this way. The only reason I remember it now is because I wanted to impress you for the sake of the show. I wanted you to leave remembering my face, so that I might make it onto the cast list later. I belted my little heart out as we learned the song, and I introduced myself on the way out, thanking you for your time. I am sure you smiled, and I am sure I smiled back, but I really don’t remember. 

Auditions came and went, and within days my mom received a call from the directory saying I had been cast as Duffy and asking if I would accept. Because I had the bedtime of an elementary-school child, my dad woke me up from sleep to congratulate me. I think this is the first time I experienced true pride in myself. Whether I was cast because of my springy curls and round face, my projection and portrayed confidence, or my impressive singing didn’t matter so much at ten. I had never felt such a sense of accomplishment in my young life. Funny how such a huge milestone for me is now indisputable evidence of the disparity between us. Perhaps fourteen years felt small to you when I was nineteen. Then again, perhaps it didn’t. For me, it feels monstrous when I think of you seeing me at ten with my Limited Too shirt with the little monkey on it and my hair pulled into butterfly clips.

Sixth Grade

The next year, in sixth grade, every student was required to take a music course. We were given three choices. We could enroll in either band or choir, or we could split our time between the two. I, along with most of my peers, chose both. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, I came to your class. I think I enjoyed it, but it was largely forgettable. I retained very little about this time and decided my energy was better spent elsewhere, because I dropped choir again the moment it was no longer required in seventh grade, and I did not opt to put it back on my schedule in eighth grade.

Eighth Grade

Then, in the second semester of my eighth-grade year, another opportunity presented itself. This time, eighth graders received an invitation to audition for the high school musical. This was a common practice that continued through my senior year. As a small school, it was a successful method used to bolster the ensemble and spark interest for students heading into high school. It certainly worked, as many of us went on to form the core group of “theater kids” in high school.

I auditioned for this show in a room with you and the stage director, Mr. Hamilton. I sang “Gotta Find You” from Camp Rock, which happened to be the only musical I cared about at the time. With clammy hands and a shaky voice, I stumbled my way through my audition. My voice had cracked and I flubbed an entrance, but I was overall proud of my attempt. 

When I finished, you congratulated me on having the courage to show up and asked why I was not in your class. I explained that with only one slot for extracurriculars in my schedule, and as an aspiring teacher myself, I had chosen to be a teacher’s aide. You leaned back in that casual, cool way of yours and shook your head disapprovingly. “If you are serious about performing, you really ought to be in my choir, Mary Beth.” You gave me a wink when I told you I would definitely make room in my schedule next year. I thanked you for your time and ran to the hallway to let out my post-audition nerves with my friends. 

Over the course of rehearsals for this show, I got to know you a little more. I learned a lot from you and enjoyed every bit of your goofy, creative personality. As far as I could tell, I didn’t catch your attention in this show. I received none of your favor, which was seemingly nonexistent. I cannot recall any student who received the attention that I would when I came through your program. Our lead was not a choir student, and you spent most of your time joking with the boys. Then again, I didn’t know you like I do now. It’s hard to remember what I thought of you before you became such an influence in my life. 

In this time before high school, I noticed you in the way I noticed the rest of my teachers. In hindsight, it was nice. It was simple. It feels silly to begin our story this way, with such ordinary, mundane events; however, it’s the truth. I was too young to notice you the way I did in high school, and you had not yet noticed my potential. This story begins with a teacher and his student. It is an uncomplicated and painless beginning to a story that is so difficult to tell. Regardless, it is important because so often, these stories begin in normalcy.
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On My Own (Part 1)

“Though you couldn’t see, a tear came into my eye.”

Ninth Grade

My freshman year in high school I was still incredibly timid about singing. I had come a long way in a few short months since I joined choir, but I wanted to be better. Like the first tastes of something decadent and sweet, the more I sang, the more I craved. One day at school, you mentioned that you offered private vocal lessons. The second I got home, I begged my parents to let me take lessons with you. Their rebuttal was an offer to continue to fund my private piano lessons or to switch and pay for vocal lessons with you. The choice was one of the easiest I ever made. I knew I had found my instrument. 

You taught me a lot over that year of lessons. You taught me how to breathe while I lay across the risers: “Now, put your hands on your belly. Good. Breathe deeply and feel how they remain steady.” I closed my eyes and tried not to worry about whether you could see my belly expanding. You called me out on this though, apparently you saw my attempt to hide my stomach. You had me stand and watch myself in the mirror at the back of your room. I was self-conscious of my body and hesitated to watch my own reflection. You promised that bellies should expand when we breathe. I believed you and let this comfort me.

One day, I left my rain jacket in your room. You ran to catch me before I left the building, shouting, “Here! Sorry, I just don’t like to have female students’ things left in my room. You know how it looks. Anyway, have a good night!” 

When I had a fight with a friend or a boy hurt my feelings, you listened. We talked about my problems and you offered reasonable solutions, always reminding me that high school is not forever. It was good advice.

Through my private lessons with you, I gained some confidence. One night at my voice lesson, you encouraged me to take the chance on a principal role in the spring musical, which was to be Les Misérables. Considering you were the vocal director for the show, I trusted your judgment, though I was new to the world of theater. The expanse of my knowledge was a straight line going from The Phantom of the Opera to The Sound of Music. Being the teacher you were, you took my lack of knowledge as a challenge. You showed me clips from your favorite shows, and we discussed the characteristics of a good audition song at length (i.e., range, tone, style, character). It was during one of these discussions that you asked if I had ever heard of the show that I was getting ready to audition for. 

“I haven’t,” I admitted. 

You stood, walked across the room to your desk, and retrieved your laptop as you spoke. “Oh, the music is lovely and tragic. I think it suits you.” You opened a tab and started typing. “Oh, let’s see.” You scrolled through videos until you reached one titled, Lea Salonga—“On My Own,” which of course is one of the most memorable songs in Les Mis. 

You pressed play and took a step back, leaving me alone. I took in the dramatic instrumentals, wondering what scene would unfold before me and why you had made this choice for me. The music changed suddenly, filling the room with a sweeping, romantic melody. A young woman stepped into the light. She was tragically beautiful, as you said. Like me, she had dark curls, though hers had been tucked into a cap. Windblown whisps hung across her forehead. Her face was flushed, rosy cheeks peeking through the smears of mud and dirt. When she started to sing, I was captivated. She was a contradiction there, alone on the giant stage. The richness of her voice was in juxtaposition with the poverty in her appearance. She was wrapped in a trench coat and stood braced for the cold, yet her tone was filled with warmth. She appeared young, perhaps a teen like me, yet her eyes showed the depths of a life much heavier than mine. The devastating beauty of the poetry in the lyrics transported me to another, very sad world. By the time the song stopped, I was entranced.

We sat in silence for a moment as I grounded myself back to reality. 

Finally, you took a step closer, placing yourself next to me as you shut the computer. “Well? What did you think?” 

“I think I need to watch that musical,” I said, my voice dripping with awe. 

In the following months I fell, spinning, into a rabbit hole. I watched the twenty-fifth anniversary production, which to my absolute delight featured Nick Jonas. My teenage heartthrob aside, the one who stole my heart was in the 2012 movie version of Le Mis—Samantha Barks in the role of Eponine. To this day I will tell anyone who asks that she was the greatest. 

I auditioned with sixty seconds of “On My Own” that had been selected and perfected in my lessons with you. When the cast list was posted, I read my name next to my first principal role. I was at once excited and terrified. I ran, shaking, to your room. “Oh my God, Mr. Davis! Oh my God!” 

You smiled at my reaction. Of course you already knew the cast you had selected. “You did that, MB. Congratulations.”

“On My Own” became my lucky song and Les Miserables became my obsession. One that not only remained through years but grew as I matured to understand the depth of the characters and their story. This was the beginning of what would become a lifelong love . . . that is, until it hurt to recall the origin of that love. 
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Haunted

“I think of you daily.”

As far as I think I have come, the consequences of your decisions ring through my subconscious and echo in my dreams as my mind tries to process our relationship. I have burned sage, diffused lavender, and attempted everything short of dark magic to make these dreams stop. 

Unfortunately, the haunting continues to this day. I keep a journal in my nightstand. When I wake, I scribble the dream as if to purge the poison of your imagined presence. I hope that by transferring the visions onto the pages, they will find a new residence there. But like the prodigal son you claimed to be, they always come back.

Because I have to live with this vivid, unrelenting loop, so will you. 
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Invisible

“I want more time to see you this time.”

I sit in your classroom. It still looks the same, but I do not. My curls have fallen into soft, dark waves, and though I still have bangs, they are parted in the center. My body shows the curves of womanhood in my straight leg jeans. Though I am fully a woman, I sit on the risers of your classroom, one leg curled up between my seat and me. I am excited to be participating in a reunion of sorts with my high school peers. We are buzzing with excitement to sing together once more when someone says, “They brought Mr. Davis back too!” My stomach drops and I become aware of the way I am spiraling into a panic attack. I cannot breathe. I am desperate for air that does not come. I stand, struck by a need to escape before you arrive. Instead of stumbling through the exit, I stumble directly into you. I look up, expecting you to be as shocked as I am that we are in the same room again. Instead, something strange happens. You don’t notice. You straighten and walk away, as if I were an inanimate obstruction that you are moving past. Somehow it hurts even more. I follow you, hoping you might notice me after all. I am forced to consider that you do notice and this is your choosing to ignore me. Your eyes never pass me as we rehearse







Contents


	Title Page

	Copyright

	Contents

	Author’s Note

	Acknowledgements

	Prologue

	“Mary Beth”




	Chapter 1: Memory

	“I start this way to say . . .”




	Chapter 2: The Very Beginning

	“I can’t wait to see what God has in store for you, me, and us.”




	Chapter 3: On My Own (Part 1)

	“Though you couldn’t see, a tear came into my eye.”




	Chapter 4: Haunted

	“I think of you daily.”




	Chapter 5: Invisible

	“I want more time to see you this time.”




	Chapter 6: Young Love

	“I know you struggle with your image issues and how others view you.”




	Chapter 7: Crush

	“The first spark in my mind and heart . . . ”




	Chapter 8: Seeking

	“You are seeking, you are hungry for the Lord. That is beauty.”




	Chapter 9: On My Own (Part 2)

	“I believe your real beauty is inside and it shines through to the outside.”




	Chapter 10: Rumors

	“We can only control what we can control and that’s not others, especially not their thoughts.”




	Chapter 11: Face to Face

	“Maybe some time to experience face to face interaction. What a novel concept?!”




	Chapter 12: Maverick

	“If God brings you to it, He will bring you through it.” 




	Chapter 13: Humbled

	“I am humbled by the fact that you have even thought of me as more than a friend.”




	Chapter 14: Libido (and Other Words)

	“It would be nice to see you in person.”




	Chapter 15: Teacher’s Pet

	“ . . . even still my heart beams with gladness at the thought.”




	Chapter 16: Women

	“You have shown me how to treat a woman.”




	Chapter 17: Peace

	“I am so happy that Christ is first between you and I. That gives me such comfort and peace.”




	Chapter 18: To Death

	“I think of you daily.”




	Chapter 19: Secrets

	“When I was able to share . . . ”




	Chapter 20: Just Friends

	“We have talked about obstacles or roadblocks that might be in the way of us being anything other than ‘just friends.’ ”




	Chapter 21: Forgotten

	“I think of you daily.”




	Chapter 22: On My Own (Part 3) 

	“Your heart and its contents mean the world to me.”




	Chapter 23: Honor Choir

	“As our relationship, friendship, continues to grow, so does my joy.”




	Chapter 24: Beautiful

	“You are a radiant beauty and you shouldn’t be ashamed of that.”




	Chapter 25: Closer

	“I truly wish I was able to be closer to where you are . . . ”




	Chapter 26: On My Own (Part 4)

	“(Your heart) has already poured into me and made me glad!”




	Chapter 27: The First Goodbye

	“Distance makes the heart grow fonder. I think there’s truth to that.”




	Chapter 28: An Artifact

	“I thought it would be nice to send you an old-fashioned card complete with real handwriting (okay, printing but beggars can’t be choosers).”




	Chapter 29: Reunion

	“You have become a very special person to me and I am so glad for you reentering my life.”




	Chapter 30: Loss

	“I think of you daily.”




	Chapter 31: Different

	“I knew then that things were different between us and I had a lot to think about.”




	Chapter 32: Love

	“In Christ’s (and my own) Love.”




	Chapter 33: Thinking of You

	“I hope this letter finds you well and in good spirits.”




	Chapter 34: Thinking of You: The Letter

	“W”




	Chapter 35: My William

	“ . . . the person I am looking for.”




	Chapter 36: The Last Goodbye

	“I honestly didn’t want that conversation to end. Beautiful thing is . . . it hasn’t.”




	Chapter 37: Sorry

	“I think of you daily.”




	Chapter 38: Uncovering the Truth

	“Doesn’t make it any easier though, does it?”




	Chapter 39: Unsettled

	“Be assured that wherever this path God has placed us on goes I will follow and I know you will too.”




	Chapter 40: For Good

	“He has shown me so much through you.”




	Chapter 41: On My Own (Part 5) 

	“Put it all together and you beam.”




	Epilogue

	About the Author

	About the Publisher

	More Books From The Sager Group




  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Title Page
      

      	
        Copyright
      

      	
        Table of Contents
      

      	
        Cover
      

    

  

OEBPS/images/title02.jpg
Thinking
ofyou

A Memoir of a Girl's Crush,
a Teacher's Grooming, a
Forbidden Love and the

Journey to Reclaim My Voice

MARY BETH RUNNOE

3®%











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A MEMOIR

.

B
”

B
-







OEBPS/images/title01.jpg
»r
3

A






