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Perhaps
Anderson was right. Perhaps I’d held him off long enough.

The girls I
grew up with gave in to men at the drop of a hat. Even the
unmarried ones, who claimed still to be virgins at the ripe old age
of twenty, weren’t really. Somehow, everybody knew I was different.
It was like a smell that followed me around or, better yet, walked
out in front of me.

Different.

Virgin.

Anderson never
asked. I suppose it was obvious enough. The first time he’d kissed
me, I hadn’t known I ought to open my mouth. His teeth had clacked
against mine. He tried to part them with his tongue, and I wondered
what on earth he was doing. It felt so odd, the way his fierce
velvet tongue lapped eel-like against my gums. I recognized this
was serious business, but I couldn’t help giggling.

“I’m sorry,” I
told him one year ago, almost to the day. “I didn’t mean to laugh,
only it feels awfully strange.”

To my relief,
Anderson didn’t erupt with anger the way other boys might have
done. He smiled and said, “Sarah, you’re one in a million.”

I felt a blush
blooming across my cheeks that afternoon, same as I felt that night
a lifetime later. I didn’t know back then how much I would grow to
love Anderson, though I must have had an inkling if I let him kiss
me.

And I learned,
in time, to part my lips and my teeth as well. By following his
slow and steady example, I learned to plant my tongue inside his
mouth and let it be like the undulating plants in the lake. Warmth
overtook me when we kissed, and I found myself wanting more, though
never quite knowing what. A pulse developed between my legs every
time I thought about Anderson. We would kiss for a solid hour
without knowing where the time had gone. When we realized the
lateness of the hour, I’d walk home on wobbly knees, Anderson’s
large hand cupping mine, squeezing like he didn’t ever want to let
me go.

I never
invited Anderson inside, and he never asked to come in. Likely, he
was as frightened of my father as everyone else in town. Probably
more so. On one occasion he did express concern for me, living
alone in the house that time forgot, tending a drunken brute.
That’s how my father was known about town. What Anderson and the
whole town, and perhaps even my father himself never understood was
that, after so many years alone together, I’d learned to lie low. I
knew what would provoke my father and, after a thoroughly-rectified
gush of rebellion in childhood, I now walked the straight and
narrow.

Anderson was
the sole exception to that hard-and-fast rule.

My father
insisted I attend church service every Sunday, as well as Wednesday
evening youth group, even though he hadn’t set foot in a church
since the day he married my mother. Others might say this had a
ring of “Do as I say and not as I do”, but young Pastor Wiley used
to say tell me it was necessary to “honour thy father and thy
mother”—and since my mother had met her untimely demise early in
life, I must honour my father doubly. Since then, Pastor Wiley had
gone off his rocker and taken residence in a cave somewhere in the
woods, but I still valued in his advice. He was a wise man, crazy
or not.

At any rate,
it was after youth group that Anderson first kissed me. We were
just in the garden, the one my mother had tended so lovingly when
she was alive. The garden sat so dangerously close to the house
that I feared my father would step outside at any moment and find
us there. Perhaps it was my fear that kept me from opening my mouth
when Anderson kissed me, but I somehow doubt it. How could I have
known the right way to do something I’d never done?

My Wednesdays
were a well-worn pattern of activity, even then. I’d arrive home to
find my father asleep in his chair, one of the few pieces of
furniture he hadn’t destroyed during his bouts of inebriated fury.
The radio was tuned to my mother’s preferred station, but the
broadcasts had been fuzzy ever since my father kicked the great
wooden casing in a fit of rage.

One thing
nobody seemed to understand was that my father did more damage to
our home and to men in the pub than he ever did to me. If my father
was as great a brute as everyone let on, I imagine I’d have run
away when my mother died. Instead, I’d quit school at thirteen to
replace her.

“Come for a
walk,” Anderson had asked me. That was the Sunday after the
Wednesday when he first kissed me. “We won’t see another day like
this before the spring.”

It was a
lovely late-summer noon, and there was nothing I wanted more than
to stroll the lake bound path in my Sunday best, a print dress that
had once been my mother’s. But if I didn’t have some manner of meat
and potato on the table when my father stumbled home, there would
be hell to pay. Yes, I said Father wasn’t terribly brutish with me,
but he never took his belt to the furniture. That much was
true.

“We can walk
together Wednesday,” I’d told Anderson. “After youth service.”

And every
Wednesday, our trysts remained fixed as the stars.

The first time
Anderson set his heavy palm on my hip, I flinched. When he reached
for my breast, I flicked his hand away as though it were a
mosquito. In time, though, I relented. After a long while, I even
encouraged him to touch me there. It didn’t seem too terribly bad,
touching a girl’s breasts over her dress. Actually, it felt quite
nice the way he squeezed them, and it increased the pounding
between my legs.

Anderson
wanted to touch me there as well, but I had to draw the line. I
listened in on the women’s gossip on market days. That place, that
aching place between my thighs, the spot that grew pulpy and wet
when Anderson kissed me in the woods, that was the place that held
my innocence. Yes I wanted him to part those girlish pink lips and
stroke the bud that blossomed into heaven on earth. I wanted it,
but I simply wouldn’t allow it.

Until that
night, the one-year anniversary of our first kiss—or, the closest
Wednesday to it.

“I think
you’ll agree I’ve been a very patient man,” Anderson said. We sat
together on the mossy rock ledge that had become our slice of
paradise.

“Yes, you
have,” I agreed. “Only, you know I’d rather wait until we’re
married.”

Even if I knew
I might give in, I still had to say that bit about marriage. It
wouldn’t be proper not to.

When Anderson didn’t answer, I turned my lips toward his so
he would know I wanted a kiss. I never got tired of it. Every time
became more exciting than the last, because I knew he would try
something, but I could never be sure what. One time he’d asked me
if he could see up my skirt, just see, not even touch or anything. I’d
said no, but if I hadn’t had my monthlies I might have said
yes.

As we kissed,
the pulse between my tightly clamped thighs raced in a second
heartbeat. I felt his hand on my breast and I whimpered with the
pleasure of it. He never asked anymore, not to touch me there. And
today he was bold enough not to ask when his hand rode down my
belly. It put a gentle pressure on my pelvis, right at the spot
where my soft skin gave way to a thatch of unruly hair.

I tingled
everywhere. There was lightning in my toes. His fingers fumbled as
we kissed, like he didn’t know what he was looking for. Then again,
neither did I. I couldn’t help him very much, except by opening my
legs.

“Does this
mean you’ll let me?” he whispered, his breath hot on my ear.

Instead of
answering, I opened my legs wider. The skirt I’d worn was too heavy
for the season, so I hiked it up, hoping he wouldn’t see that I was
orchestrating the motion, hoping he’d attribute it to the night’s
cool breeze. As I’d hoped in my secret heart, his hand found its
clumsy way underneath.

I’d taken a
great risk that evening and gone to church wearing a slip but no
underpants. I’d never done such a thing before, and I felt terribly
sluttish, but it was a simple practicality for my unspoken
plan.

Anderson
groaned inside my mouth when he’d felt his way beyond my stockings.
His fingers landed on bare, dewy skin. He travelled my thighs
slowly, like he wasn’t sure where he was going or what he might do
when he got there. I didn’t envy Anderson. I wouldn’t want to take
charge when I wasn’t at all practised in the art of love.

“You brought
the rubber?” I asked, glad he couldn’t see how strongly I was
blushing.

“I always have
it with me,” he said. “Just in case.”

My cheeks
blazed at the thought of Anderson imagining what this might be
like, same as I did in my lonely little bed at night. Half the
market women seemed to think it a chore, and the other half
couldn’t get enough. I didn’t know what camp I might fall into.

I laid my body
down on the mossy ledge and listened to the heavy fabric of his
trousers coming down. I didn’t look. That was the last thing in the
world I wanted to see. He’d asked me to touch it on more than one
occasion, but I absolutely would not. One time he told me that some
women put those things in their mouths, but I couldn’t imagine. The
market women had never mentioned this practise.

The hard thing
touched my thigh as Anderson set his body down on mine. The tip of
it felt wet against my skin, and so hot it seared my flesh. I
stared past his head and into the treetops. A few courageous stars
shone through the twilight. I looked for more to stave off this new
feeling of suffocation. Anderson’s body was heavy on mine. I could
smell the day’s sweat on his skin and I wondered what he was
smelling from me.

I felt
something else against my thigh now. His wrist. Anderson was using
his hand to guide himself into me, but his aim was off and he
started pressing against the wrong hole.

“No, stop!” I
cried, writhing beneath him, trying to squirm away from that
painful pressure.

“It’s okay,
it’s okay.” He pushed harder, despite my whimpers and kicks. “It
won’t hurt for long.”

“No,” I tried
to tell him. “No, it’s wrong. It’s the wrong one.”

But he wasn’t
listening. He was talking over me, repeating, “It’s okay, Sarah.
Don’t kick. Don’t squirm.”

He kept at
that tender pucker of flesh until it split. I screamed bloody
murder as he forced his huge, hard thing inside. “No! It’s wrong,
Andy!”

I doubt if he
could understand me, the way I was shrieking like a wounded animal.
He didn’t know he was doing it wrong. We’d both heard it was
supposed to hurt, but not like this. This was too much. I could
feel the tearing, the sting, and no matter how I kicked and
screamed he wouldn’t stop trying.

Not until we
heard that growl.

Anderson
arched against my body, pressing his belly down on mine. His thing
slipped from the place it shouldn’t have been, and I breathed a
sigh of relief even though my rear hurt like the devil.

There was a
rustling sound that seemed to come from everywhere at once. The
woodland carpet of pine needles and long-fallen leaves was being
kicked up by something, man or beast. And then the growl again.

The night
suddenly seemed much darker. When Anderson hugged me hard I was
glad to have his big body on top of mine.

“What is it?”
I asked.

“Shh!”

I could feel
his heart pounding against my breast. Or maybe that was my heart.
The pulse between my legs throbbed harder than ever before, and I
wished our interruption would go away and that Anderson would find
the right hole this time, and I’d enjoy it as much as that keen
half of market women did.

“I think it’s
gone now,” Anderson said.

He didn’t wait
for my response before driving forward, banging his hipbones
against mine. His hardness found the right hole this time, but the
pain of his entry seared through me. Again, I
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