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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Southeast Texas

1973

 


Jesse hid a bemused smile behind his tilted
cowboy hat. He knew eight-year-old Beth had a big crush on him
because, every time he turned around, she was there--two steps
behind. If he unconsciously shifted directions too quickly, he had
to be careful not to step on her or knock her down. He really
didn’t mind though; he knew Beth still hurt and missed her mother.
It had only been a few months since she and her cousin moved to the
ranch. If he was able to cheer her up, even just a little, it was
worth it. Jesse did his best to be patient when she asked her
million questions a day...every day. Elizabeth seemed to have a
built-in sonar concerning him. He could be anywhere on the ranch,
at any given time, and she would somehow find him.

This hot afternoon Beth had found him in the
dank barn where he was brushing the dried mud from his horse’s
coarse tail. Along with being hot, it was as humid and sweltering
as a sauna. Although it was a little cooler in the barn, there was
absolutely no breeze. Elizabeth was quiet at first, but Jesse could
tell by the way she fidgeted with her hair and stubbed the
hard-packed dirt with the toe of her shoe that she was trying to
build up the courage to say something important. He turned and hung
the brush up on a nail that jutted out of a nearby post, barely
missing the swish-snap of the mare’s tail as she popped a horsefly
off her tender belly.

Jesse lifted his cowboy hat and raised his
arm to wipe the sweat off his forehead. He leaned his back against
a nearby beam, folded his arms in front of his slightly youthful,
but already well-built chest and crossed his booted legs. And
waited. He saw her take a deep, lightly shuddered breath, “Jesse,
will you promise to wait until I grow up before you get married,
just in case you might want to marry me?” Beth spoke without
pausing. It was as if she had rehearsed it a hundred times and was
determined to say it all before she chickened out. Her vivid blue
eyes shimmered with hope and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment,
but she raised her chin and stared him straight in the eyes as she
waited for him to answer.

Jesse knew his eyes widened slightly before
he could master his surprise. He fisted his hand to his lips,
coughed a little, and cleared his throat. He didn’t answer at
first. He didn’t quite know how to answer such a loaded question.
Then his eyes crinkled at the corners and his stance relaxed. Her
honest request was so innocently sweet and her eyes were so full of
hope. He knew he would rather rip off his right arm than hurt her
feelings. He tugged on her long dark ponytail, chuckled softly, and
nodded his head, “That’s a promise, pumpkin.”

“And, you don’t break promises, do you,
Jesse?” Beth spoke with more statement-of-fact than question.

Again Jesse’s eyes widened slightly. He gazed
sightless above Beth’s head then turned his eyes back to hers,
shook his head slowly back and forth, “No, I don’t. That is one
thing I’m determined to never do.”

After he answered, Beth didn’t say anything
else. She just nodded once and, with her shoulders straight,
turned, and walked away. As soon as Beth was out of sight, Jesse
lifted both hands in bafflement, “Why didn’t I just dance around
that?” “Maybe because you want to see the woman she grows
into.”

Jesse walked back over to the post, picked up
his brush, and returned to currying the horse. Jesse lived at the
ranch with his brother, Jordon, and his wife, Susan. The large
ranch had been in Jordon and Jesse’s family for four generations.
Their dad retired early from the ranch life and signed the ranch
over to him and Jordon. Jesse could have traveled with them but he
had always been extremely close to Jordon and chose to stay with
him. To Jesse, his parents seemed more like his grandparents and
Jordon, who was 13 years older than he was, always seemed more like
his parent. Then Jordon met and married Susan, whose whole nature
was motherly and protective.

Jesse loved his beautiful sister-in-law.
Susan was God-fearing, loving, and usually sweet tempered; and the
rare times that Susan did lose her temper...Jesse always found a
way to make himself scarce.

Elizabeth, or Beth, as most everyone called
her, was Susan’s sister and Cody, a 10-year-old boy with red hair
and unusual deep copper colored eyes, was their cousin. Cody had
lived with his widowed aunt and Elizabeth since he was two. He
moved in with them after his own mother, his aunt’s unwed sister,
was killed in a boating accident. Now, since that gentle woman
passed away, Elizabeth and Cody lived at the ranch.

Jordon, Susan, Elizabeth, and Cody lived in
the main house--a large two-story ranch style house. Earlier that
year Jordon had built a small bungalow and connected it to the back
of the house through the breezeway. Jesse really wanted to move
into it. At first Jordon said no because he was uneasy, knowing he
wouldn’t be able to keep up with all Jesse’s comings and goings.
After much begging, Jordon finally agreed on a trial basis.

Although Jesse loved his older brother and
had a lot of fun with him, Jordon could be very stern at times.
Jesse thought he was grown being 16-years-old, but Jordon
apparently thought otherwise. Jordon still kept a firm hand on him.
He was a lot more lenient now that Jesse was older, but it hadn’t
been that long ago that Jordon had taken him to the barn for
something other that currying the horses.

Jordon demanded respect and to be obeyed.
Jesse overheard Susan heatedly inform Jordon one day that he was
hardheaded, set in his ways, and chauvinistic. And Jesse, who
thought he was standing unseen, was grinning, and nodding his head
in agreement. That was, until Susan swiveled her glare, pointed a
finger toward him, and said, “And you’re acting more like
your brother everyday, Jesse Bately.”

Jesse had a feeling that Jordon was going to
be a lot stricter on Elizabeth than he would be on either him or
Cody, but he also knew that Elizabeth would have him wrapped around
her little finger in no time. Well, the more Jesse thought about
it, Elizabeth already had all of them wrapped around her little
finger.

As Jesse continued brushing the horse, he
thought about Elizabeth and Cody and smiled. They both had two
complete different personalities. Elizabeth was mischievous and
always getting into trouble, and Cody was a watchdog who was always
trying to keep her straight. The two were very close, though, more
like brother and sister than cousins. He was glad they came to live
with them; he planned to do his best to teach them things. He
already taught them how to ride the horses Jordon gave them and he
planned to take them blackberry picking tomorrow.

 






ELIZABETH

 




Eight years later



“Sophomore! Yes!” Beth said to herself
as she made the “yes” gesture, a quick downward jerk with
her fist. She was in high spirits about being in 10th
grade but she was even more excited in knowing that, in a little
more than two months, she would become sweet 16. She wasn’t sure if
she would fit the traditional sweet part of the saying, but she
would be turning 16 nonetheless. With her new school supplies all
stuffed in her new backpack, she headed through the throng of
energized students and slamming lockers to her first class. Before
she walked through the door of her first class, she inhaled a
steadying deep breath, catching a lingering smell of the freshly
painted white walls.

It was only a few days after school started
that Beth began to distance herself away from her old
friends--friends she had gone to school and church with all her
life. She still loved them and always would, but she was beginning
to find that life boring now. Beth knew her old friends would never
do anything wrong and she didn’t want to be a bad influence, so she
began pulling away from them. She wanted to do some of the exciting
things the other girls at school were doing.

The most popular girls in school began giving
Beth a lot of attention. She met them through one of the girls who
had been in her class in ninth grade. Everyone in school said the
girls were wild and willing; but, to Beth, they were exciting and
fun. Beth was flattered that the beautiful girls wanted her to
start hanging around with them. She didn’t realize she was just as
stunning if not more so.

People were always mistaking Beth to be much
older than she was. She could easily pass for 18. Her body was
filling out as that of a young and woman leaving behind the skinny
little girl she once was. Beth was 5”8’ and weighed 120 pounds. The
dark brown hair she had as a child had now turned into a silky
black, which made her eyes, which were several different shades of
blue mixed with slits of silver and surrounded by heavy black
eyelashes, that much more vivid. She had a brilliant smile with
straight white teeth and full ruby tinted lips.

At Susan’s encouragement, Beth agreed to
enter one of the school’s talent shows. Tonight she was scheduled
to sing and play the piano. Beth had mastered the piano years
before and her voice was angelic. Moreover, she was used to singing
in front of people. She had sung in front of the whole congregation
at church for years. However, this night, Beth was so nervous she
was biting off and spitting out all of her fingernails. Her family
was there to support her; but, instead of helping her nerves, it
made them worse because Jesse was there also. Beth hardly ever saw
him anymore. Two years after she moved to the ranch, he moved out
of the little bungalow and into a dorm. His college was only three
hours away and he came home most weekends and holiday; but, when he
did come home, he was either working on the ranch with Jordon or
out with his friends and wild women.

However, Jesse was here tonight and the main
reason for her anxiety. She had sung for him several times in the
past and it never bothered her, but tonight she wanted to play and
sing better than she ever had before. Beth wanted Jesse to be proud
of her.

When they announced her name, Beth walked
across the waxed scarred-up hardwood floor of the stage to the old
brown piano. The boisterous audience all quieted when she sat down.
The piano sat at an angle where she could see out into crowded
audience. Before she started playing, she made a purposeful look in
Jesse’s direction. When she found him, she smiled slightly and
began to play. The song was a love song she had secretly written
for him two years earlier.

After Beth finished singing, she carefully
walked down the steep steps, praying the whole time, she wouldn’t
fall and break her neck. She made her way between the backs of
chairs and rows of knees to sit with her family who had saved an
empty seat for her. The crowd was still clapping when she sat down
between Susan and Jesse. “Honey, you did great!” Susan said as she
pulled her in for a tight hug. Jordon leaned over, winked, and gave
her a thumb’s up. Three more talents did their acts after her. Beth
was so nervous could hardly breathe. When the speaker finally began
announcing the winners, her palms were sweating and her heart was
racing so fast she could actually see her shirt move with each
thump. Jesse put his arm around her, pulled her close, and
whispered in her ear.

“You better breathe or you’re going to pass
out. Don’t worry; you did great!” Laughter laced his voice. When
Beth glanced up at him, his eyes were twinkling.

“Yeah, Beth, I didn’t hear you mess up one
time,” Cody piped in from the other side of Jesse.

The words had barely gotten out of his mouth
when she was announced the first place winner. Beth squealed and
jumped in Jesse’s lap and hugged his neck. “I can’t believe I
won!”

“I didn’t doubt it for a minute,” Jesse said
with assurance.

“Yeah right, you were nervous, too. I saw you
bobbin’ your knees like you do when you get nervous.”

Jesse laughed out loud then. “I guess I was,
but I still knew you were going to win.”

After everyone in her family hugged and
congratulated her, she walked back onstage to get her trophy. When
she came back down, she had to pose for the 100 pictures Susan
wanted to take of her. Beth made sure she took some with Jesse,
although she had books full of the two of them taken at different
holidays.

They were all walking toward the exit when
Beth stopped. “I’ll be right back. I want to talk to my friends a
minute.”

“Okay, but don’t be too long,” Susan
said.

Beth only found Becky and Annette.

“Beth, we didn’t know you could sing and play
so beautifully. You did great!” Becky said for the both of them.
“Hey, do you want to go shopping with us at the mall Saturday?”

“Yeah, I want to go, but I’ll have to ask
permission first.”

“Girl, don’t ask,” Becky said with a flip of
her wrist. "Just tell them, ‘I’m going to the mall this Saturday
with my friends. I’ll probably see you around six o’clock.’”

“There is no-o way my dad would tolerate me
speaking to him like that,” Beth said shaking her head. “But don’t
worry; I know how to maneuver him into letting me go. He’s actually
more lenient than my sister is. Oh, don’t get me wrong, he can be
very strict at times, but I usually end up getting everything I
want. What time are you leaving?”

“We want to be there when the stores open, so
around 10 a.m. There is supposed to be a big sale at the mall. The
one thing I picked up from my mom is the love of sale--shopping. My
mom can afford anything she wants; but, if it isn’t on sale, she
won’t buy it. I think we’ll have a good time. We’ll show you how to
get the best bargains,” Becky said. “Also you can tell your dad if
you want that my mom will be going with us.”

“Is she?’

“No, Julie, my sister, is going to take us.
You like her, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I like her, I don’t know her very
well, but she seems like a lot of fun,” Beth said. “Well, I’ve got
to go. Everyone’s waiting on me. I’ll call you later.” As Beth was
walking away, she had a funny feeling. It was almost as if her
conscience was warning her she was getting in way over her head.
She had never talked back or lied to her sister or Jordon. Yet her
new friends seemed to think nothing of it.

 


Jordon was hesitant when Beth asked if she
could start going places with her new friends. He told her he
didn’t know any of them or their families. Susan didn’t like the
idea of Beth abandoning her old friends. It worried her that Beth
had stopped going to church with her. She always had some excuse
not to go. Susan didn’t want to make Beth do all the things she was
raised to do, but she had hoped Beth would find a love for the
strict standards she had come to love. Susan always had the promise
she made their mother in the back of her mind. She was trying to do
her best in fulfilling it--to raise Beth and Cody as her mother
would have done. However, she felt as if she was failing miserably.
Susan also felt that, by forcing Beth, it would make her more
rebellious than she was already becoming.

Susan knew that she had failed God many
times--like the time she was jealous over Jordon. She knew she
would most likely fail again; nevertheless, she still could not
help wanting to protect Beth from the things she knew could hurt
her. Although Susan did not feel at ease with the idea, in the end
she and Jordon both gave in and agreed to let her go. She told Beth
she better behave and they wanted to meet these young ladies pretty
soon if she was going to be hanging out with them.

 


Two of the girls were seniors and had their
own cars. One of the girls was Becky’s sister, Julie, and the other
senior was Tammy. Annette and Jana were juniors and she and Becky
were sophomores.

They were all beautiful girls and fun to be
around. Julie was the boldest. Tammy was laid-back, not the one to
initiate anything but willing to do whatever anyone else suggested.
Annette was the most cautious of the group and Jana was the clown
who usually had them all laughing.

Beth liked Becky the most. She guessed it was
because she had known her the longest and they were in the same
grade. However, Becky was just as daring and bold as her sister,
Julie.

 


Their first trip to the mall together was a
blast. The mall was crowded with people walking in every direction
with bags hanging off their arms. The aroma of cookies baking in
one of the little shops drifted pleasantly, making Beth determined
to buy some before they left. There was a choir singing in the
center of the mall and their voices, and instruments echoed
throughout the entire mall. Beth tried to stop and listen, but her
friends tugged her into yet another store. They didn’t miss a
single store and Beth bought tons of stuff, mostly Christmas
presents for her family. She knew it was early to be buying
Christmas presents, but she couldn’t pass up all the good sales.
She spent almost everything she had saved. Beth regretted she
wouldn’t be able to show Susan all of her good bargains because she
would have to hide them.

When they dropped Beth off, everyone but
Julie got out to meet her family. They ran into Cody as he was
coming out of the front door. Beth was almost sure Cody knew all
her new friends. She was about to tell him hello and ask him if he
remembered them, but stopped short with her mouth half-open. The
angry narrowed eyes Cody stabbed at her warned Beth not to make any
reintroductions. Beth knew Cody was furious with her having
anything to do with her new friends. Ever chance he got he
reiterated how she was going to end up getting into trouble hanging
out with such ‘trash.’ And knowing Cody, if she gave him the least
opportunity, he would probably say something insulting.

She hurried everyone past him to where Susan
and Jordon were. Jesse, as usual, wasn’t home. Jordon was in the
recliner with a newspaper lying over his face. Beth would never
understand how he slept with the smell of ink and paper right in
front of his nose.

Susan was sitting on the couch beside him
reading a book. A vanilla candle burned on top of the fireplace
mantle giving off a welcoming fragrance. She put her book down and
stood as soon as they entered. Jordon fought a few moments with the
squawky handle on his antique recliner—recliner he refused to get
rid of, before he was finally able to get out of it.

“Susan, Daddy, this is Tammy, Annette, Jana
and Becky. Susan, you should remember Becky from last year. She was
in most of my classes, and she was with us when we went on the
class trip to the museum. Girls, this is my sister, Susan, and her
husband, Jordon, who I call ‘Daddy.’ I know it sounds confusing,
but my dad died before I was born and Jordon’s the only daddy I’ve
ever known.”

“Yep, that’s right,” Jordon nodded, then
pulled Beth to him in a playful manner and threw his arm over her
shoulder. “Beth was barely a year old when I started dating her
sister. The first time I picked her up in my arms she looked at me
and said “Daddy,’” Jordon said with awe in his voice and a
boyish grin on his face. His eyes crinkled and he ruffled Beth’s
hair as if she were still only a year old. “Ain’t that right,
Sue?”

“Well, kinda.”

“What do you mean, kinda?” Jordon said with
mock affront.

“You were holding her when she looked
up at you, but what she said was...‘da-da-da-da-da.’ Then you
looked at me like a little boy who just got his first new train set
and said, ‘Sue,’ did you hear? She just called me ‘daddy.’ Then you
sat down on the couch and held her for what seemed like hours until
da-da-da-da-da became dad-dy. And you have been ever since.”

Jordon smiled at the girls, mischievously
ignoring Susan. “Do you girls like to ride horses? We have plenty
of horses to go around. If y’all want to, come over and ride
sometime.”

All the girls, especially Becky, stared
goggle-eyed at Jordon. Finally, Annette spoke, “Thank you, that
sounds like a lot of fun, Mr. Bately. I’ve never ridden, but I
would love to learn.” The other three nodded in agreement.

 


Beth walked back outside with her friends and
waved to Julie, who was waiting in the car listening to the radio.
Becky spoke in amazement. “Oh my gosh! Beth, your brother-in-law is
gorgeous! Don’t get me wrong, your sister is pretty,” she added
hastily. “You know, you and she favor a great deal. I mean, you
both have dark hair and blue eyes, even though her hair is dark
brown where as yours is black, and her eyes are more of a smoky
blue and yours are—are--um,” Becky squinted into Beth’s eyes,
“several different shades but royal blue seems more prominent.
Anyone can tell y’all are related.” Becky took a breath and let out
a whoosh whistle, “but your brother-in-law slash dad is HOT!
My-my-my, I don’t know if I have ever seen anyone who has as fine a
body as he has.” Becky turned to the other girls, her animated hand
gestures showing how excited she really was. “And did y’all see his
eyes? They are hunter green with gold flecks, and the outside of
the irises are rimmed in black. And, even though his hair is light
brown with blonde highlights, his eyebrows, and his heavy eyelashes
are almost black. My gosh, I was almost hypnotized just looking at
him. And, when he grinned that boyish grin with those straight
white teeth and beautiful sculptured lips, I could hardly breathe.”
Becky turned back to Beth, “Does his brother, the one you’re
madly in love with, look as fine and sexy as he does? If he
does, it’s no wonder; you have been in love with him your whole
life.”

Beth was a little taken back by this verbal
worship of her dad. “Uh, yeah. In fact, Jesse and Jordon would look
like identical twins if Jordon wasn’t 13 years older.” Beth had
never really thought about it before, but she and Susan did favor,
and Jordon and Jesse did look almost identical. Beth guessed the
big age difference between her and Susan and Jordon and Jesse was
one of the reasons she never paid much attention to their
resemblances. Beth always found their age gaps odd especially since
they had no other siblings.

Suddenly Beth thought with indignation,
“Susan is just as beautiful as Jordon is handsome.” But, of
course, her friends would fawn more over a good-lookin’ man.
Jordon and Jesse both had the good looks and bodies women fawned
over, although it never occurred to Beth that Jordon might be just
as sexy and physically appealing as Jesse. “Eewww-gag,” Beth
thought as scrunched her nose. “Not going there.”

Becky broke Beth out of her musing by saying,
“I don’t care how old Jordon is; he is one good-lookin’ man! When
are we going to meet the illusive Jesse?”

“Oh, I don’t know. When he comes home on the
weekends, he usually goes out. I very rarely see him myself.”

“Where does he live when he’s in town?”

Beth motioned them to follow her to the end
of the front porch. She leaned over the rail and pointed around the
side of the house toward the back. “He lives in that little house,
or whatever you want to call it. Sometimes we call it an apartment,
sometimes we call it a bungalow.” Beth continued more to herself
than her friends, “You know, Jesse really needs to close in his
bedroom. That way he could have somewhere to hide all his junk if
someone comes over. He’s so messy.” Julie beeped the horn and waved
for them to come on.

“We better go. We’ll see you later, Beth,”
Becky said and they all walked to the car and got in.
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CHAPTER TWO

 


 


After their first shopping trip, Beth and her
new friends spent almost every weekend doing something. If they
squeezed together, they could all ride in one vehicle. It was more
fun to ride like that instead of taking two cars. The things they
first invited Beth to do were innocent--like going to the mall or
out to eat, but each time they would do something a little more
daring.

One Saturday Julie had a fantastic
inspiration. “Hey, y’all, I have a great idea! I know a way we can
go out and party until closing. Jana can tell her parents that she
is staying with me and Becky and the rest of us can say that we are
staying with Jana. I know a place just across the state line that
has two dancehalls side-by-side.” Then Julie smiled a mischievous
smile, “And I know of a way we can all get in, too.”

“The age limit to get in Louisiana nightclubs
is 18. Although Tammy and I will be legal, my plan will get y’all
in, too. They don’t usually card if a person looks old enough; but,
just to be on the safe side, I know of a way to get fake I.D.’s.
Beth, Annette, Jana, and Becky, y’all bring me a small picture
tomorrow. A school picture will be fine. I’ll put them in the mail
for fast delivery so we’ll have them by the time we’re ready to go
out. Everyone looks 18 and, with the fake I.D.’s, we shouldn’t have
any problem getting in. We’ll be home free.”

Nine days later the cards came in the mail.
The ID’s had their picture, name, town, state, and fake birth date
on them. They looked real. The girls were all laughing and bragging
on Julie for her cleverness. They knew everything was going to work
out and were going to be able to party hard the next weekend. Beth
was excited but praying nothing would go wrong.

The next Friday they all did as planned and
asked to stay at the right houses. When everything was ready, they
left for Louisiana. As soon as they got to Lake Charles, they
stopped at the first hotel they came to. They hurried into their
cramped, musty smelling room, with an awful gold and brown décor.
Beth turned on the loud clanking air-conditioner so it would be
cool when they returned. Then they changed into tight blue jeans
and cowboy boots. Beth didn’t own either so she borrowed both from
Becky. After looking each other over and agreeing everyone looked
sharp, they drove about ten miles to the dance halls.

As soon as they got out of the car, Julie
said, “Y’all stop acting so nervous! You’ll cause them to become
suspicious. If they ask why you don’t have a driver license, just
tell them you don’t drive. Tell them your parents can’t afford for
you to have a car right now, so it was no use in going to the
trouble to get your driver’s license. Act like we do this all the
time.”

Beth thought, “Sure, Julie can act calm.
She isn’t the one fixin’ to get busted.” Nevertheless, she took
a deep breath and followed them up the steep wooden stairs to the
nightclub.

Beth was amazed. The floor was lit up and
dancing with the music. There was a huge silver ball hanging from
the ceiling reflecting the brilliant lights from the floor. The
thick haze of cigarette smoke that drifted above their heads also
reflected the dancing lights. From the amount of smoke, it seemed
every person in the place enjoyed cigarettes. The music was so
loud; Beth could actually feel the vibration of each beat. They all
paid to get in; but, as they walked further inside, Beth heard Jana
being questioned. Even though she had the fullest figure, her
shortness made her look younger.

Beth held her breath waiting for Jana to
reply. To her credit, she told the woman at the door what Julie had
told her to say in a calm voice. Jana said they all came to
Louisiana because it was legal for them to get in. The woman looked
her over again then told her to go ahead. They all met up in the
bathroom and burst out laughing. “Oh, Jana that was just too cool.
You did great, girl!” Julie bragged. Everyone else patted her on
the back and excitedly agreed.

Beth picked up dancing as if she had been
doing it all her life. She even found a partner to teach her the
two-step. She wasn’t able to do all the twist and turns she saw
some of the more skilled dancers doing but she thought she was
doing pretty good for a beginner.

“Hey, come on, y’all, let’s try this!” Beth
waved the other girls over. They all lined up to do the
Cotton-eyed-Joe. Each girl locked arms around the backs of the one
next to her and stood in a line. As the music started, they watched
the group in front of them and copied their steps. By the end of
the song, they had it down pat. They even shouted on cue
“Bullshit!” when it came up in the song.

Beth didn’t remember when she had so much
excitement. She only wished it wasn’t wrong, but then it probably
wouldn’t be as fun if it were legal. The sneaking was what put the
added excitement to it. The others were drinking beer, but Beth was
so busy dancing she didn’t have time to try drinking. She hardly
sat out a song. The time passed by quickly and, before they knew
it, they were announcing last dance. They didn’t even make it to
the place next door. Since everyone else was drunk, Beth decided
she would drive, but she didn’t know if she would remember how to
get back to the hotel.

Beth cringed when she heard the crack of
thunder in the not-so-far distance. Not having anything to shield
her against the rain, Beth shivered as the cold water soaked
through her shirt and met the warm skin on her back as she bent
forward trying to dodge the mud holes as she rushed to the car. She
was already panicky because no one was in any shape to tell her how
to get back to the hotel. She made a couple of wrong turns and was
never so glad to make it to a parking lot in her life. She almost
had to pry her fingers from the steering wheel because she had been
holding it so tight.

As soon as they got inside the hotel room,
everyone climbed in bed and went to sleep, clothes and all. Beth
volunteered to take a rickety cot that had a permanent hard crease
where it folded and lumps everywhere else. She tossed and turned
all night and hardly got any sleep. The next morning she was
exhausted while everyone else woke up bright-eyed, bushy-tailed,
and raring to go.

They woke up at 10 a.m., but, by the time
they all took showers and packed, it was noon. They stopped at a
country store and picked up a few snacks and some cokes, and 30
minutes later they pulled up to the tiny beach. Murky brown salt
water inched its way higher up sand with each powerful wave.
Compared to the thunderous storm the night before, the day was
beautiful and clear. The breeze whipped against them as they made
their way across the warm gritty sand to find a place to the lay
their blankets.

As they began setting everything up, Beth
glanced out across the water in time to see a seagull swoop down
and catch a fish. With the wriggling fish clamped tightly in its
beak, the bird darted away from the companions who were trying to
steal his prize.

The small beach with its light brown sand was
packed with people, all trying to get in the last days of suntan
weather. She just knew she was going to be able to add to the tan
she had been working on all summer. Beth stood with her back
against the wind as she tried to spread out their flapping blanket.
The other girls rushed to set everything on top of it to hold it
down.

“I am so-o thirsty and hungry!” Julie
said.

“Me, too!” everyone else said at almost the
same time. None of them had eaten anything since before they went
dancing the night before.

“I’ll fix the sandwiches,” Beth said.
“Annette, why don’t you dig out what everyone wants to drink from
the ice-chest?” After they ate, they put suntan lotion on each
other and kicked back. Beth was lying on her back, drinking an
ice-cold coke, and talking to Becky when a group of guys started
walking toward them. Beth smiled conceitedly knowing they were
coming to flirt with them.

“Hey, y’all, look what’s walking over,” Beth
said as she pointed with her head.

Everyone turned and watched, waiting to hear
what the guys were going to say.

The cutest guy spoke first.

“Hello, I’m Sheriff Chatman and you are all
under arrest for having glass bottles on the beach.” The cocky
Wyatt Earp wannabe smiled as he flashed his badge.

They all just stared at him with open
mouths.

“You’ve got to be joking!” Beth finally said
since they were closest to her.

“No ma’am, I assure you, we’re not.”

“Bu-but arrest! Th-that’s too drastic!”

“Ma’am, I don’t believe the three kids and
one adult who had to leave their fun-in-the-sun this week to stay
in the hospital all day waiting to get stitched up would agree with
you.”

“But arrest?” Beth cried out in bewilderment
as she chewed on the fingernail of her thumb. Can’t you just give
us a warning or even a ticket?”

“Ma’am, we started out the summer doing just
that,” the sheriff thinly placated. First we gave warnings and then
tickets, but neither seemed to work. We want the news of today’s
clean-up method to spread into Texas. So hopefully, by the
beginning of next summer, we won’t have this problem. Believe me,
you won’t be alone today.”

“Oh, Lord, please don’t let it spread into
Texas,” Beth silently prayed. “But this is our first day to
ever come here. We didn’t know you weren’t allowed to have anything
glass on this beach.” Beth hands were open in a pleading
gesture.

“If you look, you’re sitting under the sign
that says ‘No glass on beach’ right now!” The sheriff said
heatedly, pointing to the sign to the left and above their
heads.

Beth moaned and closed her eyes tight. Tears
were seeping out at the corners. She opened her eyes wide in hope
that no more would follow. What little patience the sheriff seemed
to have ran out.

“I’m afraid all of you are going to have to
come with me to the police station. The one who drove can follow in
her car but the rest will have to ride in our cars. You can pick up
your things and put them in the driver’s car. Let’s go please.”

Everyone got up as if they were robots and
started picking up. When they got to Julie’s car, she told everyone
to calm down. Julie glanced behind her to make sure that the
sneaky, beach-clothed officers couldn't hear.

“When we get to the jail we’ll have to call
our parents to pick us up. We’ll do just like we did when we told
our parents where we stayed last night." Julie pointed at Jana.
"Jana can tell her parents that my parents said we could come here
today and everyone else will say it was Jana’s parents. We will
call home at different times to be sure no parents meet up with
each other. If they question you as to why you were left, just tell
them you could only leave with the person who was responsible for
you, which will be the truth." Julie dipped her forehead towards
Tammy. "Tammy and I won’t be able to bail ourselves out even though
we’re 18." Julie paused and shook her head in thought. "We may not
be able to talk to each other after we get there, so who wants to
call first? It doesn’t matter to me; 30 minutes apart should do
it." Julie placed her hand on Jana's arm. "Jana, why don’t you go
ahead and call so that we can get your parents out of the way. It
won’t matter as much if the others happen to meet up. Trust me,
it’s going to be okay,” Julie said bravely then added unsurely,
“hopefully they won’t put us in the cells.”

“Hurry up ladies,” an officer called from
where he stood beside an opened passenger door. Then the arrogant
man motioned impatiently to the inside.

After they put everything in the trunk of
Julie’s car, the other cops escorted everyone but Julie to the
police cars. They directed Beth, Jana, and Becky to one car and
Tammy and Annette to the other.

It only took them a few minutes to get to the
police station. It didn’t matter what Julie said; Beth was scared
to death. Beth knew that, if she told her guardians the story Julie
said to tell, Susan and Jordon would be furious. It wouldn’t matter
to them which parents said she could drive to Louisiana to go to
the beach. If she had not asked them and not gotten their
permission, she was going to be in major trouble. She also knew
that the lie was still better than the truth. If she could get
around by only telling them the story of getting up this morning
and driving over, maybe she would only get grounded for a few
weeks. Beth closed her eyes, inhaled deeply, and let it out slowly
through pursed lips. She didn’t even want to think about
what would happen if they found out she went to a nightclub and
stayed overnight in a hotel.

Who was she going to call? She thought Jesse
would be the least of the three evils. She just hoped she could
make it sound as innocent as Julie implied it would. The thought
passed through her mind about how Julie could know so much about
what was going to happen. She would have to remember to ask her
when or if they got out of this mess.

“This way, ladies,” the cocky little sheriff
said as he pointed toward a door. “You will need to call your
parents to bail you out or you will have to stay and visit us a
while longer,” he said with a grin that looked as if belonged on a
snake. “Your friend’s license’s plate is from Texas. Is that where
you’re all from?” he asked Beth.

Their driver had already questioned them and
Beth didn’t feel like answering the same questions again so she
just looked into his probing eyes and kept walking. At this instant
she didn’t care if she made him mad are not. He had already
arrested them.

As Beth stepped inside the front of the
police station, she inhaled a whiff of something that turned her
stomach. The room smelled old, stale, and like sweat. No, that was
wrong; it smelled like old stale sweat, not fresh sweat, but
sweat that most likely had embedded itself in every porous area of
the room over the last 40 years. As Beth glanced around the room,
she saw other people in shorts and bathing suits lined up against
the back wall. The sheriff spoke the truth; they apparently were
not alone. It seemed other people were harassed today as well.

Beth thought it was probably pretty much
routine after they were called to the front desk. They asked the
same questions. A little chunky woman asked if Beth had any
identification. Beth wasn’t about to hand over her illegal
identification. She hoped no one else would make that error. She
didn’t need Julie to tell her that that would be a big mistake. She
gave her Social Security card and driver’s permit. After Beth
answered all the questions and she signed the last paper, the woman
told her she could call home. Beth told the woman she would have to
wait because her guardians wouldn’t be home for another 30 minutes.
The woman then told her that she could wait along the wall with
everyone else.

Beth let out a sigh of relief; at least they
weren’t going to throw her in jail. When she knew Jana’s parents
were almost in Lake Charles, she went to the phone to call home.
Jesse had a line in his house and she hoped he was in it.

“Hello.”

“Hello Jesse, Um, what cha’ doing?”

“Beth?”

“Yeah, it’s me, Jess,” Beth answered in a
weak voice.

“I just came in to change clothes and get
cleaned up. I’m about to go out. Why? What did you need? Susan and
Jordon are outside on the porch. Do you want me to get them for
you?”

“No!” Beth said startled then more calmly,
“It’s you I needed to talk to anyway.”

“Me? Okay, Elizabeth, what’s going on?”

“Well, um, I kinda need you to come get
me”

“Where?” Jesse asked suspiciously.

“Well, hmm, I’m in Lake Charles,
Louisiana.”

“Lake Charles! What in the world are you
doing over there and who are you with?”

“I’m here with some of my friends from
school. We went to the little beach they have here.”

“What happened? Did the car break down?”

“Nuh, uh, we didn’t break down, Jess,” Beth
said shaking her head her head slowly, the phone held against her
ear.

“Did y’all have a flat tire?”

“Nope, we didn’t have a flat either,”

“For crying out loud, Beth, what happened?
Did you have a wreck? You’re not hurt and at a hospital, are
you?”

Beth could tell he was getting worried and
aggravated at the same time. She did not want him getting more
aggravated than he was about to be in the next few seconds. So she
took a deep breath.

“I’m in the Lake Charles jailhouse,” Beth
rushed out and then waited for a whole 10 seconds for it to sink
in.

“JAILHOUSE! What in the hell do you mean
you’re in the Lake Charles jailhouse? What did you do?”

“Jesse, calm down. The only thing I did wrong
was have a glass bottle on the beach.”

“What was in the bottle?” Jesse asked with
suspicion in his voice.

“It was only coke. Apparently, they made
today the day they were going to rid the beach of anyone who
carried a glass container. The room is full of people who did the
same.”

“You can’t ride home with one of your
friends?”

“Jesse, apparently you haven’t been in jail
before because you would know I need someone who is responsible for
me to come and bail me out and assure them I’ll be back for my
court date,” Beth was getting louder as she spoke. She was upset
because he was asking her all these questions and was not on his
way to get her. “Jesse, if you don’t get in your truck right now
and come get me, they are going to put me in a jail cell with the
bad people! And don’t tell Susan or Daddy!”

“Okay, I’m on my way, but it will take me
over an hour to get there. Something sure sounds strange about
this.”

 


After Jesse hung up with Beth, he immediately
looked up the number and called the police station to speak to the
person in charge.

“Hello, I’m Jesse Bately, Elizabeth Barrow’s
uncle. I am on my way to get her, but it will take me over an hour
to get there. Under no circumstance are you to put that innocent
child in a jail cell. If anything happens to her there, I will do
everything in my power to bring charges against you. She isn’t even
16 yet--for crying out loud! Brought to jail over glass on the
beach, who ever heard of such? What, y’all don’t have any criminals
in Louisiana so you make up for it by going out and arresting
children on the beach?” Jesse said heatedly.

“Sir, just come get your niece. We have no
intention of putting her in the back.”

“I’m on my way,” Jesse said; but, as he hung
up the phone, he was a lot more worried now than when he first
talked to Beth. Many things could happen in the hour before he
could get there. All kinds of nuts would be in that place with
her.

 


When Beth looked up about 50 minutes later,
Jesse was walking in the door. She knew he must have flown all the
way there. It was a wonder he didn’t get pulled over and brought in
to join her. That would have been funny if the circumstances
wouldn’t have been so dire. She would have had to call Jordon then
to get them both out.

The look on his face when he finally found
her and made eye contact was a look of relief for a few short
seconds, but Beth noticed it did not take long for it to turn into
a look of rage. She didn’t know if he was angry with her or the
cops for bringing her in, most likely both. The way he marched over
to the desk, she was sure that, for the moment, he was madder at
them--for which she was temporarily grateful. She couldn’t hear
what he was saying but she could tell by the way that he was using
his hands he was ticked off. Beth thought if he did not calm down
he was going to end up in jail yet.

Beth walked over to where he was and gently
touched his arms.

“Can we leave yet? I can’t wait to leave this
place.”

“Yeah, just a second, I have to pay your fine
and sign some papers. Wait for me over there where you were.”

“Okay, Jesse, but calm down before they throw
us both in jail,” Beth said trying to get him to act rational. She
saw that he took a deep breath then bent and signed his name on the
documents. He pulled some cash out of his pocket but she couldn’t
see how much. He didn’t tell her to leave again so she stayed where
she was until the woman said they could leave. Jesse did not speak
to her when they walked outside or after they rode in the truck for
a while.

It was just fine with Beth if he decided not
to talk all the way home because she knew when he did she was going
to have to lie to him, not only for herself but for all the other
girls, too. She knew if she told the truth about how they went to
Louisiana and what all they did that he would most likely tell
every single parent, hers included. To her dismay, he broke the
silence.

“Beth, tell me again how this came about,”
Jesse asked in a slow drawn out way that assured Beth he was trying
to trip her up and catch her in a deception. Therefore, she was
very cautious when she answered and tried to say only the absolute
necessary things. She figured the less said the less she had to
cover for.

“When I woke up at Jana’s house this morning,
everyone was saying how pretty a day it was. Jana asked her parents
if we could go to the beach for a few hours. They said we could go
if we were home before dark. So we packed and came to the beach. We
weren’t there more than 30 minutes when the cops arrested us. And
you know the rest of the story. They brought us to jail and I
called you to come get me.”

“I don’t understand how Jana’s parents
thought they could give you permission to go by yourselves to a
beach in Louisiana.”

“Well, I told them I didn’t think Daddy or
Susan would care as long as I was home by the time they told me to
be home, which was before dark.”

“Beth, you know good and damn well they would
not have allowed you go. Ever since your aunt drowned in that
boating accident your sister has been afraid of water. She’s never
allowed you or Cody to get near water without Jordon or me watching
over you.”

“You’re probably right. I wish I wouldn’t
have now. But, like they say, hindsight is 20-20.” Beth held her
breath hoping all she had said would pacify him.

“It would have been closer to go to Holly
Beach. Why did y’all decide to go to a little tiny beach in
Louisiana?”

“I’ve been to Holly beach before. I had never
gone to the Lake Charles beach; so, when it was brought up, I also
said I wanted to go.”

“You were at the police station by yourself.
Can you explain that, too? I don’t understand why the other parents
didn’t wait to make sure you had a ride home.”

Beth groaned inside. She couldn’t tell him
that everyone turned and hid their faces when different parents
came in. They all knew they each had someone coming to get
them.

“Well, I was the last one to leave and I told
Becky’s parents not to worry and to go ahead and go because you
were on your way. They had just left when you walked in the
door.”

“I see...,” Beth knew he was still
suspicious. But, to her relief, he didn’t say anything else about
it. Then, to Beth’s sorrow, she couldn’t restrain herself and had
to break the silence.

“When do I have to go to court and how much
is it going to cost me?”

“Next month, and it’s gonna’ cost $350.”

Beth sucked in a quick breath, “Why so much?
I don’t have quite that much saved. Do you think you can loan me
the rest?”

“How much do you need?”

“I think I need about $260. And, do you think
you could bring me to court when I have to go?”

“Not quite that much saved, huh? No Beth, if
you were 18 you would have to go to court and pay the $350; but,
with you still being a minor, you are not required to.”

Beth breathed a sigh of relief. “Poor
Julie and Tammy,” Beth thought. “That wasn’t very nice,
Jesse.”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


 


The following weekend Tammy invited everyone
to stay over-night. Neither Susan nor Jordon found out about the
beach incident. If they had, Beth would have been grounded and not
allowed to go anywhere for a month. If they learned the whole
truth, forever, in all probability would have been a short
term.

After they rode the strip and talked to
everyone, they went home. Tammy’s brother rented an X-rated movie
for them to watch. The other girls didn’t think it was a big deal
to see the sexual scenes, but Beth was blushing through the entire
movie. Knowing Tammy’s brother was there, watching it with them,
made it even more embarrassing. He was a sweet guy, but Beth was
still uncomfortable with him being there. She hoped no one noticed
how backward she was because she knew they would enjoy her
embarrassment.

Ever since they started going out on
weekends, Beth always had to cut everything short because she had
to be home before the other girls. Beth began feeling cheated by
having such protective guardians because no one else had to be home
as early as she did. Her curfew was 11:00 p.m. Beth really liked it
when Susan allowed her sleep over at one of her friend’s homes
because she was able to stay out as long as they did. Beth knew
Susan and Jordon assumed the other girls had curfews similar to
hers.

However, Susan put her foot down when Beth
wanted to stay at someone’s house every weekend. Susan told her she
and Jordon were being very lenient by allowing her go out
every weekend. Beth reminded Susan that she used to let her stay
overnight all the time with her old friends. Susan didn’t even give
her a reply; she just told her that she wanted her home at night.
Beth didn’t invite the girls to stay over at her house because she
thought they would be bored. Beth was also afraid Susan and Jordon
would notice how wild they were and not allow her hang out with
them anymore.

 


It was five days after Beth started feeling
sorry for herself for having such a strict family that she was woke
up with breakfast served to her in bed. Beth, still half-asleep,
just started laughing.

“Happy Sweet 16, darlin’,” Jesse said as he
kissed her on the forehead. He was the one carrying her breakfast
tray and, just behind him, was the rest of the gang singing the
“Happy Birthday” song.

The aroma of fried bacon filled her bedroom.
Beth glanced down quickly at her breakfast of bacon, eggs, grits,
and toast. “What a pleasant surprise! Does this mean I get to stay
home from school, too?”

“Yes, I think that will be okay,” Jordon said
as Susan looked a little skeptical.

“Well now, I don’t know about that. She’s
only been going a little over two months and she has already missed
three days. Besides, she doesn’t look sick to me,” Susan said
practically but with a twinkle in her eyes.

“Yeah, I think she should get to stay home
from school, and I think I need to stay home too, just to keep her
company” Cody said excitedly, as if he had just come up with a
brilliant idea.

“Cody Johnson, hush your mouth. With you
wanting to be a veterinarian like Jesse does, you can’t afford to
take the day off. You have to keep your GPA high and you can’t do
that by playing hooky,” Susan said more seriously this time.

“Aw, come on baby, why don’t we all pack up
and go to the lake for the day? It’s way too cool to ski, but I
don’t think it would be too chilly to do some fishing and relaxing.
I know that doesn’t sound like the most sophisticated birthday:
but, would you like to do that, Elizabeth?” Jordon asked.

“That sounds like a wonderful idea. I can’t
think of anything else I would rather do or anyone else I would
rather be with on my birthday,” Beth said and meant it.

“If that’s what we’re going to do, then I
believe anyone who is 16 years old ought to be able to bait her own
hook. Don’t you think so, Jordon?” Jesse teased, wiggling his
eyebrows.

“I don’t know, Jess, I still have to bait the
hook of a 31-year old, and so I don’t know what to tell you. Looks
like one of us might have to do it if we’re going to have enough
fish to eat for supper,” Jordon drawled.

Beth rushed eating as everyone else got
things ready to go. She didn’t want to waste any time because it
took about an hour an a half to get to the lake. Today was Friday
but Jordon didn’t say if they would be able to stay the weekend.
She hoped they would. For the first time in a long time, she wanted
to stay with her family instead of riding the strip with the
girls.

That was starting to get a little old anyway.
Every weekend they would do the same thing. Ride up and down the
strip until it was time to take her home. She did not know what
they did after that or what time they all went home. She could just
imagine what they would say if she told them she was going fishing.
All of them except Annette would probably think she had lost her
mind. Beth was sure fishing was a totally uncool thing for girls to
do.

Oh well, she wasn’t going to worry about them
this weekend because she planned to have a good time with her
family. Come to think of it, she had missed the time they spent
together. She would have to do better. She had probably hurt them
by never wanting to stay home anymore.

Cool or not she loved to fish; she only hoped
Jesse was just teasing about not baiting her hooks for her. She
knew she could do it now, but she sure didn’t want to. She also
liked the idea of him doing it for her and she enjoyed hearing him
gripe about it. She was surprised that he was home this early on a
Friday. His classes must have been cancelled for some reason.

It didn’t take long before everyone was
packed and ready to leave. They were going in the Suburban so they
could all ride together. Jordon pulled the boat behind them.
Sometimes he left the boat up at the lake when they planned to go
more often. Beth couldn’t remember the last time when they were all
able to go. She guessed it was when she was 12 and learned how to
ski. She had gone back with Susan, Jordon, and Cody, but Jesse had
not been able to go with them since.

Elizabeth was comfortably content sitting
beside Jesse as they drove to the lake. At the moment, all was well
in her world. The people she loved more than anything were with
her. Cody lay stretched out in the third seat with his favorite,
worn-out cap pulled over his eyes. Jordon sang softly and drummed
his thumb along with the radio. Susan looked out the window and
excitedly tapped the glass for Jordon to look at the pretty flowers
she saw. Beth breathed in a pleased sigh and glanced in Jesse’s
direction. She may have to accidently fall asleep on his
shoulder before they got there she thought with a giggle.

Beth would be glad when Jesse finally
finished with the veterinarian clinical because she hardly ever saw
him anymore. Even if he came home on the weekends or had a few days
off, he studied, worked, or partied.

Beth didn’t know what girlfriends he had now.
Not that she could keep up with them all. However, she was certain
he made time for them. Beth remembered the day Jesse turned 18, the
day she served him breakfast in bed, the day she made a fool
of herself.

 


That morning Beth had gotten up before anyone
else, went into the kitchen, and started the coffee. After
gathering all the needed items, she began cooking. Beth had helped
Susan cook many times so she knew what to do. She fried bacon and
eggs, cooked grits, and toasted toast, hoping the whole time the
aroma of the bacon didn’t somehow drift through the breezeway and
into his house and wake him up before she was ready. After she
finished cooking, she positioned the food neatly on a plate and sat
it on a tray. Then she ran outside, cut a rose, and laid it on the
opposite side of the napkin and utensils.

Beth walked slowly through the breezeway to
Jesse’s front door. She didn’t knock because she wanted it to be a
surprise when Jesse opened his eyes. She balanced the tray with one
hand and gently eased the door open with the other. She walked as
quietly as she could toward the bed. Beth was watching the tray as
she crept closer to Jesse; but, when she looked up to see where she
was going, she saw a redheaded woman duck her head under the
covers.

Beth didn’t know what to do now. Should she
act as if she hadn’t seen her or should she turn around and walk
out the door? She was suddenly thinking that this was the stupidest
idea she’d ever had. But, as nervous as she was, she decided to
brave it through. Not only were her hands now shaking but the whole
doggone tray was rattling. She managed to place the tray on the
table beside the bed without spilling anything.

Beth tried to act as if nothing was wrong but
now her voice failed to work right. “Ha-happy Bi-birthday Jesse...I
wanted t-to surprise you with breakfast in b-bed,” Beth stuttered
and that made her even more embarrassed.

“Thank you, pumpkin, that’s very
thoughtful of you,” Jesse said after finally finding his
voice.

Beth just merely nodded and turned to leave.
She stopped when she was halfway to the door, “Jesse, wou-would
your fr-friend like something to eat or a cu-cup of coffee?” Beth
asked without looking back.

Jesse, having just taken a sip of coffee,
sucked it down the wrong way and started coughing, “No, no baby,
I’ll just share what you brought me,” he finally choked out.

Again, Beth nodded and, with her head held
high and back straight, she walked out of the room. Before Beth
even had the door shut, she heard the woman burst out laughing,
although it sounded more like witch’s cackle to Beth. Then Beth
heard the woman mocking her to Jesse, “J-J-Jesse would your
fr-friend like a c-c-cup of cof-coffee?” Then she laughed
repeatedly. Beth heard Jesse tell the woman to be quiet because she
might hear her. Beth heard her alright and she would never forget
her cruelty or her laugh.

Beth took off running as fast as she could.
She was so humiliated. She was crying so hard she was gasping for
air when she finally stopped beside the deep sparkling pond. She
didn’t know how long she had been there when Jordon found her.

Her dad sat down beside her, put his arms
around her shoulders, and pulled her close to him.

“Beth, honey, do you want to tell me why
you are crying?”

Beth just shook her head no. So Jordon picked
her up, as he did when she was little and carried her all the way
back to the house. He climbed up on the back porch, walked over to
the old cypress porch swing, and sat down with her still in his
arms. Jordon held her cradled in that position swinging for what
seemed liked hours. Beth loved him so much at that moment. He never
questioned her again about why she was crying, but he did tell her
if she ever wanted to talk about it he was there.

For days after the awful incident, Beth tried
to avoid Jesse. She didn’t know if she would ever be able to face
him again. However, after a few days, she came out of hiding and
started talking to him. He never mentioned it and neither did
she.

 


But that was then, and this was her 16th
birthday and she wasn’t going to allow any more unpleasant thoughts
to enter her mind.

It didn’t seem but a few minute later that
Jesse was shaking her awake. Beth couldn’t believe she actually
fell asleep. “We’re here, little darlin’, you need to wake up. It’s
time to bait your hook.”

“Oh no, big boy, that’s what I got you for,”
Beth said as she poked him in the ribs. This made him jump because
he was very ticklish. “Besides it’s my birthday, Jess.”

“Okay, being it’s your birthday I guess I’ll
do it for you.”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


It was on a Friday night that Susan allowed
Beth to stay at Becky’s house for a slumber party. Becky’s parents
were gone for the weekend and they were not going to be home until
Sunday. Beth had no intention of relaying that information to Susan
and Jordon. Julie was the one to be in charge and that was a joke.
Julie had gotten her boyfriend to buy them four cases of beer.

They were all sitting around the pool deck.
Beth sat on the edge with her feet swishing in the cool water. The
smell of chlorine floated on the gentle breeze that brushed across
the water. Becky’s new REO Speedwagon’s eight-track tape blared
‘Keep on Loving You’ in the background. Beth just watched everyone
else drink at first, but the more they drank, the more they dared
Beth to. Finally Beth gave in, walked back to their circle, and
told them to hand her one. She had never been good at turning down
a dare. As soon as Beth popped the top, the brew spewed all down
her arm. She slung it off and took a big swig. “Oh,” Beth thought
aloud, “this stuff is awful.”

“Keep trying. You’ll acquire a taste for it,”
Becky encouraged.

By about the third beer Beth was thinking
Becky was right. “Hey, this stuff’s pretty good!”

They were having a good time cutting up and
giggling. Julie had put on some music and they were trying to teach
Beth the new line dances. Beth could hardly stand much less dance.
After they tired of dancing, they all laid on the leather couches
and shag carpet. Everyone but Beth drifted off to sleep. It wasn’t
long after they had fallen asleep that Beth began to feel sick. It
went from a little queasiness to feeling as though she was going to
die.

She didn’t care how much trouble she got
into. She wanted someone to come get her, take her home, and take
care of her. She stumbled her way to the brightly decorated brown,
orange, and yellow kitchen and called home. She was surprised but
glad when Jesse answered the house phone and not Jordon or
Susan.

 


Jesse heard Beth crying when he answered the
phone. She scared him so badly his body clenched thinking she was
hurt. However, the more words she spoke the easier it was for him
to figure out the problem.

“Beth, have you been drinking?” Jesse
demanded, his forehead creasing into sharp slits.

“Yeah Jess, but please don’t gripe at me now.
I am so-o sick. Please, just come get me, and Jess, please don’t
tell Daddy or Susan,” Beth cried.

Jesse woke up Cody, “Cody, bud, I’m sorry to
wake you so early, but do you know where Beth stayed last night,
and where they live?”

“Yeah, she stayed with Julie and Becky Simms;
they live about five miles from here,” Cody answered groggily.

“Is that the same Simms who owns the car lot
off of Main Street? They live in a reddish brick house with a
swimming pool on the left hand side?”

“Yeah, that’s them. I believe the street they
live on is named Simms,” Cody replied before he fell back to
sleep.

When Jesse pulled up in the driveway, Beth
was sitting outside on the hard concrete front steps with her head
on her knees. She didn’t even look up when Jesse stepped in front
of her. She just raised her hand for him to help her to stand.
Jesse pulled her up and held her around the waist as he walked her
to the truck and helped her climb in.

Jesse had backed out and barely started going
down the road when Beth threw up all over the floorboard of his
truck. Jesse let out an exasperated sigh, shook his head, and
rolled down the windows.

“Beth, please let me know if you feel like
you’re going to do that again and I will pull over so you can
BARF outside and not inside my truck,” Jesse said dryly.

“Oh God, Jess, Please don’t be hateful, I’m
dying,” Beth whined.

“You are not dying. You are sick from
drinking too much and you have a hangover. If it weren’t
self-inflicted, I would have more mercy. But you ought to be glad
you’re sick because I would probably spank you if you weren’t. I
want to know who bought the alcohol!” Jesse said enraged.

“I don’t know who bought it. It was already
in the ice chest when I got there,” which wasn’t a complete lie
because she’d never met Julie’s boyfriend. Beth went on to say,
“You don’t have to worry, Jesse, because I’m never drinking again.
I believe this is the worst I’ve felt in my whole life. I hate it.
You aren’t going to tell on me, are you?”

“Do I need to remind you that it wasn’t that
long ago that I covered for you when you went to the beach? I still
believe something is missing in that picture,” Jesse paused a
second. “I won’t tell this time; but, so help me, Elizabeth, if you
ever pull another stunt like this again, I won’t cover for you. Do
I make my self clear?”

“Crystal.”

 


Jesse stayed in the truck a few moments
longer after he had turned off the engine. He couldn’t believe what
Beth had done tonight. Where had their innocent little girl gone?
It seemed like yesterday that he had taken her and Cody blackberry
pickin’. His eyes softened as he remembered her grinning up at him
with indigo teeth and lips, permanently stained clothes and
dripping fingers. Then there was the time when, Beth was 10, she
begged Susan to let her stay home with him and watch while he
practiced roping. However, it wasn’t long before she became bored
just sitting there on the five foot fence watching and decided to
walk it like a tightrope. When he glanced up and saw what she was
doing, he opened his mouth to holler for her to get down; but,
before he could utter a word, she fell hard, right on her left
shoulder. He had raced his horse to the fence and jump over. By the
time he reached her she, was wreathing and rolling on the ground,
screaming. He was so scared his hands were shaking. He ended up
calling an ambulance and riding with her to hospital. Thank
goodness nothing had been broken. Over the last several years with
college taking up most of his time, he hadn’t been able to be at
home very much, but it didn’t matter, because somehow,
someway...it was always He...who seemed to be the one to
have to deal with and help Beth through a major crises. Jesse
pressed a thumb and middle finger to each eyelid then massaged each
in rolling circles trying to ease a building headache. So many
precious memories and some not quite so precious--like when she
caught him in bed with one of his wild women. At the time, he was
still in high school and living fulltime at the ranch in his little
bungalow. Jesse was thankful that Beth never told on him because
Jordon would have kicked his butt over that one. “So-o-o,”
Jesse slowly blew out a breath, “I guess I really owe her to
keep quiet about this,” but no more. He didn’t want her
screwing up her life by doing crazy and stupid things--things that
could hurt her or ruin her life. He, Jordon, Susan, and Cody,
especially Cody, had always tried to do their best to protect her
and keep her safe. Most of the time, Beth was very blasé, then, all
of a sudden, this willful and dangerous streak would come from out
of nowhere. The rank stench in the truck drew Jesse from his
memories of the adorable little girl. As he got out of the truck to
get the disinfectants, he focused again on this teenage wildchild.
He had a terrible feeling this new little wild streak was far from
over.



After Beth clambered out of Jesse’s truck she
went straight to her bedroom, thankfully not seeing anyone. She’d
just gotten out of the shower when she heard Jesse tell Susan that
she’d called him to come get her because she had stayed up all
night and wanted to come home and sleep in her own bed. Beth was
relieved that he kept his word about not telling on her. Beth still
felt bad but she was a lot better. She went to bed that morning,
slept all day and didn’t wake up until the next morning around 10
a.m.

When Beth finally got out of bed, she
unsteadily made her way to the kitchen. When she looked at the cold
breakfast that was still on the stove, the sight and smell of it
made her stomach roll in such a way she thought she would gag. She
was so thirsty. And her mouth felt like cotton; but, when she
poured herself a big glass of ice water and drank it, it made her
feel even worse. She became dizzy and had to hold onto the counter
for a few minutes. When she finally felt her equilibrium come back
to normal, she decided she needed to get a cup of coffee.

She had seen Jesse drink the stuff many times
after he came home from partying. She thought maybe coffee was the
trick that would make her feel better. But, when she turned around
to get the coffee pot off the bar, she looked up and froze. Because
there looking back at her, sitting at the kitchen table was a
grinning Jesse.

“Well, hello, little darlin’. How are you
feeling this morning? You sure don’t look too perky. Why, your eyes
even appear to be a little bloodshot and your face is pale as a
ghost. You seem a little shaky, too. Hmm...I wonder what could be
the cause of such an appearance. You don’t think you may have
caught a virus or something, do you?”

Beth shot him a killer look. “Go to Hades,
Jesse Bately.”

“Ah ah aah, such language from such an
innocent shocks my sensitive ears,” Jesse taunted.

Jesse was now looking over Beth’s shoulders
and Beth had an uneasy feeling about what or who he was looking at.
Then to her horror, she heard the screen door screech open then
bang shut. “Good morning, Jordon, Susan, and Cody. I was wondering
where y’all went off to. The mid-morning breakfast was delicious as
always, Susan. Thank you very much for cooking it,” Jesse said
cheerfully.

Beth was really shaky now. If it wasn’t for
Jesse’s verbal observation, she wouldn’t feel so insecure about how
she looked, but now she was terrified that one of them would notice
and come to the right conclusion of her hung-over condition. When
she looked back at Jesse, the dog had the gall to wink at her.

“I was just telling Beth that she shouldn’t
stay up all night at those slumber parties because it just makes a
person feel awful for days when you don’t get any sleep for that
length of time. I remember when Beaux and I would camp out and stay
up all night. I would feel like I had a hangover the next day from
having so little sleep,” Jesse said in general then turned back to
look at Beth. “Is that how you feel, Beth?” Jesse said with
laughter in his eyes and the same cocky grin on his face.

“I wouldn’t know, Jess; but, you are right
about not feeling the greatest,” Beth said with a paste-on smile.
She then turned to the ones who just walked in from outside. “Good
morning. What have y’all been doing?”

Susan walked over and kissed her on the
cheek. “Good morning, baby. I thought you were going to sleep
another day away. And Jesse’s right, you don’t look so good. You
aren’t coming down with something, are you?” Susan said
worriedly.

Jordon walked up then and hugged her with one
arm while, at the same time, feeling her head for fever with the
other. “She doesn’t have any fever. It’s most likely what Jesse
said. She will probably feel sluggish for a couple of days.” Then
Jordon said, “Beth, if you stay overnight with anyone else, you are
not to stay up all night long. Is that understood?” Jordon said
more firmly.

Beth looked up and nodded. “Yes sir, I
won’t.” Then she let out a sigh of relief and went on to pour the
cup of coffee and sit down at the barstool. She thought at this
instant the less she said and did was best. She was hoping the
topic would change from her to something else.

Jordon gave her another curious look. It was
as if something was vaguely pulling his attention but he couldn’t
quite put a finger on it. Then he shook his head slightly and told
Jesse they all had just come from looking at the new colt. To
Beth’s relief the discussion turned to horses.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 




Beth meant what she had told Jesse about not
drinking again; but, by the next time that something was planned,
she forgot how badly she had felt. She and the same group of
friends made plans to go out. It was Halloween and Julie said
everyone was going to be out tonight. It was a-must that
they did something.

Susan wanted Beth to stay home and hand out
candy with her as they did every year. Beth had always enjoyed
giving candy to the cute little kids, but she begged to be able to
go. Susan sadly relented and even agreed to allow Beth to stay out
until midnight. Beth felt a little guilty, but she left with the
girls anyway.

At one point, they passed Jesse while he had
stopped to get gas. Beth made Julie turn around so she could show
them who he was. She wanted to show him off--from a distance that
is. Beth knew Jesse would not recognize the car. Plus, the windows
were tinted and it was dark so she felt safe. They had already
started drinking and she absolutely did not want Jesse to know
that. They pulled up close enough for every one to get a good look
at him.

He was dressed in a pair of 501 Levi’s with a
snug fitting T-shirt. The muscles in his arms flexed in steely
sleek cuts as he gripped the gas handle. His skin was tan from
working outside so much. The girls could not see how pretty his
eyes were from the distance, but they all thought he was gorgeous.
When he turned to put up the handle, they got a view of his
backside. They all “oohed” over his nicely shaped butt.

Becky went on and on about how good-looking
she thought he was. “Beth, introduce us. I want to see what he
looks like up close. But from a distance, I have to say you were
right. He does look exactly like that fine brother of
his.”

“Ain’t no-o-o way! If he got close enough to
me to smell alcohol on my breath, he would most likely jerk me out
of this car and spank me, only before he took me home and threw me
in front of Jordon who would, beyond a doubt, do the same.

“Beth, surely you’re joking! I have never
been spanked in my entire life,” Becky said aghast and
wide-eyed.

“Well, part of it was joking. I doubt Jesse
would ever lay a hand on me, but Jordon has several times over the
years and, if he caught me drinking, he would most likely do it
again.”

“But you’re 16 years old!”

Beth laughed. “Yeah, I know. But Jordon is a
man who should be living in the 1880’s instead of the 1980’s. I
don’t think he knows about the alternative method of correction.
His method was always, ‘Elizabeth, go cut me a switch!’ Beth said
in her best imitation of Jordon, at which all the girls started
laughing.

“Bu-but, that’s abuse!” Becky said with
laughter still in her voice. “Did he ever leave a bruise on
you?”

“Oh, lord, no. But those little limber
switches sure stung my butt and the back on my legs. Most times I
had enough warning to pad up, so it didn’t hurt. I guess the worst
part was having to go out in the yard and pick out my own
switch.”

After the vivid scene Beth described to them,
they all agreed to just look at Jesse from a distance, but Becky
made Beth promise to introduce her to him sometime later. Beth said
she would as long as they weren’t doing what they were doing
now.

After leaving Jesse, they stopped at a local
parking lot. Beth sat on the tailgate of a guy’s truck she went to
school with. It was a perfect Halloween night. The moon was full
and a light fog had settled in giving the night an eerie spooky
look. Beth thought it was ideal for the little goblins out
trick-or-treating.

Julie was right about everyone being out.
Beth didn’t remember seeing so many students at one time before
unless it was at a school function. Beth was learning how to flirt
from the guys who were flirting with her. She had to admit she
enjoyed the attention. One guy in particular, Billy, sat on the
tailgate with her and talked to her while they drank a few beers.
The cars and trucks that were around them had their radios on the
same country station, making the whole parking lot boom with a
surround effect. Beth heard squealing tires and she caught a whiff
of burnt rubber. She looked to the back of the parking lot and saw
a yellow Mustang doing doughnuts. The black smoke drifted up to
where it mixed with the fog. Billy was very funny and Beth could
not stop laughing at his antics and Beth found him to be harmless
and a lot of fun. He acted a lot like her cousin, Cody.

When Beth thought of Cody, she missed him and
the closeness they used to have. They had not spent much time
together lately because she had been running with her new friends,
and he was ‘into’ cars with his friends. She knew he didn’t approve
of her new lifestyle so it was best that she avoid him.

Beth and her friends were getting ready to go
home when a fight broke out. Julie said she wanted to stay and
watch. Beth did not want to stay. She was afraid someone was going
to get hurt and she didn’t want to see it, but she was stuck
without a way to leave. A couple of boys from school were fighting
over a girl. From what Beth understood, the girl left one boy to go
to the other.

They were going toe to toe with fists flying.
She could hear the crunch as fist met against flesh. The sound made
her wince and cover her face with her hands. Beth could not help
but watch. She had never seen anything like it. She had fought Cody
many times but he never hit her back, only held her away. This was
frightening and exciting at the same time. It wasn’t long before
the guy who lost the girl had blood all over his face and blood
running down his neck and onto his mustard-yellow shirt. The girl
they were fighting over screamed for them to stop but to no avail.
Beth didn’t even think the boys could hear the girl with all the
hollering. Beth heard a guy close to her yell ‘gethim! gethim!, but
Beth couldn’t figure out which “him” he was talking about. Finally,
some other guys stepped in to pull them apart before one of them
got seriously hurt.

For the life of her, Beth would never figure
out what happened next. It was so outlandish and happened so fast.
Instead of the fight stopping, more fights broke out. It was like
something she had seen in an old western movie. There was fighting
going on everywhere. Beth searched for the other girls and she
found them as wide-eyed as she was.

“Julie, let’s go, this is crazy to stay
here!” Annette screamed.

That shocked Julie into coming to her senses.
She looked around for Becky, Tammy, Jana, and Beth, who were all
huddled together. When she found them all, she pointed to the car,
“Come on; get in. Let’s get out of here before the cops show up!”
Beth wasn’t even thinking on that circuit or she would have been
running trying to find a place to hide.

It was almost impossible to get to Julie’s
car because people were fighting all around it. As they were
climbing into the car, someone hit Becky in the shoulder and
another flying fist hit Beth in the jaw.

They all made it in and Julie cranked up the
car. She kept blowing the horn as she inched her way away from the
fighting. They heard bodies hit the car as they were slammed
against it, but finally they made their way out. As they pulled on
the highway, they saw the multiple strobe lights headed their way.
When they were safely away, they all burst out laughing. That’s
when Julie told them she was more worried about the cops than the
fighting because they all would have been taken to jail again.

Beth instantly stopped laughing and absorbed
that tidbit of information. “Oh, dear Gussy, that was just too
close,” Beth thought fearfully. If the cops had caught them and
taken her to jail, she would not have wanted to get out. She would
rather stay in the little cell forever instead of having to face
Jordon. She wouldn’t even have even been able to call Jesse this
time because he said he wouldn’t cover for her again. And Beth knew
him well enough to know he meant it. Besides, he would most likely
be as mad as Jordon. She had pushed him as far as he would go.

It wasn’t until later when her adrenaline
slowed down that Beth became aware of her throbbing jaw. “Hey
Becky, how’s your shoulder?”

“It’s sore, but I’m okay.”

“Did anyone else get hit?” Beth asked. They all said no, then
actually looked down and assessed their bodies to make sure.

“My car got hit! There is no telling how many
dents I’m going to have in it,” Julie said then looked at Tammy in
bewilderment. “Hey, it was supposed to have been your turn to drive
tonight.” That just made everyone except Beth start laughing again.
At this time, she did not find anything funny.

When they dropped Beth off, she had taken
down her long hair in hope that it would cover her bruised jaw just
in case someone happened to still be up. If anyone asked her about
it in the morning, she had already decided she was going to have to
lie. There was no way in the world she was going to stand there and
tell them what really happened. ‘Lying.’ She was just going to have
to add another to her already mountain-high pile of sins. “Good
grief, when a person had so many, what was one more?” she
thought dimly.

Susan said she could stay out until 12
midnight; but, when Beth quietly slipped in at that time, she
walked smack into her greatest fear. She believed she would have
until tomorrow morning before having to face anyone; but, there
staring up at her expectantly, were four pair of eyes. Beth thought
the odds of this happening at midnight with Susan, Jordon, Cody,
and Jesse still awake and together had to be in the millions.
Susan, especially, always went to bed early, usually by 9:30 p.m.
Nevertheless, there they were--all sitting in the living room. For
a brief second her heart stopped with a thought. Surely, they
hadn’t already found out what had happened and were waiting to
confront her. Then Jordon relieved that fear.

“Come on in, honey, we’re trying to see where
this dadblame hurricane is going to land. Here it is the first of
November and we have to worry if this storm is going to hit us,”
Jordon said.

“It isn’t exactly a hurricane, honey, but it
could get nasty. And Jordon needs to know if it requires relocating
the livestock,” Susan said to Beth.

Beth let out the pent-up breath she had been
holding. They were only watching the news about where a bad storm
might land. Beth thought to herself, “If anyone knew what just
happened to her, one would land right here, right now, in this
house.” She tried to walk past everyone and casually into her
room. “Good night everyone, see y’all in the morning.”

“Wait, Beth. Come in for a minute,
sweetheart, and tell us how your night went,” Susan said in her
motherly voice.

“Oh, not much happened. We just rode around a
while, got something to eat, and talked to a few friends from
school,” Beth said from the entrance of the living room.

“You missed a lot of cute little creatures. I
think we had more this year than ever before. I’ll have to remember
to buy a lot more candy next year, Susan said.”

“Really, it does seem to be more every year.
Well, good night. Love y’all,” Beth said as she tried once again to
get away.

“Aren’t you going to come and kiss me
good-night? Surely you aren’t too big to give your daddy a good
night kiss,” Jordon said a little hurt.

Unless Jordon had gone somewhere, Beth never
once missed kissing him good night. And it broke Beth’s heart for
him to feel as if she didn’t want to kiss him. For, as stern as
this man could be at times, she loved him with all her heart. It
was just that she didn’t want them to notice her jaw, and she
surely didn’t want them to smell the beer on her breath. She had
been popping breath fresheners ever since she stopped drinking. She
had one in her mouth now, but this was going to be a little too
close for comfort.

“Yes, of course,” Beth said as she made her
way into the living room. She held her breath as she bent over and
kissed Jordon on the cheek. “Good night, daddy, I love you.”

He reached up and hugged her, and kissed her
forehead,

“Good night, baby, I love you, too,” Jordon,
said softly.

Then Beth leaned down, kissed, and hugged
Susan. Beth felt as if she made it when she stood up to walk
away.

“Good grief! Beth, what happened to your
jaw?” Cody declared.

Beth rolled her eyes heavenward and inhaled a
deep breath before she spoke. “I was leaning down to pick up some
stuff up off of the ground that I had dropped out of my purse. And
Becky, not knowing my head was down, hit me with the door when she
opened it. It’s okay. It hurt at first, but it doesn’t now.”

“Oh, baby, let me see,” Susan said. “My
goodness, Beth, it is swollen and bruised. Let me get some ice for
you to put on it.”

“No, don’t get up, finish watching the news.
I’ll go get some, put it in a plastic bag with a rag over it, and
take it with me when I lay down in bed. It’s okay, really.” Beth
again was under the false hope of thinking she made it through
this.

“Aren’t you going to kiss me and Cody good
night?” Jesse asked with suspicion in his voice. He was looking her
up and down in a scrutinizing way. His eyes were a little squinted
and his fingers were steepled lying on his chin.

“Oh, foot, there is no way I can make it
past that one,” Beth thought desperately. She walked over and
kissed Cody on the cheek, but she stood up and looked at Jesse. In
any other circumstance kissing Jesse would have been what she
wanted to do more than anything.

“Oh, Jesse, I am too big to kiss you.” Beth
said in a joking voice as she waved a hand at him playfully.

“I see...” was all Jesse said as he dipped
his head slightly, but he had that same suspicious look about him.
Beth made a fast exit before anyone else stopped her again.

 


Beth groaned and rolled over as sunbeams
radiated her room the next morning. She pulled the pillow over her
head when she heard the steady humming buzz of the vacuum cleaner
coming from upstairs. She had a slight hangover but it was not
nearly as bad as the first time she drank. Beth gently wiggled her
jaw. It was sore but she would live. Once again, she told herself
she wasn’t going to drink any more.

At school the next week the fight was all
everyone talked about. Everybody was talking about what all had
happened after the cops came. Those fighting were all loaded up and
taken down to the police station. They had to wait there until
their parents or someone came to post bail to be able to leave.

With Cody being in the same high school, Beth
was afraid he would hear what people were saying. She hoped
everyone would just shut up about it, especially when they talked
about her getting hit in the jaw. And then they would go on and on
about how she and her friends were so lucky to get out just in
time.

A lot of the boys and even a few girls were
flashing their cuts and bruises like honor badges. Beth had been
worried about Billy, so she was glad to see him. He had a few
bruises on his face. Beth surmised he didn’t get out unscathed from
the free-for-all brawl.

By the end of the first day, everyone knew
who went to jail, who got beat up, and who got away without being
caught. Beth thought she had it made when they escaped before the
cops came; but, with so many people knowing, she wasn’t so sure
now.

One of Jesse’s old T-shirts had a saying on
it that read, “If you can’t play with the big dogs, stay on the
porch.” Beth didn’t know if she was tough enough to handle playing
with the big dogs or not. Even though she found the incident
exciting, it really did terrify her. It wasn’t only the part about
going to jail and facing Jordon but the reality that one of her
friends or even she could have been killed in the fighting.

Every day for the next month, she lived in
fear someone would tell Susan or Jordon. She knew if it came out
now it would put a damper on Thanksgiving. She stayed close to the
house. She thought she would miss her friends but she really
didn’t. Everyone was busy anyway with Thanksgiving, Christmas
shopping and family gatherings. Becky and Julie had gone to their
grandparents for the holiday vacation. Beth hadn’t seen Tammy,
Annette, or Jana since school let out.

Beth enjoyed her time with Susan. They went
Christmas shopping every day. The men decorated the house, but
Susan still had to stay on them constantly to get them to do it as
she wanted it done. Jordon and Jesse’s parents were visiting for a
few weeks. Jesse was often home; he even sat with Beth a few nights
and watched old Christmas movies and ate popcorn with her.

 


 


 


* * * * *

 


 



CHAPTER SIX

 




In time, the fear wore off and, after no one
told on her, Beth was eager to go out again. It was last day of the
year and Becky invited the gang over to her house for a New Year’s
Eve party. They had a nice-sized game room with a pool table,
ping-pong table, and foosball. And, if it wasn’t raining, anyone
who wanted could lounge in the huge hot tub.

That afternoon Susan drove Beth to Becky’s.
Again, Becky’s parents were gone. Beth didn’t ask, but she had a
feeling there would be an ice chest sitting on the kitchen cabinet
loaded down with ice-cold beer. Beth thought she was going to die
when Susan said she wanted to come in and meet Becky’s parents. Her
heart started racing and her palms began to sweat. “Okay, girl,
you can do this, just don’t stutter; that’s always been your
downfall.

“Beth, honey, I would like to meet your
friend’s parents at least once. You have been hanging out with them
this whole school year and neither Jordon nor I have met any of
them. Are you ashamed of us or something? Is that the reason why we
haven’t met them?”

Beth was fast with another lie. She took a
calming breath and began. “No, Susan, you know that that’s not
true. I would love you to meet their parents. However, Becky told
me on the phone before we left the house that her parents were
leaving to go to the store to get us something to cook. I will
introduce you to them the next time, okay?”

“Okay, maybe next time then,” Susan said
exasperated and sounding a little disappointed.

Beth was determined to moderate her drinking
because she didn’t want to get sick again. So she more nursed a
couple of beers for the first two hours. Julie, Becky, and Jana
were dancing and singing to the loud blare of Journey playing on
the stereo, each holding a Miller Lite in their hands.

Beth noticed and told Julie to watch it when
she saw her about to slosh beer onto her mother’s carpet. A couple
of incense sticks burned slowly in the ashtrays filling the house
with a smoky mulberry fragrance.

Later that evening, everyone migrated outside
to the gazebo. Beth was off by herself soaking in the hot tub. She
heard the doorbell ring, and a few moments later Julie walked back
out with two girls she didn’t recognize. She was a little surprised
because she didn’t know anyone else was coming. And, to Beth’s
utter surprise, boys started showing up, too. Beth was
uncomfortable with this new situation. When she saw everyone
getting closer to where she was, she jumped out and grabbed her
towel. Goose bumps instantly crept up her arms and legs as she
hurried over to the dressing area and changed back into her
clothes. Feeling a little more comfortable, she walked back out to
meet the newcomers.

 


Beth finally met Julie’s boyfriend, Allen.
She thought he was cute and friendly--maybe just a little too
friendly for her liking. He made her just a tad bit uneasy. She was
also worried Julie might not like his flirting with her so she
walked over and sat beside Billy on the loveseat in the gameroom.
She spent most of her time talking and cutting up with him.

Beth noticed it wasn’t long after she walked
over to Billy that she saw Allen and Julie walk inside one of the
bedrooms. They came back out about an hour later holding hands and
looking a little disheveled with smiles on their faces. Then she
noticed Becky was missing and a little later, she and a guy named
Travis walked back in the gameroom with the same look about
them.

“My goodness, what is going on? Becky
doesn’t even have a boyfriend,” Beth thought. “Well, I guess
she does now.” Then she looked around to see what everybody
else was doing. To her horror, Tammy and the other two new girls
were making out with guys on the lounge chairs. They had their
clothes unbuttoned and fondling one another. Jana was straddling
someone’s lap who Beth didn’t even know. Annette was the only other
girl there who was not making out with someone. She and Derrick
were talking and checking on the food. Beth heard the girls talk
about the boys they were with, but Beth didn’t realize they were
serious about any of them. The only two she knew who were going
together were Julie and Allen.

The only other guy left walked up as Beth was
talking to Billy and sat down on the other side of her. The chair
was only made for two people so they were crammed together. He was
cute but she could tell he was drunk by the way he talked.
Moreover, his fermented breath was an overpowering giveaway. She
tried not to wrinkle her nose but she couldn’t help it. He was
right in her face. Beth thought he had most likely been drinking
before he got there to be as drunk as he seemed.

He put his arm around her and pulled her
close. Beth was glad she was not drunk. She felt the affects of the
alcohol but she was still very coherent.

“Hey, baby, how about you and me going into
one of the bedrooms for some privacy so we can get more acquainted.
I’ve noticed you many times and I think you are so beautiful. My
name’s Randy and I know your name is Beth. You don’t have a
boyfriend, do you, Beth?”

Beth had a feeling Randy was doing his best
to sound sexy but he was coming across as sounding stupid. “No,
Randy, I do not have a boyfriend, but I’m happy right here talking
to Billy. If you want to stay and talk with us, that will be fine,
but I am not going anywhere with you,” Beth said patiently as if
she was talking to a child. Whoever set this party up was sadly
mistaken, if they thought she was going to be doing what the others
were doing. She enjoyed talking to Billy but she had no desire to
start kissing him. Randy was cute enough, but he was a joke in her
opinion. She could only hope that, no matter how drunk she ever
got, she would never stoop to going somewhere alone with someone
like him. She glanced at Billy who did not seem to like the
intruder.

“You want me to get rid of him?” Billy
whispered for only her to hear.

“Nah, that’s okay. He’s so smashed I think
he’s harmless.” Beth sure didn’t want another occurrence of what
happened last time she sat talking to Billy with fights breaking
out everywhere, especially in Becky’s home.

Randy didn’t take his arm from around Beth
but thankfully, he stopped moving it all over her arm as he did
when he first sat down. Once he had accidentally brushed up against
her breast, at least she hoped it was accidentally. So there she
sat feeling very awkward as she continued talking to Billy as if
nothing was out of the ordinary. It wasn’t long after that Billy
pointed to Randy. When Beth looked at him, he was sound asleep with
his mouth open. “How attractive,” Beth thought as she pulled
his arm from around her and pushed him over. He didn’t wake up for
even a second.

“This is only my second time to stay
overnight without their parents being home. Billy, tell me, have
you been here before and does this happen a lot?” Beth asked as she
gestured with her hand in the direction of the ones still making
out on the lounge chairs. “Please tell me the truth. I need to know
what to expect because I don’t get into fooling around with anyone
just to have something to do,” Beth said frankly but wasn’t ready
to go into detail about how she would never make out with anyone
but Jesse.

“Yeah, I have been over several times. Allen
and I are cousins and sometimes I come with him just for the beer
and company. Everytime Julie and Becky’s parents leave for the
weekend, they throw a party. They have been doing this several
times a year for about three years. It’s usually the same people,
Annette’s new, but you’re the newest.”

Billy nodded toward the two girls Beth didn’t
know. “Both of the girls who came in a while ago live in this
neighborhood. One lives with her mom part of the year and her dad
the other half. The other girl is home schooled. That’s why you
haven’t met them before now. However, to answer your question,
‘does this making out happen a lot?’ I’m afraid so. What you’re
seeing now is what always ends up happening at one of these
parties. Not every time, but usually the same couples end up
together. Believe it or not, I don’t get in to making out just for
the fun of it either. When I heard you were going to be here, I
kind of invited myself because I enjoyed talking to you Halloween
night. I guess Randy was meant for you. Sorry if I spoiled it,”
Billy said with a little sheepish smile.

“In no way did you spoil anything. I am glad
you were here. It saved me from a very uncomfortable moment. I see
I am going to have to get a few things straight with my friends.
The first night I stayed over here, there was beer but no boys and
making out going on. It really aggravates me that none of them told
me what to expect, especially Becky. She is supposed to be my
closest friend.”

Hardly anyone ate the gumbo; they were too
busy drinking and fooling around. Beth, Billy, Annette, and Derrick
were the only ones to count down the New Year. As tradition on a
New Year coming in, Billy leaned over and gave Beth a chaste kiss
and Derrick did the same to Annette. At that moment, Beth felt
completely alone and homesick. She missed Jesse desperately. She
would have loved it to be him to bring in the New Year with her and
the one to kiss her at the stroke of midnight. Beth could not help
torturing herself by wondering who Jesse was kissing right now. She
hoped it wasn’t that awful person, Trish.

It was around three in the morning when
everyone started to leave. Beth was shivering as they stood around
outside and talked about when and where they would meet up again.
After a light sleet began to fall, they left with no decision made.
They said they would talk about it and decide what to do at school
the next week. Beth knew between now and the next time they all got
together, she was going to have to do some serious talking to
Becky.

 


It was a month later when everyone got
together again. Susan made Beth stay home for two weekends to help
do stuff around the house so Beth was ready to get out. The boys
from school were going to race their cars down by the canal. They
told everyone they planned to have campfires set up so anyone could
warm up if they got too cold.

Tonight was going to be chilly so Beth put on
her favorite jogging pants, sweatshirt, and tennis shoes. She was
going to be comfortable and have a good time.

Beth ended up riding with Tammy and Annette.
Julie, Becky, and Jana rode with Allen. After getting something to
eat, they arrived at the canal about 10 p.m. Beth talked Susan into
letting her stay out until midnight again.

‘The Canal’ was a place where people raced
cars and rode all-terrain vehicles. The middle was about a 10-mile
long canal; on both sides of the canal were sand hills. People rode
the all-terrain vehicles--motorcycles, three wheelers and
four-by-fours on the tops and valleys of the sand hills. They raced
the cars on the flat side of the hills. It was illegal, of course,
and had “Keep Out” signs everywhere, but that never stopped anyone
from doing it.

A car race was about to start when they
pulled up. After they parked they all climbed in the back of
Allen’s truck so they could see better. Beth found it exciting to
watch. She was jumping up and down and shouting them on. She didn’t
care who won, but she thought the yellow car was the prettiest.
From the back of Allen’s truck, she had a clear view of the finish
line. The roaring sound of the revved-up engines was deafening.
Beth automatically covered her ears with her hands. She was
watching close, holding her eyes open wide so she wouldn’t blink,
as she saw the yellow car roar across the finish line first. It was
a close race; she heard several people hollering, and complaining
saying the blue car won. Billy was one of the judges. He came up to
Allen’s truck after the race. “I ain’t ever judging another
race!”

“Why not?” Beth asked.

“Because everyone is mad at me and all I did
was tell it like I saw it.”

“Don’t worry. You declared the correct
winner. We all had a perfect view. Although it was close, the
yellow car was the clear winner.”

Allen had an ice chest of beer in the truck.
Beth had drunk a couple and was enjoying the excitement. They had a
few more races but none were as close as the first. Beth was about
to open another beer when she saw Cody. Knowing he would tell on
her if he saw her, she started making her way back to the car. On
her way back Beth thought she saw Jesse’s truck. Beth did not want
him to see her but she did want to see him. As she was making her
way closer, Annette walked up beside her. “Hey, Beth, where are you
going? Come on; let’s go back to the gang and see what they’re up
to.” Annette grabbed Beth’s arm and gently tugged.

“I’ll be there in just a minute. I think
that’s Jesse’s truck.” Beth pointed to a dark area far away from
everyone where no fires were burning. “I was going to sneak around
and see if I could see him without him seeing me.”

“Uh...I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”
The worried frown on Annette’s brow made Beth’s heart drop. She had
a sickening feeling about the reason why Annette was trying to
steer her away.

“Okay, tell me the truth, Annette. He’s
making out with a girl, isn’t he?”

Annette didn’t say anything for a few seconds
then her shoulders drooped and she said quietly, “Yes. I had to go
pee, so I walked where I thought no one could see me. On my way
back I walked near Jesse’s truck.”

“Di-did you happen to see who the girl
was?”

“No, all I saw were a girl’s legs sticking
out of his truck and Jesse was...um...pumping in-between them.

“Thank you for sparing me that sight,
Annette. I’ve known what Jesse has done with his girlfriends for a
very long time, but that doesn’t make it any less painful. Please
excuse me. I don’t want to face anyone right now. Will you tell
Tammy I’m not feeling well and I’ll be waiting in her car when she
ready to go.”

“Sure, Beth. I’ll tell anyone who asks that
you’re not feeling well.” A sob caught in Beth’s throat as she
turned and ran back to Tammy’s car.

 


The next night at dinner while they sat
around the table, Cody asked Jesse, “Which car do you think won,
Jess, the blue, or the yellow? I think the blue car won.”

Before Beth could stop herself, “No, Cody,
the blue car did not win. The yellow car was the clear winner, and,
no, Jesse does not know who won because he was otherwise
preoccupied with other things more important,” Beth said
sarcastically.

Beth felt a little slash of guilt when she
saw the hurt come across Cody’s face. Beth really shouldn’t have
been irritated with Cody. He hadn’t done anything to deserve her
wrath, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. She was so mad at
Jesse that rage spewed from her.

Jesse and Cody both stared at her. Cody was
open-mouthed. Jesse arched an eyebrow, put down his fork, and gave
the situation his full attention. Susan and Jordon hadn’t heard
anything because they were having their own conversation.

“And how would you know, Miss-Know-It-All?
Surely you were not there.” Cody, sitting beside her said.

“It’s none of your dadblame business how I
know; I just do.” Beth shot back, “Why were you there, Cody? Hmm?
How did you get there and who were you with?”

Cody bristled at that. Although he had always
been Beth’s little snitch, he always felt he did it for her own
good.

Jesse was watching them exchange barbs. He
leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms over his chest and
listened intently.

“Well, to answer your questions, I rode there
with Jesse to watch my best friend race his car that I helped him
work on. Whoever informed you was wrong. My friend Ronnie’s blue
car won. They just need better judges out there.”

“No, they most certainly do not, and no one
had to tell me. I was there with my friends and I saw for myself
who won,” Beth shot back.

“Yeah, well that’s not surprising to hear you
and your friends were there at the canal. I’ve been hearin’ a lot
of rumors goin’ around school about you and your friends,” Cody
said dryly.

Beth’s heart dropped to her toes. “Uh
oh,” Beth thought. She had a sick feeling she just messed up
big-time.

At that point, Jesse leaned forward. “What
rumors, Cody?” Jesse asked quietly but deadly.

“It’s goin’ around that Beth’s been out
drinkin’ and partyin’ just about every weekend since school started
with the wildest group of girls in school. It’s been said that she
and her friends got fake I.D.’s and snuck off to Louisiana and
partied all night at a dance hall. She and her friends supposedly
stayed at a hotel, got up the next mornin’ and went to the beach
there. Then they got arrested for having glass on the beach,” Cody
said.

From the expression on Cody’s face Beth had
the inkling he was just warming up. She sat back in her chair and
idly played with her napkin. She didn’t look at either Cody or
Jesse. She was trying to act as if what Cody was saying didn’t
matter to her. So, while Cody talked, she gave the impression she
could care less while inside she wanted to wring Cody’s neck.

She knew she had pushed him into this by
being mean to him. He wasn’t even the one she was mad at. She just
used him to vent her anger at Jesse. Beth also had the impression
Cody was about to tell everything he knew. She was surprised he
knew so much and had not told on her until now. If she hadn’t made
him mad, he might not have told on her at all. When he got to the
part about her staying all night and partying in Louisiana, Beth
could not help but dart her eyes toward Jesse. She didn’t believe
he could look any harder or more furious; but, to her amazement, he
managed to do just that. He looked as if he wanted to jump across
that table and beat the daylights out of her.

She pulled her eyes away from his penetrating
gaze and stared back into space again. “Good heavens,” she
knew Cody wasn’t finished because he was already drawing breath.
Beth was never so glad to know Susan and Jordon were in a deep
conversation and weren’t paying attention to what was being said at
their end of the table.

“It’s also goin’ around that Beth was at that
big fight they had in the parking lot a few months ago when
everyone was hauled off to jail. I was told the bruise Beth had on
her cheek had been from a misplaced punch,” Cody said then looked
at Beth with anger in his eyes and continued.

“There’s also a rumor that Beth was at a
party at Becky’s house on New Year’s Eve. The girls’ parents were
gone for the weekend and left the house to them. The guys at school
were braggin’ bout how they had taken some of the girls inside to
the bedrooms. It’s even been said that Beth let some guy named
Randy feel all over her.”

Beth knew Cody had to be running out of
things to say because she couldn’t think of anything else
significant she had done wrong. Nope, Cody pretty much covered
everything. He covered everything from the beginning of school
until almost the end, which was only about two and a half months
away. And everything he said was true except the part about her
letting Randy feel all over her. She could only guess Randy started
that rumor.

Jesse’s stare was like steel. “I know one
part of what Cody said is fact. Is everything else also true, Beth?
Did you do all these things?” His eyes never wavered and his voice
was as hard as metal.

Beth looked directly back at Jesse, “I don’t
have to answer to you, Mr. Casanova,” Beth bit out still sounding
sarcastic. “I may or I may not have. Or, maybe, Jesse...I have been
doing what you were doing in the front of your truck,” Beth said in
a cool crisp voice.

“JORDON!” Jesse bellowed out the instant
those words left Beth’s mouth. Jordon immediately stopped talking,
stood and walked over to where Jesse was and asked him what was
wrong. Susan, seeing the look on Jesse’s face, went over to stand
beside Jordon.

“Oh-my-God, what have I done?” Beth
thought as she looked up at Jordon. She knew she was in a
tremendous amount of trouble now and wished she had kept her big
mouth shut and temper in control. Tonight just might be her last
night on this earth. Jordon was going to kill her if Jesse or Cody
told him everything.

“Apparently Elizabeth has been doing a lot of
drinkin’ and partyin’, and possibly some other things concerning
young men,” Jesse said to Jordon.

Jordon snapped his head back around to her
and Beth could have sworn she saw fire dance in his eyes.

“BETH, go to your room and wait for me,”
Jordon sternly demanded.

Cody piped in, “I think she needs a
whippin’.”

“You need to tear her ass up!” Jesse ground
out to Jordon.

Jordon looked questioningly at Susan. Susan
shrugged her shoulders helplessly.

As Beth stood up to go, some of her hair had
fallen from the twist she had it in.

“Elizabeth, have you cut your hair? Take it
down,” Susan said.

Beth’s back was to them when she took her
hair down. When her hair fell, it barely went to her shoulders.
Susan gasped and tears immediately pooled in her eyes. “I feel I
have failed my mother completely.” Susan said with a weary voice
barely above a whisper. Jesse stared, nothing moving but his eyes
as they slid to where her beautiful long hair once brushed against
her hips and back up to where it now barely touched her shoulders.
Then he shook his head as if sickened and walked away.



As soon as Jordon walked into Beth’s room and
shut her door behind him, she started babbling. She couldn’t tell
if he had his hands on his belt or just on his hips. “Daddy, I-I
was just kidding about the guy stuff. And although I did taste one
beer, I promise, I’m never going to do it again!” Beth knew
everything Cody said was bad, but the messing around with guys
would be the worst.

Before Jordon left her room, he told her she
was not to even think about going anywhere with those girls ever
again. In fact, she was to have absolutely nothing to do with them,
not even a phone conversation. On top of that, he grounded her for
six weeks. She was not allowed to leave the house except to go to
school or church.

Beth eased down on the bed and starred at the
closed door, “Well, at least I didn’t have to go cut my own
switch,” Beth murmured.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

 


 


Beth had told Becky what happened. Becky
acted shocked and upset that she had gotten in so much trouble, but
it wasn’t even two months later that Becky was daring Beth again to
do something she knew she shouldn’t do.

“Beth, tomorrow night, Julie and I are going
to meet Allen and Travis at their hunting lease. They aren’t
planning to hunt; they are just going to camp out. They are staying
a couple of days and want us to come out the first night. They said
they would cook for us. Allen is going to bring their dirt bikes
and thought we might like to ride around. We agreed to meet them
for a few hours. Do you want to go?”

“I didn’t think y’all liked to be anywhere
without electricity much less riding around on dirt bikes getting
dirty. I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it. I’ve never snuck
out of the house before. It sounds kinda’ risky.”

“There’s nothing to it, Beth. The main thing
is to make sure everyone is asleep. Then wait until the air
conditioner kicks on to open the doors and just be very quiet.
Don’t put your shoes on until you’re safely outside. Julie and I
have been doing it since I was 13. And we have never gotten
caught,” Becky reassured her.

“I don’t know yet if I will or not. I really
don’t appreciate the way y’all have been treating me lately. You
seem to purposely keep me in the dark about what all is going on
when we get together. Like the last time I stayed over at your
house, I had no idea the guys were coming over. If I had known
there was going to be making out going on all around me, I would
have stayed at the house. I don’t like being a spectator and I am
certainly not going be a participator. You only tell me the half of
what is going to happen because eveytime there is always something
extra that takes place. And I seem to be the only one who knows
nothing about it,” Beth said aggravated. She didn’t care at this
point. She was fed up with the way they have been treating her. If
she made them mad and they didn’t want to have anything else to do
with her, then so be it.

“I am so sorry. You are absolutely right;
Beth, but sometimes I don’t even know what’s going to happen. Like
the fight on Halloween, how was I supposed to know about that?
However, I promise if I know for sure what is going to happen, I
will let you know everything from now on. Besides, school’s almost
out and we have to have one more adventure to add to our sophomore
year. All we plan on doing is riding the bikes and cooking out,
that’s all.”

Beth didn’t know if she accomplished anything
by confronting Becky. She kinda’ felt as if Becky was just telling
her what she wanted to hear. But, in the end, Beth said she would
go with them for a few hours. She told Becky to tell Julie that she
would meet them at the end of her driveway around midnight.

She really hated hurting Susan and Jordon the
way she had been doing lately. It killed her to hear her sister
crying because of her, but Beth rationalized the new situation by
thinking she wouldn’t hurt them again because they wouldn’t find
out. Beth told Becky she would meet them in front of the house at
midnight and she would.

Friday night about 10 p.m. Beth told everyone
goodnight. She said she was tired and she’d see them in the
morning.

After Beth shut her door, she took a hot
shower and climbed in bed. She lay there, not making a sound, while
she anxiously waited for everyone else to go to sleep. When she
didn’t hear anyone moving about in the house, she got up and began
dressing. She slipped on a pair of jogging pants, button-up cotton
shirt, and a pair of tennis shoes.

Her conscience was bothering her some about
sneaking out. She hoped Susan and Jordon would never find out
because she knew it would break their hearts. She also had an eerie
feeling that something was going to go wrong--like a flat tire or
something that would keep her from getting back home before someone
noticed her missing.

“Oh well,” she thought. If she didn’t
get those distressing images out of her mind, she might as well
climb back in bed because she wasn’t going to have any fun anyway.
About a quarter to midnight, Beth slipped out of her room carrying
her shoes. She would wait to put them on in the car.

After the air conditioner kicked on, giving
her the steady blowing noise she needed, she opened the front door
and eased it shut. She tiptoed down the steps of the front porch.
When she was free and clear she took off running across the damp
lawn to where she had told Becky to tell Julie to park. The night
air had a heavy musty smell to it. Beth barely saw the car because
there was no moon out and it was dark as pitch. The crickets
sounded so loud in her ears she thought their shrill chirping would
wake up everyone in the house if they didn’t hush. Beth had told
Becky to make sure no lights came on when she opened the door just
in case Jordon decided to look out the window for something.

When she made it to the car, she opened the
door, hopped in, and the car took off.

“Whew, that was scary!” Beth exclaimed.

“I bet it was,” Randy replied.

“Randy! What are you doing driving Julie’s
car?” Then Beth immediately looked in the back seat and, to her
horror, found no one.

“Randy, what is going on? Where is everyone
else? I want you to take me back home. I do not appreciate this one
bit. This is not how Becky told me I would be picked up.”

“Hold on a minute, Beth, don’t get all worked
up over nothing. Allen, Travis, and I were in Allen’s truck pulling
the dirt bikes when we met up with Julie and Becky. We had just
come from taking the travel trailer out to the campsite so nothing
was set up yet because we got such a late start. Julie and Becky
offered to go ahead and go with them to start setting things up so
I volunteered to come pick you up. We’re going straight there and
it’s only about 10 miles away. Just relax.”

Beth sat there a minute and thought about
everything he just said. His logic made sense but she still had a
feeling she was being controlled. It was the same way at the New
Year’s Eve party when she was left in the dark about what was
really going to happen. It seemed too coincidental to her. It
looked as if they were all trying to push Randy on her. She didn’t
know what their motives were, but she had about all she was going
to take. She was not a complete idiot.

“Okay, Randy, I’ll go but I do not like being
manipulated. If I had known it was only going to be the two of us
in the car, I would have stayed home. This is not appropriate. I’ve
only met you once; and, if you even remember, it wasn’t that great
of a meeting. You were drunk and passed out. No, I do not like this
one bit.”

“Come on, Beth, this wasn’t done
intentionally. I just thought I would be helping everyone out by
offering to come get you. You make it sound as if we all conspired
to get you alone with me. Just chill out, we’ll be with everyone in
a few minutes and then you’ll feel much better.”

“All right, Randy, maybe I am making too much
of this. I’m a nervous wreck. I’ve never done anything quite this
daring before.”

Nevertheless, Beth still had a nagging
feeling that Becky, Julie, Allen and Randy did indeed set this up.
If they wanted or thought she was going to be promiscuous, they had
another thought coming. She was going to make love to one man and
one man only. She had told Becky this before. It was as if they did
not hear or believe a word she said when she told them how much she
loved Jesse. They would say, “Well, he’s sleeping with other girls
so you might as well find a lover, too.”

It hurt terribly when she thought about Jesse
being with someone else. And Beth had to admit she could see the
reasoning in their thinking; but, even though she knew what they
said about Jesse were true, she still would not even think about
being sexually involved with someone else. She believed with her
whole heart that, when she became an adult, she would marry Jesse
and he would never be with another woman.

She decided to make it through this night,
but she was never going to be set up again. That old saying came to
her, “Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.” at
this moment, she felt it adequately applied to her. She had no one
to blame but herself.

Beth felt a little relieved when they got to
the hunting lease. She could see the campfire burning and two
motorcycle lights traveling over some small hills about a half mile
away.

As soon as they pulled off the gravel road
and onto the rutted path, Randy turned off Julie’s car and turned
off the headlights.

“Why did you turn off the car?” Beth asked
with a little fear in her voice.

“Because I don’t believe the car can make it
any closer. It’s real muddy and rutted from here to where they are.
Besides, I wanted a chance to talk to you before we meet up with
the others.”

“Randy, you can talk to me after we meet up
with the others; besides, I didn’t eat much dinner knowing we would
probably roast hot dogs tonight.” Beth was hoping that if Randy
thought she was hungry, he would start moving. It didn’t help in
the least.

“Wait a minute; I want you to hear a new tape
I just bought. You aren’t going to starve in the next few minutes,”
Randy said as he turned on the radio, and put in an Eagles tape.
“Do you like the Eagles, Beth?” Randy asked as he slid out from
under the wheel and scooted right up beside her. He put his arm
around her shoulder much like he did the first night she met him
but, unlike that night, he wasn’t drunk tonight. Oh, she could
smell alcohol on him but he was in full control of his faculties.
As his arm went across her shoulder and down the other side of her
arm, his hand lightly brushed over her breast.

“Randy, you can stay and listen to your
music, but I’m walking up to the camp,” Beth said in a steady
voice, but her heart was racing so hard and fast she could actually
hear her own pulse beating. As she tried to get out, Randy stopped
her by adding pressure to her arm and pulling her closer.

“No, baby, I want you to stay and keep me
company a little while,” he said as he became bolder in caressing
her breast. His other hand came around to unbutton her shirt.

“Stop it, Randy!” Beth shouted as she tried
to push his hand away.

“I don’t think so, Beth, I’ve wanted you for
some time and I plan on having you tonight. I’ve been told you’re
still a virgin; and, you see, I haven’t had a virgin yet. You will
have the privilege of being my first. Now, doesn’t that sound
pleasurable? It most surely does to me,” Randy said as his
breathing became quicker.

Beth was doing her best to pull his hands
away from her but they seemed to be everywhere at the same time.
She was crying now and begging him to stop but to no avail. It
seemed as if her begging made him more excited. He finally got
tired of messing with the buttons of her shirt and just ripped it
open, scratching her chest in the process. Her bra clasped in the
front, and when he ripped her shirt, her bra broke also. She was
now bare to his rough handling. As one hand grasped painfully on
her full breast, the other hand was trying to push inside her
pants.

Beth was panicking now; but, instead of
trying to push his hand away, she let go and reached for the handle
of the door. When she found the latch, she pushed against the door
open with all her might. Then she threw her weight to the opening.
She tried to twist her body so she could push off with her feet;
but, with Randy’s arm around her shoulder, it was just about
impossible. She screamed as loud as she could for someone to help
her.

As she was turning her body to push away, she
was getting herself in a worse position. Randy, taking advantage of
the situation, pushed her onto her back. Her head and shoulders
were hanging out the door and her shirt was wide open. Her breasts
were bared open to his bestial passion.

Randy put an arm around her waist and pushed
them both out and on to the rutted ground. Beth felt her ribs and
the side of her face hit hard against rock-hard clumps of dirt when
she landed.

Randy landed on top of her, knocking the wind
from her lungs, and immediately he began to pin her down using his
weight as an advantage. He was trying to tug her pants down, but he
was having trouble because the string that tied her jogging pants
had knotted. He kept jerking at the string; Beth felt the hard tugs
against her back and sides. Randy’s mouth was all over her face,
mouth, and neck. He was trying to force his tongue inbetween her
clinched teeth. When he dipped his head down toward her breast,
Beth went berserk. She removed her hands from trying to keep his
from pushing her pants down and went for his eyes.

“Alright, you little tease, I didn’t want to
get rough with you; but, if that’s what you want, then that’s what
you’ll get.”

He grabbed both of her hands in one of his in
a bruising grip and jerked them above her head. He put his face
down to her bared breast and bit her hard on the tender flesh. His
other hand slid to her flat stomach and slithered under the tightly
knotted string until he reached her most private area.

Beth screamed when he bit her and when he
touched her vagina she let out a deep gut wrenching cry. Her flesh
burned at the site of the bite. She knew it was useless; no one was
going to hear her screams over the loud rumbling dirt bikes, but
she was not going to give in. She was determined to fight with
everything she had in her. She unintentionally held her breath, as
she strained and fought against him, making her light headed. She
let it go and gasped for air, but his solid weight on top of her
made it almost impossible to drag in a deep breath.

At one point, she felt him shift off her legs
as he tried to get a better grip in order to jerk her pants off.
When his heavy leg lifted off of hers, she quickly bent her knee
and rammed it as hard as she could into his groin. She heard him
yell a curse as he balledup and rolled over, moaning. She didn’t
waste anytime, knowing he wouldn’t be incapacitated for long. She
rolled over, got up, and began to run, but the way she rolled over
made her head in the wrong direction. She would have to turn around
and go the other way in order to be going toward Becky and Julie.
So she just ran as fast as she could. She could hear his ragged
breathing and the brush crunching under his heavy boots as each
running step brought him closer and closer to her.

“Come back here you little prick teaser! I’ve
got something for you!” Randy shouted.

“Oh, please, God, help me!” she screamed.

She couldn’t see anything in front of her.
The night was airless, muggy, and pitch black. She was soaked with
her own sweat and the mosquitoes swarmed to her damp flesh, biting
viciously, but she didn’t even think about brushing them off,
“Run! Run! Run faster!” her mind screamed. Her left side and
lungs were burning like fire, but she didn’t slow down. “Faster,
he’s coming! Oh God, he’s fixin’ to get me!” Her aching body
was trying to do what her terrified mind screamed for her to do.
She lost her footing several times in the deep ruts and stumbled
but she didn’t fall. She could hear him getting closer and closer
and knew any second he was going to reach out his brutal fingers,
grab her from behind, sling her to the hard rutted ground, and
finish what he started.

Then she felt as if she ran in to a tree it
was so solid. She tried to push away and keep running but hardened
arms came around her. For a split second she thought she had
mistaken Randy’s location, but she could still hear him calling her
name and knew he was almost on top of her. Beth screamed and jerked
against what held her, trying to untangle herself so she could run.
She had to get away. “Oh God, he’s almost here!”

“Beth!, Stay here, and don’t move!” Jesse
demanded.

Jesse’s low solid voice penetrated deep and
sudden into Beth’s fragile sanity. “Oh, God! Jesse!” Still not
thinking clearly, Beth tried to drag Jesse along with her out of
harm’s way. “Let’s go, hurry!”

“Get out of the way, Beth,” Jesse hissed, a
second before he firmly pushed her to the side and met a running
Randy with a bone crunching punch. Beth heard Randy cry out in an
agonizing howl.

Jesse was relentless with his kicks and
punches. She could vaguely see when a cloud moved away from the
moon, but she knew Jesse had broken Randy’s arm because it hung at
an abnormal angle and it looked as if Jesse was just warming up. He
kicked Randy in the ribs and Beth had no doubt that a couple of
them had been broken also. She was too dazed to wonder how Jesse
ended up out here in the middle of nowhere.

Beth, knowing she had to do something,
snapped out of her shocked state. “Jesse! Stop! You’re killing
him!” Beth screamed.

She hated Randy and felt he deserved to be
punished, but she didn’t want him dead. More than anything, she
didn’t want Jesse to get charged with his murder.

The brief moment she had been in Jesse’s
arms, she sensed the rage built up in him. She had seen Jesse mad
before but she had never seen him this consumed. She knew he was
going to kill Randy if she did not find a way to stop him.

Jesse stopped his pummeling and looked at
Beth. “Beth, walk straight about a hundred yards. You’ll find my
truck. Get in and don’t get back out.”

“No, Jesse, I’m not leaving without you. If
you kill him, you’ll go to prison. He is not worth it. Please,
let’s go.”

“Beth, get your ass in that truck now!” Jesse
yelled.

Beth tried again and used the only thing she
thought would get him away. “Jesse, I’m hurt bad. Please, you’ve
got to help me.”

To Beth’s relief, her words seemed to affect
him as she hoped.

“Okay, baby,” Jesse, sighed and relaxed his
stance. “Go ahead toward the truck and I’ll be right behind you,”
Jesse said quietly. Beth turned and started walking in the
direction of the truck.

When Beth was out of earshot, Jesse said to
the semi-conscious man. “Boy, tonight you made a very deadly
mistake. That was not some whore you were trying to rape. That was
someone who belongs to me. I could have easily ended your life
tonight so you take this as your lucky warning because, if you so
much as look at her again, I will kill you. Do I make myself
clear?”

“Yessir,” Randy said before he went
unconscious.

Beth was waiting in the truck when Jesse
clambered in. She knew he wasn’t hurt because, from the very first
punch, Randy was a goner. There was no way he could have matched
Jesse’s skill in fighting. Jesse, who had always enjoyed the sport
of martial arts, was a third dan black belt and he constantly
practiced to keep in shape. As far as she knew about Randy, he
didn’t play sports of any kind. He was just a punk who partied and
drank a lot.

Beth could feel that Jesse’s slow entrance
into the truck was because he was in the same emotional turmoil
that she was. She wasn’t sure how much he had witnessed, probably
not a lot, but she was sure he knew the accuracy of the situation.
She could not even describe the emotional state she was in--shock,
fear, anger, and disbelief that it had happened to her.

She knew she was at the very point of being
raped. If it had not been for Jesse’s miraculous appearance, there
was no doubt in her mind that she would have been brutally
abused.

“Jess,” Beth said quietly.

“Just give me a minute, Beth,” Jesse said as
he grasped the steering wheel, inhaled, and exhaled long and slow.
“How bad are you hurt, Beth?”

Beth could not hold back any longer; she
burst out crying hysterically. “I don’t really know. N-not too bad,
I guess. Nothings br-broken and I’m not cut anywhere. Oh God,
Jesse, I was so scared. I tried to fight him but he was so
st-strong and he wouldn’t let me go. He ripped off my clothes and
b-bit me. H-he...”

“Why in the hell were you out here with that
man, Beth? Can you tell what possessed you to sneak out of the
house in the middle of the night and leave with a man? Is that the
same guy Cody was talking about, the one who had his hands all over
you at the Simm's party? Are you so immature that you didn’t know
what he was going to expect from you? Surely you can’t be that
naïve, Elizabeth!”

“Jesse, I didn’t know he was the one who was
coming to get me. It was supposed to have been Julie and Becky. The
car was already going down the road when I found out it was Randy
driving and not Julie. Then I looked in the back seat and found it
was only the two of us in the car. I had no idea he was even going
to be here. I told him to take me back home but he told me not to
get all worked up over nothing. He gave me the perfect excuse why
he came to pick me up. He said he was going to take me straight to
campsite, and I believed him. It wasn’t until we were a quarter a
mile away from everyone that he started coming on to me. I could
see my friends and their boyfriends in the distance and screamed
for them to help me, but they couldn’t hear me because they were
riding the dirt bikes.”

“Beth, do you have any idea how terrified I
was when I turned off the truck, got out, and heard you screaming.
I couldn’t see anything. I didn’t know where you were or what was
happening to you...” Jesse tiredly rubbed his hand down his face.
“Beth...come over here,” Jesse said more tenderly and held out his
arms.

Beth slid over to his side of the truck and
he put his arm around her, pulled her close to him, and cranked up
the truck.

“We will talk about everything when we get
home, but right now I want to get you away from here and see how
badly you are hurt.”

“All right, Jesse, I want to get away from
here also, but do you think I should tell my friends anything?
Maybe we should call an ambulance for Randy.”

“Beth, in case you haven’t realized it by
now, those girls are not your friends. They are whores and they
want you to be just like them,” Jesse said heatedly.

“When Jordon told you to cut your ties with
them, you should have listened to him and not been so rebellious.
The way you have been treating my brother and your sister lately
has been horrible. You continue to hurt them and break their
hearts. It’s as if you could care less about how they feel or how
much they love you. They only know a little about what all you have
been doing. The whole of it would most likely kill both of them,
especially if they found out about tonight,” Jesse said
unsympathetically.

“You aren’t going to tell them, are you?”
Beth asked in terror.

“No, Beth, for their sakes I am not going to
go to them with this.”

“What about an ambulance for Randy?” Beth
asked again.

“Beth, do not mention that bastard’s name to
me again! He will come to in a little while and make his way over
to ‘your friends’ so stop worrying about the man who molested you,
alright?”

“Okay, Jess, although...never mind.”

They drove the remainder of the trip in
silence, both of them reliving the night’s trial.

 


When they got home, they went in the house
through Jesse’s quarters. Beth sat on Jesse’s bed and waited for
him to speak.

Jesse didn’t look at Beth when he shut the
door. He just turned around, leaned against it, and stared into
nothing.

“I hadn’t been home long when I noticed a car
pull to the end of the driveway, stop, and turn off the lights. I
immediately became suspicious, but I was thinking along the line of
someone was breaking into the house. So I sat at the corner of the
house and waited. When I spotted you slipping out the front door
with your shoes in your hand at 12 o’clock at night, I knew then
what the car was doing there. I started to stop you at that moment;
now I wish I would have, but I wanted to follow you and see what
you were up to.”

Jesse took a deep breath then continued.
“After you turned off the main road and onto the gravel road, I
followed you with my lights off. I saw when the car pulled off the
gravel road so I stopped my truck and stayed where I was. I thought
that you and whoever you were with were going to get out and walk
over to where I saw a campfire and motorcycle lights. But, after
about ten minutes and not seeing any movement toward the campfire,
I eased up. I pulled over to the side of the road and killed the
engine. Since the car and its headlights were turned off and it was
so dark tonight, I couldn’t see anything. I knew the general
location, but I didn’t know exactly where you were parked.”

Jesse paused a moment and closed his eyes.
“As soon as I got out of the truck I heard you screaming. I went
running in the direction of your voice. I have never been so
terrified in all my life. I felt completely helpless hearing you
scream and not being able to get to you. I believe I will hear that
scream until my dying day,” Jesse said, his eyes full with
unspilled tears.

After Jesse finished talking he looked at
Beth. It was then he noticed her ripped shirt and bruised face. He
immediately walked over and knelt in front of her. “You should have
let me kill him,” he said simply as he touched the bruise on her
face. Although Jesse spoke softly, Beth knew he meant what he
said.

Jesse went to his dresser, took out one of
his button-up shirts, and handed it to her. Beth took it from him
and stiffly tried to put it on because her whole body hurt. The
shirt she was wearing gaped open and Jesse saw the bruises and
vicious bite mark on her breast.

He covered his face with his hands and howled
deep and mournfully. Jesse then dropped to his knees in front of
her and pulled her into his embrace.

“Oh, baby, how could this have happened to
you? We all tried to shelter and protect you so this type of thing
would never happen, Jesse spoke with anguish.

“Beth...did he rape you?” Jesse forced
himself to ask. He then held his breath until she answered. He
wanted to know as soon as he had found her but was too afraid to
ask.

Beth did not know what to do. She was not
feeling her own emotional turmoil because she was so worried about
him.

“No, Jess, he didn’t. There is no doubt in my
mind he would have if you had not come and saved me from it.” She
heard him exhale his pent-up breath. “I know what I did was wrong,
but I do want to thank you for coming to get me.”

“Come on, let’s go to the bathroom, and see
about your wounds. We will talk again later.”

Beth got up, followed him into the bathroom
and watched as he took out all the medicine. He parted her shirt
just enough to tend to the wound.

“It’s more of a bruise than a wound, but I’m
not sure if you shouldn’t go to a hospital and get it looked at.
Human bites can be very bad. Have you had a tetanus shot
lately?”

“I will not go to the hospital and, yes, I’ve
had all my shots. I also have a whole bottle of updated antibiotics
that I never took.”

“Is this the only bite wound?” Jesse asked in
a monotone voice, but inside he was dying. How could that monster
have hurt his baby in such a horrific way? He did not know if he
would have been able to handle it if Randy had raped her. This was
bad enough.

Oh, Lord, Susan and Jordon would possibly
have a nervous breakdown if they were to find out what happened
tonight. He did not want the authorities to question her. And they
would most likely be called in if he took Beth to the hospital with
a bite wound on her breast, but he was really worried about the
bite. If it showed any sign of infection, he was going to take her
in if he had to drag her there; but, for now, he would watch for
any changes.

Beth had deep bruises in several places
beside her breast. Three of her ribs, her wrist, and the side of
her face were bruised; but, other than that, she seemed physically
all right.

Jesse was worried about her mental condition.
Right now, she seemed to be holding it together; but, he knew when
all the shock wore off, she was going to have a lot to deal
with.

He knew he was going to have to be patient
with Beth while she dealt with what happened tonight. He would be
there for her in whatever capacity she needed for as long as she
needed him.

Jesse also knew he couldn’t put it off any
longer. The time had come for him to talk to her about what had
been on his mind ever since Cody had told him about what all she
had been up to.

Jesse knew Beth’s hopes and dreams were to
marry him when she grew up. And who knew what the future held--that
could very likely happen; but, if there was even going to be a
chance for them getting together later, he had to tell her some
things about himself, things he would absolutely not tolerate under
any circumstance. Then he asked himself, “What if she had been
raped tonight? What then?” He shook his head; relieved he
didn’t have to answer or deal with that.

Beth walked out of the bathroom. “I guess I
better get back to my room. It won’t be long before Susan and Daddy
will get up.”

“Beth, sit down a minute. I want to talk to
you about something,” Jesse said in a serious voice.

Beth knew they were going to have the ‘talk’
he had been wanting to discuss with her. She dreaded it and had a
feeling she wasn’t going to like the outcome.

“What is it you want to talk to me about,
Jess?” Beth asked as she sat back down on his bed.

Jesse was a few feet in front of her sitting
on the edge of the dresser. His long legs were stretched out in
front of him and crossed at the ankle. The ceiling fan’s soft
humming was the only noise in the room.

“Elizabeth, you’ve been doing quite a few
things I never thought to see you do. You’ve turned into a very
rebellious young lady. You know, Beth, a long time ago, I made you
a promise. And I take my promises very seriously, even the one made
to a little girl. In other words, I simply don’t break the promises
I make. But, if you remember, that promise I made you was not a
promise to marry you, but only to wait until you grew up before I
married.”

Beth, who had been looking down at her hands,
suddenly jerked her head up, “Oh God, Jesse, what are you saying?”
Beth asked fearfully, the creases in her forehead deepening.

“I’m saying, Beth, that, no matter how much I
love someone, when I decide to take a wife, it will be to a
virtuous woman. I won’t marry a woman who puts out for every man
who comes sniffen’ around. I will not take another man’s
leftovers...Hell, Beth; maybe it’s already too late,” Jesse sighed
and rubbed his hand down his face.

“You said the man didn’t have his way with
you tonight but, I don’t know, there may have been others who
you’ve allowed to have you. I mean, the way you talked at the table
that night you plainly insinuated as much. I don’t know what to
think. Maybe you even want to release me from that old
promise.”

“No! I do not want to release you from the
promise you made me!” Beth said in a panic.

“Jesse, I’ve never stopped loving you. I just
feel as if I will never grow up and you keep ripping my heart out.
Every time I turn around it seems I find you with someone else. I’m
old enough to realize that a man needs the company of a woman. I
found that out in a harsh reality tonight. But I swear to you,
Jesse, I haven’t so much as kissed another guy. I only insinuated I
had because I was so mad at you,” Beth quickly added.

“Beth, I’ve never intentionally hurt you. How
you keep showin’ up at the most inopportune times is beyond me. I
do believe what you said about not being with anyone. But, if you
don’t change your friends, you’re going to find yourself in a
position you can’t get out of--like tonight. No, the man’s attempt
at rape was not your fault, but the situation you were in was
absolutely your fault. Your slipping out of the house to meet up
with those boys and girls was only asking for trouble. You said you
didn’t know “he” was going to be there, but you did mention
that other boys were going to be there.”

“What did you think was going to happen in
the middle of nowhere, at night, with alcohol, and boys? Did you
think your friends wanted you to just hang around to watch and
listen while they went into the travel trailer? Were you planning
to just sit by the campfire alone while everyone around you were
rutting with each other? Huh?” Jesse said all of this and knew his
temper was rising again so he took a deep breath to calm down some
before he went on.

“I have never met your friends. Cody had said
they were wild, and I believe him. The saying ‘like likes like’
means your friends want to hang around people already like them or
someone who was going to change to be like them. Wild women don’t
like to hang around good little virgins. They just don’t mix. If
you do not break this connection with these ‘friends,’ I promise
you, it will only be a matter of time before something will happen
that you can’t undo. Then it will be too late,” Jesse said
firmly.

Then he stepped closer, placed his hand on
Beth’s shoulders, and said more gently but still unwavering. “Beth,
a girl can only have her virginity taken once. I know I sound
old-fashioned, but the woman I will chose to marry and have my
babies will come to me a virgin.”

“No, Jesse, you don’t necessarily sound
old-fashioned but, given the state of exercise I keep finding you
in, you do sound a little hypocritical,” Beth said a tad bit
sarcastically. “But I understand what you’re saying and I see your
point. After tonight, I won’t go out with them any more unless it’s
a school function.”

“I don’t even want you doing that. I believe
they will just talk you into doing something you know you shouldn’t
do again. I think you should cut all ties. But, if you don’t, you
had better make damn sure that is all you do. If you remember,
you’re already grounded from having anything else to do with them.
Like I said before, I’ve never met them, but I believe, they
purposely set you up to be with that young punk. They may not have
known he would attack you when he didn’t get what he wanted, but I
will always believe they set it up for him to be able to have
you.”

“You may be right. I’ll think about all
you’ve said.” She wasn’t about to admit how she had had her own
misgivings about that very same thing. The more she thought about
it, the more she believed Jesse was right about everything. If so,
she was as naive as everyone thought.

“As a matter of fact, I’ve been thinking of
asking Susan and Daddy if I could go to a private school that
specializes in music. Cody told me a friend of his has a cousin who
went to a special music school in Austin. Cody said I might want to
look into it.”

Jesse didn’t know if he liked the idea of her
leaving home, but he told her he thought it was a good idea for her
to get away for a while and meet new friends. He jokingly said,
“You might even find a nice, good-lookin’ young hunk who will put
me out of the picture.” Jesse wasn’t even going to admit to himself
that he didn’t like that picture.

Before Beth opened the door to go inside the
main part of the house and to her room, Jesse stepped behind her.
He leaned close to her ear and spoke very softly as he lightly
stroked her hair.

“You know, Beth, I truly loved your long
black hair. I often dream of lying beside a woman with hair as dark
and long as yours was. In my dream it always smells so sweet and
feels so soft lying on my body...but, like I said...it’s only a
dream.”

At that moment, Beth groaned as if in pain
and opened the door and walked inside.

Beth wasn’t going to worry with her friends
anymore; they had cost her enough already. They were even the ones
to talk her into cutting her hair that had never been cut. They
told her it was so unstylish the way it was. So she agreed to let
Julie cut it for her.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

 


 


Susan and Jordon agreed to allow Beth to go
to the private school in Austin that specialized in music. They
didn’t like the fact that the school was five hours away and she
would be leaving them, but they wanted what was best for Beth. They
knew it was Beth’s dream to do something with music.

Beth didn’t know herself exactly what she
wanted to do yet. She would most likely teach. But, if she wanted
to do more, this was the school that could help her achieve that
goal. The school was set up as a combined high school and community
college. Beth could take courses at night or during the summer and
finish high school sooner or she could pace herself and finish as
she would in a normal high school. After that, if she wanted, she
could even stay and take their college courses or go to the nearby
university.

Jordon called and talked for an hour making
sure the dorms had security and that there would be chaperones
around the clock. The woman told Jordon that Beth could start the
new school at the beginning of her junior year in August.



After the incident with Randy, Beth managed
to hide her bruised face from everyone with makeup and well-placed
hair. She went through the last few weeks of school dodging her
friends the best she could, but it was impossible to ignore them
completely.

The first time she saw Becky, Beth didn’t ask
anything about Randy nor tell her anything that happened that
night.

Becky did ask Beth why she didn’t come to the
camp that night so Beth just assumed Randy told them she did not
sneak out that night at all. She couldn’t help but wonder what
reason he gave for being so beat up. He doubtless made up some
excuse probably said some unknown gang jump him.

The few times when Beth did run into the
other girls and they asked her to go with them somewhere she always
made some excuse and turned them down. Finally, after a while of
Beth they stopped asking.

Beth did keep talking to Annette, though.
Annette told Beth that she had noticed her dodging the other girls
and confided that she was also. She said they were wilder than she
liked and seemed to be getting more and more out of control.
Annette told Beth she liked the excitement at first but it got old.
She said she wanted to return to her more vigilant ways. Annette
was afraid that one, if not all the other girls, were going to end
up in jail or an early grave if they didn’t slow down some.

Beth agreed with her 100 percent. She was
relieved to hear Annette’s confession. Beth told Annette she felt
the same way. It was fun for a season, but now it was time to grow
up a little.

Beth couldn’t help but like the other girls.
She had a lot of good memories with them that would last a
lifetime. In addition, after a period of time, she planned to get
back in touch with them, especially Becky. Right now, she needed to
put some space between her past and what she wanted for her
future.

 


The woman from Austin called Jordon back late
one Saturday evening. She told him that, if he could have Beth
there by Monday morning, she could start the summer semester. She
said they had a dorm room that just became available and Beth could
start now if she wanted to.

Jordon asked Beth if that was what she wanted
to do. He reminded her she would be giving up her summer, but Beth
was ready to get away for a while. Besides, by taking the summer
classes, she might be able to finish school sooner.

Susan said they could not have all Beth’s
things packed that quickly, but Jordon told her the main thing
right now was to get Beth there and signed in. The two of them
could bring the other things later.

They packed like crazy. They were going to
leave early the next morning because Jordon wanted to get a hotel
room and still have enough daylight to look around and find
everything.

Cody helped them pack all night, so Beth
hugged him good-bye before he went to bed so he wouldn’t have to
get up and see her off. Jesse still wasn’t at his house when Beth
checked before she finally lay down at 2 a.m. She was afraid he
wasn’t going to come home at all and she wouldn’t be able to tell
him good-bye.

None of them had much sleep because of
packing and trying to get everything ready, but they made it. They
had the truck loaded down with everything Beth might need.

Susan and Jordon were in the truck waiting on
her with the truck running. Before Beth got in, she looked around
the side of the house again and saw Jesse’s truck. Beth opened the
truck door and told them she would be right back. Instead of going
around to the house, Beth turned and dashed back inside and through
the house to Jesse’s apartment.

“Jes-” His name died on her lips as Beth
burst through the door and flicked on the lights.

Jesse couldn't have been home long and by the
looks of him, from partying--some heavy duty partying. On the end
table beside the bed, smoke rolled and swirled from the tip of a
cigar that was sitting on a dirty saucer. Jesse was still fully
clothed and lying sideways across the bed, his booted feet on the
hardwood floor, a brown whiskey bottle lying in his slack hand. The
bottom of the bottle sat on the bed, but the top was tiled
precariously over his stomach. When Beth flipped on the lights,
Jesse jumped and jerked, sloshing whiskey all over him and the
bed.

“Elizabeth! Don’t you know how to knock? And
turn those light back off!” he grouched, then capped one hand on
his head and groaned.

“I’ve got to learn to lock that damn door,”
Jesse muttered.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Beth
rushed the apology “I just came to tell you good-bye. I don’t know
when I’ll see you again. It may be two years, so, um, good-bye.”
With that, Beth turned and ran back through the breezeway into the
main house and down the hallway.

How Jesse made to his feet and caught up with
her before she made it to the front door she’d never know. However,
he caught up with her, grabbed her arm, and turned her around.

“Wait, Beth! What do you mean you might not
see me for two years?”

Beth told him quickly that she decided to go
ahead and start the summer semester of the school that specialized
in music and she had to leave now to be able to get the room that
had just become available. If she waited, it would be too late and
she would have to wait until August to begin.

“As much as I’m going to miss everybody, I
feel I need to get away for a little while. I want to make new
friends and get hold of my life again. I realize now I’ve been a
little out of control. I know my friends here have a lot of
influence over me no matter how much I want to believe otherwise.
And, as much as I hate to admit it, it would only be a matter of
time before they talked me in to doing something else that I
shouldn’t do.”

Beth spoke without stopping so she could get
everything out. “So I feel I must get away for a while to gain back
control of my life and to hopefully grow up some. Don’t get me
wrong. I’m not blaming my friends for the chaos I caused in my
life. Many of the things we did at first I wanted to do, but it
seemed that we kept getting a little more daring each time. And,
somewhere along the way this year, I lost control and I want to get
it back. I haven’t always been a follower and I don’t plan on being
one any longer.” After she spent herself, she met Jesse’s gaze.

Jesse looked stunned. He pulled Beth to him
and enfolded her in his arms. He tightened the hug again, and then
dropped his arms because Jordon was honking the horn. “I’ll miss
you, pumpkin,” Jesse said affectionately.

“Me, too,” Beth said in return, and opened
the door; but, before she went outside, she stopped where she stood
and looked back up at him from across her shoulder. “Jess, you
won’t forget your promise while I’m gone, will you?”

“No,” Jesse answered simply and softly as he
shook his head.

With a single nod, Beth went out the door.
She got into the truck and did not look back. While they pulled out
of the driveway, Beth wondered what in the heck made her say she
would be gone for two years. It sounded good at the time, but now
she could kick herself. She knew she wanted him to miss her, but,
two years? In the end, she knew she might have to eat those words.
She was going to try to stay away as long as she could, but it was
going to be hard. It wasn’t only Jesse she would miss but everyone
and everything--her room, her bed, and her home. She felt her eyes
tearing up so she tried to change her thoughts.

It wouldn’t do to have Jordon and Susan see
her crying because she really did want to go for many reasons and
they may call the whole thing off if they thought she was
upset.

She had read a lot about this school. She
knew it was one of the best and it would help her in any music
career she wanted to pursue. She could do this; she just had to be
strong.

When they got to Austin, Jordon and Susan
helped her get situated and stayed in town for a few days to make
sure she was going to be all right.

 


Beth started school that first summer and
then went straight into her junior year. Her junior summer she
spent in Europe with a new friend and her family, whom Jordon and
Susan both met and were reassured that she would be well-chaperoned
and taken care of on this vacation-of-a-lifetime. They had returned
to Austin only a few days before her senior year began.

Beth wanted to go home many times, but she
tried to hold out as long as she could. She wanted to prove to
herself she could stay away from Jesse. She only came home on the
holidays when he was visiting his mom and dad in Colorado or was
off hunting with his friend, Beaux. Nevertheless, Beth knew deep
down the main reason she stayed away was that she wanted and hoped
the next time Jesse saw her; he would see her as a much more mature
person than the wild-child who’d left.



Jordon had bought both Jesse and Cody new
4x4’s when they turned 18 and for Beth he had splurged and shown-up
in Austin on her birthday with new shiny black sports car. Although
she had her car for several months, Beth was afraid to drive it all
the way home by herself, so she agreed to ride home with a small
group who was heading to a town 30 minutes past hers.

Beth went to school with a friend’s brother
who was driving the group home. Troy told Beth he would drop her
off and come back to pick her up on their way back to school.

Beth was so excited to see everyone. Jordon
and Susan had been to see her every other weekend, and sometimes
Cody would come with them; but she had not seen Jesse since she
left home. She had missed all of them and her home terribly.

Although Jesse greeted her with a warm
embrace, Beth thought he acted a little standoffish, but she didn’t
let it bother her. She just kept right on talking and telling them
everything that had been happening at school.

 


Unbeknown to her, Jesse thought she was the
most beautiful creature on God’s green earth. He had been stunned
when he first saw her. It had been almost two years since she left
and he had ached to see her, talk to her and hear her laugh. She
was 18 now and a raving beauty. Jordon, Susan, and Cody had gone to
see her frequently but he hadn’t seen her since she left. He had
been so busy at the Veterinarian Medical College trying to finish
so he could obtain his D.V.M. that he never seemed to have any time
to do anything else. But Jesse knew that was an excuse; he could
have made time if he really needed to.

He had wanted to go see her several times but
stopped himself. Jesse knew the main reason Beth moved away wasn’t
just because of some super school but because she wanted to put
some space between the two of them. Beth left because he kept
hurting her. He didn’t mean to hurt her, but he didn’t know what to
do about it. She wanted--as she had wanted since she was
eight-years old--to marry him. She also wanted him to stay celibate
until she grew into a woman. However, that just was not going to
happen. He was a healthy young man with a young man’s needs. In his
mind, he knew her leaving was a wise decision, but he couldn’t help
but miss her and worry about her.

 


The weekend went by too quickly. Her ride
came to get her two hours earlier than what Troy had said. The two
girls were sweet, but Troy was very arrogant.

He was a big football player. Troy had tried
to come on to Beth a few times on the way home. First, she thought
it was by accident, but then he kept brushing up against her every
chance he got. Finally, Beth told him to quit touching her. She
knew she made him mad because he acted like a jerk the rest of the
way home. He probably showed up early just to be hateful.

Jordon had gone to go pick up their pizza
when Troy and the girls drove up slinging gravel and dust. Troy
honked the horn then stepped out and looked at Beth over the roof
of the car. “Let’s go, Beth!” he shouted as if he was already
ticked off about something. However, Beth didn’t want to miss
telling Jordon good-bye, so she walked closer to Troy and asked him
if he would wait a few more minutes.

“I’m leaving in three minutes. Whoever isn’t
in this little red convertible when that time is up is going to be
left.”

Jesse eyes grew steely as he looked at Troy
while he spoke to Beth. “Beth, just stay and I will take you back
later today.”

“Thank you, Jess, but there is no use in your
having to drive a 10-hour round trip. Just tell Daddy bye for me
and I love him.”

Beth held back tears as she got in the car.
She didn’t want Susan to see her cry. She knew Susan was already
upset at the way she was having to leave.

As Troy was driving up one side of the
driveway, Jordon pulled in the other side of the circle drive.

“Troy, there’s Daddy now, please just let me
tell him goodbye.”

“Not no, but hell no,” Troy said
bitterly.

 


Troy was already mad at her because she put a
stop to every move he tried to make on her. Hell, all three girls
who were riding didn’t want to put out. He was sick of all of them
and couldn’t wait to get rid of them.

Troy thought to himself, “I’ll see how bad
she wants me to wait.” He ran his hand up her leg. “If you be
nice to me, I’ll let you stay and visit all day.”

At his touch, Beth swung and punched him in
the arm. That was the wrong thing to do because, unlike Cody, he
hit back. Troy reared back and backhanded her hard across the
face.

That was also the wrong thing for him to do.
Because of traffic, he was stuck at the end of the driveway, and
Jesse happened to see the assault. Jesse ran the distance in a few
seconds. Troy glanced at the rearview mirror, saw him coming, and
shoved the car in park.

Troy stepped out, “You want some of me,
cowboy?” Troy said cockily.

It happened so fast Troy didn’t know what hit
him. Jesse was punching, kicking, and jabbing so quick and hard
that the jock didn’t have a chance. Jesse jumped, spun, and
connected with the side of Troy’s head. Troy fell like a rock
without even getting a punch in.

A sheriff pulled up soon after. Someone
passing by had called him. The sheriff was an old friend of
Jordon’s. When the sheriff got out, Jesse told him he had better
call an ambulance, too.

Elizabeth would not go to the hospital. She
told them she would be fine. Her eyes would most likely be black,
but her nose wasn’t broken.

Jesse had to go to the police station to file
a report. The sheriff assured Jordon there would not be any charges
filed against his brother. He grinned at his old high school buddy
and said he would make sure of it.

 


Jordon and Susan ended up taking all the
girls to Austin. Beth sat in the front seat between Jordon and
Susan and slept on her daddy’s shoulder all the way back.

Later they found out Troy had three badly
broken ribs and a concussion, but the worst injury was to his knee.
He would not be able to play football for a whole year, if
ever.

Troy came from money and his family tried
their best to get charges pressed against Jesse; but, true to his
word, the old sheriff kept him out of trouble.

 


 


After the incident with Troy, Beth decided
she could start driving home herself. She wished she would have
tried before the “Troy” episode, but she had been scared she would
get lost or something. She felt that, if she left early enough in
the day to make it to her destination before dark, she could do
it.

After her first attempt was a success, Beth
drove home at least every other weekend if Jordon and Susan weren’t
coming to see her.

 


Beth finished her senior year with
excellence. She loved the school and decided she would return in
August and take a few of the basic courses that the school’s
college branch offered. She had studied hard and made good grades
but she hardly had a social life. She had friends; but, while they
went out and partied, she stayed home and studied or worked on
projects. However, now she wanted a break to go home for the entire
summer and relax.

One of the classes she had taken was home
economics. The students had the choice of what they wanted to make
for a class project. Beth jumped at the chance to make her own
wedding dress and she worked on it diligently. It was simple yet
elegant. She had picked out a white silk material she thought would
be perfect and she detailed the entire dress with crystals and
small pearls.

When Beth tried it on after it was finished
she was proud of her creation. She had shown a few of her friends
and they all bragged on the dress and told her the slinky material
flattered her figure. She couldn’t wait to show Susan and Jesse
what she had created.

Beth felt she had matured since she had left
to go to the private school. She was dressing less trendy and
wearing her hair in a more adult style that she thought made her
look older. At least those were her hopes--that she would portray a
more mature image to Jesse.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



CHAPTER NINE

 


 


Jesse wasn’t home when Beth got there and he
wouldn’t be home for a few weeks. He had gone to visit his parents
in Colorado.

Beth didn’t find out until much later that he
hadn’t gone alone but had taken Trish with him, the lady, or more
appropriately ‘witch,’ who Beth had offered coffee to so long ago.
Beth had cried many nights because of that humiliating morning.

 


Beth was looking out the window when she saw
Jesse pull up. Before the dust settled, she saw his friend, Trish,
drive up and park beside him. Beth assumed he dropped her off
somewhere to get her car. She knew they had only driven one car to
Colorado.

Beth did not run out to meet him as usual and
throw herself into his arms. No, she wanted him to notice she was
almost grown. She took special care in getting dressed.

Susan had fixed a nice dinner; but, instead
of just the family, Trish would be there, too. Beth was not the
humiliated little girl this time, and she was ready to face her
most hated enemy.

Everyone was already in the dinning room
waiting for Susan to finish setting out the food. Beth could smell
and hear the still sizzling onions and bell peppers Susan had
grilled with the fajita meat. It was one of Beth’s favorite meals,
but she doubted she would be able to eat much tonight. She wore a
short fitted pale pink suit with matching pumps. She had pulled her
hair up in a full French twist and a small amount of make-up on.
When she walked into the room, she walked with an air of
confidence.

Beth saw Jesse’s eyes widened when he looked
up and saw her. She was determined to hold his gaze as she
seductively sauntered up to him while never taking her eyes off of
his. It was almost as if there was a spell cast between them. Beth
knew his friend was beside him, but she didn’t even glance her way.
When Beth reached him, she held out her hand.

“Hello, Jesse, how have you been?”

Jesse, still spellbound, took Beth’s hand.
“Hello, Elizabeth.”

“My, Jesse, what a lovely little girl! This
must be the niece I’ve heard you speak of,” Trish slyly broke in
with a sweet fake voice.

That broke the spell...Beth turned to Trish
and, with her hand held out said “Why, what a lovely older woman
you are. Did you happen to graduate with Daddy? [Of course, Beth
knew the woman was Jesse’s age.] Beth continued talking not giving
Trish a chance to jab back. “You know, something about you sure
looks familiar. I could swear we’ve met before. No?..humm?...“Beth
said with an exaggerated perplexed look on her face and her finger
tapping her chin. “No, I don’t believe we’ve ever met, but
something about you sure seems familiar. Maybe it’s your hair. Yes,
that’s it; your hair. It’s a very unusual color. In fact, I’ve only
seen your particular shade once in my lifetime.” Beth threw up her
hands and shook her head in a pretended bewilderment, “Go
figure.”

Finally, Susan said dinner was ready and
asked everyone to please be seated. Susan had cooked an entire
Mexican style dinner. She had taco salad, refried beans, rice, beef
fajitas with onions and bell pepper, flour tortillas made from
scratch, even Beth’s favorite cheese dip, and chips were on the
table.



Trish garbled under her breath as she bobbed
her head from side to side, “So, the little twit wants to play
with the big girls, does she?”

Jesse closed his eyes, rubbed his forehead,
and then brought his hand slowly down his face until it covered his
mouth and chin, muffling his words. “O-oh hell, I believe I’ve
just made a very big mistake. This is going to be a night to
remember and I don’t believe it is going to be a very pleasant
memory.”

 


Beth’s mind raced to find subtle insults.
Well, heck, she didn’t care if they were subtle or not. This was
payback time. As the old saying goes...

Susan had prepared a delicious meal, but Cody
was the only one who seemed to be enjoying it and eating with any
gusto. The tension was so thick for everyone else that they just
idly ate, sipped their tea, and watched. The only noise in the room
was the slight clanking as Cody picked up and set down the serving
dishes.

Beth broke the silence, “Jesse, aren’t you
going to ask what I’ve been doing at school?” She asked with a
playful smirk.

Jesse raised an eyebrow and looked at
Elizabeth as if he knew she was setting him up. He rubbed a hand
over his chin and asked cautiously. “Yeah, Beth, tell me what
you’ve been doing these last few months.”

Beth grinned and had that mischievous twinkle
in her royal blues. “Well, since you asked...for a class project, I
have created from scratch, cut out, and sewn my own wedding dress.
Oh, Jesse, you have to see it. It’s so beautiful!”

Before Jesse could comment, Trish popped up.
“What color is your wedding dress, Beth?”

Beth knew Trish could care less about
anything that had to do with her. She was purposely interrupting to
keep her and Jesse from talking to each other.

Beth just looked at her like she was stupid,
“The color of the dress’s material is actually called ‘virginal
white,’ which I thought would be fitting since that is what I will
be when I walk down the aisle to meet my husband,” Beth said while
looking at Jesse.

Then she turned back to Trish. “Trish, Cody
told me you’ve never been married. If that time ever comes, would
you like me to make you a virginal white wedding dress, hmmm?” Beth
asked in her innocently false voice. Then she put her finger on her
chin as if she were thinking. “You know there were also a couple of
other unusual names for material that I noticed [Which Beth was
making up]. One was called ‘hot momma red’ and the other was named
‘sleazy black.’ Maybe one of those would be more appropriate for
you. I’m sure either would look lovely,” Beth batted her eyelashes
and smiled sweetly.

“Elizabeth, finish your dinner,” Jordon
stated sternly.

Beth didn’t have to look up to know Trish was
shooting daggers in her direction.

Trish leaned over on Jesse and draped her arm
over his shoulder. Trish did her little cackle that Beth remembered
so well, “Who knows, Beth? I may ask you to make me a wedding dress
after all,” she said smugly.

“Oh, sure, just let me know ahead of time. By
the way, Trish, do you have a husband in mind? Has someone proposed
to you?”

Trish laughed again. “Yes and no. Yes, I
definitely have someone in mind, but no he hasn’t proposed...yet.”
Trish said all this looking at Jesse, but she turned her attention
back to Beth. “Beth, you are so very young to have a wedding dress
already made. Do you even have a boyfriend? Surely you’re not
engaged, are you?”

Beth looked at Trish with her own smug smile.
“No and no...No, I don’t have a boyfriend and no I’m not
engaged...but that doesn’t matter because I’ve known who I was
going to marry ever since I was eight years old.” At the moment
Beth was willing to stop the jabs.

Beth looked at Susan. “I’m suddenly very
tired. May I please be excused?”

Susan nodded a definite yes.

Beth stood up to go; but, before she could
leave, Trish stopped her and had to ask. “Beth, I’m so curious. Who
is this phantom husband?”

Beth stepped around the edge of the table and
leaned over a few inches in front of Trish’s face. “Why, Trish, I’m
going to marry Jesse. You see, you may have him now, but you won’t
have him long,” Beth said this in a slow, factual manner.

“You don’t know what you talking about,
little girl,” Trish hissed.

Beth laughed, “Trish, surely you don’t think
Jesse would marry a worn out, old raggedy hag like you when he
could have a raving beauty like me.” Beth really did not feel that
way about herself but she thought it sounded good to say.

“Oh my lord,” Susan whispered.

Cody’s mouth dropped open, and Jesse put his
head in his hands and groaned.

 


Jordon was furious; he shot out of his chair
and pulled Beth in front of him. “Beth, I want you to apologize to
Trish. She is a guest of Jesse’s and a guest in this house. You
have been rude to her ever since you walked in. Apologize now!”

Jordon overheard Beth’s words to Trish when
she first walked in and thought Beth sounded rude. He knew she was
spitefully trying to hurt the young woman’s feelings. He’d let it
go the first time, but she was old enough not to be so petty.
Besides, he thought it was high time she gave up this infatuation
with Jesse and started dating young respectable boys her own age.
Jordon sure did not want her going back into that little partying
stage she went through. That almost killed him.

“No sir,” Beth said in a solid voice.

Jordon knew he was firm but thought he was
always fair. However, he never tolerated disrespect in any form. He
was mad but also hurt because Beth was openly disobeying him.

“Beth, apologize,” Jordon repeated.

“No sir, I will not,” Beth said unyieldingly.
Beth had her hand so tightly fisted that, unknowingly, her sharp
fingernails were digging deep into her palm. She knew she was
upsetting Jordon, and that was not her intention. She loved him too
much to disrespect him on purpose, but she would die before she
apologized to that witch.

“Beth, dammit, apologize,” Jordon
shouted.

Beth raised her head, looked directly into
his eyes, and shook her head, “NEVER.”

Beth lifted her hand to brush away some hair
that had fallen in her eyes. As she did, her damaged palm smeared
bright red blood all on the side of her face.

Susan and Jesse both jumped up at the same
time. Susan put her hand on Jordon’s arm, and Jesse threw both
hands in the air.

“Stop it! For Christ’s sake, just stop it!
We’re leaving.”

After saying that, Jesse literally jerked the
smug Trish out of the chair and practically drug her out the door
and over to her car.
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