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      To everyone who was served hatred and told it was love:

      We deserve better.
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      Dear Reader,

      When I started narrating audiobooks, I was drawn to queer stories, and I didn’t know why. I came to realize that I saw myself reflected in these books, and that’s how I came out to myself. As I deconstructed my strict religious childhood, I imagined what might have happened if I’d encountered a single queer book earlier in life, and how impactful that would have been. Then I dreamed up this story, set in the austere religious cult of my youth, where a bisexual girl finds a book that helps her find herself. 

      This book contains depictions of religious trauma, Christian nationalism, child abuse, and homophobia; but I’ve tried very hard, in this book as in life, to move through the darkness toward healing and love.

      Natalie
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      I cannot be trusted. It’s one of the rules I’ve learned in this world I live in. My parents do not trust me, and I cannot trust myself. Even my feelings are lying to me. No matter how wrong something seems, I must ignore my feelings and trust only the Word of God as it is taught to me. Every question that is asked of me has a predetermined answer. I must always, always give the right answer.

      I am always lying. I’m lying right now, with my face, during this prayer meeting. Mom prays, long and loud, and I keep my face still. Calm. Blank, through years of practice. Make the right shape, I tell myself, look devout. Draw your brows down, look like you are concentrating. You can do this, Valerie.

      I try to focus on the prayers, but they just keep droning on. I wonder how many times my mom can say “Lord God” in one prayer. I stop counting after twenty. Cracking one eye open, I peek across the circle at Hannah. She’s staring blankly at the carpet, but I catch her eye and she immediately looks away. Squeezes her eyes shut. Come on, Valerie, get your head in the game. Inhaling deeply, I carefully arrange my face into the shape of calm contemplation. I start to exhale but stop the breath. Slow down, don’t sigh. Don’t do anything that could be considered disrespect. Just a slow, gentle exhale.

      “And, Lord God, we pray for our sister Donna’s daughter, Lord God. May she, Lord God, find you, Lord God, and follow your ways, Lord God,” Mom goes on.

      I’m tight inside. I don’t like prayer time. I might even hate prayer time. But prayer is important. Obviously. Prayer is talking to God and only a heathen would hate talking to God, and I am definitely not that. Definitely not. I breathe deep again and squeeze my feelings tighter, smaller; I mold the shape of my face stiller, calmer. Mom elbows me. Oh, she’s stopped praying. Crap, it’s my turn. Say something. I give myself a desperate pep talk. What prayer can I pray that will glide by the scrutiny? What prayer will make them nod thoughtfully in agreement but not attract any probing questions later? I huff out a silent laugh at the hilarity of planning a prayer addressed to God but performed to impress the people listening.

      “Heavenly Father,” I start. I clear my throat. A solid start, but not passionate enough. Come on, Valerie. Sound devout. “Thank you for bringing us here today.” I lean into it. That sounds better. “We thank you for the gift of fellowship with one another. We ask that you bless us and keep us close to you always.” A bit short, but I’m out of things to say. For Pete’s sake, we’ve been kneeling here for an hour already. “In your precious son’s name we pray, amen.”

      A collective sigh escapes the group. Not relief, obviously—who would be relieved to be done with prayer time?—but there is a definite sigh released around the prayer circle. The women look around, blinking in the harsh light after so long with their eyes closed, rising from their knees and discreetly stretching. I get up from my knees and am heading toward my friend Hannah when her brother Andrew rushes in front of me. His lanky form is all angles and awkwardness.

      “Hey, Valerie,” he mutters, eyes down, body slumping in on itself.

      “Oh . . . hey, Andrew.” I try to continue toward Hannah, but he doesn’t move. “How are you?” I ask, trying to be polite, even though I’m not feeling very friendly. But it’s fine, because guys aren’t really supposed to talk to girls around here anyway. No dating and little interaction, except with the intention of marriage. Courtship, we call it.

      “Good,” he mumbles.

      “Um, I’m gonna go talk to Hannah now⁠—”

      He turns and rushes away as I’m still talking. Alright then. That was . . . something.

      “Hey, Hannah!”

      “Valerie!” Hannah beams at me. “How was your week?”

      “Good, how about you?”

      “Absolutely wonderful!” Hannah chirps. Looking into Hannah’s smile is a bit like looking into the sun. It’s blindingly bright, and a little ragey.

      “Did you write your paper yet?” I ask.

      “Yup! Thirty pages on the Ark of the Covenant and its message for our daily lives! You?”

      “Not quite; I need to go to the library to do some research. I have a few things I want to look up.”

      “Oh really? I just used our Bible Encyclopedia!”

      “Oh yeah, yeah I guess I could, I just wanted to do some more research.”

      Hannah grabs me by the arm and pulls me in closer. Her eyes quiver with excitement as she leans in and whispers urgently, “The Zellers scheduled a meeting with my parents!”

      I wince and lean away at her squealing. My mind flashes to the Zeller family. Ten children, fifteen-passenger van, kind of cute son named Seth . . . oh. Oh.

      “You mean . . .”

      “Yup!” Hannah shrills.

      “You don’t think . . . ?”

      “I think so!” Hannah whisper-shouts, in a state of glee a few steps above her normal blinding cheer.

      “But Hannah,” I tilt my head, trying to put this gently. “You’re only sixteen.”

      “Almost seventeen,” she says defensively. “So by the time we finish our courtship⁠—”

      “I mean, yeah, I guess.”

      “I am dying of excitement. I mean, our families have so much in common! The Zellers have ten children, we have nine; we drive the same fifteen-passenger vans; we both even have the same kind of chicken! White leghorns! I mean, it’s just so . . .” Hannah runs out of breath. Refills her lungs. “It just feels so right. Like the Lord has been planning this and is bringing us together in His perfect timing.”

      “Are you sure you want to? Getting married, I mean, it just seems . . .”

      Hannah’s bright smile drops so suddenly, I feel the mental whiplash. Gone is the bright cheerful countenance. The face beneath is suspicious and disapproving.

      “Marriage is God’s plan for women, Valerie.” She leans into my name. A warning.

      “Well, I’m happy for you,” I backpedal. “Keep me posted.”

      “I will!” Hannah replaces her smile swiftly and securely. It’s so strong, I wonder if I imagined the shadowy moment before.

      “Alright.” Hannah turns to leave. “I’ve got to get these littles to the bathroom and get the babies changed before we head out. I’ll call you!”

      I watch her skip across the room, vibrating with excitement, as she heads off to collect her many younger siblings. At sixteen years old, Hannah is as competent as any adult. She cooks meals, washes laundry, watches her siblings, spanks them with a wooden spoon as efficiently as any parent, teaches them to read and write. She seems mature enough to be married, sure, but I can’t help thinking about how young she still is. I’m only seventeen myself, and certainly not ready to start courting anyone.

      But that is what we’ve been taught. That courtship and marriage are the correct path for women of God. Men are raised to provide for their families, to lead and protect, and us women are to care for them and bear their children. To fill our husband’s quivers with arrows for the Lord. I know this. I’ve heard it in sermons and devotionals and lectures again and again. And even though it sometimes stings to hear that I am not my own, that I belong to my dad and God and my future husband, that’s my own sinful nature letting doubt creep into my mind. And so, I’m trying to pray. To hear the voice of God and believe what I’ve been taught with all my heart. And I hope that with enough faith, things will finally feel right, and I will feel the joy and peace that God gives to those who trust Him.
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      It’s Thursday morning, and I’m sitting at the kitchen table for our family’s morning devotional, staring blearily at the steam rising from my mug of tea. We go around the table and each read a verse from a chapter of Proverbs, taking turns until we’ve read the whole chapter aloud. I try to stay focused, but my mind drifts, my eyes glazing over as the drone of Scripture washes over me.

      “Alright, take a minute and pick your verse,” Dad says, and we all study the open pages of our Bibles intently. I begin to sigh, but stop, straightening my posture and letting the air out slowly. It’s too early to give my parents something to lecture me about.

      “A wise son heareth his father’s instruction: but a scorner heareth not rebuke.” Dad leans back, rests his hands on his belly. I can tell he’s getting ready for one of his mini sermons.

      “You children, David and Valerie”—he glances at each of us—“have a duty to this family. To listen to my instruction and obey always. To bring honor to our family. You know, honor is so important in Chinese culture.” Inwardly, I groan and roll my eyes. Outwardly, I keep my face still. It’s weird how Mom is the one who is actually Asian—she’s from Taiwan—but my dad is the one always lecturing us on Asian culture. I joke to Hannah sometimes that my dad is more Asian than my mom, what with his lectures on honor and respect and familial duty. Honestly, it bothers me for reasons I can’t quite explain, but when I’ve mentioned it to Mom, she tells me that we need to make sure Dad feels respected. And that means never contradicting him. So I sit and I nod, even if my thoughts are elsewhere.

      Mom goes next with her favorite verse, and then it’s David’s turn. He’s slouching sullenly in his chair, a dark hoodie pulled over his head. He’s the physical embodiment of my feelings about morning devotionals, but I know I could never get away with looking that uninterested. The standards for me, the girl, are totally different.

      “Sit up straight, David,” Mom fusses at him. Ah, so he’s actually getting a taste of the parental disapproval today. About time.

      David slouches deeper. Well someone is feeling brave today.

      “David,” Dad says sternly. He sits up immediately.

      “Take off your hood,” Mom insists. David throws his head back in annoyance then reaches up and pulls his hood down, releasing a poof of coarse black hair that stands nearly straight up from his head.

      “Aiya, you need to brush your hair before morning devotionals!” Mom chides him, but she stops when my dad gives her a look that says he wants to handle it. I shift in my seat. I was planning to ask for a trip to the library today, but if David screws things up for me by putting our parents in a bad mood . . .

      “Go ahead,” Dad prompts. We wait.

      “Um, yeah, I guess the same one as you, Dad.” David shrugs.

      “And why did you pick that one?” Mom probes. David sits up straighter, and I see the moment his mask descends. The veneer of calm that I know so well. Don’t show your feelings, don’t admit you aren’t enjoying the Bible study, just say the words they want to hear so we can all move on.

      “Because, like you said, we have to bring honor to the family,” David parrots.

      “Great!” Mom beams. “Valerie? Your verse?”

      I am prepared. I’ve been studying the chapter for the shortest verse: one that I can say the least about while still satisfying the unspoken but very real word quota of how much I’m expected to say. It’s roughly two to four sentences per theoretical spiritual brownie point.

      “Yeah, um, verse ten. ‘Only by pride cometh contention: but with the well-advised is wisdom.’” I pause, take a nervous sip of my tea.

      “Go on,” Dad says.

      “Well, I know I’ve been argumentative lately. With you.” I nod at Mom and Dad. “And I’m going to try to listen better.”

      My parents beam. They love nothing more than when I examine myself and come to the conclusion that I’m in the wrong and they are right. I can’t always stomach acting this grossly submissive, but I need something from them today, so I can’t take any chances. They may think they are the masters of me, but I’m always finding ways to manipulate them. When you’ve lived your life being as controlled as I have, you learn to quietly turn things around.

      Prayers are prayed, and we all head out. Dad to work, David to his room to do his schoolwork. He stays up there all day, headphones on, hood up; no one knows exactly what he does, but as long as he says he is “studying,” my parents don’t seem to question much. I am not privy to such faith. Everything I do is under scrutiny. Taking a deep breath, I get ready to make my move.

      “Hey, Mom, I need to go to the library. To do some research for my paper, for co-op. It’s due tomorrow. Could we go?”

      “Valerie! Why are you so late finishing it? I thought you wrote it already!”

      “Oh yeah, it’s mostly done, really, I just wanted to check out some more books for reference.”

      “We bought all those Bible encyclopedias, what else could you need?”

      “Well, I wanted to relate it to current affairs a bit more? I heard on the radio about a new Sean Hannity book that sounded really good . . .” The bait is set. I see Mom consider the idea, happy that I’ve been listening to conservative talk radio instead of complaining about our strict music rules. I’m basically only allowed to listen to two radio stations: conservative talk radio, and the classical music station. The Christian radio station is acceptable only during sermons, but when a praise song comes on I have to switch it off. Praise music is “rock music,” and rock music is sinful, of the devil, and not allowed. But I’ve been so good lately, and I kissed up especially hard this morning. I can see Mom bending. Victory. I can already smell the warm woody essence of an unread book.

      “You know I really don’t like you spending so much time in your fantasy worlds. I know you are hoping to get some new books to read for fun.” She sighs as she gathers the mugs of tea from the table. “Alright, sure, we can go. Let’s go now so you have time to finish writing it tonight. Only three fun books though, understand? David?” she calls up the stairs. “Do you need anything from the library?”
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      The library is a haven. On a Thursday morning, it’s pretty quiet since most kids are, you know, in school. Mom sets up at a table close to the Young Adult section with her Bible, a devotional book, and her weekly planner. I want nothing more than to dive into the YA section and read absolutely everything, but my cover is that I’m here to research.

      Many of my friends aren’t allowed to read library books at all, unless it’s a book recommended by a fellow homeschooling parent, and even then, their parents usually read the book first to check for “harmful liberal ideology.” My parents tried to follow those rules, but I read so much and ask for new books so often, they’ve relaxed the rules. As long as the cover looks nice, I’m well behaved, and I suck up enough, I can read books for fun after school. I’ve gotten really good at figuring out which covers look acceptable to my parents and which covers will invite unwelcome scrutiny. Castles, flowy dresses without cleavage, and abstract art are good. Witches, wizards, and romance are bad.

      There was a scandal a few years back when my mom organized a protest outside the library. I held a sign that read “Don’t sexualize children” along with my mom and other church families for a few days, protesting a “sinful” book that had been placed in the YA section. But we won, the book was removed, and my mom’s faith in the library seems restored.

      The truth is, I live to read. Every chance I get, I’m tucked in my closet, devouring anything I can get my hands on. My life and world feel so small and strict and cold. I see the same people all the time who believe the same things, dress the same, talk the same, look the same. But books? Books are my escape.

      Passing the YA section with longing, I first head over to the adult nonfiction section and pull the books I said I came for. As I pass from one stack to the next, a light-pink cover on the reshelving cart catches my eye. I lean down to read the title. One Last Stop by Casey McQuiston. I glance discreetly toward my mom. Still at the table. Snatching up the book, I crouch down behind the stack and flip through the book with curiosity, and then intensity, as I realize what I’m holding.

      This is the most forbidden of books. A gay book. A liberal agenda, gay agenda, gay book. But it doesn’t look evil and harmful; it looks pretty and joyful, and the pages smell faintly, impossibly of peaches. I know I should replace it and move on, never give it a second thought, but I’m mesmerized. I speed-read the first chapter and then lean out of the stack to check on my mom—she’s still at the table. My breath is quivering, my fingers trembling, and I know time is running out. I should put the book back, walk away, forget about it, but something is fizzing inside me. I’ve never seen a book like this, and I don’t know that I’ll ever see one again. My eyeballs are vibrating. I’m zooming through the pages, and on page thirty-six as two girls are flirting with each other, I see the word bisexual. I have never, never seen this word before, and the room is spinning with the importance of it.

      I lean out again—Mom is packing up her stuff, looking around for me. I know I cannot check out this book. There is no way that I can be seen with this book, and yet I must read it. I don’t have a phone, and our internet has “family safety” censors with parental alerts. If this moment passes, it passes for eternity. Suddenly, impulsively, I reach under my shirt and tuck the book into the waistband of my denim skirt. My modest, baggy homeschooler blouse covers the bump. If I can just⁠—

      A crash. A librarian is standing at the end of the stack, staring at me, his mouth hanging open, the cart he was pushing having slammed into the shelf. I freeze. He’s staring at me, his glasses askew, his hands still gripping the wheeled book cart, and I am sure I look as guilty as any guilty criminal has ever guilted. I have no idea how to explain the book in my waistband, the Gay Book that I am so obviously stealing. I slowly pick up my stack of nonfiction, back out of the aisle, and, heart pounding, head back to my mom.

      Mom says she’ll meet me in the car. I use the self-checkout for the nonfiction books, head toward the exit, walk through the lane dividers . . . oh crap! The alarm is going off—these aren’t lane dividers, they are freaking security devices! I have never even thought of stealing anything ever. The functionality of things designed to catch thieves has never been of any concern to me, and now what, are the police going to come and arrest me?

      “Miss?” I turn slowly to face the desk, and there is the cart-crashing librarian. I draw my eyes up his corduroy pants, past his sweater-vest to his bespectacled face. The whine of the alarm turns off. He smiles at me, a wide tense smile, full of meaning. “Our system is so buggy today, you’re good!”

      I stare. He gives me a look. I keep staring. I’ve been caught. Is he really going to let me go?

      “Have a nice day!” he says with a get-out-already glance at the door and, in a daze, I turn and walk away. Picking up speed, I push through the door into the bathroom by the exit. I’m shaking. I’m a freaking criminal and, good grief, I have never felt so alive. I shove the books into my backpack—The Book on the very bottom—and run out of the bathroom, out the front doors, and throw myself into the car.

      “My goodness, Valerie, calm down!” my mom says in exasperation. “Move slower, more ladylike!”

      I nod wordlessly.

      “Did you get what you needed?”

      “Hah!” I bark, something between a cough and a laugh. “Yeah, I think I did.”
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      When I get home, I deposit my backpack safely in my room, in the back of the closet, under an old coat. It should be safe. For now. I wish I could ditch everything and read. My fingers are itching to run along the dimpled spine while I lose myself in the pages, but it’s just too risky. Appearances must be maintained. My best chance of preserving the secrecy of my contraband is, as always, a lying face. Slow movements. Outward obedience. I do a lot of schoolwork on my own, but I never know when Mom will pop in to check on me. I need to stick to my homeschooling routine.

      Here’s the thing. There are homeschoolers, and there are homeschoolers. My family is the italicized version. We are part of a homeschooling program called GTA, the God’s Training Academy, which is an offshoot of IGBP, the Institute of God’s Basic Principles. These people really love acronyms. We usually just call it the Institute. It’s a Southern Baptist–themed homeschooling curriculum headed by a charismatic man named Ben Goddard and endorsed by some pretty big conservative pastors and politicians. The core teaching is that everything—and they do mean everything—that children need to learn is found in the holy book. The Bible. The B.I.B.L.E.

      But, to expand on that boundless resource, they’ve made these Virtue Booklets. Each one breaks down a single Bible verse into different study areas: linguistics, history, science, law, and medicine. The homeschooling families in our circle study only these books, one Virtue Booklet per month. They read them, they memorize them, they transcribe them, they write papers on them.

      My dad takes a slightly more lax view. He thinks we need some supplementary subjects like math and science. Mom disagrees and is concerned about the “worldly influence” of these subjects, so I know I’m lucky to have math and science books at all. But of course, the math and science curriculum we use is carefully vetted and biblically based; there are no mentions of leftist lies like evolution or global warming to be found in these books.

      I wasn’t always homeschooled. I was in public school through third grade, which would probably shock Hannah and the other members of the Institute, so I keep it to myself. It’s funny how my family never decided to bury the fact that we used to be evil Public Schoolers, but the understanding that we needed to appear as devout as our friends just sort of washed over us, and we silently agreed to play the part of dedicated, lifelong members of the Institute.

      I don’t have a really clear memory of Springwood Elementary, just vague recollections of smiling teachers, plastic lunch trays of square pizza and canned peaches, another girl in my class named Valerie with perfect dimples. But that last year in public school, my parents got super into Ben Goddard. We spent weekends traveling to his conferences in neighboring states, eating cold sandwiches in parking lots so we could hurry back into the church to catch the next sermon. After the first day of the conference, we’d rent a room at a cheap hotel and, after fighting with David for the blankets, I’d sleep in an angry heap on the floor, wedged between the air conditioning unit and the bed frame. We’d wake up early, eat a bleary-eyed hotel breakfast of a glazed donut and orange juice, and head back to the church for another full day of sermons.

      At some point, after endless hours of droning talks about God’s Plan for Families and the Biblical Roles of Men and Women, I’d beg my mom to let me lie down on the floor. Most churches had these sturdy sanctuary chairs, and I’d crawl under them, fitting myself snugly between the legs, tucked into the dark, the sound of Ben Goddard’s voice slightly muffled by the cushions and clothing. I’d lie there with the cold metal gripping my shoulders, staring up at the underside of the square blue cushion, wondering when this family obsession was going to end.

      I missed weekends spent picnicking at parks. I missed heading to the Millers’ house next door on Saturdays to eat cold pop tarts and watch cartoons with their twins, Mari and Jamie. I didn’t like the shift I felt, the new Religious Adult I was expected to be, my parents’ expectations of me growing more rigid with every sermon on Raising Obedient Children and Taming the Wild Heart.

      In the van on the way home from these conferences, my parents would enthusiastically recount what they’d learned, excited to “apply it to our lives.” And bit by bit, we became Goddardites. Mom and Dad pulled us out of school and subscribed to the curriculum from the Institute. I was told not to prepare myself for a career, but to look forward to being a godly wife and mother. David was to grow into a man, a leader, and a provider. College was now “secular education” and forbidden. Ben Goddard’s rules on modesty were implemented in our home. I was no longer allowed to wear pants, only loose skirts and dresses. I had to hide my figure and “avoid the gaze of men.” My parents took the “cause not thy brother to stumble” bit literally and would ask David to look at me to decide if my outfit was in any way inspiring lustful thoughts. And over time, it all just became the new normal.

      At this point, I’ve been a part of it so long, I’m so isolated from “the world,” it’s hard to know what I believe. Where I fall into all this. Some of it feels wrong to me, but all my friends now are obedient members of the Institute, and they accept these teachings implicitly. So there must be something wrong with me? My attitude and perception? I used to whine and complain about the Ben Goddard teachings and the endless sermons and Bible study, but I’ve been told the problem is me so often, I guess I believe it.

      I catch glimpses of another world out there, kids playing sports or hanging with friends, but it’s mostly through the windows of the van on the way to and from church. I stopped seeing my school friends. I stopped being allowed to watch cartoons. I only see my cousins twice a year, and they seem so unlike me. I’m technically not yet an adult, I guess, but I’ve been spanked and disciplined and molded into a submissive biblical mannequin. My relatives comment on how mature and well behaved we are, and my parents beam and credit Ben Goddard’s teachings. To be honest, I’m lonely and frustrated, struggling to accept what I’m told is my place in the world. But when I fail to conceal my thoughts, when I disagree and raise concerns, I’m told to examine my own sinful self. To pray and strive to be more joyful and more content. So I’m trying.

      I make myself a quick sandwich for lunch and hurry through my math lesson. Mom, David, and I sit at the kitchen table and read out loud through a few pages of a Virtue Booklet. There are only so many Virtue Booklets in existence, and it’s the second time we’ve studied this one. Mom dismisses me from schoolwork for the day with a reminder to check the homework for my online chemistry class and then, finally, I’m free. I do a little skip on the way to the stairs, stop myself, and climb oh so calmly and ladylike to my room. I close but don’t lock the door; locking my door is not allowed, as it could help “hide sin”—exactly what, I’ve never figured out, but I guess I’m up to no good today so perhaps the rule makes sense.

      I climb into my closet and shut the closet door.

      My closet is dark and warm, smelling of wool and dust. It’s the only place in all the world where I feel safe. Blessedly unseen. I feel around and plug in the white string of Christmas lights, and they warm the small dark space with their soft, kind glow. I crawl over shoes, a textbook, a crumpled sweater—and there, in the very back, with the hangers of clothes pushed forward to make a small pocket of air, I pull One Last Stop out of my bag and get to work.

      I don’t start reading right away, oh no. I must be smarter than that. More cautious. I worry the corner of the cover back and forth with my thumb until the layers start splitting. Carefully, I begin to peel off the beautiful pastel cover, whispering a prayer for forgiveness. I choke on a laugh—who am I praying to? To God, to forgive me for peeling the cover off an “evil” book? Maybe I’m praying to the book itself? I really don’t know. I feel reckless. Impulsive. Feelings so unfamiliar, I thought they had left me entirely.

      Shred by shred, the picture disappears until all that’s left is a fluffy pink bird’s nest of paper. Filling the pockets of my long denim skirt, I head to the bathroom and carefully flush the scraps. After washing my hands, I check and see that there’s one tiny sliver of pink clinging to the side of the toilet bowl. I flush again and watch it disappear in the swirl of water. I head back to my room, close the door, dive into the closet, and finally take up the book again.

      I laugh briefly at the absurdity of what I’m doing. I know I’m acting paranoid, like a freaking prisoner, but if my parents realize what I want and why, they will never ever stop praying at me. They’ll isolate me further, which feels impossible, but there are still things they can take away. Tiny pockets of joy they can extract and crush. My brother was into some “sinful ungodly things” on the internet—I was never told what, exactly—and my parents got rid of the wi-fi. They removed his bedroom door, took him to the men’s group where I’m guessing they laid hands on him to pray the sin away, and then made him wake up early for an extra daily devotional with Dad for a year—so no, I don’t think I’m overreacting.

      I steady my breathing, take up a pad of sticky notes, and print carefully, clearly: “Found after Prayer Group—take to church lost and found?” I affix this to the front of the mangled cover. Now, in case Mom or Dad or David finds it, I can explain that it was left by accident by a family who came over for Prayer Group at some point, and how I plan to return it to church but keep forgetting. And no, of course I haven’t read it.

      Mom tends to tear through my closet and drawers on occasion, sometimes looking for something specific, other times just looking. I’m told that it’s my parents’ responsibility to keep me accountable. To make sure I’m not hiding anything. Not “falling into sin.” Until now, I’ve never known what I could possibly be hiding besides a library book with a swear word in it, but now I have something I know is forbidden and I am terrified. Finally, with my nervously chewed short nails, I carefully back the screws out of the air vent cover, place the book as far inside as I can reach, and replace the cover.

      I start to leave the closet but hesitate. If it’s found, it’ll be obvious that I hid it. But what could possibly cause someone to look in my air vent? Air vent cleaners? I can’t take the chance. I vaguely recall reading some mystery where a woman hid something in plain sight.

      “Valerie?” I start violently at Mom’s voice from downstairs. “Time to make dinner!”

      “Be there in a minute!” I call, hoping my voice sounds steadier than it feels.

      My heart is pounding, my brain stuttering with the immensity of my sin. I throw myself to the floor and back the screws out again. Remove the book and replace the vent cover. Then I put the book on my bookshelf. Flat against the back. I slide the Bible and a few Elsie Dinsmore books back into place, blocking the book from view. I hope it’s enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I lie in bed listening for hours, watching the shadows crawl across the ceiling whenever a car drives by outside. Around eleven, I hear the indistinct sounds of Mom and Dad talking quietly in their bedroom. And then finally, silence. As quietly as I can, I crack my door open and peek into the hallway. Their light is off. David’s light is off. All is quiet.

      Just as I’m turning back into my room, I see David’s light pop on and hear him shuffling around. He must’ve been waiting for our parents to go to bed too, some late night entertainment planned. We kind of have an unspoken agreement, David and me, that we don’t tattle on each other. This place is strict enough, with our parents constantly searching for reasons to punish us, that we generally let the little things slide. Sometimes we even feel sorry for each other and try to divert attention if we can, when we know a parent is in an especially bad mood, when something minor is likely to get a severe punishment.

      I know David is on his computer late at night, has hacked the neighbor’s wi-fi so he can surf the web and watch pirated anime. Mom and Dad think he has no internet access since they changed the password and hardwired the office computer. They think it’s the sole source of internet in the house. They think David is always studying and learning programming languages, and I’ve kept his secret. He knows I check out stacks of books that aren’t parentally approved from the library and like to stay up late reading. It’s a quiet truce among prisoners.

      Slipping the stolen book up and out of its hiding place on the shelf, I head into my closet, close the door, and grope around in the darkness for the plug. I scrape the prongs around on the wall, feeling for the moment they slip into the socket, and the soft gentle glow of the white string of lights illuminates the space. I breathe deeply of the close, dusty air. I like to imagine it’s a fairy cave in here. A magical little alcove all my own, glimmering softly with the secrets of the books I’ve read in here, the stories I’ve dreamed but don’t dare write down. Mom likes to ask me why I spend so much time in my imagination, why I can’t just read more nonfiction books about being a godly woman and preparing myself for motherhood, but honestly? I hate those books. This sacred space all my own is for beautiful dreams. This is my escape from the gross, unwanted hug of reality.

      Tucking myself into the back corner, I cover my lap with an old blanket. It’s cool in here. I know it’ll quickly grow hot and stuffy with my own body heat, but I don’t care. I love the feeling of curling up with a blanket and a book. I wish I could light a candle to set the mood, feel the awe of beginning this new, stolen book properly, but I know that would be stupid in a closet. Still, I squint and look around at the lights, seeing them blur and sparkle and flicker. I imagine them as candles, each one a tiny sacred flame. The tone set, I squirm a bit, sigh happily at the quiet bliss of the moment, open the book on my lap, and begin to read.
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