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“Get on your knees.”

The venom from Father Carmine’s command slapped me in the face, and before today, my knees would’ve caved even if my mind hadn’t. Today, body and mind were united, and neither would cower, and neither would submit. My clear gaze focused directly on Father Carmine. I had nothing to hide, and nothing to be ashamed of, unlike him.

“The last time you asked me to get on my knees, it was to suck your holy cock. Do you remember that, Father?” Though my voice trembled, I had done what in our community, amounted to blasphemy, even if it was the truth.

The loud collective gasp that swept through the small wooden church like a tornado was exactly the reaction I’d wanted. I’d never said the word cock in my life. I’d overheard Joel Peterson use it once and Gabriel Morton had asked him what it meant. 

“It’s a rude name for the penis,” Joel had explained. 

He hadn’t said where he’d heard it, but it was probably from his father who’d been a full adult by the time he came to live in our little community. He had a view of the outside world, and apparently, still clung to some of his old ways. He wasn’t the only one who wasn’t as sanctified as he claimed. Father Carmine was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. How dare he demand I get on my knees and repent for my sins when he met Mildred Miller in the church almost every night. He said he was giving her solace over the recent demise of her husband. 

I’d found out what his particular brand of solace entailed about a month earlier when I’d walked to the church to talk to him about my wish to leave The Lord’s Haven, and had found him preoccupied between Mildred’s legs in the back room, right next to the table that held the sacred chalice and communion plate. His bare backside had faced the door, and I’d been traumatized by his gaping hairy hole and saggy testicles. Mildred had seen me and pushed his head away. He’d spun around and his wet matted beard and greasy mouth had made me sick to my stomach. 

I’d run away, and the next day, Father Carmine had called me into his office right before Sunday mass and asked me if I’d liked what I’d seen, and if I did, he would love nothing more than to get between my young thighs. I told him if he came near me, I would tell, and he’d grabbed my arm and told me that I could get on my knees and put my mouth to better use. And now he wanted to condemn me because I’d kissed Beatrice Stevens behind the barn. 

There were people in our church, including Father Carmine, who felt I should’ve been paraded around the town’s square with a big A for abomination on my chest. The entire village was talking about what Beatrice and I had done behind the barn.

I didn’t even remember the kiss. It’d been so brief, barely more than a peck, and our lips had been so cold. I remembered the cold. It had happened on the first official day of winter, which also happened to be my eighteenth birthday. I’d had the audacity to consider myself to be an adult capable of making my own decisions, and I’d decided that I wanted to leave. The problem was that there were only two ways to leave The Lord’s Haven, and those were by exile or death. Kissing Beatrice should’ve been enough to get me kicked out, however, my plan had backfired, and the powers that be had decided that our punishment would be repentance and marriage to men who would show us the correct use of our young bodies.

I’d heard the whispered conversation my parents and grandparents had had earlier that morning over Sunday breakfast when I’d snuck out of my room and hid behind the stairs in the kitchen.

“Beatrice has repented of her sins,” Mother said. “She will be married to Michael Bradley at the end of the month and has agreed to clean the church and the rectory as part of her penance until Father Carmine is satisfied she is reformed.”

Michael Bradley! He was old enough to be Beatrice’s grandfather! Why had she agreed to marry him when she was madly in love with Lucas Thomas? Beatrice and I were best friends, and I knew that the only reason she’d kissed me, was because she’d seen Lucas talking to Mary Anton, the prettiest girl in the village, and she’d been so distraught that she’d sought comfort in my arms. If she’d agreed to marry Michael, then Mary would have Lucas and she’d have to see them every day and mourn the love she’d lost.

“She is a lucky girl,” Grandma said. “In my day, she would’ve been flogged in the square and then exiled.”

“I hope Annabelle knows how lucky she is that Hansel Collins has agreed to marry her.”

My heart stopped, and shock made me lightheaded and bold. I stepped from behind the stairs. 

“Hansel Collins?! He’s older than Michael Bradley!” I stomped my foot like a petulant child. “I will not marry him!”

Father scraped back his chair and slapped the defiance out of my mouth. I refused to acknowledge how much it hurt in any way.

My father’s dark eyes seemed to sparkle with hatred. “You brought disgrace to this family and set a very bad example to your three younger sisters. You will confess your sins before your family and Father Carmine tonight, and you will beg God and us for forgiveness. Tomorrow, Hansel Collins will
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