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Secrets come in all sorts and sizes. Sometimes, they are as sweet as an 

engagement ring in a nervous boy’s pocket. Other times ... they threaten to shatter 

your very self. With those kinds of secrets, it’s difficult to judge if keeping it or telling it 
is more damaging. For years, I believed telling my secret was far more dangerous than 

anything imaginable.  

I was wrong.  

Keeping that secret didn’t protect me. It protected Hollis. It allowed his special 

brand of poison to seep into every relationship I had—with my family, with my 

husband, and especially with my God. Now God wasn’t about to let Hollis have the last 
word, so He made sure I heard the truth from the three most important men in my 

life—my daddy, my brother David Lee, and of course, Phil. 

******* 

Phil and I both knew from the very beginning we’d end up married. He’s six 
months younger than I am, to the day, August eighteenth to February eighteenth, and 

they tell me from the day he showed up in the church nursery, I wouldn’t leave him 
alone.  

It was probably a good thing. Phil’s quiet and shy, and I can’t imagine him 
being forward enough to pursue a girl. With me, he never had to. I was always there. 

We went all through school together. Miss Lucy started him in first grade when he was 

barely five because he could read so well. The Sunday before the very first day of first 

grade, he pulled me around behind the piano in the church sanctuary, and he kissed 

me. He said, “I’m gonna marry you one day, Donna Sue Grant. That’s a promise.” That 

cinched it.  

If Phil was anything, he was good to his word. And cute. Red hair and freckles 

and grin that would just melt you. In our first grade picture he was grinning that grin, 

but missing his two front teeth. If you look close, you can see he was holding my 

hand.  



We sat together at lunch and he walked me home from school from then on. 

That meant we walked past his house out past the city limits to my house. Once I was 

safely inside, he’d turn around and walk back home alone. That’s just the way it was. 
Phil always walked that extra mile for me. 

When we were juniors in high school, he made it as official as anybody could 

and gave me his class ring to wear. I knew how much hay he’d raked, how many yards 
he’d mowed and how many newspapers he’d sold to pay for that ring.  

One September evening when the shine on that ring was still new, we walked 

home after the football game, which we lost, and he started telling me about his plans 

and his dreams for the future. Phil always had a plan. Smart as he was, it was a 

foregone conclusion that he’d get a scholarship and go on to college somewhere. 

Nearly everyone expected him to be a preacher like his daddy. Phil said he was too 

backward to preach. He was mistaken. He made one of the finest preachers and 

pastors I ever knew of. 

As a fifteen-year-old boy, though, he thought he might want to be a 

psychiatrist. He was fascinated with the way people thought and felt and behaved, and 

he wanted to help them. He took my hand and explained, “I expect I’ll have to go to 

Memphis or Nashville or Knoxville for school.” In the light from the street lamp I could 

see the burden of uncertainty in his eyes. “When that time comes, will you go with 
me?”  

I hesitated. I suspect I hurt his feelings because I wasn’t right ready with a solid 
yes, but the idea of moving to a big city like Memphis was a bit more than I could grab 

hold of.  

“I guess it’s a lot to think about,” he said. 

We walked on without saying any more until we got to my doorstep. “I do love 
you, Phil,” I said. 

He smiled and glanced back toward the house to make sure Daddy wasn’t 
watching—we both pretended Daddy didn’t know we kissed good night—then he 

kissed me gently. “I didn’t mean to overwhelm you, but your daddy and David Lee will 

have my head if I don’t take care of you the best way I know how.” 

That was the truth. David Lee was my oldest brother. He was not quite two 

years older than me. He had most of Daddy’s good nature, with a little rottenness 
mixed in. A football hero, a three-year letterman in basketball and his class 

valedictorian, girls followed him around like ducks followed their mama. You couldn’t 
blame him for never settling on one girlfriend. Growing up, we all had a feeling that he 

was destined for great things.  



I walked in the house that night ready to have David Lee reassure me and tell 

me not to worry. If God wanted Phil to go to college, and if I was to go with him, it 

would all be all right. There was already a conversation underway though. Men’s 
voices in the kitchen. It was the oddest feeling when I realized one of the men was 

David Lee. I’d never thought of him as a man, but he’d graduated in the spring and he 
was nearly eighteen. 

I crept a little closer, and the next words I heard come out of David Lee’s mouth 
stabbed right through my heart. “But I want to enlist before they draft me. Maybe that 
way there’s a chance I can go to Germany or Korea or somewhere. I’m afraid if I wait 
I’ll end up in Vietnam.” 

Vietnam. 

There are a few words, like ‘cancer’ or ‘divorce’ maybe, that seize thoughts and 
emotions like “Vietnam,’ especially for the families of young men during those days. It 

went even deeper for me. David Lee knew my secret, and I knew that as long as he was 

around, I was safe. If he went to Vietnam, or anywhere for that matter, what would 

happen to me? What if that was all it took for Hollis to come back? 

I summoned all of my wisdom and maturity and responded to David Lee’s 
decision by locking myself in the bathroom. Kind of. With a house full of people and 

one bathroom, I couldn’t stay in for long no matter how upset I was. Besides, Mama 
was pregnant with Gary, and Wayne was two, so they took priority over my moods. 

Finally, David Lee knocked on the door. “Go away!” 

“Did Phil do something?” 

“Phil would never do anything to upset me.” 

“So it’s me?” 

“I told you to go away.” I knew he wouldn’t. 

“You weren’t listening in when I was talking to Dad, were you?” 

I didn’t answer him. 

“You know this would be a lot easier if we didn’t have this door between us. I 
have to turn off the water at the barn. Why don’t you walk up with me?” 

I waited until I heard him walk away, then I followed him outside. “I haven’t told 
Mama yet, so you can’t say a word,” he said. 

“Maybe I will. Maybe she’ll pitch such a fit you’ll change your mind.” 



“Try to understand. I’m a prime candidate, all right? They got Harold Alcorn. 
They’ll get me for sure.” 

“Why don’t you go to college? They’re not taking college boys.”  

“First off, I don’t want to go to college. I like being a machinist. Second, that 

deferment lasts until you graduate, then you’re back in the mix. Things may be worse 
in four years.” 

“They may be over, too. You might not have to go at all.”  

He pressed his lips tightly and shook his head. “You’re not going to understand 
this, but I need to prove to myself I can do this.” 

“Do what? Shoot a gun? You know how to do that. Sleep on the ground? You’ve 
done that lots of times. Do a bunch of pushups and jumping jacks?” Then I took him 
by the arm. “It’s eating bad food, isn’t it? You never ate bad food before.” 

At least I made him smile. “Look, I’m pretty sure I want to find a girl and spend 
the rest of my life right here, but when I’m old I want to have stories to tell. I want to 
be part of something. Like Normandy.” 

I looked him right in the eyes, with all the seriousness I had in me. “David Lee, 
you know what I’m talking about when I say you can’t go.” 

“You’re going to marry Phil aren’t you?” 

“That’s beside the point.” 

“No, it’s not. Protecting you will be his job, not mine.” 

“We aren’t married yet.” 

“Only because he’s fifteen and you’d have to live with John Boyd and Lucy,” he 
teased, but then he grew serious too. “You don’t need me to protect you. You took care 
of yourself through all that. Better than I could have.” 

I had my doubts. 

Then he shrugged and shook his head. “Besides, nothing’s gonna happen to 
me.” 

He was wrong. 

******* 

Nineteen months later, on a beautiful, warm spring morning, a bunch of us 

were milling around in the school yard waiting for the bell to ring. Daddy already had 



corn in the ground and graduation was so close I could taste it. Of course, Mrs. Henry 

had no grace for us seniors. I had just as much geometry homework as I did back in 

November, maybe more. She had less sympathy for the lot of us who would have 

greatly preferred being outside—or anywhere else—besides her class. 

My sister Ellen was a sophomore and she was off with a group of her friends, 

waving and flirting with the older boys. She ended up marrying one of those boys, 

James Hardesty. My brother Nolan and two other freshman boys were throwing a 

baseball around their triangle. Everything was just as natural and simple as life could 

be. 

When the black sedan with government tags rolled past the school, no one had 

to tell me it was for David Lee. Phil says I threw my geometry book at him before I took 

off for home at a dead run. I have to take his word for it. I don’t recall. 

I heard footsteps behind me, but I never looked back to check. Turns out Ellen 

and Nolan followed me home, but Phil outran both of them and made it to my front 

walk a half dozen steps behind me. I’m sure he could’ve outrun me as well, but that 
wouldn’t have been proper in his mind. He took my hand in his, and we stood there 
huffing and puffing, clinging to a hope that maybe he was just wounded, but at the 

same time knowing that wasn’t so. 

That black car was so shiny you could see every cloud reflected in the hood. 

The soldiers who got out of the car wore shoes that same shiny black. I’ve never seen 
my mother look as frail as she did with my daddy holding her up there on the porch.  

They told us David Lee had single-handedly held off the enemy while six 

wounded soldiers could be evacuated along with the medics tending them. He died a 

hero and stood to receive a medal. That was supposed to make us feel better. 

It seemed like a movie unfolding before me, and I had to tell myself over and 

over that it was real this time, that the loss was mine. It was my brother. It was 

personal. It was as real as Phil’s hand gently folded around mine and his gentle 

whisper. “I am so sorry. I know this was the thing you were most afraid of.” 

In that moment, I almost told him there was one thing I was even more afraid 

of. I should have told him. But I couldn’t. It was time to grieve for David Lee, not me. 

******* 

I graduated high school five weeks after we buried David Lee. He could have 

been buried in Arlington, but Mama and Daddy couldn’t bear the thoughts of him 
being so far away. I’m glad. Phil was set to go to college in the fall over in Jackson. It 
was close enough, but too far to drive every day so he’d be living on campus four days 



a week. That made me break out in a sweat, but coming on the heels of the loss of a 

son and brother, my concerns seemed petty and unwarranted, so I kept them to 

myself.  

When David Lee was killed, Mama had seven of us still at home. Besides me, 

Ellen and Nolan, Linda was eleven and Gail was eight, Wayne was four and a handful 

by himself, while Gary was just a year old. I decided to keep myself just as busy as I 

could. I gave Ellen first choice, and she chose helping Mama out in the house, so I 

spent that summer in the fields with Nolan and Daddy. 

I think David Lee’s death hit Nolan almost as hard as it hit me. You could see in 
Nolan’s eyes that he was buckling trying to take on the mantle of the firstborn son. 

Nolan is good-hearted, and gifted in his own ways, but he wasn’t David Lee, and he 
and everybody else knew that.  

I suspect that was my first episode. I had no idea what depression was except 

in the sense of “The Great Depression.” It was easy to pass off any signs or symptoms 

because of David Lee, but it was more than grief. I can remember how empty I felt, 

and how uncertain things seemed to be. What would happen in the fall when Phil went 

off to college and Daddy and everybody went back to school? It would be me and 

Mama and the babies. Then what?  

I’d go to church and leave feeling just as lifeless. Phil’s daddy was our preacher, 
Pastor John Boyd. That’s John Boyd Shannon, but everybody called him John Boyd, 
even Miss Lucy, Phil’s mama. Phil’s name was Philip Boyd, but nobody called him 
that. Thank goodness. 

John Boyd even asked me one Sunday if I was all right. I told him I was tired 

out from trying to keep up with Daddy and Nolan. I saw Nolan almost smile. That was 

worth lying to the preacher. See, that was a tip-off. I didn’t care that I’d lied to the 
preacher. 

Phil sensed it, too. That afternoon, we sat on his mama’s porch swing, not 
saying much, hoping for a cool breeze. He dropped his heels and stopped the swing. 

“You know, I could stay around an extra year. That would give me a chance to work 

and save some more money for school.” 

“Your way’s paid. It would be silly for you to wait.” 

“Then why don’t you come with me?” 

That made me laugh out loud. Me, in college.  

“Donna Sue, there’s more to being smart than your grades and your test 

scores.” 



“But what do they judge it on in college?” 

He grinned, and his eyes twinkled. “But you’d be there with me.” 

Believe me, that was worth considering. I had fears that some girl who looked 

like Miss America but with Albert Einstein’s brains would be waiting on him, and he’d 
drop me like a hot rock. It was totally unfounded, but when did a fear ever need a 

foundation? 

“We could get married now and you could be there and you wouldn’t even have 
to take classes.” 

“I think Mama needs help with the babies.” There was no hesitation whatsoever 

that time, which is odd when you think about it. For someone to be as committed and 

resolved to marry someone as I was to Phil ... when faced with the actuality of it, I 

grasped the quickest excuse I could find.  

Phil immediately connected that fact. “You still want to get married, don’t you?” 

“Of course. I didn’t mean to ... It seems disrespectful, so soon after David Lee. 

That’s all.” 

“Forgive me. I wasn’t thinking,” he said quietly, then he rocked the swing 

gently. 

“Do you think there’s any chance they’ll draft you?” I dared to ask. “I mean 
would being married keep you out?” If that was the case, we were getting married 

tomorrow. 

“I don’t think they’ll draft me while I’m in college.” Then he got this bashful grin. 
“Besides, I’m not even eighteen yet.” 

“Mama said they called for Kenny Shafer. He’s just two years older than us.” 

“I heard that too. I don’t think you have to worry about me, though.” 

That’s what David Lee said. “Pardon my skepticism.” 

Phil dropped his arm from the back of the swing to my actual shoulder, a very 

bold move. “You have every right to that skepticism,” he said. “But every time I pray 
about it, and I lay out my concerns ... I have peace. I don’t think God’s going to ask me 

to go to Vietnam.” 

“You’re sure.” 

“Fairly.” 

“Good, because college is bad enough.” 



******* 

Not long after school started in the fall, Mama and Daddy gathered us kids in 

the front room. Little slips of paper were folded up in the candy dish and some of 

David Lee’s things were on the coffee table. His official military picture smiled down 
from the mantle.  

Daddy stepped in front of the mantle and he glanced over all our heads at 

Mama. She stood leaning against the doorframe. She nodded and he returned that 

nod. “David Lee belonged to all of us, and your mom and I thought all of you should 

have something of his to remember him. We put numbers on his things and figured 

you all could draw for them. That seemed fair.” 

Nolan drew first and his number matched David Lee’s squirrel rifle. Ellen got 
his letterman sweater, and on and on. Mama and Daddy kept his flag and his medal. I 

ended up with a wooden box. After everyone had drawn and drifted away except 

Nolan, I opened the box. It contained a pistol David Lee bought with his first army 

paycheck. I had mixed feelings about keeping it. “You think I should trade it?” 

Nolan shook his head. “You might have a son someday who’ll want it. If I had 

an uncle who was a war hero, I’d want what belonged to him.” 

I wasn’t convinced. 

“All right then, think of it like this. Most people keep a gun for protection. It’s 
David Lee’s gun so it’s like he’s still with you, watching out for you, protecting you.” 

That was all I needed to hear. “Thanks, Nolan.” That box stayed under my bed 

until I married Phil and we moved to Memphis. That’s when I “rediscovered” it. Turns 

out that little pistol would get me in a heap of trouble, but it also cleared the way for 

me to begin to heal. I wouldn’t trade it for anything. 

******* 

Phil’s senior year of college, four days before Christmas, he asked me on a date. 

A real date. All the way to Jackson for dinner. He wore a jacket and a tie and I wore 

my very best dress. Phil and I spent lots of time together, but admittedly in a small 

town, with little spare cash, a date usually meant dinner with his family or dinner with 

mine, followed by a walk or a conversation on a porch swing or a front step. It wasn’t 
glamourous, but it was real. We dreamed, and vented and questioned and hoped 

during those conversations.  



He shared everything with me, and I’d like to say I shared everything with him, 
but I didn’t. Not yet, anyway. After dinner, he said, “Do you mind if we stop by the 

church before I take you home?” 

 “Of course not.” He was always stopping at the church for one reason or 

another. 

He parked in his daddy’s parking place. “You want to come inside rather than 
sit out here all alone?” 

I reached for my door handle, and he put a hand on my arm and smiled. “I’ll 
come around.” He opened my door and held my hand so I could get out then he 

wrapped my arm around his. Inside, he walked me down the aisle to the piano. That’s 
when I should have known. 

With smooth grace, he ended up on one knee in front of me. “I’m making good 
on a promise I made when I was five. I can’t guarantee you a big house or closets full 

of clothes or the finest car in town, but on my honor, I will love you and take care of 

you better than anybody besides God Himself. I want you to marry me, Donna Sue 

Grant.” 

Well, I didn’t know what to say. I mean, of course the answer was yes, but in 

that moment gazing into his sweet face, so full of earnest love for me, my heart was 

racing with pure terror. I was absolutely terrified to marry Phil. Not because I didn’t 
love him. Oh I was absolutely over the moon in love with him. I loved the idea of being 

Mrs. Phil Shannon. Mrs. Donna Shannon. I still love that.  

But there was more to being married than just sharing a name. There was 

sharing a bed. 

I don’t remember saying yes. I remember sitting on the front pew with Phil 

asking me if I was all right now.  

“Now? What do you mean?” 

“Well .. you kind of ... swooned.” 

“Swooned?” 

He nodded. “You said, ‘why yes, Phil, I’ll marry you,’ then you got teary-eyed, 

then swayed a little and your hands were cold, and I asked if you’d like to sit down. 
You remember?” 

“Of course I remember. I’m not crazy.” I lied in the church. I took a deep breath 
and tried to think. He asked me to marry him. I said yes. What comes next? “So ... we 
should set a date, I suppose.” 



“I was hoping the first Saturday in June. I’ll graduate the middle of May.” 

“Six months should be plenty of time,” I said softly. “After all, we’ve been 
planning for fifteen years.” 

I didn’t sleep for the next six months.  

I loved making the wedding plans and the buzz of excitement. The twinkle in my 

daddy’s eyes returned at last after being gone since we lost David Lee. My mama’s eyes 
had a gentle hope in them again.  

But I was scared witless, and it got worse with each passing week. 

Phil came home for Easter weekend, and we went out for a milkshake that 

Saturday night. “I got the official letter from Memphis.” 

“Wonderful.” I tried to sound as enthusiastic as I could.  

“I’ve got Monday off. I thought maybe we could ride over and see what kinds of 
apartments were available. They have an assistantship for me. I can start as soon as 

we get back from our honeymoon.” His eyes were bright with anticipation. 

I couldn’t speak. For something we’d been planning our whole lives, things were 
moving a little too fast. 

“Donna? You feel all right?” 

“Actually, I’m a little dizzy.” 

“You look pale.” He put his hand on mine. “You’d tell me if something was 
wrong, wouldn’t you?” 

“Oh nothing’s wrong exactly. I ... You know, there’s a lot of details planning a 

wedding and I think it’s just the pressure.” 

“We could elope.” He grinned broadly. 

“I’m not sure that would help.” I stabbed at my milkshake with the straw. It was 
quickly melting into chocolate milk, but I was afraid if I tried to drink it, it wouldn’t 
stay down. 

“You want to postpone it a couple of months?” 

“I can’t ask you to do that.” 

“I’m not sure I can ask you to make yourself sick.” 

“I’m not ... I just ... this is all new.” 



“New? Donna, we’ve known each other our whole lives. What could possibly be 
new?” Then he said back in his chair, and the smile left his face. “Oh. I think I might 
have an idea.” 

I nodded without daring to look at him. “The, uh, prospect of ... intimacy ... 
well, it makes me nervous.” 

“We don’t have to do that.” 

I’m quite sure my jaw hit the floor. “I don’t see how we can be married and not 

have … marital relations.”  

He grinned that grin of his. “Well, yes, I suppose that might make things 

difficult, especially when it comes to raising a family.” He took my hand “I’ve waited 

my whole life for you, and if it means waiting a little longer until you’re ready, then 

that’s what I’ll do.” 

I couldn’t hold back the tears. Phil meant to make me feel treasured and 

worthy, but his words draped over me like a choking blanket of shame. In his mind, 

he was waiting for this perfect, pure innocent girl, the one he thought I was. I wasn’t 
even a virgin anymore. At least I was fairly sure I wasn’t. 

He slipped into the booth beside me and put his arm around my shoulder. In 

my mind, the choices facing me were bad and worse. I could tell him the whole story 

before we married and risk him calling the whole thing off and living with that mortal 

shame. Or I could wait until after, when it was too late, and live with his 

disappointment and regret the rest of my days. It’s no wonder I dreaded my own 

wedding day. 

I never considered there was another option—unconditional love and grace.  

******* 

The night of our rehearsal, I sat near the front of the church, watching while my 

sister Linda stood in for me, trying my best to pay attention to John Boyd’s endless 
instructions. There was a break while John Boyd explained to Miss Hattie Malloy, our 

organist just exactly how he wanted things. That was when my daddy came and sat 

beside me. “I think Ellen and James are benefitting from this more than you are.” 

Ellen was my maid of honor, and James was not only Phil’s best friend, but 
Ellen’s boyfriend. “Just trying to avoid the bad luck,” I said. 

“You look like you wouldn’t mind avoiding the wedding itself.” 

“No ... it’s nothing like that. It makes me nervous. That’s all.” 



“You don’t have to do this just because everybody expects you to. You know 
that, don’t you?” 

“I want to marry Phil, Daddy.” 

“Do you want to marry him tomorrow? Because it won’t hurt my feelings to 
postpone it.” 

“It’s just nerves. Being Phil’s wife is going to be different from being his fiancée 
or his girlfriend.” 

He nodded. “I see.” Then he blushed. “Have you, uh, talked to your mama about 
any of this?” 

“Goodness no.”  

“Well, I don’t think you have anything to worry about. That, uh, mystery ... 

that’s the way God wanted it, for two people to learn together. That connects them. 
These days, so many people come into a marriage knowing things they shouldn’t yet ... 
and they wonder why they have problems.” 

He patted my knee and smiled. “You and Phil are going to be just fine.” 

That was the full extent of my birds and bees talk. I came away assured of one 

thing. Phil and I were going to have problems. I had suspected as much all along, but 

now, hours before my wedding, Daddy confirmed it.  

“What if we’re not?” I dared to ask. 

“Not what?” 

“What if Phil and I aren’t fine? Then what?” 

“Oh ... there’s doctors, I guess. Probably in Memphis or Nashville.” He rubbed 
the back of his neck. David Lee used to do the very same thing when he was thinking. 

“Although your mother’s better suited to handle these kinds of questions.” 

“What if Phil’s ... disappointed?” 

“Phil’s not that kind of man.” 

No, but I was almost certain he’d be disappointed. One way or another. 

******* 

My wedding day was a blur, a complete and utter blur. Before I knew it, Phil 

and I were in his old Plymouth Fury speeding up route 76 headed for Kentucky Lake. I 



was running out of time, so I tried my best stall tactic. “Are you hungry?” I asked 
sweetly. Now I seriously doubt I could’ve eaten much more than a piece of toast.  

“Oh, I could eat, I guess.” He whipped that Plymouth into the first diner he 
found. I ordered a club sandwich and Phil ordered country fried steak. Nobody had 

told him he had high blood pressure yet. 

When the food came, he blessed it and we ate in silence a few minutes before he 

gently asked me if I was nervous. I sipped my Coke and it seemed as though every 

pore in my body opened itself up to perspire. He reached for my hand and I nearly 

burst into tears, but I could remember the night I told David Lee everything, and how 

he said I was brave. I didn’t feel it back then and I felt it less in that moment.  

“Phil ... I ... Something happened,” I said. “Years ago. I never told anyone but 
David Lee.” 

Phil’s eyes narrowed and every trace of a smile left his face. “You don’t have to 
say any more,” he said. 

“No. I should have told you before now, in case you wanted … to change your 

mind.” 

That’s when he left his side of the booth and slid in close next to me. “I meant 
all those things I said at the church just now,” he whispered. “I love you and I will take 
care of you from now on. No matter what.”  

“I just … don’t know what ... I don’t know how I’m going to be ... with ... things,” 
I said. I halfway expected a raving hysterical meltdown. 

He smiled and squeezed me close. “I want you to make me a promise.” 

“What?” I wanted to hear it first. 

“That you’ll tell me this story when you’re ready, even if that’s ten or fifteen 
years from now, and that you’ll be honest with me.” He waited for me to nod. “Don’t 
you worry about this evening. We won’t go any further than you feel comfortable. 
That’s my promise to you.” 

“But Phil …” I blinked back tears and tried to push down an ugly mix of 

memories and fears. “That’s not fair to you.” 

“It’s not a question of fair. The reality is you’ve been injured, Donna Sue. It 
takes time to recover. We both have to give you that time.” 

“Yes, but I don’t … What if it’s a while before I’m … ready?” 

“It’ll be worth the wait. You’re worth the wait.” 



See why I loved him so?  

******* 

In spite of everything, all my anxiety, I survived my honeymoon. It wasn’t 
perfect by any means, with equal parts awkward frustration, tearful apologies and 

gentle quietness. It was the first real vacation I’d ever been on. The lake was soothing 

and relaxing. We took long walks and shared picnic lunches. We drifted in the canoe 

and we sat on the pier in the moonlight. Phil teased me for having to make the bed 

every day at the lodge, but I couldn’t help it.  

After a week, it was time to head back and begin life as Mrs. Phil Shannon. 

That meant Memphis. Memphis was an hour and a half from where we grew up, but 

for a girl who rarely left the county, it may as well have been on the other side of the 

moon. Mama instructed me not to call home more than once a week unless it was an 

utter emergency. She thought this would help Phil and me learn to depend on each 

other. 

During Phil’s senior year of college, he had begun seeing clients, counseling 

with them under a supervisor. Beginning that summer, in addition to his graduate 

assistant duties, he’d secured a paying job as a counselor. In September, he started 
graduate school, so he was a very busy young man. 

I, on the other hand, was adrift. Uprooted and isolated, in unfamiliar territory, 

every bit of security I had was gone. Our apartment only required so much cleaning, I 

cooked everything completely from scratch just so it would take longer. Phil found a 

church for us and we tried our best to settle in. I did fine until the moment folks 

inevitably asked, “And what do you do, Donna?” Finally, I took a part-time job as a 

cashier at a grocery store just to have an answer for them. That addressed some of the 

symptoms, but it was a lonesome time. 

Some days, Phil would leave his books on the kitchen table, and occasionally I’d 
flip through them, but they were barely English. Still, I wondered if anybody else had 

been through what I had and if there was a cure or a treatment. In those days it 

strained the imagination to think that an adult would take advantage of a child for his 

own gratification. I was sure no one else could identify with my experience. 

Unfortunately, I’ve since learned far too many young women and even young men had 

their own wounds. 

Because Phil’s books were such a muddle, I thought about spilling everything to 

him. He handled everything on our honeymoon with such grace, and I felt sure he 

loved me. He deserved a wife who could live up to his expectations, including and 

especially his sexual expectations. My mistake was assuming I knew what those were. 



We had never discussed it beyond reading all the racy parts of Song of Solomon 

together. According to John Boyd, that was the only acceptable sex ed anyone needed. 

Try reading Song of Solomon in your King James Bible and see how educated you end 

up. And the commentaries aren’t much help either, by the way. 

Anyway, there was one small section in one of Phil’s textbooks on Dr. Freud 

that caught my eye. He actually had patients who confided stories of abusive incest. 

Seeing the words in print brought tears to my eyes. I wasn’t alone, after all.  

I should have closed the book then. Unfortunately, I kept reading. Years later, 

Dr. Freud said that those stories from his patients were fantasies. It was also a 

popular theory that the behavior of the child was responsible for bringing out the 

impulses in the abuser. 

Now imagine sitting in my seat at that moment. For years, I wrestled with my 

own memories, convincing and reassuring myself that those things really did happen, 

that as unbelievable as they were, I had not imagined them.  

When I went along with Hollis, it was out of an innocent desire to win the 

approval of adult who had some measure authority over me. To see that portrayed as 

ultimately my fault was devastating. Honestly, my first impulse was to jump from the 

I-40 bridge. 

My impulses hadn’t improved much by the time Phil got home that evening. I’m 
ashamed to admit that the very moment he asked me what was wrong that hysterical 

meltdown I feared happened.  

Once Phil got me calmed down enough to breathe again, we sat on the sofa 

together. He got me a glass of water but my hands shook too much to hold it. He set 

the glass on the floor and took both of my hands. “You promised you’d be honest with 
me,” he said. I nodded weakly. “Donna Sue, did somebody rape you, or try to?” 

I closed my eyes and wished with everything in me that the ground would open 

up and swallow me alive. “No,” I squeaked out. And it wasn’t rape exactly. He never 
held me down. He never forced me. 

When I opened my eyes again, I saw that clearly was not the answer Phil 

expected. “But somebody violated you.” 

“I can’t tell you who.” 

“He needs to be in jail.” There was just the slightest tick of angry intensity in 
his voice.  

“Not if it was my fault.” 



“What? Where’d you get that idea? Did he tell you that?” And the intensity of 

his anger ticked up a couple more notches, and I felt fear wash over me. Phil had a 

full-blown temper, a rampaging, hide-the-women-and-children kind of a thing. It’s 
difficult to imagine if you’ve never seen it. I saw it that night, and in my mind, all of 

the anger was directed at me.  

As soon as Phil raised his voice, it was like I was twelve years old again. When I 

finally told Hollis no, he went into a blind rage. He swore and called me names, names 

I’d never heard before or since. He threatened me and all the other kids. He threw 

things, punched things and broke things all because I dared to speak up.  

Now, Phil was simply trying to understand, trying to gather facts and to order 

things in his own mind, but every question came out as an indictment. Why didn’t I 
tell anyone? Why didn’t I tell the police? Why didn’t I call for help? Why did David Lee 
keep it a secret?  

He was furious—at himself. He didn’t know. He never made me feel safe enough 
to tell him before now. He couldn’t protect me. No one protected me.  

I only saw the rage, rage that happened because I spoke up. I felt shamed, and 

exposed, but mostly terrified. Mortally terrified.  

And I left.  

 


