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   Chapter 1
 
      I opened my eyes to darkness and took a deep breath, trying to keep from crying. Where was I? Where were my parents, and why hadn’t they found me yet? I was sure my Daddy would find me and come save the day, but it had been almost two weeks and he hadn’t found me yet. Maybe he gave up. 
 
   I heard a noise outside the door and tried to pretend I was asleep again. It was just about that time where sometimes food was given to me, soapy hot water was thrown in, or worse. He called it training time. It was the time where I had to do a bunch of push-ups or sit ups until I got sick, or I would have to fight. If I won, I got a piece of candy, but if I lost, I got punished. He said that either way, it was going to make me stronger, but I didn’t feel that way. I just felt exhausted and beaten.
 
   The door opened and the light from outside blinded me. When things became clear, I could see the silver bars that locked me in my cage. I had forgotten that I was even in one. 
 
   Someone walked into the room with a set of keys. That meant no food was coming my way tonight, not even any hot water. Tonight I had to train. The cage was opened and I was yanked out by my shirt, "c'mon girlie."
 
   I got to my feet and stumbled along as I was pulled outside the room. Two of the boys I usually fought were standing against the stone walls smiling at me. There was usually only one, but this time there were two. Why?
 
   The man that pulled me out walked over to someone in a black suit standing over by the wooden steps. He looked like some kind of lawyer, but I knew he wasn't. He was a young man with dark hair and pale skin, and the entire time that they talked he stared down at me, making me shiver. I couldn't understand why. Looking down at myself I still wore the same dirty clothes that I was taken in and had a few blood stains from the previous training nights.  
 
   “How old is she?” The man in the suit asked.
 
   “Eight, maybe nine,” The other guy said.
 
   “Healthy?”
 
   “Yes, very.”
 
   I looked over to the other two boys and noticed that their clothes were much dirtier than mine. The one on the right was Cleo, and the one on the left was Fike. They were best friends and would sometimes come sit in the dark room with me to keep me company. Inside that room they were nice to me, but when we came out here they were totally different. They would fight each other, fight me, and compete as if their lives depended on it. Cleo said they had to be that way in order to survive, or else. 
 
   “And how does she perform?”
 
   The other guy paused. It looked as if he didn't really know what to say, “She's strong, but needs a little more work. We haven't completely broken her in yet, so she...”
 
   The suited man slowly started to walk towards me, and with each step he took forward was one I took backwards. Once I was against the wall, he stopped and crouched down in front of me, “What’s your name?”
 
   “Rose,” my voice shook along with my hands. 
 
   He smiled, “Hello, Rose, my name is Arnold.” I didn't respond, “Do you want to leave this place?”
 
   I glanced from the boys, to Arnold, to the steps, and nodded. Maybe I'll be able to go home! I really missed my family, and I wanted to talk to my friends. 
 
   Arnold smiled, “Well, I can take you out of here, but under one condition.”
 
   I frowned, “What is it?”
 
   “You fight both of them, and you win. Then I can take you from down here."
 
   I took a deep breath and dropped my head. Cleo was a lot stronger than me, and Fike knew more fighting moves than I did. I didn't stand a chance, "I'll lose."
 
   Arnold stood up, "Keep losing and you'll spend the rest of your life down here," he walked back to the steps and stood by the other guy.
 
   The small, dirty man turned to me, "Pick one," he said to me. 
 
   I clenched my fists and turned to the boys. Which one should I pick? Cleo is strong, and Fike can actually fight. It was two boys against one little mixed girl. 
 
   "Fike," I said. Figured that I’d get the hardest one out of the way first. 
 
   Fike smiled as he walked towards me. I didn’t know what to do! He was coming for me and I had no idea what to do. I looked from Arnold to Fike, and decided to try and tackle him. Fike was a little taller than me, with more muscle, but I thought that maybe I could take him down. I charged after him and went in for the tackle, but he just moved out of the way and I fell on the dirt floor, scraping my knee. Once I processed what had just happened, Fike was already throwing blows. The first one hit my cheek and the second one landed on my chest. I hit my head on the ground and became dizzy, but when he hit me again I snapped into action. I had to get out of here and find my family. I wanted to go home. 
 
   Remembering something Fike did to me before, I grabbed the front of his shirt and head budded him on the nose. That wasn't enough to stop him though, so I did it again. Once he slowed his punches I used all of my strength to push him off of me and jumped to my feet. Fike was now on the ground holding his nose, trying to keep the blood from dripping. 
 
   "Get up boy," the dirty man said. 
 
   "Yes sir-"
 
   Before Fike got to his feet I ran up and kicked him in the face. If he were to get back up, he would've pummeled me. My friends say that kicking a man when he's down is fighting dirty, but I didn't want to lose. 
 
   Fike rolled over to his back screaming and holding his face. I assumed that the fight was over and turned to Arnold.
 
   "Keep going, you’re not done yet," Arnold said. 
 
   I grunted and turned to the screaming Fike. There was blood dripping from his nose. 
 
   "Don't you dare," Cleo warned. His face was red and full of anger, "Don't you touch him."
 
   I swallowed and thought about what I was going to do next. If I didn't do what I was told, then I would be put back into that cage and held down here for the rest of my life. I took another step towards Fike and that set Cleo off. He charged at me like a bull and tackled me to the ground. I cried out as I hit my head. Punches just came flying, and they were a lot harder than Fake’s. The only thing I could do was block my face with my hands and hope that he would stop soon.
 
   I looked towards Arnold, his face was becoming blurry, but I think that was just because blood was getting into my eyes. I lost, and now I would never get to leave. I was gonna have to stay down here forever.....
 
   POP, POP ...POP  
 
      Three gunshots went off causing my ears to ring. Cleo stopped swinging and fell on top of me. I thought he was just tired, but when he was kicked off to the side, I realized that he was dead.
 
      "Cleo?" Fike cried. He crawled over to Cleo's body and began to shake him, "Cleo!!!"
 
   Arnold stood over Fike and Cleo with a dark look in his eyes. Fike grabbed his pants, "You killed him," he cried, "You killed..."
 
      Fike stopped talking when he saw Arnold raising the gun at his head, "We don't have time to be working with weak boys. Cleo went after her without being told, and you...you lost to her."
   Fike looked at me with wide eyes, "Tell him I'm not weak Rose...tell him-"
 
      Another shot went off and Fike’s body fell to the ground. There was a small hole in his head where the bullet went through. 
 
      Tears slowly slid down my face. I thought I was next. They don't want the weak, and I don't think I'm that strong. I was going to die and never see my family again, I was never going to leave this room. 
 
      Arnold walked over to me and crouched down, "You did well," was all he said. I felt a pinch in my wrist, and then things started to get really blurry.
 
      "Can I go home now?" I asked. 
 
      "Yeah, you’re about to go home now...”
 
       I woke up in a bright room. My eyes adjusted to the light and what I saw made my heart drop. I was locked in another cage. This time only in a large basement. 
 
      I started to cry and kicked the bars. Maybe, just maybe I could break them down and go home, "Let me out!!!" I screamed, "I want to go home! I want to go home!! Let me out!" But no one ever came... 
 
   *                               *                           *
 
      I could hear the people screaming outside the door. They were cheering for me, and calling my name, letting me know that it was almost time.... 
 
      Arnold sat down in front of me and wrapped my hands. They were welted and bruised from our training nights together. Once he was done, he stood me up and pulled my shirt off. I had on a training bra, and I still hadn’t really started puberty yet, so I wasn’t uncomfortable with it. After he threw my shirt down, he tightened the string on my new U.F.C. shorts. They were black with my name going down the side. After I won my last fight, he gave me some of the money that I had made, and I decided to get a new pair of shorts. 
 
      "You get out there and win me another fight, alright kid?" Arnold said. 
 
      "Yes, sir."
 
      Arnold opened the door and all the cheers hit me at once. I walked down the aisle with Arnold behind me, and then onto the open floor. Across from me was another girl my size. She held the same expression that I had on my face: the look of determination. If she did well, then maybe she would be allowed to go home. Win enough fights, and you get your freedom....
 
      "FIGHT!!"
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   9 years later
 
      I sat in the principal’s office wearing my grey Nike sweats, a white t-shirt, and my grey, black, and white Nike shoes. I was being enrolled into a new school after moving from California with my Aunt Shannon. She adopted me after the police found me, and all the other children that were kidnapped nine years ago. My parents turned up dead, so I never saw them again. They were murdered, and I'm pretty sure that it was Arnold’s doing. He had extreme ways of punishing me sometimes... 
 
      The principal walked into the room and sat down at his desk. There was no welcoming smile on his face, so I assumed he has seen my record. 
 
      "So, Rose Klien, welcome to Wintry High. I have a lot of work to do so I'm going to make a long talk short. I have seen your record and I'm telling you now that I do not want any of that in my school. I have enough problems as it is."
 
      I sighed. Of course. 
 
      "It’s simple, you come to school, get your education, and then you leave. I'm all about clean starts, which is what you aunt said you were trying to do, right?"
 
      I nodded. 
 
      "Good. Then I shouldn't have any problems from you." 
 
      "As long as people leave me alone, I'll leave them alone. If not, I have no choice but to defend myself," The principal frowned, and I smirked.   
 
      The door opened and the secretary walked in, "I'm sorry to interrupt, but I have one of the student guides waiting to show Ms. Klien her classes."
 
      The principal sighed and waved his hand, "I don't want any trouble Rose."
 
      "Sure," I stood up and walked out of the room.              
 
      Standing in the entrance of the office was a short white girl dressed similar to me. She had short cut blond hair, and dark brown eyes. When she looked up and saw me, she smiled. 
 
      "Rose," the secretary started, "this is Abigale. She'll show you around the school and let you know everything you need to know about it. Come back third period for lunch and then I'll introduce you to Mrs. Shy." I nodded. The secretary walked back to her seat with a smile on her face. 
 
      "The senior counselor," Abigale answered without me even asking, "c'mon." She waved for me to follow her into the hallway, "I guess I'll just show you around the school and then take you to each of your classes afterwards. By then it should be...."
 
      "Third period," I answered. 
 
       Abigale nodded, "right."
 
   We walked down the blue and green hallway, which was completely empty, and Abigale showed me all the bathrooms, cafeterias, the gym, the auditorium, the showers, the pool, and all the exits. She seemed really cool about things, and answered any questions I had. Her personality was similar to mine: relaxed and laid back. The comfortable clothes she was wearing gave that away. 
 
   Once the tour around the school was done, Abigale started showing me all of my classes, "So, you play any sports?" Abigale asked. 
 
   "I used to kick box back in California. Then after that I started wrestling for my school."
 
   "Wrestling? Like with the boys?" She looked excited now.
 
   "Yeah." 
 
   "Were you good?"
 
   I smiled. Was I good? I was the only girl on the team, and I never got hurt because I was always doing all the hurting. The last wrestling match I had was against the captain of the team. If I won I would've taken his spot but his strength got the best of me. Instead I became the captain under him.
 
   "Yeah, I was good," I answered. 
 
   "What about kick boxing?"
 
   That shouldn't even be a question. I wanted to answer and tell her I was undefeated out of 20 fights, but then remembered that to make a clean start, I shouldn't bring my fighting past along with me.
 
   "I was....alright," that hurt to say. 
 
   Abigale nodded, "I used to kick box."
 
   My heart skipped a beat. First person I met at this school used to kick box as well, "What happened?"
 
   "I stopped. Decided that I didn't want to fight anymore."
 
   That excitement I just had diminished in seconds, “Were you good?"
 
   Abigale squinted with a smile, "I was...alright."  
 
   I smiled back. It looked like she was going to this school for the same reasons I was. I was starting to get the feeling that we were going to be good friends. 
 
   We stopped in front of my second period class. It just so happened to be second period, so I got to see who all I would be learning with. 
 
   "What class is this?" I asked while looking through the window. 
 
   "English. The teachers name is Mrs. Pond, you'll like her."
 
   A few students sitting in the front spotted me peeking in from the doorway, and then the rest of the class. Out of all the students that turned to see me, there was one that was still reading her book. I wanted to walk away so I wouldn't seem like a creep, but I found myself frozen when Mrs. Pond saw me. 
 
   Mrs. Pond walked to the door and opened it, "Hello, can I help you?"
 
   I stepped back and looked her up. She was a young teacher in her late twenties, with long black hair and green eyes. 
 
   "Sorry, Mrs. Pond. I was just showing her all of her classes. This is Rose."
 
   Mrs. Pond's face lit up, "Of course, our new student. How do you like the school so far?"
 
   I nodded, "It's nice."
 
   She looked as if she expected more, but I had nothing else to say. Instead I looked past her to the girl reading her book. She still wouldn't look in my direction, almost like she was trying not to. I tried to get a good look at her face, but her blondish-red hair fell from her shoulders and blocked any view I had. From what I saw she was familiar...but then again if she was who I thought she was....that's not even possible. 
 
   Mrs. Pond looked back to see what I was looking at, but when the bell rang she turned back to me and Abigale, "Well then, I'll be seeing you tomorrow?"
 
   "Yeah..." I started backing up. Mrs. Pond was in the way of the girl now and all I could see was her reaching down for her books, then the class came rushing out. 
 
   "Hey," Abigale tapped my shoulder, "you cool?"
 
   I nodded, "Yeah," I sighed, "show me back to the office?"
 
   "Course, see you Mrs. Pond!" Abigale led me back to the office, "So, see you tomorrow? I believe we have homeroom together."
 
   "Yeah, don't want to miss my first day of school," I said sarcastically. 
 
   Abigale chuckled and backed out of the office, then disappeared in the crowded hallway. 
 
   The secretary called me back to her desk and I was given lunch. It was a good peanut butter and jelly sandwich with a cheese stick and a banana. I learned to appreciate any food given to me, and to enjoy it while it lasts. You never know the next time you'll eat. 
 
   When I finished lunch, I slouched on the cushion chair and laid my head back. Soon this Shy lady was going to come get me and try to get into my head. I'm pretty sure she knows about my past and probably thinks I'm some damaged child just like all of the other teachers, counselors, and psychologists. My past follows me wherever I go, and anyone with a degree thinks that they can fix me like I’m some kind of broken toy.
 
    I admit that I still have nightmares and flashbacks. Sometimes I even react to things that remind me of my childhood, and end up hurting people. When I was first found by the police, my outbursts were an everyday thing, but then I learned to control it and eventually pushed away all those memories. All Counselors and Psychs try to do is bring it all back, and study me. I slipped up once and let a woman get into my head, that's why I'm here in this office now...why I had to leave California. I'm never letting that happen again. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   "Rose?" A woman's voice called. At first is sounded like my mother’s call, but she was gone, "Rose?"
 
   I opened my eyes and turned my head towards the soft voice calling me. 
 
   It was yet another young woman in her late twenties. Or, at least, I thought she was. She was a tall woman that wore her dark brown hair down to the middle of her back and had bright blue eyes. 
 
   "Miss Shy?"
 
   The woman nodded, "Can you come into my office?"
 
   Slowly, I sat up and the got onto my feet then headed into her office. Miss Shy sat down behind her desk and started going through papers, "You can sit down."
 
   I sat down and watched her go through my files. It looked like she had records on me from when I was eight up until now. 
 
   I sighed, "I already got the lecture from the principal, so if that's what you plan on doing, you’re too late."
 
   Miss Shy smiled, but didn't say anything. She stacked up all of my records and sat them flat on her desk.
 
   I raised an eyebrow, "So, what am I in here for?"
 
   Miss Shy's smile didn't break, “What’s your favorite color?"
 
   I frowned, "Aren't you gonna ask me about why I had to transfer schools?"
 
   She didn't answer, and her smile still never broke, "My favorite color is orange."
 
   Confused, I told her my favorite color, "red."
 
   "Why red?"
 
   "Why orange?" I couldn't read this woman at all. 
 
   "That's the color of the sky when the sun is setting. You?"
 
   "It's the color that leaks from peoples noses after I punch them."
 
   Miss Shy wasn't fazed. She didn't drop her smile even a little. I was starting to make it a goal to break that smile, just because she wouldn't.
 
   "Aren't you gonna write that down on some paper under troubled child?"
 
   "No, that’s not really something you could forget," she laughed. I almost cracked a smile, but didn't want to seem like I was giving in. Miss Shy sat back in her chair, "So what’s your favorite food?"
 
   I sat back as well. What is her game? "Mac and cheese."
 
   "Same here. Anything served at Thanksgiving is my favorite food."
 
   It was quiet for a moment, "Could you just tell me why I'm in here right now? I already told you, if you’re trying to give me a lecture, I was already given one."
 
   "I don't want to give you a lecture."
 
   "Then what do you want?"
    "To get to know you."
 
   I paused for a moment, "Aren't you going to try and talk to me about my past, or those records on your desk?"
 
   Miss Shy looked down at the records, and then pushed them towards me, "Only if you want to. I didn't read them."
 
   I clenched my teeth and took the stack of documents on my life, "But don't you want to know about me?"
 
   "Of course! That's why I asked you your favorite color and food. We could keep going if you'd like."
 
   Miss Shy had the look of innocence on her face, and it almost made me feel like I could trust her, but I knew that I couldn't. She was just like all the other counselors. 
 
   "No...I don't want to keep going."
 
   Miss Shy's smile dropped a little, but I didn't feel like I’d accomplished anything. Instead I felt guilty, but she couldn't be trusted. I needed a clean start, and bringing up the past wouldn't help me.  
 
   Miss Shy sighed, but not like she was giving up. She looked as if she were in thought. “Well then, what do you want to talk about?" She cocked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow. 
 
   "You," I squinted my eyes to show her that I was serious, "I want to talk about you."
 
   "Me?" she giggled, "My life is as depressing as it gets."
 
   I looked down at the documents in my hands, "So is mine."
 
   Miss Shy leaned forward, "Are you sure?"
 
   I couldn't read the expression on her face. It was gentle....kind of like my mothers. I'm sure it’s a look that she’s practiced to get people to talk to her, but it was comforting. 
 
   I didn't answer her question. Miss Shy saw the confusion on my face as I watched hers. After a few seconds of silence she leaned back into her chair. 
 
   "So, what do you want to know about me?"
 
   I bit my lip and looked around her room. I saw a picture taped to her wall of her and her cat, and then another picture of the same cat on her desk. There were no pictures of children, or family, or even friends. It didn't seem like much was going on for her except for this job. “Your life."
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   I went home before the school day ended. I only had to stay for half of the day to go over my schedule and get the tour from Abigale. I didn't learn much about Miss Shy, but I didn't care, because all I needed was something to make time fly by, and I wasn't going to do that by talking about myself. No one needs to know about me, or what I've done. That's just between me and Arnold. Not even the police knows everything that's happened, and if I want to make a new life for myself, I plan on keeping it that way. 
 
      I sat on my bed, in my room full of boxes, and rested for a moment, then I got up and started to unpack. If I finished my room early, I could start on the kitchen and surprise my aunt, Shannon. There wasn't much to unpack though. Just some clothes, sports gear, and one picture of my parents. I wasn't in it. Around that time, I was missing and they had moved on, but I'm glad that they did. It was my fault for getting kidnapped, and they shouldn't have had to suffer for that.
 
      I hung up all of my clothes and threw my sports gear in the closet. The picture of my parents was sat on the dresser faced towards my bed so that I could see it when I woke up in the morning. 
 
      An hour had passed since I cleaned my room, and I went ahead and started on the kitchen. I only made it as far as getting one cupboard full of plates when my Aunt walked into the house. 
 
      "Oh, you started," She walked in with a bunch of groceries, sounding like she was out of breath.
 
      "Let me get those for you," I closed the cupboard and took the grocery bags from her. 
 
      "How was your first day?" She asked as she sat the rest of her things down. 
 
      "Ask me tomorrow," I answered while putting the food away. 
 
      Aunt Shannon deeply sighed, "Don't tell me you got into trouble already, Rose."  
 
      I frowned and stopped what I was doing, "Did you get any bad reports from Miss Shy?" I felt my arms tense up, but remained calm, "I'm pretty sure that's why you have me seeing her once a week…so that she could report to you about me?"
 
      Shannon sighed again, "Calm down, I was just asking a question. I didn't mean to offend you."
 
      I took a deep breath and went back to putting away the food. I've been trying to control my anger and clean up my act, but it was always her that brought it back out of me. Everyone thinks that my Aunt is such a sweet old woman that's caring and generous, but I know how she really is. 
 
      After I was found, I was put into her custody, and being with her wasn't so different from living with Arnold. Instead of locking me in a cage, she would take me down to this cold room in the basement and leave me there for as long as she wanted. My aunt didn't feel like dealing with a problem child that woke up screaming, and that constantly got into fights in school. The only reason she kept me was because she liked those checks that the government sent, but that was it. 
 
      The abuse wasn't so bad. I had endured worse with Arnold, but when she realized that nothing seemed to hurt me she went to drastic measures. I guess she thought that she was fixing me, but instead she was just making me worse.
 
      As I got older, Shannon couldn't really do what she did to me in the past, and over time she left me alone. Sometimes she would try to bring me down verbally, but words don't hurt much either. Time passed, and one day she just randomly broke down into tears and started apologizing for everything she's done. Since that day she has been trying to make it up to me with showing kindness and getting me nice things, but I will never forgive her. I’ll never forgive anyone for hurting me, nor will I forget. 
 
      Once I finished putting up the groceries, I headed back towards my room.
 
      "Hey, don't you want to help me set up the kitchen?" She asked
 
      "Looks like you got it," I went into my room and closed the door. An empty feeling filled up inside of me and for a second I felt alone. To be honest, I was, but I liked to pretend that my parents were still here. Right now they were in their bedroom watching their favorite show, and when I finished my homework I would go and watch it with them. So far, pretending is what kept me from offing myself. 
 
      I looked outside, saw that the sun was setting, and got on my knuckles and started my daily routine of doing one hundred push-ups and one hundred sit-ups. I started counting in my head and went up and down at a steady pace. After fifty, my arms started to burn, but I didn't slow down, and if I stopped, I would have to start over. 
 
      "Sixty..... Sixty one..." Arnold would count with one foot pressed on my back, "Let's go! Pick up the pace Rose!"  
 
      My arms burned like crazy, and sweat ran down my neck, but I did as he said and picked up the pace. Even if it felt like my arms were giving out, I didn't dare stop.
 
      "I said faster! I don't care if you’re tired! Pick up the fucking pace!"
 
      Even now I could still feel the pain in my back as he stomped down on it, but I didn't stop. 
 
      "Eighty.......Eighty-one....Eighty-two."
 
      My arms were starting to shake on my way down. My body couldn't take it anymore, but if I stopped....
 
      I was almost done now, and the yelling had stopped. Once I reached one hundred, I stood up and looked into the mirror. My brown hair had fell onto my shoulders, and my face was covered in sweat. It was hard to notice, but there were also tears. Just because I was freed from Arnold didn't mean that I was actually free. That man was always inside my head yelling, taunting me. He would probably get off on watching me squirm at the thought of him. 
 
        It's almost like I was never freed from those bars nine years ago. No one could get in, and I couldn’t get out. 
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   Chapter 5
 
    
 
      The next morning, I woke up full of energy. After showering and getting dressed, I fixed my hair into a curled pony tail and put on my mother’s diamond earrings. Every time I put on these earrings, I would see her face staring back at me in the mirror. We looked just alike. 
 
      I inherited her flawless caramel skin, and her bright hazel eyes that had a tendency to change colors. My eyebrows are also dark and full like hers were. People always said that we both looked like we were angry all of the time because of the way our eyebrows were shaped. Mine were a little less arched, but they still resembled hers. 
 
      There wasn't much about me that resembled my father, other than my athletic build. My body still looked very feminine, but it didn't take much working out for me to get a six pack, horse legs, or toned arms. Back in California my friends would say I had the body of a goddess in a dress. 
 
   Before I grabbed my book bag I realized that there was one more thing missing: my father’s silver Rolex. I grabbed it off of my dresser and slipped it onto my wrist, then I picked up my book bag and left out of my room. 
 
   In the kitchen was Aunt Shannon buttering up some toast, "Need a ride?"
 
   I looked down at the table and saw a paper towel with toast sitting on top, "No, I can walk."
 
   Shannon sighed, "Well, I made you some toast for breakfast."
    I nodded, grabbed a slice, and headed out the door. I was still trying to adjust to her being so nice to me. It was weird, and I also felt myself wanting to be nice back, but after all of the things that she's done....no, there can be no forgiveness. 
 
      On my way to school, I noticed that there were others out. Most of them looked younger than me, but I found a few that looked to be my age. One was a tall linebacker looking boy, two seemed to be the Gothic type, and the last one was a skinny nerd looking girl. If I wanted to find a friend to walk with, it would probably be the linebacker, but not yet. I'll give it a couple of days before I go and try to start making friends with complete strangers. 
 
   Once I reached the front of the school, I walked through the crowded path towards the front doors. People did stare at me as I passed them by, and I started to feel a little awkward, but then I saw Abigale a few feet away heading in my direction. As I got closer to her it seemed as if people were staring even harder. It was like I had a big sign on my forehead that said look at me, I'm new! What felt even worse was the thought that maybe these people knew about my past. A few kids in California knew, but no one believed them, and hopefully no one in this school would find out. 
 
   "Hey," Someone called out to me from my left. I stopped and turned to the girl. She was an African American standing with a group of other interracial females. The other students around me got quiet. 
 
   "Yeah?” I said, nonchalantly. 
 
   "You new here?" She asked.
 
   I nodded and was about to continue walking when she called me again. 
 
   "What’s your name?" She stepped out of her little circle, but not too far. Her friends stood behind her with smiles on their faces. 
 
   "Rose."
 
   The girl nodded, "Oh, okay. I'm Jessie."
 
   I didn't respond to her, because I couldn't tell what she was up to, but I knew it wasn't good. She didn't have a kind look on her face.
 
   "Is that all?" I asked. Abigale slowly made her way to me and stood by my side. 
 
   "Yeah," Jessie nodded with a grin, "I just had to be sure it was you."
 
   I frowned and balled my fists, "What does that mean?" 
 
   Jessie looked down at my fists and then at my face. Abigale got close and whispered, "Calm down," in my ear. 
 
   I took a deep breath and released my fists, then I glared at Jessie. I saw it in her eyes that she knew who I was, but does she know what I did, or about my childhood? My rampage in Cali wasn't exactly a secret, so I'm pretty sure that’s what she was talking about, but still, I couldn't help but wonder. 
 
   The bell rang and everyone started to head into the school. I watched as Jessie and her friends walked away laughing. 
 
   "Don't worry about her," Abigale said, "She's a bitch to everyone, and always in someone’s business. Best advice is to keep your distance away from her."
 
   "I'm not afraid of anyone."
 
   "Exactly why you should keep your distance. Those hands look like they can do some damage that will get you expelled,” Abigale was right. They could definitely do some damage. 
 
   We walked into the school and went to our lockers, then to our first period class. Abigale and I sat close to the back by the window. As students walked in they glanced at me, but they didn't stare like everyone else did outside, they just started talking to their friends, or texting on their phones.
 
   "You'll like this class. See what everyone is doing right now? That’s basically what you do the entire time. Our teacher is a joke," Abigale laughed.
 
   The teacher walked in and the other students quieted down. On my schedule it said that his name was Mr. Clothorn.
 
   Mr. Clothorn put his black bag down, and then pulled out some papers. "I have your tests from last week. You all did exceptionally well, and a hell of a lot better than the test before," he looked around the class and then spotted me sitting in the back, "Oh, I almost forgot, we have a new student."
   The class looked back at me. It was awkward having so many unfamiliar eyes faced in my direction.  
 
   "And what is your name?" Mr. Clothorn asked.
 
   "Rose."
 
   "Nice to meet you rose, I'm Mr. Clothorn. Welcome to Government."
 
   I cracked a side smile. I didn't know what to say....
 
   "Can you tell us anything about yourself?"
 
   Automatically, I thought back to Miss Shy, "My favorite color is red, and my favorite food is Mac and cheese."
 
   There were a few giggles, but instead of feeling embarrassed I felt relaxed. Kind of like a weight was lifted off of my shoulders. It sucked to be the new girl sometimes. 
 
   "Okay," Mr. Clothorn chuckled, "Is there anything else? Hobbies? Sports?"
 
   "She looks like a hooper," One of the guys said. 
 
   "Yeah, y'all might need her cuz our girls’ team sucks," Another boy said.
 
   "What-ever," a girl replied, "y'all niggas just mad cuz we better."
 
   I smiled. They were just like my classmates in Cali. 
 
   "Do you? Play basketball? Our girls’ team really does need a push," Mr. Clothorn laughed. 
 
   "What-" one of the girls started. 
 
   "No," I answered, "I used to be a wrestler."
 
   The class got quiet.
 
   "A wrestler!?" One boy shouted, "Ain't no way a girl gettin' on our team."
 
   "You never know," I turned to the boy that said that, "I might take over."
 
   There was a bunch of dramatic ooooohs going around the classroom. 
 
   The boy smirked, "What’s your record?"
 
   "I lost count of my wins, but I only lost once, and that wasn't even a real match."
 
   "What was it then?"
 
   "I was trying to take the captains spot."
 
   "So, if you couldn't take his spot, what makes you think you can take over our team?"
 
   I smirked, "I learn from my mistakes."
 
   "Riiiiiiight." He smiled at me, and I smiled back. Looks like I just made a new friend without trying. 
 
   "Alright then," Mr. Clothorn started, "I expect to see you at tryouts, Rose," he nodded, and then began the class. Today, we had to do a group project on our president of choice, and just like Abigale said, everyone was talking and texting. 
 
   After class, I headed down to my second period. On my way there, I spotted Mrs. Pond walking out of the teachers’ lounge and waved. She didn't look like she recognized me at first, but then she realized who I was and waved back, "Rose!" She started walking with me, "How are you?"
 
   "I'm fine, you?" I answered. 
 
   "I'm great. It’s a nice day! The weather usually determines my mood,” she said cheerfully. 
 
   "I guess you’re always happy then. Ohio seems to always have nice cold weather," I laughed. 
 
   "Yes, it does, and I love that about this state."
 
   I looked up at Mrs. Pond and had the feeling that I was really going to like her. She came off as a very positive person that knew just how to make someone smile. 
 
   We made it into the classroom right before the bell rang. Most of the students were already in their seats looking up at me. I sighed, and almost started to panic when I couldn't spot a seat. I turned to Mrs. Pond with the look of confusion on my face. 
 
   Mrs. Pond smiled. It was like she read my mind, "Why don't you sit right there?" She pointed to a seat on the far right side of the classroom in the second row. It was the only empty seat left....right behind the girl with the red and blond hair. 
 
   "Thanks," I walked over to my seat and sat down. The students were still watching me, but eventually turned away. The red head still had her face buried in a book just like yesterday. Her hair was blocking her face, once again, so I still couldn't get a good look at her. 
 
   "Class, we have a new student today. Her name is Rose, and I'd like you all to make her feel welcomed," Mrs. Pond announced. A few minutes later she started teaching. I tried to listen, so that I could figure out what I'm behind in, but I couldn't focus. I was too busy looking at the girl in front of me. There was just something about her that caught my attention, but I couldn't put my finger on it. 
 
   The bell rang for third period and everyone got up to leave. As the girl in front of me stood up she dropped her school identification card on the floor, but didn't notice, and kept walking towards the exit. 
 
   I stared down at the card, and then reached to pick it up. The name on it said Lorena Rojas. I stood up while still looking down at Lorena's picture. She was very pretty with her red and blond hair. I couldn't see her eye color, but they sort of looked blue...
 
   "Hey," someone stopped in front of me, "can I have my card back?"
 
   I looked up and saw Lorena standing in front of me. Her eyes were very blue.
 
   "Oh, sorry. You dropped it," I handed it over to her. 
 
   Lorena smiled slightly, "You’re new here aren't you?"
 
   "Yeah," She really didn't notice that I was the one who sat behind her, "I'm Rose," I held my hand out for a handshake. 
 
   "Nice to meet you, I'm-"
 
   "Lorena..." We shook hands while holding eye contact. It was awkward for a moment, but then she gave me a full smile, "...yeah, I saw your name on your I.D. Where are you from?"
 
   "Columbia. I mean I'm from here, but I was born in Columbia, and then I came here with my family." 
 
      I nodded, "Oh, ok, no offense, but I couldn't tell if you were mixed, or white..."
   Lorena laughed, "I get that a lot. No one can ever tell my race. Don't worry, I'm not offended. At least you didn't just assume I was a Puerto Rican," The late bell rang and Lorena looked at the time on her phone, "Crap, I gotta go. I’ll see you tomorrow."
 
      I nodded and watched as she walked towards the door.
 
      "Nice meeting you!" She yelled back.
 
      "Yeah, you too," I waved and then just stood there. 
 
   Mrs. Pond was standing behind her desk, "Aren't you a little late for class?"
 
      "Oh, yeah," I had completely forgotten I had a third period class.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
      So far, school was going good. Mostly, everyone there was kind and welcoming. At lunch, I sat alone up until a group of girls made their way around to my table and introduced themselves. There was Ashley, Amy, Tiara, and Paulina. Not one of those girls were my type of friends, but they were cool to talk to. 
 
      Halfway through lunch, a few boys sat down with us. One of them was the boy I was talking to in my first period class. His name was Cameron. He greeted me with a weird handshake that I couldn't follow through with, and started talking to me about wrestling. The others around the table listened as we went over our hardest matches, and laughed about embarrassing things that's happened during our previous season. Eventually, the girls around the table started asking me a million questions about wrestling, seeing as they've never met a girl that did such a heavy contact sport. 
 
      When the subject moved from me to other school related subjects, I started looking around and observing the cafeteria. It was a lot bigger than the one in California, but didn't have as many students. All the faces here were so unfamiliar....except the one standing by the door. 
 
      Miss Shy was watching me, along with the principal. I figured that they were making sure I stayed out of trouble, but the fact that they were watching made me angry, and I'm sure it showed all over my face.   
 
      "You cool?" Cameron asked. 
 
      I nodded my head, but didn't say anything the rest of the lunch period. 
 
      I finally made it to my last period class and sat in the front. I had been the new student so many times today that I didn't feel so new anymore. I even spotted a few people that attended previous classes with me. 
 
      The bell rang, and the rest of the class entered the room. My math teacher, Mr. Robinson, immediately started teaching. Ten minutes into the lesson I started to get bored and slouched back into my chair. Out of all my classes, this one was the worst. I just had to get stuck with a dark haired monotone teacher. 
 
      There was a knock on the door, followed by muffled giggling. It sound as if there were a few students that were a little late. Mr. Robinson opened the door, "This is the last time you three can be late or its detention."
 
      Jessie walked into the classroom laughing, "OK, won't happen again," on her way to her seat she made eye contact with me. I tensed up and held my breath. Of all the things I didn't need....
 
      Surprisingly, I went the entire class without being bothered. Jessie was on the far side of the classroom, so it wasn't that hard to ignore her. Besides, she wasn't really trying to get my attention, she was just whispering to her friends and texting. In my peripheral, I could see her turn in my direction every now and then, but I didn't assume that she was looking at me. 
 
      My mind went back to what she had said earlier. She said she had to make sure it was me, which meant that she knew something about me. If she told anyone about what happened in Cali, the whole school would think that I was crazy, and no one would want to be associated with me, let alone near me. What happened wasn't completely my fault. I had just lost control.....
 
      The bell rang and it was time for school to let out. Just like in middle school, the class was in a rush to leave, and I found myself doing the same. If I wanted to avoid conflict I was going to have to get out of that class fast. 
 
      Jessie and a few of her friends were looking directly at me now. I picked up my books, but then dropped a few on the floor while I was standing up. When I crouched down to get them Jessie and her friends started laughing, and I started to get angry. 
 
      If she did know anything about me, she knew that I could beat her senseless, so why was she targeting me? I could easily drop these books and crack that jaw of hers. I guess because she had friends behind her, she thought that she could handle me, but as soon as her friends saw what I was like they'd think twice about helping her. 
 
      I picked up the books that I dropped and faced Jessie. If she didn't come off the way that she did earlier, I would say that she was pretty, but her bitchy attitude made her look unattractive. 
 
   "What’s funny?" I asked. 
 
   Jessie bit her bottom lip and shook her head, then asked, "Why'd you transfer here?"
 
   I clenched my teeth and didn't respond. I didn't know how...
 
   "Hellooooo? You deaf?" She asked.
 
   Out of nowhere I felt my anger building. My chest was starting to burn, and I began breathing heavily, almost heaving. 
 
   "Damn, getting mad already? You must be a lot worse now than what you used to be huh?"
 
   I dropped my books and balled my fists. I didn't want the students here knowing what I did, and she was trying to bring the truth out of me. She wanted to show them what I was like, so that they would say that I was crazy and have something to talk about. I didn't want to be in everyone's conversation, or the gossip of the school. My best chance at avoiding that was to avoid her, and just let it go. 
 
   "Jessie, get out of my classroom," Mr. Robinson ordered, "and Rose, I need to talk to you."
 
   Jessie sighed, and exited the class, followed by her friends. I took a deep breath and calmed down, then I turned to Mr. Robinson, who was looking at me with a frown on his face like I was the one who did something wrong. 
 
   "What?" I asked in an aggravated tone.
 
   Mr. Robinson rubbed his chin, "You need to ignore her. It’s no secret what you did in California, and none of the teachers want history repeating itself."
 
   My heart dropped. Everyone knew what happened?
 
   "I didn't do anything," My voice cracked. The butterflies in my stomach were making me feel sick. 
 
   "From what I was told you have a very short temper, and any sign of hostility coming from you-"
 
   "Means absolutely nothing," I began picking up my books for the second time. 
 
   "You can be very dangerous, Rose. I won't tolerate any fighting or arguing in my class, and especially not from you."
 
   "Shut up," I stood up and started walking towards the door. 
 
   "Rose, I'm still talking to you!"
 
   "I don't care," I waved back as I exited the classroom. That teacher didn't know a damn thing about me. He was just going off of what he was told, which was history. It’s not the new me, because I'm different now. A lot different. So what if I get mad? People do that. That doesn't mean I'm going to attack anyone. I have control over myself now, and whatever I do is now fully thought through, whether it’s a good or bad decision, like the one I'm about to make right now. 
 
   I saw Jessie walking alone in the empty hallway. She had on her headphones and was bobbing her head to whatever she was listening to. I sped up my pace and was headed in her direction with the intention of just talking to her and finding out what exactly her problem was. 
 
   Just as I was gaining on her, I saw Lorena exit Mrs. Pond’s class. She stopped walking when she saw me and waved.
 
   Whatever I was just feeling went away, and I started to feel calm again, "What are you still doing here?" I asked as I slowed down.
 
   "Oh, just had to talk to Mrs. Pond really quick."
 
   It was an awkward silence.
 
   "What are you still doing here?" Lorena asked. 
 
   "Mr. Robinson wanted to speak with me."
 
   "Oh gosh, what was he bitchin' about now?"
 
   I shrugged, "He just wanted to clarify some things with me."
 
   We started walking towards the double doors that led outside. 
 
   "Last time me and him spoke he was giving me detention for reading during class."
 
   "Wow," I laughed, "You do read a lot though."
 
   Lorena smiled, "I love reading. It’s my favorite hobby."
 
   "Any sports?"
 
   "Volleyball, but only for fun. I don't really play on a team. You?"
 
   "Wrestling."
 
   Once again, it was an awkward silence. 
 
   "Do you need a ride home?" Lorena asked, "It’s getting a little cold out."
 
   "No I'm fine. My house isn't far."
 
   Lorena nodded. We both were walking towards the front door when I remembered that I needed to get my things out of my locker. I didn't want to turn around and get them though, I just wanted to keep walking with Lorena. I'll probably never put my finger on it, but it was just something about her that was familiar, and it made me feel somewhat comfortable. 
 
   We walked out of the front doors and down the stairs. I looked up and saw that it had started snowing out. Lorena looked back at me as she crossed the lawn to get to her car and I waved goodbye, then started to power walk home. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
     I regretted not getting my things from my locker, and since I was holding my books, I couldn't even wrap my arms around myself. Every snowflake that fell down on my shoulders made me feel even colder. It was kind of like the time I traveled to New York with Arnold and had to train in the winter. He was getting me ready for a fight that was being held in the snow by some old deserted factory. It was the first fight that I had noticed just how much blood is lost while competing. I never really noticed before, because the floor that I usually fought on was already covered in someone else's. 
 
   Shaking those thoughts out of my head, I decided to think about something else. Anything that could cheer me up would be nice, but so far nothing big has happened. I looked up at the grey sky and watched as the light snow came down on me. That cold feeling went away, and I started to feel warm inside. It was the first time I felt snow in years. 
 
   A car horn went off and I became alert again. When I turned to see who it was, I saw that it was Lorena. She waved for me to get into the car, and without thinking twice I did. 
 
   "Thanks," I sat my books down on my lap and put my hands in front of the heater. 
 
   "I felt bad about leaving you walking, hope you don't mind," She put the car in drive and pulled off. 
 
   "Oh, no not at all. I appreciate it. It’s been so long since I felt snow- it’s going to take some getting used to."
 
   "Tell me about it. Where you from again?"
 
   "Cali," My house wasn't far from here. I gave her the directions and then sat back and relaxed, "So, this car yours?"
 
   "Yeah, now it is. It was my mom's."
 
   I smiled, "Must love you a lot to give you this." She drove a 2013 Toyota.
 
   "Well, actually she passed away a few months back, so I got everything she owned."
 
   I didn't know how to respond to that, so I just didn't say anything. If she got everything her mother owned then I guess there was no father around. Just like me, she had no parents.
 
   "So, who do you stay with?" Lorena asked. 
 
   "My aunt.....you?"
 
   "I live alone," A smile formed on her lips, almost as if she were proud, "I went ahead and got an apartment and a part time job. My grandparents from afar pay half the rent."
 
   "That's awesome. So you’re eighteen?"
 
   "Yup."
 
   "Yeah, can't wait until I'm old enough to do all that. Shit, I can't wait until I learn to drive."
 
   Lorena pulled up to my house and sat in the driveway. I saw my aunt peeking out the window, then hurrying and shutting the curtain.
 
   "Don't mind her," I shook my head in embarrassment.
 
   Lorena laughed, "Tell her I come in peace."
 
   I opened the car door and stepped out, "Well, thanks for the ride," I shut the car door and started walking towards the house. Lorena rolled her window down. 
 
   "Hey," she called, "Maybe I could teach you to drive sometime?"
 
   A smile crept up on my face, "Yeah, of course."
 
   "OK, cool, see you tomorrow," She rolled her window up and pulled out, then she drove off. 
 
   I turned back around and walked to the front door. Before I could put the key in, the door opened.
 
   "Why are you so late?" Shannon asked. 
 
   I stepped into the house and looked at the time, "It's been thirty minutes."
 
   "So what? You’re supposed to come home right after school, no exceptions."
 
   "Whatever," I started walking away from her when she grabbed my upper arm with force. 
 
   "I'm still talking to you!"
 
   I pulled my arm away and approached her as if I were going to hurt her. She backed up into the door, trying to keep her distance. This was something I did to make people feel fear. I only tried to scare them, so that they wouldn't make the same mistake. 
 
   I got real close to her and looked her in her eyes. She was afraid. It was obvious from her heavy breathing. 
 
   "I'm not a kid anymore....don't put your hands on me again," I stepped back, then turned around and went straight to my room.
 
   Despite what had just happened, and about what happened in school, I felt happy. It was a weird feeling that I haven't had since I lived in Cali. I mean, I knew what happiness felt like, but this time I had butterflies.
 
   I took off my mother’s earrings, and sat my father’s Rolex down next to them. My parents were smiling at me in the picture, or at least that's what I always told myself. They were taking this picture so that they could give it to me as a welcome home gift, and when I never returned they decided to just hang it up on a wall next to all their pictures of me. 
 
   Our house had so many pictures of family, friends, and, of course, myself. It was my mother that always went crazy with the picture taking. She said that when you take a picture, it was a live memory on paper, and since Daddy couldn't even remember their anniversary, she figured taking a lot of pictures would be a good idea. Daddy would laugh and argue how he always remembered their special day, and argue that she was the one who had forgotten. I would just sit in between them and listen to them go back and forth, then I would tell him that his memory really was bad, and that all of our pictures were a good idea. One day I heard my teacher talking about photography, and ran home to tell mom that that's what I wanted to be in the future. I wanted to be a photographer......
 
   I skipped my daily workout and decided to go to bed early. I had succeeded on finishing my first day of school, and even though there were a few problems, I handled myself well. I got mad, but I didn't flip, and when I was provoked, I didn't respond. I did well. 
 
   Today was the first day of my new life, and it looked like I was having a good start. All I have to do is ignore the negative, and only let in the positive. So far the only negative was Jessie. All I have to do is ignore her. 
 
   *                                                                 *
 
   I woke up late one night and got out of bed. It was weird not sleeping in a cage, because I was so used to it, but eventually I grew to like having an actual bedroom.
 
   Looking over at my clock, I saw that it was 12 O'clock A.M. It was way past my bedtime, and if I were caught out of bed then I would get locked back up for the night. I don't know what woke me up, but I couldn't go back to sleep without seeing what it was, so I tiptoed out of my room to see that all of the lights were off. No one was up. Not the maids, there were no workers, not even Arnold.
 
   From far down the hall I saw no lights, and I also saw none from behind me. I sighed and turned to go back to bed, but then I heard a loud thump from under me. Usually, around this time. Arnold would be playing poker with his friends, or in his office smoking a cigar. There were never any loud noises this late, because he didn't want anything to wake me. It was very important to him that I got all of the sleep that I needed, with me being his big money maker and all. 
 
   I had to see what that noise was. Arnold said that we would be having a new friend soon, and I wanted to meet him or her as soon as they got here. Excitement rose up inside of me and I quickly tiptoed down to the stairway. It took a while, but I finally made it to the bottom of the steps and saw a light shining from under the front door. I could also hear Arnold's voice from outside. 
 
   I couldn't hear what he was saying, but I did start to notice that his voice was getting closer and closer. He was about to walk in and see me awake and out bed. In a panic, I ran to the first dark place I saw, and that was the entrance to the basement. The place I hated most. 
 
   I closed the door and stood there for a second. I could hear Arnold stepping inside and closing the door, then he walked passed the basement and I sighed with relief. 
 
   Disappointed that no one was coming tonight, I decided that I was just going to head back to bed, but then I heard a noise coming from downstairs. I couldn't make it out at first, but then I realized that it was a person. 
 
   "Hello?" I whispered as I walked down the stairs, "Who's there?"
 
   There was sniffling, but no response. 
 
   "Are you OK?" I asked. There was still no response. Just sniffling, and a soft crying. 
 
   I walked to the table on the far side of the room and took the flashlight. Once I turned it on I quickly pointed it in the direction of the sniffing sounds.....
 
   There was a person in my old cage shielding her eyes. She was wearing a pink night gown that had small spots of blood on it from her lip.
 
   "Hey," I whispered, "Hey, it’s okay," I walked over to her and got on my knees, then I sat the flashlight down so it was out of her face, “Are you okay?"
 
   The girl shook her head, "I want my mom," she cried. 
 
   I didn't respond. I wanted the same thing, "What's your name?" 
 
   "....Winee."
 
   I reached my hand through the cage bars, "I'm Rose."
 
   Winee hesitated, but when she saw the smile on my face, she lightly took my hand and shook it back. 
 
   That was the beginning of a very long and loving friendship. Another girl, locked up, just like me, and someone who wanted her family just like I did. Soon enough we became so close that we were like each other’s own family, and we forgot about our old ones. It was just me and her. 
 
   Chapter 8
 
      The next day was uneventful compared to yesterday. Jessie didn't bother me, or even take the time to look in my direction. She just came late to class and ignored my presence, and as much as I enjoyed the lack of attention I felt as if something were wrong. Jessie was up to something, and I had no idea what, but for the time being I’m just going to have to go with the flow and leave things alone. My plan to get answers had faded.
 
    I didn't see Lorena, which made my day less exciting, but Abigale and Cameron made things look a little brighter. Cameron was a funny guy that always had some kind of corny joke. He was liked by the majority of the girls at our school, and the ones that didn’t like him are the ones he most likely turned down. I don't blame them though, he is a cute boy. Abigale, on the other hand, could relate with me on just about everything, on every level. She was more of an outcast at the school, but still admired by many. Some students liked her because she was so cool and laid back, and nothing close to judgmental, but some disliked her because she was so different. 
 
   Me, I don't really know how I fit into the equation. I'm just that girl that everyone is trying to figure out, which makes me pretty popular, but once they all find out that I'm just an empty shell, I'll probably be more of an outcast than Abigale. 
 
   I saw Miss Shy at the end of the day. She smiled at me and waited for one in return, but I didn't want to share that with her, so I just picked up my pace and continued down the hall.
 
   "See you tomorrow," Miss Shy said. I sighed at the thought of having to sit in the office with her again. 
 
   When I got out of school I decided to head to the library instead of going straight home. There was nothing that Shannon could do about me not coming back when she wanted me to. If she was really worried, all she has to do is call my phone. 
 
   The library was only a block away from the school which was very convenient. I could go there to do my homework, and also get a few books. When I lived with Arnold, reading was one of the few things that I was allowed to do. I always chose the fantasy genre because I liked the thought of having super powers, and traveling to other worlds. Anything that could distract me from reality kept my attention back then. 
 
   When I got into the library I went straight to the librarian and applied for a library card. While I was doing that, I spotted Abigale at a table, alone, surrounded by open books and papers. 
 
   "Ab...." I whispered. 
 
   She looked up and waved for me to come over to her. I took my library card and slipped it in my pocket, then I walked over to her table and sat down. 
 
   "Wow, what class is this?" I asked. 
 
   "Fucking government," She answered, "What are you doing here?"
 
   "Nothing, just here to do some work, and then maybe check out some books."
 
   "What? You read?" She chuckled, "I can't stand reading warning signs, let alone books."
 
   "Yeah, it’s a bit of a hobby for me."
 
   Abigale shook her head and got back into her work. I decided to go ahead and start mine. It didn't take long at all to finish, and I was even done before Abigale and decided to help her with hers. I already knew a lot about the subject so we started to pick up the speed dramatically.  
 
   After about twenty minutes, I got a phone call from Shannon. I just texted her where I was at and left it at that. She still called back, but I didn't answer. 
 
   "Who's that?" Abigale asked. 
 
   "My crazy ass aunt," I sighed, "I'm gonna get ready to head back."
 
   "Alright, thanks."
 
   I nodded and headed over to the fiction section of the library. They had such a large variety that I couldn't choose from what I wanted, and I got stuck in picking between two books that had both looked so good, but couldn’t figure out which one was better. 
 
      "You should try this one," Lorena had walked up to me and pulled out the black book covered in stars, "I read it a long time ago, and it turned out to be really good."
 
      I smiled at the sound of her voice, but then my smile faded when I made eye contact with her. She looked unhappy. Her joyful voice was just a cover up so that no one would think that there was a problem. 
 
      "Is everything alright?" I asked. 
 
      Lorena faked her smile, "Yeah, I'm fine. I just haven't been feeling well. I mean I'm alright now, but earlier I felt horrible."
 
      I decided to go along with her, "Or, that's just an excuse not to go to school."
 
      She giggled, "You could be right." She turned towards the books and started looking through them. "You didn't strike me as the reading type, Rose."
 
      "What you tryna say? Even Abigale said something like that. Do I come off a little slow or something?"
 
      "No, not at all," This smile was real, “After our last talk, I just saw you as the sports only type of gal." 
 
      “You got me all wrong. I like to take long walks on the beach, watching the stars, and occasionally writing poetry."
 
      Lorena looked at me to see if I was serious, and I kept a straight face for as long as I could, but when she smiled, we both started laughing. 
 
      Lorena finally chose a book and quickly flipped through the pages, "Alright, well I guess I'll see you in school tomorrow."
 
      “Hope so,” just slipped out, and I felt embarrassed. 
 
      Lorena just looked back at me with a confused look, "let me know what you think of that book."
 
      I nodded, and then she turned around and walked away. Now, she probably thought that I was kind of weird when really I just felt...comfortable. If I wanted to be her friend, I'm going to have to warm up to her slowly. That way she doesn't think I'm some crazy stalker or something. 
 
   I pretended to look through books as I watched her check out and exit the building. I wonder what was really wrong with her. When she spoke, she sounded sad, and her movements were slower. She could have actually been sick like she said that she was, or something else was bothering her. Like her leg. Lorena covered it up perfectly, but she couldn't fool me. She was limping. 
 
   My phone rang again, and once again I ignored it. Shannon must've been going crazy by now. It’s been an hour since I've been out of school, and I still haven't arrived home yet. 
 
   I went ahead and checked out the book Lorena had chosen for me. It was called Once Loved. It didn't really seem to be a fantasy book, but it’s good to venture onto new grounds sometimes. 
 
   Once I left the library, I power walked home, excited to go read the new book I checked out. Back in California I only read when I had to. I was always fighting, or training, or sleeping, and never had time to do the other things that I enjoyed. It was all to distract my mind, but it didn't do me any good. 
 
   Once I got home, I stood in the living room and waited for the screaming and yelling to start, but there was nothing. 
 
   "Shannon!" I called out, but there was no reply. I shrugged, and started for my bedroom when I heard a car pull up and stop with a loud screech. I sighed. Just when I was about to escape. 
 
   The car door slammed shut, and it wasn't long before the front door flew open, "Where were you?!"
 
   "The library," oddly, I kept my cool, "I sent you a te-"
 
   "I told you to come here right after school Rose! Right after!"
 
   "I had work to do!" I yelled back, but tried to keep my cool.  
 
   "You are supposed to come straight home! We had an agreement-"
 
   "No, you had an agreement! I didn't say I was gonna do that shit, you did! I had fuckin' work to do. What’s so bad about me being somewhere other than here anyway? I can take care of myself!" Now I was getting mad. It's almost like I could never have a good day with this woman!
 
   Shannon took a deep breath and calmed down. She was always the one to calm down first, "Look, I just need to know that you’re safe, that's all."
 
   My anger turned into confusion, "Shannon, I'm a walking human weapon. My hands are licensed, and I am the best at what I do. Who, or what the hell could possibly hurt me?"
 
   Shannon sighed and walked passed me, "You shouldn't be so confident."
 
   "You shouldn't be so worried. You shouldn't even care, you didn't before-"
 
   Shannon stopped and turned around, "Well I do now, and I want you to come home right after school for now on."
 
   "No," I shrugged.
 
   "No?"
 
   "I'll let you know where I am where ever I go, but if I don't want to, I won't," I walked passed her and headed to my room.
 
   "Well if you end up missing again, I won't come looking for you."
 
   I acted as if that didn't bother me, but that one hurt like hell. 
 
   Right before bed, I got in the shower. Hot water always calmed me down to a relaxed state, where all I could think about was how good the water felt. I even decided to put my hair under the shower to add onto the good feeling. 
 
      When I was little I went days without showering. I just had cold soapy water thrown on me, and a sponge tossed inside the cage. I had to scrub the best I could in that small square, and then air dry. When I was finally given a real bedroom, I was allowed to use the shower. I spent any free moment I could in that warm water. With such hard training, torn muscles, and healing bruises, the shower was the only thing that could relax me, and now, I just love taking showers. 
 
   Before I was taken away, I would take baths by myself, or sometimes my mom would come and make sure that I washed up right. She was always such a clean freak, but I could understand how she felt. I used to walk into the house covered in mud with my dog by my side. Sadly, he didn't get to take a bath with me, so I would have to take him out back. My dogs name was Leon. Like Leo but with an N at the end. My mother named him for me. 
 
   I really wish none of this ever happened, and that they could watch me grow up. Maybe I would be different. Maybe the incident in California would have never happened.  
 
   Once out of the shower, I went to bed. Once again, I avoided doing my daily routine, but it didn't bother me as much as it used to. I could actually sleep without thinking about it. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Abigale popped up at my house early the next morning and gave me a ride to school. I was surprised that she knew where I lived, but she said it wasn't hard to find my place because she saw me walking home yesterday. 
 
   We didn't talk much this morning. Mostly because I was reading Once Loved. So far, it was about a girl who ran away from home and tried to make a life of her own. I didn't get very far into it, because the school was right around the corner. 
 
   When we parked and got out of the car, Cameron spotted us and joined us on our way into the building. All three of us had the same homeroom class so we walked together. Abigale stopped at her locker, and I went to mine with Cameron following behind me. 
 
   "So, you ready for tryouts?" Cameron asked. 
 
   I took my book bag off and began putting my books away, "Sort of, I haven't really been training, but I'm not that worried."
 
   "Mmmmm, you should be," He smirked, "We are pretty good."
 
   "Well, I'm probably better," I said with confidence.
 
   "We’ll see about that, I'll make sure he puts you against me. What you weigh like 140? 145?"
 
   I slammed my locker shut, and he jumped. "130," I laughed, and was starting to walk away when he grabbed my hand. He was gentle about it, and for once I didn't react aggressively. Still, I pulled my hand away because I wasn't used to soft touches, or affection period, "Already? I've only been here for like three days."
 
   Cameron smirked and shook his head, "You’re interesting, and I want to get to know you."
 
   "So does half of the school, and I'm sure there are a lot of girls here that want to get to know you," Looking around I saw a few females give me dirty looks, "Besides, you find out what I'm really like, and you'd want to keep your distance," I turned around and walked to my class. My stomach was fluttering with butterflies, and my face felt hot. It was a feeling that I was very unfamiliar with. 
 
   I walked into the class and sat down next to Abigale, trying to slow my heart rate by taking a deep breath.
 
   "You okay?" Abigale laughed. 
 
   I nodded and slouched down in my chair. I don't even dress like an average female. What could he possibly be attracted to?
 
   Cameron walked into the classroom with his friends and sat down. He smiled at me, and then went ahead and started talking to them.
 
   "Ooooh," Abigale nodded, "Be careful with that one."
 
   I bit my lip and turned away, "What are you talking about?"
 
   She smiled.
 
   When class ended, I went straight to my second period class. I was the first one to enter and sat down quietly as I waited for class to start. 
 
   Everyone entered the room accept Lorena. She missed, yet again, another day. I sighed and ignored Mrs. Pond’s teachings most of the class. Where was she?
 
   When the bell rang, I wasn't in such a hurry anymore. It was time to go and visit Miss Shy. My counselor. 
 
   "Is everything okay?" Mrs. Pond asked, "You seemed a little distracted today."
 
   "I'm fine," I picked up my books and slowly made my way down the hall towards the office. 
 
   On my way there, I spotted Jessie headed in my direction and felt heat building in my chest. She was walking with two other girls that I wasn't used to seeing, but then again, I'm not used to seeing anyone just yet. 
 
   Jessie looked up and smiled as she passed me. It was a pretty smile, and the heat in my chest died down, which was weird. I ignored her and kept moving forward thinking that I had to learn how to completely ignore her. 
 
   Once I got into the office I sat down in the lobby. As soon as the bell rang, Miss Shy opened her door for me to come in. 
 
   "Hi!" She said in a joyous tone. 
 
   "Hello," I walked in and sat down. 
 
   "How are you today?"
 
   "Fine."
 
   "Great," She sat down behind her desk. 
 
   "So, we talking about colors and favorite foods today?" I asked.
 
   "Is that what you want to talk about?"  
 
   I just stared at her. Hell no, I didn't want to talk about colors, that was boring the first time. 
 
   "I didn't think so-"
 
   "Let’s talk about you," I suggested.
 
   "Again?"
 
   I didn't respond. 
 
   "How about we play a game?"
 
   I squinted, "Like some psychologist game for you to get into my head?" I laughed, "You gonna show me pictures?"
 
   "No.....I'm going to tell you something about myself, and then you’re going to tell me something about yourself that similar to mine."
 
   "So, you want to see what we have in common?"
 
   Miss Shy smiled, "Smart girl."
 
   I sighed loudly, “You’re white, and I’m mixed. You’re old, I'm young. You have a job, I don't."
 
   "You think I'm old?" She blushed, slightly, "I'm only twenty-eight."
 
   I didn't respond. I figured she was about to start telling me irrelevant stories about her life and started to space out. I was looking around her dull office for any pictures of family and saw that she had none. It was just her and her cat, once again. In our last session, she told me that she had no children and no husband, not even a boyfriend, but she didn't really go into detail. I could see it in her eyes that something bothered her about telling me why, but I didn't really care. 
 
   "Shall I begin?" She asked. 
 
   I just shrugged. 
 
   "I guess I should start with a story," She was scratching her brow in thought.
 
   "How about family?" I smirked.
 
   Her smile faded a little bit, “Hmm, well, I was adopted when I was ten. I had the average family. A mother, a father, and two older sisters, with a dog."
 
   “No cat?"
 
   “No cats," She laughed, "mom couldn't stand cats, and I don't really think they liked her either. We stuck with a dog named Ronald. You have any pets?"
 
   “I had one," I answered. I haven't talked about anything that's had to deal with my childhood before I was kidnapped. It made me feel queasy and anxious.
 
   “What was his name?"
 
   “Leon," I looked down at the floor and tried not to think about him. 
 
   “What about family?"
 
   I had a flash of my mom and dad and bit my bottom lip. I didn't want to think about them right now, "Don't have one."
 
   Miss Shy folded her hands, “Well, who do you live with?"
 
   "My crazy ass aunt. You know that."
 
   "It doesn't seem like you like her too much-"
 
   "Well why would I? She-" I stopped when I realized what I was doing. I was about to start ranting on about all the things she's done. It wouldn't hurt to talk about it, but it’d make me seem like a victim, and I refused to be one of those. 
 
   I realized that I was letting myself get too comfortable, and started to feel angry. She almost got me.
 
   "You said you were adopted, right?" I leaned forward and let my arms rest on my knees. 
 
   "Yes," She nodded. 
 
   "Well, I heard stories about crazy ass parents that adopt children and abuse them. I mean, they adopted you when you were ten. What does a family want with a ten year old girl when they already had two?"
 
   Miss Shy smile was completely gone. 
 
   "I mean, I'm just curious, did any of those crazy things happen to you? You know, like rape, abuse, torture..."
 
   "Did it happen to you?" She looked calm, but I could tell that I was getting to her. 
 
   I clenched my teeth at the thought of my past. I hated thinking about those times. My heart rate would pick up, and I would get all sweaty, then I would start freaking out, and it would feel like I was really there. 
 
   "To answer your question, no. My adoptive parents adopted me because they wanted another girl."
 
   "Well, aren't you a lucky one?"
 
   "They adopted me from a bad foster home, and before that I lived with my mother who neglected me most of the time."
 
   "Tragic," I said sarcastically.
 
   Miss Shy clenched her teeth, then took a breath, "Even through all the neglect I still loved her."
 
   There was a flash of me hugging Arnold after I won a fight.
 
   "I did whatever I could to please her. I even tried making her money by selling my toys," She smiled slightly, "We were desperate, and hungry. One day she met a guy and...I guess she fell in love, or at least with his money. For a while she could get him to stay around, but then he started disappearing more and more and we started to get desperate again. My mom cried all the time, and there was nothing I could do to get her to stop.....I prayed that things would get better, and it seemed like it did. The guy finally came back, and the night he came over they celebrated. They drank, and got high..." Miss Shy's hands started to shake, but then they stopped, "My mom fell asleep early that night, and him...he's the reason I was taken away from my mom. It was her fault too, but back then I blamed him. If he just didn't do what he did, I would have still been with her. I haven't seen her since..."
 
   I just stared at her. She had just told me that she was raped, and I had nothing to say. It made me feel terrible, and I wish that she never told me. It made me think back to the rough times I’d endured while living with Arnold. 
 
   I could still hear the cord whip through the air before it hit my back, and feel the cold air whirl around in the basement making me shiver. Arnold was breathing hard and sweating by now, and I had grown tired of crying. He did something that he regretted, and he was punishing me for it. Telling me how this was my fault, and that my parents died because of me....
 
   "Rose...Rose....where are you?"
 
   My eyes teared up and I looked down at the floor. I couldn't shake it off. My hands were shaking, and I started feeling hot everywhere.
 
   "Talk to me Rose, where are you? I can help you through this."
 
   My breathing turned to heaving. I felt like I was choking on the air I inhaled and was going to faint. I didn’t want to think about them, or him anymore. I didn’t want to go back to that place.
 
   "Rose, honey-"
 
   "SHUT UP!!!" I jumped up out of the chair, “I don't need your fucking help! I don't need to think about these things anymore! Why the hell are people so interested in bringing up my past? Huh? What’s it going to do for you?" I slammed my fist down on her desk and she jumped, "Nothing like that has ever happened to me! Ever! I'm not like you, and we don't have shit in common, remember that!"
 
   The door flew open and a security guard and the principal were standing at alert. The secretary was even peeking over from her desk. 
 
   "Everything alright?" The principal asked. 
 
   The security guard came in and grabbed me by my wrist. His tight grip took me right back to where I started, only worse. 
 
    "Let me go," I said looking up at the security guard, "You really want to let me go."
 
   "Rose, try to keep yourself calm," Miss Shy said, "Think about your dog, Leon. He made you happy right?"
 
   I was still glaring at the security guard, and then to the principal, "Tell him to let me go, or I will break his arm," I turned back to the security, "He obviously didn't tell you about me. I could end your career, and it would be his fault."
 
   "Just let her go," Miss Shy said, "She got worked up, and it’s normal. There's really no trouble here."
 
   I turned back to the principal, and then was let go. There was too much on my mind to go back to class, so I just decided to go back to the second best place. 
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   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   I walked into the library and took in the warm air. They must have had the heat on blast today.
 
   The librarian from yesterday watched as I walked towards the back of the library, and with my anger still raging, I was close to flipping out on her as well, but I didn't want to be kicked out, so I was going to have to control myself. Besides, I figured she was just watching me because I’m a minor that’s not in school during school hours. 
 
   In the back of the library, on the far right, I found that there was a spot cut off from the rest of the world, where I could be alone. I found it the other day, and figured that I could read the rest of my book there in peace once I got the chance. When I made my way back there, though, I noticed that someone was already sitting on one of the large beanbags facing the opposite direction. There were two more bean bags left available, but I preferred to be completely alone. 
 
   As I turned around my book bag bumped into a pile of books that were sitting on the table. I sighed and bent down to pick them up, and while gathering them I noticed that most of the books were my kind of books: fantasy. Some were funny, some had action, and some had adventure. There was no one around but the person on the bean bag, and he didn’t seem to be claiming the books, so I saw this as an opportunity to check them out. 
 
   As I stood up, I sorted out the ones that I wanted and sat the rest down. 
 
   "You could at least ask," The girl from the bean bag said. 
 
   It was Lorena once again. I didn't recognize her because she wore a black hoodie that hid her red hair, “Oh, sorry I didn't know they were yours," I put the books back down and just stared at her. It was awkward with us just looking at each other, and I didn't really know what to do or say. Made me wonder why I've been wanting to see her so much, because when I do its just awkward...like now. 
 
   "Sooooooo," Lorena's smile made the awkwardness disappear, “You wanna sit down, orrrrrr....."
 
   "Oh, ummm no, I was just coming back here to be alone, but then I saw that this spot was taken already."
 
   "This spot’s always taken. I'm usually the one sitting back here."
 
   "Oh...." Once again we were staring at each other. 
 
   "I'll be leaving in a few minutes, so you can have it then, or you can sit with me until I leave," She pulled her hood off and turned back around. 
 
   That queasy feeling in my stomach came back and it was like my six pack was flexing as hard as ever. I didn't want to just stand there and be anymore awkward than I already was, so I walked over to the red bean bag and sat down. 
 
   Lorena sat across from me with her body leaning to her left side while holding herself up on her elbow and reading the book that she picked out yesterday. 
 
   "So, what was your excuse today?" I asked.
 
   Lorena read for a few more seconds and then looked up at me. I could tell that she wasn't going to tell the truth again because of the guilty expression on her face, "I'm still not feeling well," She looked back down into her book. On the corner of her lip I could see that is was a little red. It had been busted, but was barely noticeable. 
 
   "That sucks, I was looking forward to seeing you. Hope you feel better tomorrow," I leaned back on the bean bag and stretched out my legs. 
 
   Lorena closed her book and put it in her bag, then she slowly sat up. She seemed to be in a worse mood than yesterday.
 
   "Hey...” I said softly.  
 
   Lorena knew what I was thinking when she made eye contact with me. It was as if she wanted to tell me something, but for some reason she didn’t. 
 
   "Is everything alright?" I asked as kindly as I could.  
 
   Lorena swallowed, and took a moment to answer. She didn't speak, but nodded her head looking exhausted.
 
   "You want me to walk you to your car?" I asked, "I can carry your bag."
 
   "No, I'm okay," She looked towards the door as if waiting for someone to walk in. 
 
   "You don't look okay," I looked towards the door and then back at her. People like me noticed things that others couldn’t. I guess after fighting for so long it wasn’t hard for me to pick out injuries, and I spotted a few on Lorena. 
 
   She frowned, "I'm fi-"
 
   "Your ankle is swollen, your lip is busted, and it looks like you hurt your ribs. You fall down the stairs or something?" I gave her a gentle smile. She didn't answer, so I just got to my feet and helped her up, "I thought you lived alone?"
 
   "I do," she answered, sounding a little annoyed. She reached down to pick up her bag, but I went ahead and grabbed it for her. 
 
   "Just lead the way." 
 
   We both walked out of the library and to her car that was parked right in the front. Once she got in, I tossed her backpack in the passenger seat and leaned in the window. 
 
   "Do you need me to do anything else for you?" I asked. 
 
   "No," she shook her head, "But thank you."
 
   I sighed and then smiled, "I am a fighter. If you ever need me, I got your back."
 
   Lorena just nodded.
 
   "I hope that I see you in school tomorrow,” I shrugged. 
 
   "You will," She smiled again, but this time it was genuine. 
 
   I stepped back as she began to roll up her windows, then I watched as she drove off for the second time.  
 
      When she was out of sight I walked back into the library, and went to sit down on the bean bags. With Lorena gone there were no longer any distraction from the thoughts that had occurred earlier. Anger started to rise again as I thought of Mrs. Shy, but then her calm face and slight smile made me calm down again. Mrs. Shy really wasn’t so bad. It’s just the fact that she’s another one of those prying counselors that want to study me, and I don’t want to be studied. I just want to be normal like everyone else. 
 
      I pulled out my book from my bag and began reading, but couldn’t really focus on the words because I kept thinking back to Arnold and his practices. All of this anxiety and anger was starting to make me feel tired. 
 
      This really wasn’t a good start to my school year. My new life was starting to be ruined already. 
 
   *                                                                  *
 
      “Do you see anyone?” Winee asked, peeking around the corner with me. We were checking to see if the coast was clear down the long hallway that lead to the stairway. 
 
      “No,” I answered, “But still, be quiet. We can’t let any of the maids see us.”
 
      “Half of them don’t even like Arnold. Would they really tell?”
 
      I sighed, feeling like the big sister that had to keep the younger sister out of trouble, “They’re all afraid of him. Of course they will tell. We aren’t supposed to go outside when he’s not home. It’s a rule,” and I knew exactly what happened when someone was caught breaking rules. 
 
      Me and Winee tip toed down the hall and down the long stairway and was relieved when there were still no Maids in sight. Once we made it to the bottom of the steps, we then tip toed towards the back hall that led to the back door. 
 
      The house that we lived in was a very big one. It had three floors and about five rooms that stretched down a long hallway. Arnold was a pretty wealthy man compared to my parents...
 
      “Come on,” I said. We ran to the backdoor and quickly opened it. Once we got outside we then ran to the woods in the backyard where no one could see us. 
 
      “What time is it?” Winee asked. 
 
   I pulled out the small watch from my dress pocket, “three o’clock. Arnold doesn’t get back until six,” I put the watch away. Arnold always had us looking presentable, and the clothes we wore were always set out for us in the morning. Even though we fought, we still had to look like ladies. I usually wore the bright colors while Winee wore the dark ones. Today I had on a pink dress, and she wore a dark blue one. 
 
      Winee looked back towards the house in disgust. She hated it there while I had begun to get used to it. I knew that I shouldn’t have thought that way, but I did, and it couldn’t be helped. I had actually started to like Arnold no matter how scary he was. He just had this way of being fatherly, in replacement of mine...
 
      Winee took off her dress to show that she had on a training bra, and some spandex shorts, “you ready?” Winee had a serious look on her face. She had been training whenever she could so that she could win all of her fights like I did. Losing meant punishment, and neither of us wanted to be punished. 
 
      I took off my dress and neatly folded it, showing that I had on the same clothes, “Yeah,” I said. I wasn’t going to go easy on her. Neither Fike nor Cleo did for me, “Come on,” I left myself wide open for her. 
 
      Like I thought she would, Winee charged at me. I braced myself by putting my arms out and bending my knees knowing that she was going to try and take me down first. When she made contact she wrapped her arms around me and tried to do just that, but she still wasn’t strong enough. She was just like me when I used to go against Cleo: filled with drive, but still weak. 
 
      I reached over and wrapped by arm around her neck, then I tightened my grip and tried to choke her out. Winee started punching wildly hitting my back and my sides, but they didn’t hurt. They probably would have if I wasn’t used to feeling pain. 
 
      Once Winee realized that the punching wouldn’t work she tried to push her way out of my grip, but that just made me tighten up even more. I then used my right fist to start punching at her ribs, and the pain made her fight harder to get away from me. After hitting her in the side a few more times, Winee started to slow down. I didn’t show any mercy and decided to swing my body to the left as hard as I could. He body followed and she crashed to the ground. 
 
      Winee lay there coughing, and saw me coming, but didn’t get up in time. I went ahead and mounted her, then started punching her in the face. When blood started leaking from her nose she tried to shield herself with her arms, “Rose!”
 
      I continued punching her, and it felt like I couldn’t stop. She was just so small and weak, and I couldn’t stand that about her. It’s not like I was mad at her, but I needed her to learn that losing wasn’t an option. Resting wasn’t an option, and this is what happens in the organized fights, only there...you might die. 
 
      “Rose!” Winee frantically put her hands up, hoping that I would stop, but I didn’t care. I didn’t see her hands. I didn’t see anything but her blood, and then her tears...
 
      I stopped punching her when I saw a tear fall from her eye. Tears were falling from mine too. Her hands were still out, trying to stop me, and she looked afraid of me. 
 
      “Sorry,” I said. My voice had cracked. I didn’t really look at her, or at what I was doing. Her nose and head was bleeding, and her cheek was scratched. There was blood on the rock next to her and I panicked at the thought that I might have hurt her badly. 
 
      Winee started crying like a baby, but then I covered her mouth with my hand and leaned in close, “Shh, you can’t cry here. Don’t ever cry after a fight.”
 
      Even though I was saying that, tears were falling from my eyes too. I had really hurt my friend, and if I hadn’t noticed that she was crying I would’ve kept going. What is wrong with me? Why did I do that to her? She was so hurt and afraid, “I'm sorry, Winee.”
 
   *                                                                     *
 
      “Rose.....” a voice called, “Roooose?”
 
      I opened my eyes to see Abigale standing over me. She had a concerned look on her face. 
 
      “Hey, you alright?” She asked. 
 
      Sitting up, I wiped my eyes and yawned, then I checked the time on my phone, “Yeah, I’m OK.”
 
      “Heard you had an intense session with Miss Shy,” She reached out and helped me to my feet. 
 
      “Who told you that?” The thought of the whole school knowing what happened made me feel sick, “It wasn’t even that bad,” I said, “Where did you hear that though?”
 
      Abigale smiled, knowing what was running through my mind, “Don’t worry, I just heard the secretary up front talking about it. Looks like you’re pretty famous in the office.”
 
      I sighed with relief. Looking down at my phone again, I noticed that I had ten missed calls from my crazy Aunt Shannon. Abigale peeked over, “Wow, you have a stalker.”
 
      I smiled, “Abigale, why are you out of school so early? We still have an hour left.”
 
      “Ahhhh, I didn’t really feel like sticking around. School can get really boring.”
 
      “So you came to the library?”
 
      “Yep, same place you thought to escape to- but hey, I brought a friend.”
 
      Abigale pointed towards the door where Cameron had peeked in, “C’mon we’re going to go do something productive.”
 
      I frowned in thought, “Get your head out of the gutters Rose,” Abigale waved for me to follow her to the door. I stood there for a moment, trying to decide what I wanted to do. Should I go with them, or should I just go home? I figured I should call Shannon back before she called the police. 
 
      I put my finger up to Abigale who was waiting with Cameron by the door. Then I called Shannon back. 
 
      “Rose? Rose? Where are you! What are you doing?”
 
      I sighed, “Shan-”
 
      “I got a call from your principal. He said you just left the school-”
 
      “Shan-”
 
      “You’re messing up already Rose? We moved all the way out her for a clean start and you messing up already. Go home? Go home right n-”
 
      “I have to study. Bye,” I hung up and turned off my phone, then I put it away in my book bag. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
      I sat in the backseat behind Cameron. Abigale played loud rock music, while Cameron was texting on his phone. For some reason I felt a pinch of jealousy from the thought that he was texting some girl, but then I shook it off and smiled. Cameron was cute, but he wasn’t my type. I haven’t really dated, but I knew I didn’t want some ladies’ man like him. Too much drama would come with that package. 
 
      Looking from Abigale, to Cameron, and then counting myself. We made a pretty odd group of friends. It was almost like we didn’t really fit in with each other. Abigale was kind of like me, but was more level-headed, and pretty goofy. Cameron was also funny, but he was that cool kid in school that all the girls liked, and all the guys wanted to be cool with. He was a wrestler and, from what I heard, a very good football player....then there was me. The short tempered, laid back, not so funny, and serious half the time wrestler with an unbelievable background and a criminal record. How is it that I came to become friends with these two? Not to mention that I had just gotten to this school, and the only reason Cameron and Abigale even talk to each other is because of me. It turns out that they have a few things in common and enjoy hanging out together. 
 
      “Tryouts are next week!” Cameron tried to say over the music. Abigale laughed and turned it down, “So, tryouts are next week. Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.”
 
      “I’ll be there,” I smiled. Tryouts are going to be exciting. 
 
      “Yeah, I talked to coach. Since you’re a girl, and we’ve never had a girl on our team, he wants to have a private tryout only for you Saturday.”
 
      “A what?” I leaned in between the seats. 
 
      Cameron had a smile on his face, “he wants to make sure that you could even perform in the real tryouts,” he faced me, “So you’re going against me.”
 
      Cameron and I stared at each other for a moment, then I said, “Just have it in the back of your mind that if you grab me in any uncomfortable places, that I have a really good grip...and I don’t. Let. Go.”
 
      It was quiet for a moment, and then we all burst out laughing.
 
      Abigale pulled up to a small apartment complex and we got out of the car. 
 
      “Is this where you live?” I asked. 
 
      “Yup,” Abigale answered. 
 
      “Yeah, and I live in those apartments over there,” Cameron pointed to some apartments next to the ones we pulled up in front of. 
 
      We walked up the walkway and through the back door. Then we made our way up the stairway, and down a long hall. The hallway was pretty clean, but smelled like all the foods people were cooking in their homes. There was a dim light that lit the hallway, and the carpet was stained with dirt from people walking on it. Altogether, though, it was pretty decent. 
 
      “Mine is all the way down this hallway,” Abigale said. 
 
      On our way to her apartment, I heard yelling coming from one of the apartments ahead of us. I would say that there was an argument, but there was only a man screaming. I didn’t hear anyone else yelling back, and it reminded me of Arnold’s yelling during training. I took a deep breath and shook the thought away.
 
      The door flew open, and a familiar face came storming out of the apartment. I didn’t know who he was, but he went to our school. He was a tall Caucasian boy that was well built, with black hair and a pale face. Only right now it was red from anger. 
 
      “H-hey Josh,” Cameron said. For a moment Cameron looked afraid of him. 
 
      “Hey bro,” Josh calmed down a little. I looked down at his fist to see that there was blood on them. 
 
      “You alright?” Cameron was looking down at his hand too. 
 
      “Yeah, I kind of punched the wall. I’ll be okay though.”
 
      Abigale frowned and continued on past him, leaving the three of us confused.
 
      “You have to stop doing that man, last time you couldn’t wrestle because you broke your hand.”
 
      “I know, bro...” Josh shook his head in disappointment. 
 
      “Oh- this is Rose. She’ll be trying out,” Cameron introduced.
 
      Josh looked up and smiled as if trying to contain his laughter, “Right. Look, hey I have to go, I’ll see you at school next week,” Josh looked at me as he passed me by, “I’ll see you too Rosie.”
 
      I turned to Cameron who had a smile on his face, “Rosie?”
 
      “Guys are you coming in or not?” Abigale asked. 
 
      Cameron and I jogged down the hallway and into Abigale’s apartment. Inside looked totally different from the outside. This place was nice. 
 
      She had light grey carpeting with a soft grey couch in the front room. In front of the couch was a glass coffee table that faced the fifty inch flat screen up on the wall. Under it was a PlayStation 3 and a Wii. The kitchen was on your left as soon as you entered the apartment. It was a small kitchen, but just big enough for two people to fit in, and looking down the hallway you could see that there were two bedrooms and a small bathroom. 
 
      “This place is nice,” I said sitting down on the couch. 
 
      “Thanks,” Abigale went to put her stuff away in her room, then she came back and turned on the PlayStation.
 
      Cameron picked up a controller and waited for the game to start up, “I’m about to whoop yo’ ass in some 2K boooy,” he said. 
 
      Abigale picked up a controller and sat down on the other side of me, “Riggghhht.”
 
      “I call winners,” I said, trying to seem interested in the game. I was never a big fan of video games. 
 
      As they played, they threw a few curse words at each other and then laughed about it. Abigale was winning. I actually found myself enjoying the time that I was spending with them, because they were pretty funny. 
 
      “So, who stays here with you Abs?” I asked.
 
      “My older brother,” She said making another basket.
 
      “Yeah, I was wondering if you lived by yourself too,” I thought of Lorena. 
 
      “I thought you lived with your Aunt?” Abigale asked, “You by yourself?” 
 
      “Oh, not me. Lorena lives by herself.”
 
      Abigale frowned and got quiet. 
 
      “Wow, doesn’t look like you like Lorena much,” Cameron laughed. 
 
      “No, that’s not it. Lorena is cool.”
 
      Cameron and I both waited for her to continue. 
 
      “What?” Abigale paused the game.
 
      We were both just looking at her, still waiting. 
 
      Abigale sighed, “Can you guys keep a secret?”
 
      “Yeah.”
 
      Abigale bit her lip, “Well, Cameron you already know how I am. I used to have a small crush on Lorena.”
 
      I squinted, “A crush? Like you liked her? Like gay?”
   Cameron chuckled. 
 
      “That’s not the point, but yeah. Anyways, she ended up getting with that asshole Josh. I just feel bad for her. Josh has a really short temper and almost every time I pass her door, he’s yelling at her or breaking something. I don’t even really see her much anymore.”
 
      “Wait, so that’s where she lives? Where Josh came out of?” I asked almost excitedly. 
 
      Cameron leaned over my shoulder, “Looks like you’re not the only one with a crush, Abigale.”
 
      I felt my face getting hot like earlier, but this time from embarrassment. I didn’t even see Lorena like that. She was just very interesting to me. 
 
      “Shut up, I don’t even like her anymore. Not like that at least. She’s just a really nice girl, with a dickface for a boyfriend.”
 
      I frowned at the thought of Josh hitting Lorena. He was probably the reason why Lorena didn’t show up to school, “Do you think he puts his hands on her?”
 
      “What?” Cameron started, “Josh is an ass hole, but he wouldn’t hit his girl.”
 
      “Why are you backing him up anyway? You don’t even really like that dude,” Abigale said. 
 
      “Josh is like a brother to me. I’ve known him since grade school.”
 
      “So that's why you look afraid of him?” I asked. 
 
      Cameron smacked his teeth, “Dude, I am not afraid of him.”
 
      “Whatever you say,” I said laughing.
 
      “But anyways,” Abigale said, “I don’t really think he hits her. He just cheats on her, and yells all the time. Not to mention he’s controlling. If he did hit her, we would know anyways, because Josh is a strong guy. Lorena would be limping or bruised up if he did.”
 
      I thought of how Lorena was walking earlier. Yeah, he hit her, “Not if he hit her in all the right places,” I said thinking back to Arnold. 
 
      “Look,” Cameron said, “my bro doesn’t do that, okay? Let’s get off the subject.”
 
      I sat back and watched them start playing the game again, but this time not enjoying myself so much. 
 
      After a full day of playing games and eating snacks, Abigale took me home. It was only ten O’clock when I got in and saw Aunt Shannon asleep on the couch. She must have been waiting the entire day. 
 
      I sighed, feeling bad for a moment. Then the feeling went away when this morning’s incident came to mind. I closed the door lightly, but Aunt Shannon still woke up. 
 
      “Hmm? Rose?” She asked tiredly. 
 
      “Don’t feel like arg-”
 
      “Are you okay? Your counselor called back and told me what happened. Why didn’t you just tell me?” She slowly sat up. 
 
      “Tell you what?” I turned around to face her. 
 
      “About what happened at school, I would’ve understood. I know that you have a little Post traumatics going on.” 
 
      “A little what?!” I snapped, “I don’t have a little bit of anything going on! I’m fine. Fuck that counselor, she doesn’t know shit.”
 
      “Rose, she isn’t the only one that has said that about you.”
 
      I didn’t have anything to say. I could feel my insides start to boil, “Whatever,” I turned around and headed back to my room, “There is nothing wrong with me. “
 
      Once I got in, I threw my stuff on the floor and started to do my regular workout. I told myself it was to be ready for tryouts, but it was really to blow off steam, and a bit of a habit. 
 
      I got down on my hands and knees and then started to do push-ups. As soon as I felt the burning in my arms I began to hear Arnold voice, only this time he wasn’t training me....it was punishment. 
 
       I could feel the pain in my stomach as blows were thrown, “This is your fault Rose.” Arnold said, “This is happening because of you. You just keep fucking up.” 
 
      I got a few more push-ups out of me before I started to feel queasy, and rolled over to my back while breathing heavily. I tried to calm down, but it was just getting worse.  
 
      “Stop!” I could hear myself say, “I’m sorry!”
 
      My hands started to shake, and it felt like the room was closing in on me. I tried to get up, but I couldn’t move as if I were paralyzed, and my eyes started tearing up. I just couldn’t get rid of the past. I couldn’t get it out of my head. With every little situation that happens, every conversation, Arnold comes back up. The pain, the abuse, the loneliness. It never goes away. 
 
      “Stop,” I whispered to myself. I held my hands together to try and get the shaking to stop. Finally able to move, I rolled over to my side, “Stop...”
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
      Abigale and Cameron picked me up the next morning. It was time for tryouts. Before they came to get me, for some reason, I was very nervous. The last time I wrestled, I lost my temper, or I would say my mind, and I was a little afraid that it would happen again. It was only because of my old counselor-
 
      “You ready?” Cameron said as he closed the car door behind him. 
 
      Abigale got out and locked the doors to her green 1996 Honda, then she gave me a reassuring smile, “Dude, she is going to kick your ass.”
 
      The nervousness went away, “Yeah, what she said.”
 
      “You look nervous!” Cameron teased, “The other day you looked so confident!” 
 
      We were walking towards the school now, “Well, I have a lot on my mind.”
 
      “It’s cool. Don’t worry about it, this is just to be sure you know the basics before the real thing. Coach doesn’t want you coming into tryouts with all those big guys just to get tossed around.”
 
      “I understand, but really. After he sees how I throw you, he’ll want me to be captain this year.”
 
      Cameron chuckled, “We’ll see about that.”
 
      We walked into the school and down the front hallway. I saw as we passed the main office that the secretary was still inside. Apparently she had to work on weekends too. I sped up, hoping Miss Shy wasn’t working today, but if she did, I didn’t want her to see me. Miss Shy had seen the weaker part of me, and that’s not a side I like people to see. 
 
      I looked over to Abigale who was smirking. She knew what I was thinking, “Don’t worry about it. Soon it’ll all be old news.”
 
      “What’s old news?” Cameron asked. 
 
      “Nothing,” Abigale said, “Personal stuff.”
 
      We continued down the maze of hallways until we got to the back of the school. 
 
      “OK, I'll see you on the mats,” Cameron went off into the boys’ locker room. 
 
      “You ready?” Abigale asked, looking almost worried. She was a pretty good friend to me so far. 
 
      “Yeah, just a little- Yeah,” I nodded.
 
      “Alright, I’ll be in the bleachers cheering you on.”
 
      “Thanks,” I went into the girls’ locker room and dropped my bag. I was already dressed, but I needed to take a moment. I didn’t have a singlet yet, so I just wore a tight black t-shirt, and my Vale Tudo shorts. They fit like tights, but were a lot shorter and allowed me to move freely. 
 
      I took three deep breaths and tried to get into game mode. I couldn’t let the past catch up with me right now, and had to keep it off my mind. No more black-outs. I’m in control. 
 
      I took one last deep breath and left out of the other end of the locker room that led to the gym. Inside the gym the bleachers were out and empty accept for the two people sitting in them, and then I saw one large mat in the middle of the floor. Cameron was already out there stretching. 
 
      Abigale waved to me from the bleachers, then gave a thumbs up. I looked over to see who the second person was, thinking she was for Cameron, but I was mistaken. Miss Shy was sitting down, watching me. She gave a slight smile and waved, but I didn’t wave back. Now this woman was stalking me. 
 
      “Rose!” Mr. Clothorn walked up to me and put his hand on my shoulder. It reminded me of Arnold, and how he would hold my shoulder while he spoke to me. I shook the thought from my head, “I’m glad you could make it.”
 
      “Oh, I wasn’t going to miss this.”
 
      “Sorry I couldn’t tell you myself -about today, but I was just too busy. So Cameron said he would let you know.”
 
      “Yeah, it’s OK. He seemed excited to tell me about it.”
 
      “I bet he is after your little challenge session in class the other day.”
 
      We both slowly started walking towards the mat. As we approached it, I saw that there was a police officer standing at the entrance of the gym. He had his arms folded as he stared me down, and I ignored him. 
 
      “Don’t worry about him,” Mr. Clothorn said, “he’s just here to...make sure no one gets hurt.”
 
      I looked up at him. We both were thinking the same thing. 
 
      “OK, so just like Cameron told you, this is just for me to see what you got. I’ll decide if I want you to come into tryouts or not-”
   “You just want to make sure I can hold my own.”
 
      Mr. Clothorn smiled, “Exactly.”
 
      I smiled over at Cameron, “I don’t think it’s me that you have to worry about.”
 
      We stopped when we got to the mat, “I’ll give you a moment to stre-”
 
      “No, I’m ready. You ready Cameron?”
 
      Cameron jumped up with his red singlet on, “Are you?”
 
      Mr. Clothorn backed up, “OK, we are only going three rounds. 2 minutes each. I want to see what you got. Make every second count.”
 
      I nodded and stepped into the small circle. Then I looked over to Miss Shy, who had her eyes focused on me. I gave her a devilish grin, then turned to Cameron. We both got into our wrestling stances.  
 
      “Just say the word coach!” Cameron said. 
 
      “Woooo! Go Rose!” Abigale cheered. 
 
      We both laughed. 
 
      “Alright, ready....” Mr. Clothorn blew his whistle. 
 
      Me and Cameron slapped hands, then soon after that he shot for my right leg. My reflexes didn’t kick in and he got a hold of it, then he just took me down with ease. I gasped as my back hit the mat. What was that? Cameron was fast, and I wasn’t in my top shape. 
 
      Cameron tried to take advantage of the shock I was in and hurried to get on top of me so he could get a pin. He was on my right side trying his best to hold me down, and for some reason I felt like I was paralyzed. Cameron was only about ten pounds heavier than me, but it felt like he was one hundred. 
 
      My. Clothorn blew his whistle and Cameron got up. I was pinned in the first round. 
 
      I got up, not even breathing heavily. I didn’t really do anything. What was that?!! 
 
      Mr. Clothorn had a surprised look on his face, and heavy breathing Cameron was smiling. 
 
      I frowned. I had to get my head in the game. I had to take over. There was no way that I was going to lose to this guy after all of the big ass people I’ve beaten. 
 
      “Next round,” I said. I got back into a wrestling stance. This time there was no smile on my face. 
 
      “No hard feelings after this, right?” Cameron laughed. 
 
      I didn’t answer. I just kept watching him, and this time he wasn’t going to be so lucky. If Arnold were watching this, he’d be disgusted. 
 
      Mr. Clothorn blew his whistle again. 
 
      Cameron went for another shot, but this time to the left. I bent my knees a little more, making him bump his lip against it. Before he got a grip I sprawled and wrapped my arms around him. Then I tightened my grip and let our bodies fall to the floor. 
 
      “Go Rose!” Abigale cheered.  
 
      Now we were both down on the mats. I was almost confused on what to do because it had been so long since I wrestled. Cameron was trying to break free, but I made myself heavier. I had more muscle than fat. Shit, I was solid. 
 
      I kicked over until I got on his right side and figured I'd just pin him the same way he pinned me. Using all of the strength I had, I pushed Cameron onto his back and got on top of him. He tried to bridge, but I put more pressure down so that his shoulders would both be on the mats. He was really struggling to get out of that position and I guessed that he really didn’t like the thought of being pinned by a girl. 
 
      Mr. Clothorn blew his whistle. I had pinned Cameron. 
 
      We both had gotten up. I felt good, but I still hadn’t finished. I didn’t win just yet, and that round wasn’t very impressive. Not compared to the things that I used to do. I had to show the coach what I’m really like on the mats. That last round was just me trying to get things over with. This next round I’m going to toss this dude around.
 
      “Last round,” Mr. Clothorn said. 
 
      Serious Cameron and I got back into a wrestling stance. This time I wasn’t going to play defense. After I heard the whistle, I shot out for his right leg, and before Cameron could sprawl, I got a hold of his wrist with one hand and used the other to go in between his legs. I quickly slid onto both knees and put my shoulder against his lower stomach, then I just flipped him over my shoulders and onto his back. 
 
      “Ooh!” I heard Abigale laugh. 
 
      Cameron quickly got back to his feet, but before he could come after me I was up on him again. We were now holding each other, almost as if we were trying to give each other hugs, and before he knew it, I hip tossed him onto his back again. I didn’t want to seem cocky and let him get back up, but then again I didn’t want to pin him without showing off any more of my moves. I was faster than Cameron once I got my head on straight, and I thought a lot faster about what to do next. This was one of my main sports. I was good at this. I was undefeated. 
 
      Cameron got right back up, almost angrily, and came after me. This time I was going to slam him good. We were back in our “hugging” position. I had no idea what he was trying to do, but he wouldn’t get the chance to do it. I grabbed his shoulders, put one leg behind his and dropped my body weight towards him. This made him lose balance and fall backwards. As we were going down I pushed more on his shoulders and tried to speed up the process. I wanted him to be airless when he hit the floor. 
 
      Cameron’s back made a loud thud when he landed with both of his shoulders pinned. We both just laid there while looking at each other and out of breath. 
 
      “You’re pretty good,” Cameron said. 
 
      I nodded, “Thanks, you too,” I got butterflies again and got up, then I reached down and helped Cameron to his feet. 
 
      “Alright coach,” Cameron said scratching his head, “Done being a practice dummy for today,” he patted my shoulder and headed back to the locker room. 
 
      I walked up to Mr. Clothorn, “So? What do you think?”
 
      Mr. Clothorn sighed with a slight smile, “Your fist round you seemed a little off. Then the second round, you did a lot better. More focused. The third round...” his smiled more, “you really caught my attention. You are one fast wrestler, my girl. I’ll see you at tryouts next week.”
 
      The feeling of excitement jolted through me. I mean I knew that I would make it, but for some reason I still felt like I really accomplished something. I looked towards the gym doors and saw that the police officer was gone, then I looked to the bleachers. So was Miss-
 
      “You did good Rose,” Miss Shy said as she walked up to me. 
 
      I frowned at her, “What are you doing here?”
 
      “Your coach asked me to come,” she said politely. She meant no harm, she was just looking out for me. Making sure I didn’t lose myself, but I still didn’t want to warm up to her though. 
 
      “Oh,” I just stared her down. She did the same. It felt as if she could see right through the cracks of my stone walls. 
 
      “Hey Miss Shy!” Abigale ran up, “Dude, you were awesome!” 
 
      “Thanks,” she took away some of the tension. 
 
      “You ready to go?” She was helping me escape. 
 
      “Yeah, I’ll meet you at the car,” I went back into the locker room and got my things. 
 
   *                              *                                     *
 
      After tryouts, we went back to Abigale’s, because there was nothing else for us to do. Cameron wasn’t as lively as usual and played the game in silence. I just sat on the floor and read my book. 
 
      Lorena came to mind as I read, and I wondered how she’s doing. There was no yelling coming from her apartment like the last time. Just silence. I wonder if she’s even home. 
 
      “So, what is there to do around here?” I asked. 
 
      “In this cold weather?” Abigale sat back on the couch, “Nothing. Any ideas, Cameron?”
 
      Cameron shrugged, “Nope. “
 
      “I hate winter,” Abigale said. 
 
      I closed my book, “You think Lorena and Josh are up to anything?”
 
      They both just looked at me. 
 
      “What??”
 
      “Why don’t you go ask?” Cameron said with a devilish grin. 
 
      “Because I’ll seem like a stalker,” I answered. 
 
      “You probably are!” Cameron pointed at me. 
 
      “I mean, is there an arcade or something? Want to go bowling? To the movies? Anything but sit in the house? This is my first weekend. Show me around.”  
 
      “I do want to go see a movie...” Abigale said. 
 
      “I could use a theater hot dog,” Cameron said, “Some food to make me happy since this morning.”
 
      “You didn’t do that bad,” Abigale said. 
 
      “Yeah, you got me in the first round. You’re pretty fast.”
 
      “Yeah, yeah, I want a hot dog,” Cameron sat up. 
 
      “You guys want to ask Lorena if she wants to come.” I asked. 
 
      “What is it with you and Lorena?” Cameron laughed. 
 
      “Nothing! I just never see her talk to anyone. She just keeps to herself, and I figured we could add her to our...little...group.”
 
      “Ever hear of the three musketeers?” Cameron started, “Well, there are only three!”
 
      Abigale and Cameron laughed. 
 
      “I’ll ask her,” Abigale said standing up. We all got our things and headed out the door.
 
      Abigale walked ahead to Lorena’s apartment and knocked on the door. Cameron and I were slowly walking up. Him trying to avoid Josh, and me...Well I wasn’t trying to avoid Lorena, but I had butterflies. 
 
      Josh opened the door with just his boxers on, “Yeah?”
 
      Abigale frowned. The two clearly didn’t like each other much, “Where’s Lorena?”
 
      “She’s-”
 
      “Abs?” Lorena came to the door in a t-shirt and pajama pants with her messy red and blond curls resting on her shoulder. She looked lively today which made me feel better about asking. Josh still just stood there. 
 
      Cameron and I finally walked up. I turned to Lorena and gave a slight smile. 
 
      “Hey Rose, Cameron,” she waved. 
 
      “Sup,” We both said at the same time
 
      “So,” Abigale started, “we’re going to the movies tonight, do you want to join?” She made sure they both got the hint that she was only asking Lorena. 
 
      Lorena looked up at Josh, who had turned from her and walked away. It left an awkward vibe lingering in the air, “I’m sorry, I don’t think I'd be able to come tonight.”
 
      “You sure?” I asked. I wanted her to come out with us, but that asshole of a boyfriend made it obvious that he didn’t want her to leave. 
 
      Lorena bit her bottom lip in thought. She seemed like she wanted to go, but couldn’t, “No, I’m sorry. Hey, I’ll see you in school Monday though. I feel a lot better,” She looked back to see where Josh was. 
 
      “It’s no problem,” Abigale said, “Sorry to bother you.”
 
      “No, I’m happy you guys stopped by. Maybe next time,” She was looking at me the whole time. 
 
      Cameron looked from Lorena, to me, then back to Lorena. 
 
      “Alright, well see you in school Lorie,” Abigale said. 
 
      “See you guys,” Lorena slowly closed her door. 
 
      We all just stood there in silence. 
 
      Cameron turned to me, “Dude.”
 
      Abigale had the same look on her face. 
 
      “What?” I started walking ahead, “So what do you guys want to see?”
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
      Monday came back fast, and I was tired this morning after spending the weekend with Abigale and Cameron. Today felt as if it was going to be a really great day! I walked into the school and separated from the two while keeping an eye out for Jessie and Miss Shy, just in case they wanted to come and ruin my morning, but I didn’t see either of them, and felt relieved. 
 
      I walked down the hallway and was headed to my first period class when I saw Lorena at her locker, and the butterflies started to set in. It’s almost irritating how I get so nervous around someone so familiar, yet unfamiliar at the same time. There was just something about her that I couldn’t figure out. 
 
      Lorena saw me walking in her direction and waved. She looked pretty happy today, “Hey Rose.”
 
      “Hey,” I thought about stopping to talk to her, but there would be nothing to talk about, and that would just leave me feeling awkward, so I continued on walking. 
 
      “You going to tryouts today?” Lorena asked. 
 
   
  
 

   I slowed down and turned around, “Yeah,” was all I could get out of me. 
 
      “Great. I can’t wait to see you in action. I’ll be there.”
 
      “I don’t think there will be too much action. Today is just seeing who’s in shape and who’s not. Friday will be a day I flip people around.” 
 
      “Don’t worry. Josh will make it through all three days, and I’m sure you will too. So I’ll get to see all of your wrestling skills.” She closed her locker and held her books to her chest.
 
      I just smiled at her.
 
      “Well, OK, I’ll see you in class,” Lorena waved good-bye and then headed to her homeroom class. 
 
      “Good morning, Rose,” Miss Shy said from in front of the main office entrance. 
 
      I glanced over at her, then turned around and headed to class. 
 
     *                              *                                  *
 
      “Hey, do you want your milk?” Cameron asked. 
 
      “Yeah!” I snatched my milk before Cameron could grab it. 
 
      I sat with the group of familiar faces again. Ashly, Amy, Tiara, Paulina, Cameron, and a few wrestlers. I would soon be getting their names. 
 
      “So, I heard that a girl would be trying out for the wrestling team today,” Paulina said. The whole table looked at me.
 
      “Yes, it’s me.” I answered. 
 
      “What?” One of the other guys said. I think his name is Mike, “Naw, you joking right?”
 
      “No....I’m really trying out today.”
 
      “Key word,” The smaller boy said, “trying.”
 
      Cameron and I grinned at each other. These guys have no idea. 
 
      “Isn’t that what you’ll be doing, Lenard?” Ashly asked. 
 
      Lenard smacked his teeth, “Man, I’m guaranteed a spot on the team.”
 
      Cameron stretched his lips to the side, “Dude, you suck. You’re one of our worst.”
 
      “That may be true, but ain’t no way a girl taking my spot.”
 
      “Well it’s not the worst position that I’m aiming for. You can keep your spot,” I said. 
 
      There were a few oooh’s at the table. Amy looked up from her book and gave me a high five. 
 
      “You better hope you’re not put against her,” Cameron said to Lenard. 
 
      “I’m not worried,” Lenard slouched in his chair. It looked as if his confidence was diminishing, “She’s still a girl.”
 
      “So what!” Ashly said, “Look at her!” she pointed to me. 
 
      I started to laugh, “I hope I don’t look like a man. Is that what you’re trying to say?”
 
      “No, you’re just built. Not manly built, but you look like you work out.”
 
      I sighed with relief, “Okay.”
 
      I felt a hand brush my shoulder, and then the back of my neck. It was a light touch, but it sent chills down my spine, “Good luck today,” it was a girl with a soft voice. 
 
      I turned to see Jessie walking towards her table. I hadn’t even noticed that she had the same lunch period as me. 
 
      “That makes two,” Cameron said holding up two fingers. No one at the table knew what he meant but me. He was talking about Lorena and Jessie. But to me, I saw zero. I didn’t have a crush on either of them. 
 
      I looked over at Jessie, who was sitting down now, and she paid me no attention. I didn’t understand. Why was she being nice? 
 
      A worried feeling soon fell over me. This girl knew something. Something that I don’t want anyone else to know. My past cannot catch up with me. I paid for what I did, and I shouldn’t have to pay for it a second time. That happy feeling that I had faded, and it was only for a little while that I felt like a normal teen. Only for a little while. 
 
   *                           *                                     *
 
      Abigale and Lorena waved to me and Cameron from the bleachers. I was relieved that I didn’t have to wrestle anyone today. Mr. Clothorn was doing three tryouts. The first day, today, is to see who is in shape and who’s not. Wednesday is to test out our strength, and Friday we are set against an opponent to check out our skills and ability to hold our ground. After every tryout, the next day, there will be a list of names of people who made it to the next round. I thought of it as a tournament. 
 
      The gym was filled with boys, which is why people get cut even after the first day. Of course we form three teams. A freshman, Junior Varsity, and varsity team, but even still there were way too any boys in here trying out. 
 
      “Good luck,” Cameron said to me, “Today is the hardest day. He wants to get rid of the lazy ones first.”
 
      I took a deep breath, “We got this.”
 
      Cameron nodded and patted my back, “Yeah.” He turned his back against the stone walls along with the majority of us and waited for instructions. 
 
      As instructions were given I looked down the wall to see my competition. Not much. It looked as if some of these boys are trying out just for the heck of it. I looked further down the line, and saw Josh, who had his serious face on. The only face I’ve seen him with so far. When he turned to look at me, I looked away. He was my real competition. 
 
      I looked back up in the bleachers to Lorena and Abigale who were in a deep conversation. I looked and saw a few people sitting in the bleachers, rooting on for their friends. At the very end I spotted Jessie and her two friends watching me. 
 
      I took a deep breath and turned away, trying to keep myself under control. There couldn’t be another incident like last time. I won’t let that happen to me again. 
 
      “Now!” Mr. Clothorn yelled, “I want thirty suicides. Be quick about it!” He blew his whistle and we all sprinted off.....
 
      After tryouts I wanted to go to sleep on the bleachers and Cameron felt the same way. I moved the wet hair that stuck to my face behind my ear, and headed back to the girls locker room. 
 
      I felt good after all of that. We ran suicides like crazy, had to hold ourselves in the bridge position, squat on the walls, etc. Cameron said that the next tryouts would be similar to today, only it’ll all be strength test, and much harder. Throughout most of tryouts, I was in the top bunch of wrestlers. Cameron kept up with me, but I could tell that he was no faster, or even that much stronger than me. I was more so competing with Josh, who barely even noticed me. He was the best at just about everything, and was definitely guaranteed a spot. 
 
      I took off my sweaty t-shirt and went through my bag to find a dry one. I heard the locker room door open then shut, but paid it no mind. I figured it was just Abigale, but when I called out no one answered. 
 
      I peeked around the corner of the lockers and saw that no one was there, and at first I thought that I’d just imagined hearing the locker room door open and then shut, but then I heard the showers being turned on. 
 
      I laughed at the thought that one of the boys may have forgotten that a girl was occupying the locker room and I started walking towards the showers. I guess since there were never any girls in here during wrestling season that that some of the boys used them.
 
      “Hey! Someone’s in here!” I slowed down to a stop, right before I reached the showers, so I wouldn’t just walk up on someone while they were naked, “Helloo? Someone’s in here...” I waited for a second and when no one answered I slowly peeked around to see that no one was using them. I looked around myself feeling nervous again, “Who’s there-” the lights went out. 
 
      I took a deep breath and tried not to panic, “This isn’t funny,” I said angrily. It was pitch black, and all I had was my memory of the locker room to navigate. I decided that if I couldn’t see, then the person that was doing this couldn’t see me either, so I would just creep back to the door and turn the light back on. 
 
      I took my shoes off so not to make any noise and followed through with my plan, and when I finally got to the door I could hear a soft breathing. Whoever this idiot was really couldn’t see or hear me...
 
      I quickly turned on the light and before I got a good look at the persons face I slammed my hand against his throat and pinned him to the wall.  
 
      I looked into the persons dark brown eyes and frowned. It wasn’t a boy. It was Jessie, “What are you doing in here?”
 
      Jessie wore a devilish smile, “Just came to play with you a little bit.”
 
      I didn’t say anything, because I was trying to control my urge to throw her to the floor and stomp her face in. She was trying to get a rise out of me, but with other methods.    
 
      “I guess I went a little too far,” she said taking in as much air as she could.        
 
      I took a deep breath and let her go, then I went back to my bag and began packing up. She just laughed after she got her wind back, “What?” she pretended to look confused. 
 
      I clenched my teeth and didn’t say anything. I couldn’t let myself get started, because I know that I wouldn’t stop and that’s exactly what she wanted. 
 
     “Goodness, can’t you take a joke?” she laughed. 
 
     I finished packing up my bag and turned around to walk out, but she was right behind me, “Move.”
 
      Jessie had a smile on her face, but her eyes said something completely different. She was just as pissed off as I was, but for what?
 
      I leaned in forward, “I said move,” my voice was still calm, but my body wasn’t. I felt like I was going to flip.
 
      Jessie stepped to the side and watched as I walked away, “You did great out there, champ. Can’t wait until a real wrestling match. You’ll knock em dead.”
 
      I stopped walking for a second, but then decided not to turn around and walked out of the locker room. 
 
        I couldn’t breathe. I could hear Abigale call out to me as I headed down the hall, but I didn’t stop for her. The memories were pouring back in, and it was starting to get hot. 
 
      It was getting harder and harder for me to breath inside this building. Maybe if I went out into the cold air and let the snow melt on my face I would calm down. I just needed some....just needed some air. 
 
      I pushed through the double doors to the front of the school and stood there in the snow. It was starting to get dark. The cold air filled my lungs and I felt as if I could inhale a little better than I did inside. Maybe my anger did get worse. 
 
      I thought I was in control, but I wasn’t. No, I did well. I didn’t go after her. Something was bothering me though. If she did know anything about me, why wasn’t she afraid of me? After that incident in Cali, I lost all of my friends, and people used to literally keep their distance from me. No one wanted to come near me, no one wanted anything to do with me, and no one definitely wanted to piss me off. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
      The rest of the week, after tryouts, I just pretended to be normal. I was pretending so well that I actually started to feel like I was. I studied with Abigale and Cameron, impressed the coach in wrestling, talked to Lorena time and again in class, and at the end of the day came home tired like a normal school-involved student. My Aunt didn’t even get on my nerves because she saw how hard I was trying to make something of myself. My relationship with her was actually starting to change. 
 
      As far as my problems go, I really don’t have any. I convinced myself that Jessie was just trying to get under my skin, because that’s just what she did. Like Abigale said, Jessie is a bitch to everyone. If she wanted to tell people about me then she already would have, and if her goal is to set me off then I’m just going to have to keep calm and ignore her. She isn’t worth it. Almost two weeks here, and my life already feels like it’s changing for the better. She’s not about to ruin that for me. I won’t let her. 
 
      I rushed into the school with Cameron behind me. Abigale was walking her regular pace because she wasn’t on a mission like us. We had to see if we made the team. Cameron most likely did, but who knew what coach was thinking? I could have done great, but not good enough. 
 
      “Look,” Cameron patted my shoulder laughing quietly. Lenard was ahead of us, searching for his name on the list that probably wasn’t there, “You make the team bro?” Cameron asked. 
 
      Lenard looked at us then walked away in shame. This time, I almost burst out laughing. 
 
      We finally made it to the list and started going down the names. 
 
      “I made the team,” Cameron spotted his name first. 
 
      “Congrats,” Abigale said finally catching up. 
 
      I was starting to get worried. I couldn’t find my name anywhere. 
 
      “Uh-oh,” Cameron didn’t sound so happy anymore. He walked back up and started looking for my name with me. 
 
      “Why can’t I find it?” I said out loud. 
 
      “He could’ve put this in alphabetical order,” Cameron sighed, “He never does.”
 
      My excited feeling was fading away, because I couldn’t fine my name on the list.
 
      “You made the team,” I heard a soft voice say, “Look towards the bottom of the page,” Lorena got in between me and Cameron and scanned the two pages with her finger, “Right here,” she stopped on my name close to the bottom of the list, “I saw your name while looking for Josh’s,” She gave me a soft smile, “Congratulations.”
 
      “Thank you,” I sighed with relief when I saw my name, “Really,” I started to get that warm feeling in my stomach again. I guess that had something to do with her being so familiar. 
 
      “Alright, well, I have to get ready for class. I’ll see you in English,” she started walking towards her first period class. 
 
      “I’ll come with you!” Cameron jogged up to her. Apparently he switched his homeroom class, and was now in a class with her. 
 
      “Congrats, girl,” Abigale said, “now I get to watch you kick some real ass.”
 
      “Thanks,” I laughed. 
 
      We walked to our first period.
 
   *                           *                                    *
 
      I slouched in my chair as Mrs. Pond talked about some Shakespeare project we were supposed to be starting today. I know a lot about Shakespeare, so all I was waiting on were the instructions on the project. 
 
      Lorena sat in front of me and listened to Mrs. Pond like the rest of the class. I think this is the first time I actually saw her listening instead of reading. 
 
      Lorena moved some of the hair from her back to her shoulder, revealing the purple bruise on the back of her neck. It was round, but somewhat formed a finger print. 
 
      “Lorena been getting down,” Someone from the back of the class said. 
 
       Lorena looked back. I smiled and nodded towards her, “Your neck.”
 
      “Oh,” She gave me a fake smile and moved her hair back. While everyone thought it was a sucker bite, it was really just a bruise from Josh’s big fingers. I wanted to say something, but it wasn’t my place. 
 
      Mrs. Pond finally stopped talking and told us to pick a partner. Two people had to work on a paper together and turn it in by Friday. 
 
      The other students soon started talking and establishing who was working with who. I kind of panicked when I looked around and couldn’t figure out to ask, and was going to ask Lorena, but I figured she had other friends to choose from. 
 
      Lorena turned around and looked at me. It was like she wanted to ask, but couldn’t get the words out. It was a pretty awkward silence battle we were having. 
 
      “So, I guess we have that established,” Lorena laughed. 
 
      We had an agreement with our eyes. She and I were now partners. I laughed with her. 
 
      The bell rang and like always the students rushed out of class. 
 
      “We can meet up at the library and start the project,” Lorena said while picking up her books. 
 
      “I have practice.”
 
      “That’s fine. I can wait until you get off, really.”
 
      “You sure?” I didn’t want to be a burden.
 
      “Yeah, I can even pick you up from practice if you'd like.”
 
      “N-no. It’s OK. I’ll meet you at the library,” Did I just stutter?
 
      “OK,” Lorena pulled out her phone. Her hair fell to both sides of her face, “What’s your number? Just in case something comes up.” She handed me her phone. 
 
      Now the butterfly feeling was kicking in, and I was afraid that I might start turning red. 
 
      I put my cell phone number in and quickly handed it back to her. Her hand brushed mine. It was warm. 
 
      “Alright,” Lorena put her phone back in her pocket, “Now all I hope is that you know something about Shakespeare.”
 
      “To be or not to be,” I said with a grin. 
 
      “That is the question...” Lorena finished. 
 
      “Wow,” Mrs. Pond said sarcastically, “you guys are the perfect team.” 
 
      We both laughed and walked out of the class.
 
      “Well, I’ll see you at the library tonight?” I asked. 
 
      “It’s a date,” Lorena answered with a wide grin, then she walked away. 
 
   *                                  *                        *
 
      I sat in Miss Shy’s office after a week of not seeing her and just stared. I tried to act like I didn’t care, but I really did feel bad about all those things I said in our last session. It really just took some time being away from her to realize that.
 
      Miss Shy had me confused about how I felt about her. She was such a kind woman, and seemed to genuinely be interested in just me, and not my past. But then again to get to know me well, a person would have to know about the things I went through. They would have to know about my childhood, the things I’ve done, and the crimes I’ve committed. 
 
      “So, it’s been a while,” She said with a bright smile on her face, “How are you?”
 
      “I’m okay. Nothing to really tell.”
 
      “How is school going so far?”
 
      “Fine. Everything is pretty easy, not much of a challenge.”
 
      “Oh! I heard you made the wrestling team, good job. I’m proud of you.”
 
      “Thank you,” A smile started to come up on my face. Then it diminished when I thought about the last time I was in her office, “Miss Shy?”
 
      “Hmm?”
 
      “I....” I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to open up to her, but I didn’t have to be mean either, “About the last time I was here-”
 
      “Don’t worry about it,” She said with a soft voice, “I shouldn’t have tried to get you to talk about things like that so soon. I guess I felt a little upset and retaliated a bit.”
 
      “You, Miss Smiley face, got upset?” We both laughed. 
 
      “Believe me, I’m not always smiling. I just have to so that the students feel comfortable with me.”
 
      “Are you supposed to be telling me this? You kind of like, revealed an important secret.”
 
      “And it’ll stay secret as long as you don’t say anything. But really, smiling all day makes my cheeks hurt, and I think it’s making me wrinkle.”
 
      “No, you look good Miss Shy. I haven’t spotted any.”
 
      “You’re so kind sweetie, but you don’t have to lie to me.”
 
      I gave her a slight smile and looked over at her picture on the wall. I had just noticed, once again, how empty her office was. 
 
      “So, why aren’t you married? Or....with anyone? Are you always alone like this?”
 
      “I’m not alone,” she chuckled, “I have the secretary...our principal....”
 
      I just stared at her, “You’re twenty-eight right? Still young, pretty, and alone?”
 
      Miss Shy looked over at her picture on the wall, “I have my cat...” she looked a little lost in thought, “She’s all I needed after Bruce.”
 
      “Ex?” 
 
      “Yeah, he was my fiancé.”
 
      “Oh...” Now I feel bad for asking.
 
      “He passed away two years ago,” she was still looking over at the picture on the wall. 
 
      I didn’t really know how to respond to that, so I didn’t. I knew well how it felt to lose someone. I couldn’t stand the look on her face because it reminded me of myself...sad, “He’s in a better pace,” I blurted. 
 
      Miss Shy looked back to me with the same light smile, only I could tell that she was sad, “You think so? He wasn’t really the best citizen, as a matter of fact, I wouldn’t even consider him a good citizen.”
 
      I bit my lip for a second, “Well, it’s good to at least hope that’s where they went. Heaven,” I thought of my parents. 
 
      “Is that what you think about someone, Rose?” 
 
      I looked back up at her and saw Winee’s face for a second, then I blinked a few times to get her out of my mind, “No...” I lied, “sometimes.”
 
      “Who was he?” She asked. 
 
      I smiled at the thought of Winee, back when we were close, “Her name was Winee- Windred. She was my best friend when we were kids,” I froze, feeling like I said the wrong thing. I don’t want to bring up my childhood, and I don’t want to raise questions about that time in my life. 
 
      “What was she like?”
   “Shy,” I took a deep breath, “Adventurous,” I remember all the times she would hug me after a bad dream, “Caring,” and all the times she would help me after training, “She loved me....we were like sisters.”
 
      “What happened between the two of you?”
 
      I remember the time we fought for real for the first time. She was trying to run away... “I...she,” I started breathing heavily again. I wish that I could stop getting so worked up like this, “We fought. I didn’t want to but,” I could see myself punching her over and over again. I didn’t want to, but I didn’t have a choice. She was going to leave me, “I should've went with her.”
 
      “Went with her where?”
 
      I snapped back into reality and looked over to Miss Shy. She was giving me this intense look, like she was really trying to figure things out. Figure me out. I had shown her weakness again. Weakness was and still is not tolerated! 
 
      “I have to go,” I said, my thoughts were still on Winee, “I’m sorry, I have to go,” I stood up and left the office. Miss Shy didn’t stop me. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
      I skipped the rest of the day, this time telling the nurse that I was sick, and was allowed to be sent home. I just wasn’t in the best mood anymore. The excitement from this morning had disappeared, and I lost all motivation to do anything. I was exhausted. It was as if my emotions were making me physically tired. 
 
      When I got home, I went straight to the shower and stood under the warm water. I wanted to think about Winee and all of the good times we had together, but then a part of me told me not to, because it would hurt too much. We had our good times, and then we had our bad. And it was the bad that always outweighed the good. 
 
      I got out of the shower and headed to my room. When I got inside, I saw a steaming bowl of soup sitting on my dresser and my aunt fixing my bed sheets. 
 
      “What are you doing?” I asked blandly. 
 
      Aunt Shannon turned to me with a worried look on her face, “When the nurse called me, I decided to come home early so that I could take care of you.”
 
      I sighed, then frowned, “But I don’t need any taking care of. I’m okay. You shouldn’t have come,” I walked inside my room and looked down at my soup, immediately feeling guilty. 
 
      “Well, I did, and I’m going to take care of you. You just started wrestling, I can’t have you getting the whole team sick, then no one would like you after that,” she laughed a little, trying to lighten the mood, “Just eat your soup and get some rest Rose.” She quickly left my room. I guess I made her too uncomfortable to be inside of it. 
 
      I looked down at the bowl of soup. I wasn’t hungry, but I still decided to eat it just so that my aunt would feel like she did something. Afterwards, I took a nice long nap. 
 
   *                                *                                    *
 
      Winee’s soft laugh echoed in my ears. I could hear her laughing as she hid behind a bush. We were playing a game of tag. 
 
      If it were one thing that Winee was good at, it was running. She was way faster than me, and it was never easy to catch her. I always had to make up a strategy just to get close to her. 
 
      Winee rounded a large tree, and I followed behind her. We were both laughing together, even though nothing was actually funny. It was simply because we were having fun, and that was rare. 
 
      Winee rounded another tree, and like before, I followed her. We went back and forth with her running forward and reversing around the tree, and me trying to meet her so that I could tag her. She laughed again as she decided to run in the opposite direction down a steep hill. 
 
      I followed her. Winee was laughing the whole time, but I actually started to get scared. We were running very fast now, and starting to get very far from home.
 
      “Win...ee!” I yelled, “Slow do...wn!” But she kept running ahead, and she didn’t try to stop. Eventually, the only thing that did stop her was a root in the ground that tripped her into rolling. When I tried to slow down, I slid onto my side and also started rolling down the hill. I stopped when I rolled right into Winee. 
 
      I was breathing heavily while she laughed. She was laughing so hard, that she soon started to make me laugh. I didn’t even know why we were laughing so hard. 
 
      After a few minutes, Winee’s laughing came to a stop and now she was just looking up at the trees and the sky. I turned to Winee to see serious look on her face. 
 
      “You know,” she started, “we could run away.” 
 
      My smile faded. She turned to me, “We could run away and find our families.”
 
      Thinking about my murdered parents brought pain to my chest, “I don’t have a family.”
 
      “Well, then you could come live with mine. I always wanted a sister.”
 
      “How are we even going to find them anyway?”
 
      A big smile formed on her face, “We get out of these woods, and go look for help. We could use someone’s phone and call the cops. I’m sure that they were looking for us.”
 
      I looked up at the sky. After everything I’ve done, and everyone I’ve hurt, I didn’t deserve to be free. Not after losing my parents. It was all my fault. This was my life now.”
 
      “We’ll get in trouble,” I said in a serious tone, “Arnold will punish us.”
 
      “Not if he doesn’t catch us.”
 
      “No, I won’t do it. I won’t run away.”
 
      “But Rose-”
 
      “No!” 
 
      Winee stared at me for a moment, then back at the sky, “Well, I can’t leave without you.”
 
      “You won’t,” I took Winee’s hand. She was the only family I had and I couldn’t lose her. 
 
   *                            *                                     *
 
      The loud ringing on my phone woke me up. 
 
      “Hello?” 
 
      “Rose?” It was Lorena. 
 
      “Yeah,” I didn’t feel so tired anymore.
 
      “Are you okay? They said you were sick.”
 
      “Yeah, I’m fine. Are we still working on the project today?”
 
      “As long as you’re up for it.”
 
      “I am,” The butterflies came back. 
 
      “Good, I’m on my way to come get you.”
 
      We said our goodbyes and hung up. I went to brush my teeth again, and then threw on the clothes I wore earlier. I saw my aunt sleeping on the living room couch on my way out of the house. 
 
      Lorena pulled up about five minutes later and smiled at me through the windshield. I waved and went to get in the car. 
 
      “What’s up?” She asked as she backed out of my driveway. 
 
      “Nothing really, just waking up.”
 
      “You feeling okay?”
 
      “Yeah, yeah I’m fine. And don’t worry, I’m not contagious.”
 
      “I hope not, Josh would lose it if he got sick.”
 
      I frowned, but then straightened my face before Lorena could see. 
 
      “So the project,” Lorena started, “All we have to do is write a paper about him and one of his books.”
 
     “What about Romeo and Juliet?” It was one of my favorite plays. 
 
      “Yeah, we could do that,” She sounded excited. 
 
      “We could get the book or the play, I'd rather get the book, and then after reading it we could do a little research-” I stopped talking when I saw a large sign up on a brick building with the words “Save Our Children” on the top. Under it was a child, about the age of eight with torn up pants, dirt smudges everywhere, a shirt that was too small for him, and no shoes on.
 
      My heart started racing when the thought of that organization came to mind. It was a slave trade organization, only those particular slaves had to fight their way free. Or at least that’s what they told you. There was a huge bust and nearly 500-1000 slave owners were arrested. Out of that only about 400 children were found alive. I was among those 400. 
 
      Now there’s just a bunch of orphan children out there that could never make it home. Some were collected by other slave owners, and then some were so messed up that they couldn’t imagine going back to their families. Then, there were the children who accepted the lifestyle, and found new owners. I would’ve been one of those kids if I weren’t forced to live with my aunt. I’m happy I’m out though, and I don’t ever want to go back. 
 
      “Rose,” Lorena was looking down at my balled fist. 
 
      The sound of her voice calmed me, “Oh, the sign, it just threw me off.”
 
      “Yeah,” She squeezed tight on the steering wheel, “It’s really sad. Children don’t deserve that. I hope that they will all be found soon,” I couldn’t really read her face. She reminded me of myself and how I react to things, only I don’t think that she feels the same exact way that I feel. 
 
      We pulled up to the library and went inside. Once there, we searched for our books and then sat down on the bean bags and took turns reading. I read this book over one hundred times, so I knew most of the words by heart. 
 
      We were both fast readers and ended up finishing the book an hour before the library was supposed to close. We used that last hour to do a little research on Shakespeare on the internet. Lorena sat next to me and wrote down all the information I found on him. 
 
      Lorena and I were a great team. Both serious and determined. She was more focused than I was, but that was mostly just because I was trying to figure her out. Like, why would a girl like this date a guy like Josh? She was very lively, funny, and kind. He was just some possessive jerk. 
 
      Lorena got a text message. She looked at her phone and sighed, then put it away without responding, “Josh,” She knew what I was thinking. 
 
      I nodded, then continued to do research, trying not to say anything that I would regret. 
 
      “Let’s take a break for now,” Lorena said with a smile, “I’m starting to get a headache with all this reading.”
 
      “Thank goodness,” I laughed, “I was starting to think that you would keep me searching forever.”
 
      Lorena smiled, “Sometimes I go a little overboard. It’s usually why people don’t like to pair up with me.”
 
      “Well, I don’t mind,” I sat back in my chair, “Me and you make a great team.”
 
      Lorena faced me and leaned sideways on her chair, “So, I want to get to know more about you.”
 
      “About me?” There goes the queasy feeling. 
 
      “Yeah, you’re so mysterious.”
 
      “Me? You’re like a ghost.”
 
      “What?” she laughed. 
 
      “Every other day you miss class, and then it’s like you don’t even like talking to people much. I just figured you were a loner.”
 
      “You noticed that about me?” she squinted her eyes with a smile. 
 
      I felt embarrassed, “Now I feel like a stalker.”
 
      “Please, I’m probably worse than you. I can’t figure you out.”
 
      “What do you mean?”
 
      “I don’t know. It’s like you have some kind of big secret about yourself. Kind of like Superman.”
 
      I froze, but tried not to show it, so I forced a smile on my face. Was I that readable? “You think I’m like Superman?” 
 
      “Kind of like superman. But the way I saw you wrestle, I'd say you were Super Woman in disguise.”
 
      “Yeah the darker version. Add a little caramel and curls to her and that's me.”
 
      We both laughed. 
 
      “You know, you remind me of someone...” Lorena said. She looked like she was zoning out. 
 
      “Who?” I asked. 
 
      “I don’t know, but we were friends.”
 
      I laughed a little, “You don’t remember your own friends? Should I be worried you’ll forget me after today?”
 
      She smiled slightly, “No....” She said softly, “You don’t have to worry about that,” We both got quiet. 
 
      Lorena pulled out her phone and started typing on it, “I don’t want to go back home yet.”
 
      “Okay?” 
 
      “You want to just go walking or something? Nothing’s going on during Monday night.”
 
      “Sure,” I said. It was definitely a nice night to go walking, and extra time to spend with Lorena. 
 
      We left the library and drove up to the metro park. It had a huge trail that circled and zigzagged around a large set of trees. We got out of the car and started walking on the dark trail. It was cold out, but nice. The full moon made the light snow look bright and beautiful.  
 
      “This is my favorite season,” Lorena said folding her arms. 
 
      “Really? I prefer the fall, but this is nice too,” I thought back to the time me and Arnold had a snow ball fight the day after the fights. We did spend some time together doing fun things. 
 
      We were both quiet for a moment. Not sure about what to say to each other since we technically weren’t friends yet. I didn’t want to say anything stupid, and she probably didn’t know what conversation to bring up next. This silence wasn’t awkward though, it was actually relaxing. The cold air felt good on my face, and the sound of the wind was calming. This was a beautiful park. 
 
      Lorena looked straight ahead and got tense. When I looked up, I saw why. There was someone in a dark hoodie walking in our direction. At first the man didn’t seem alarming, but then I noticed that he walked with a purpose, and was quick at it. We couldn’t see his face because he had a scarf covering half of it, and he only had one hand in his pocket. 
 
      “Come over to this side,” I guided her by her shoulder and pulled her to the other side of me, “Let’s let him pass, he looks like he’s on a mission.”
 
      “Yeah,” she said like she was out of breath. 
 
      The man saw that we moved over and picked up his speed towards us. We naturally picked up the speed as well, hoping to pass this suspicious man as fast as possible, but when he stepped over into our lane, we slowed back down. 
 
      The suspicious man was now close enough to run up, thinking that he caught us off guard, “Give me all your money! Give me all your money!”
 
      I pushed Lorena out of the way and dodged the knife that he thrust towards me. 
 
      I think he was shocked that I moved so quickly because he paused for a moment. Then he turned back to me and held his knife up, I just raised my hands, “I don’t have any on me, man,” I looked at Lorena, she was standing there looking scared. There was nothing to worry about though. This man didn’t stand a chance against me. 
 
      “We don’t ...have any,” Lorena’s voice shook. 
 
      As soon as he turned to Lorena I took the chance and grabbed his arm and then pushed down on his shoulder so that he would bend over. He yelled out from the pain of me nearly breaking his arm. 
 
      “Drop the knife!” I yelled, “Drop it!” 
 
      The man dropped his knife, and, mistakenly, I let my guard down. He pulled away from me and then went for a tackle. When I hit the ground I felt my head slam against the concrete with a thud, then he picked up the knife and held it to my throat. 
 
      “Get up, Rose!” I could hear Arnold yell, “Get up.”
 
      I snapped back into reality and pulled the man’s head down to meet mine with a crack.  I felt a sting across my chest and heard the knife scratch against the pavement. He pulled away and got back to his feet, but only to run into the rock that Lorena smashed against the back of his head. 
 
      Dizzily, he stepped forward, but I was standing now and threw a hard left hook to his chin. The man dropped to his side, unconscious. 
 
      I looked at Lorena with wide eyes, who was breathing heavily with the rock still in hand. We had double teamed him and took the dude out. I didn’t really expect Lorena to do anything to help me. 
 
      “You okay?” I said almost laughing. 
 
      Lorena smiled and dropped the rock, “Yeah,” she said still out of breath, “Just a little shaken up.” 
 
      We both looked down at the unconscious wannabe thief, “We should probably call the police.”
 
      “Yeah,” Lorena looked as if she accomplished something, “Yeah, I’ll call them now.”
 
      My shirt felt wet under my hoodie, and when I touched my chest I felt my wet skin where the knife had went across, “I think you should hurry up,” I said looking down at the tear in my hoodie. Blood was making its way out of it. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
      I sat in the hospital room with Lorena. The doctor had just finished giving me stitches and left us there alone. I was free to leave once my aunt checked me out, because the cut didn’t go very deep and I didn’t lose much blood. 
 
      “You were awesome,” I said to Lorena, who was sitting in a chair across from the bed that I was in.  
 
      “Hmmm,” She smiled, “I was, wasn’t I? That punch is what took him down though.”
 
      “Yeah, I got a mean ass left hook,” We both laughed. 
 
      Josh came running in, which stopped our laughing. He looked from me to her, then asked, “Lorena, are you okay?”
 
      Lorena stood up and gave him a hug, “Yeah, baby, I’m fine. Rose saved the day.”
 
      Josh put up a fake smile, “Thanks,” he turned back to Lorena, “Let me take you home.” He was acting as if Lorena was the one that was injured, “See you at practice Rose?” He gave a look of innocence. 
 
      “Of course.”
 
      Lorena walked up to me and leaned in for a hug. I hugged her back, looking Josh in the eye the whole time, “I’ll see you in school tomorrow.”
 
      “Yeah,” I smiled at her as she pulled away. 
 
      Josh took her arm lightly and guided her out of the hospital room. When they stepped out, my aunt stepped in. 
 
      “Oh my goodness, baby, are you okay?” she asked as she rushed in for a hug. 
 
      I was actually happy to see her here, “I’m fine, Aunt.”
 
      “You shouldn’t be out walking at night. Was your friend okay?” She asked as she pulled away. 
 
      “Yeah, she’s fine,” I laughed, “I’m the one in the hospital bed.” 
 
      “Well, I’m glad you two are okay. Let’s take you home, do you want to go to school tomorrow?”
 
      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”
 
      Aunt Shannon checked me out of the hospital and drove us home. The entire ride we were joking about the attacker and what had happened. It was a cool ride, almost enjoyable, and the depression from earlier was gone. 
 
      Shannon cooked dinner, and for the first time since we moved, or ever, we ate together. She talked about work and her new job while I talked about school, even about Jessie. She gave me advice on how to deal with her, which consisted more of ignoring her. If I don’t act like I care, then no one would believe her, I just had to keep my cool. 
 
      For once I was actually able to forgive my aunt for all the terrible things she had done. She was trying to change just like me, and just like I have a chance to fix things, maybe so should she. 
 
      *                             *                                    *
 
      The next day Lorena was nowhere to be found and no one had heard from her. I sent her a text, but there was no response, so I assumed that she was “sick” again, which made me even more worried. I decided that it was none of my business and that I shouldn’t get into it. I mean, she could just be skipping for all I knew. She’ll come to school when she wants to. I could just write the paper on my own, no big deal. 
 
      The school somehow heard about the attack last night, and everyone was asking me a bunch of questions like what happened, or if Lorena was okay. A freshman actually asked me if there was really an AK-47 involved. I laughed at that one. Where were these people getting their information? 
 
      After my first few classes, I walked into the office to have my regular session with Miss Shy. I was starting to feel comfortable with her and we talked like everything was normal.
 
      “I heard about yesterday,” Miss Shy said, “Is everything okay?”
 
      “Yeah, everything’s fine. Lorena pretty much saved the day,” I said with a laugh. 
 
      Miss Shy raised an eyebrow, “Lorena?”
 
      “Yeah? She’s my partner in English for a report on Shakespeare.”
 
      “Oh? How is she?” Miss Shy looked worried. 
 
      “She’s fine as far as I know,” I thought back to the yelling in her apartment, and the day I saw her limping, “Although I didn’t hear from her today. I figured she’s still a little shaken up.”
 
      “Yeah,” Miss Shy sighed, “She needs to come to school more, she’s been missing a lot of days. I’m hoping that they don’t hold her back. This is her last year.”
 
      “She’s way too smart to be held back,” I said almost confidently, “She proved that to me yesterday.”
 
      Miss Shy sat back in her chair with a smile on her face, “Sounds like you’re very fond of Miss Rojas.”
 
      Panicking, I blurted, “No, I don’t like her. It’s nothing like that,” Miss Shy cocked her head to one side, “She’s just a very nice girl. She’s friendly.”
 
      “Rose, I never said you liked her,” she was almost teasing me. 
 
      I smiled, “Well, it’s not like that.....she has that ass of a boyfriend...plus I just want her to maybe hang out with me, Abigale, and Cameron sometimes. She seems so lonely.” 
 
      Miss Shy frowned, “Josh,” she looked as if she wanted to say something, but couldn’t, “Yeah, you should include her with your friends. That would probably make her happy.”
 
      “I hope so. Well, I’m going to head out.” Before I left the office Miss Shy stopped me. 
 
      “How are you holding up? Since yesterday?”
 
      I turned around and smiled slightly, “I’m okay.” I left the office and headed to lunch. 
 
      Once inside the lunch room I went straight for the line to get my tray. My aunt had texted me to see if I was okay, and I texted her back that I was fine. When I looked up, I noticed that there were a few eyes on me and some people whispering to each other. It made me feel awkward because I wasn’t used to being the center of attention, and I knew that they were all talking about last night, and spreading false rumors, but it still made me feel weird. 
 
      Ashly and Tiara stood on both sides of me, “Hey, Super Girl!” Ashly greeted. 
 
      “Hey guys,” I said in a bland voice. 
 
      “I heard about last night, you okay?”
 
      “I’m fine,” I said to Ashly. When I looked ahead of me I saw a group of girls looking back at me, then I sighed and looked back down. 
 
      “Hey,” One of the girls called. 
 
      I looked up. Now the whole line was staring back at me, “Yeah?”
 
      “Are you Rose?”
 
      “Sure.”
 
      The girl bit her lip and giggled. She looked at both of her friends and then back to me, “I heard you killed someone.”
 
      It felt like someone punched me hard in the chest because I couldn’t catch my breath.
 
      “She didn’t kill anyone,” Tiara said, “You got the wrong information.”
 
      I frowned up at the girl and her smile faded. Why did she think that I killed someone? I wasn’t even the one who took that dude out last night! I already didn’t like to be the center of attention, let alone be the center of attention for the wrong reasons. 
 
      “Well that’s not what I hear-”
 
      “Who told you that?” I asked in a serious tone. It looked like she almost jumped to the question. 
 
      Now the lunch room was quiet. 
 
      “Because that isn’t true. So who told you that lie? As a matter of fact who started these rumors anyway?”
 
      “I don’t know. I just heard it in class today....She said that you killed someone. Just a simple rumor. I didn’t really think it was true anyways,” She was looking at something behind me. 
 
      She? 
 
      The girl turned back around, trying to avoid any more questions or my glaring eyes. When I turned around the lunch room slowly got back to its noisy state, and no one paid me any more attention. 
 
      Ashly tapped on my shoulder and motioned for me to move up in line, but something else had caught my eye. I saw Jessie smirking at me, right before she slipped out of the lunch room. 
 
      Without thinking, I quickly started to walk towards the exit. Jessie started this rumor, and as much as I wanted to ignore her, I couldn’t just let her get away with spreading them. Not ones like that. Things were going good, and she was not going to ruin that for me. 
 
      I power walked out of the lunch room and headed for Jessie. I wasn’t going to hurt her, but I was going to find out what the deal was with her. She had been trying to provoke me ever since the first day that she met me, and I still don’t understand why, but now I‘m going to find out. 
 
      “Jessie!” I called out. 
 
      Jessie looked back with that same devious smile on her face, then she turned around and made a left down another hall way. Now she was out of sight, “Jessie!” I actually started to run after her. I sprinted down the hall and made the left turn, but Jessie was nowhere in sight.
 
      Slowing down to a jog, I looked from left to right to see where she might have disappeared to. Where could she have gone? The next turn was at the end of the hall and I know she couldn’t have run that fast. Or maybe she could. 
 
      I stopped jogging and took a deep breath. Jessie had gotten away from me with no problem at all. I was debating if I should keep looking for her, or just go along with my day and pretend that none of this ever happened.
 
      “Rose,” a familiar voice called out to me from behind, and an unsettling calmness came over me. It was as if I couldn’t avoid the feeling. 
 
      “Lorena,” I turned around, “You made it to school,” I looked back one more time, hoping to see Jessie, then I turned back and walked towards Lorena.
 
      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I?”
 
      I paused for a second, confused about what to say, “Oh, I thought you might have been sick or something. You know like last time.”
   “Oh,” she giggled, “Not at all. I just overslept. Was a little freaked out about last night and couldn’t get to sleep.”
 
      “Well, I’m glad you made it,” I pat her shoulder with a smile.
 
      Lorena blushed, “So, where you headed?”
 
      I pushed my hands in my pockets, “I have no idea. I was just in lunch, but I'm not very hungry anymore.”
 
      “Did something upset you? I’ve been hearing about these rumors...”
 
      I looked down at the floor. Jessie came back to mind. 
 
      Lorena bit her lip then looked past me at Josh, who you could see walking across the lunch room, and then took my hand, “Let’s get out of here.” She pulled me along. 
 
      “What? We can’t just leave-” I blushed down at our hands. They were soft, “Plus, I have practice tonight. And I already missed yesterday.”
 
      Lorena smiled back at me, “I have a car, I’ll be sure to have you back for practice.”
 
      “What about class?”
 
      “You’re smart, you’ll catch up,” she laughed. I shut up and let her lead me to the back door exit where her car was parked right outside. When we stepped out Lorena spoke again, “You didn’t strike me as the good girl type.”
 
      I blushed, “Well I didn’t expect my new friend to be such a bad influence either.” We both got into the car, “Where are we going anyways?” 
 
      “My place,” she pulled off. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
      I felt like I was stepping into a new world when I entered Lorena’s apartment. I didn’t know if it was just because it was so nice, or because it was a parent free home. 
 
      The apartment was similar to Abigale’s, only the carpet was dark brown, and the furniture was a little simpler. Lorena didn’t have all the nice things that Abigale had, but for someone on her own, this was good enough. 
 
      There was a glass table in front of the cream colored couch, which was facing the 34 inch flat screen that sat on a small stand. The walls were decorated with small and large paintings, and a few pictures of Lorena and Josh. I was paying more attention to the paintings though. They were really good. The one that caught my attention was the colorful splatter painting that hung right above the TV. 
 
      “Did you paint these?” I asked while still looking around. I noticed that there were flowers growing on stands next to the windows, and even though it was still winter, they bloomed as if it were summer. 
 
      “Yeah,” Lorena sat her things down and then went back into her room. When she came out, she had her laptop and a Shakespeare book with her. 
 
      “So, we ditch school to do homework?” I laughed. 
 
      “Well, I’m not that bad an influence. We still have to get our work done.” She sat down on the couch next to me and opened her laptop. Her screen was covered with different pictures of artwork which I assumed was done by her, “You’re really good at that.”
 
      “I try,” she smiled while browsing the internet, “So, let’s get this over with.”
 
      We went over the book again, and then the information that we took from the internet and started writing the paper. It was actually pretty fun working with her. We made jokes, laughed a little, and ate most of the sweets that she had in her kitchen. 
 
      Lorena finished typing the paper after about thirty minutes. This was a really easy project for both of us since I pretty much knew everything about Shakespeare, and she was a bookworm, “All done.” She emailed our teacher the draft and closed her laptop. 
 
      Lorena turned on the TV and sat back next to me while drinking a bottle of Sprite. I pretended not to watch her while trying to figure out what was bothering her, because she was restless, like she wanted to say something. 
 
      “What is it?” I asked. 
 
      “What is what?” Lorena seemed surprised. 
 
      “What’s on your mind?”
 
      “What do you mean? There’s nothing on my mind,” she smiled slightly, “I’m just....I can’t figure it out.”
 
      “Figure what out?”
 
      “Where I know you from.”
 
      I froze. She couldn’t have known me. I’m from California, and the only person that would ever recognize me from my childhood is Arnold. If she knew me, then she must’ve heard about the incident. About what I did...
 
      “How would you know me?” I said trying to keep my cool. 
 
      “I don’t know....” she frowned, “I wish I did. You just seem so familiar, like someone that I knew.”
    I sighed with relief. She probably just had me confused with someone else because there’s no way that she could know me. It was weird though...I got the same feeling about her as well. 
 
      “Well, I don’t remember you,” I said with a smile. It looked like I relieved her as well. 
 
      “Then I guess we don’t know each other,” she shrugged
 
      “No, I know you,” I grinned, “You’re the girl that dates my rival Josh, who loves to read, is a great artist, likes growing flowers, and skipping school just to do homework. I met you in class after you dropped your ID card and I stared at it trying to confirm if your eyes were actually blue.” 
 
      Lorena laughed, “You seem to notice a lot about me.”
   “Just the obvious things.” We both giggled and got quiet again. 
 
      I looked up at her painting on the wall, “So, since we have time, what do you want to do?”
 
      “Let’s go outside.”
 
      “Outside?” I looked out her window and saw snow falling, “In the snow?”
 
      “Yeah!” she stood up. 
 
      “And do what? We are not going for another walk. My chest isn’t healed all the way,” I rubbed on my chest where my stitches were. 
 
      Lorena put on her shoes and threw on a jacket, “Then I guess you can just sit in here by yourself.” She left out and closed the door. 
 
      I felt awkward sitting inside her apartment alone. Did she really just leave me in here? I sighed and put my shoes on, then I grabbed my coat and headed out of the apartment. 
 
      Once I made it out of the building, I looked around for Lorena. The ground was completely covered with a thin layer of snow. We still weren’t that far into winter yet, but it looked like it was getting ready to pour. 
 
      Lorena was nowhere to be found, and I saw that her car was parked, but there was still no Lorena. 
 
      I felt a thud on my leg, and then saw a chunk of snow hit the ground. When I looked up, I noticed Lorena picking up more to throw at me, only this time she actually aimed and I dodged it. 
 
      Lorena laughed and tried again, but that snowball burst into a bunch of tiny pieces before it reached me. 
 
      “Really?” I laughed. When I bent down to gather some snow, Lorena ran off around the corner of the building. I gathered my snow and chased after her. When I made it around the building I saw another snowball headed right for my face, but I dodged it and threw mine. I didn’t want to hit her in the face, so I aimed at her chest. She laughed when she got hit. 
 
      Lorena dug in her coat pocket and pulled out another snowball, then she threw it at me. Her throwing skill was horrible. Almost like a toddler with a plastic baseball, only she added a jump for momentum. That one hit me in the chest. 
 
      “Ha!” she pointed at me, “I got you!”
 
      “Yeah, Finally!” I picked up another snowball and when I looked up one had exploded on my face. 
 
      Lorena started laughing hard when she saw how I paused. I wasn’t upset, just surprised. 
 
      “Your face!” she laughed, “The look on your face,” hers was turning red, “I'm so sorry, but that was really funny.”
 
      I wiped the snow off of my face and walked up to the laughing Lorena then I smashed the snow that was in my hand all over her face. Now Lorena was the frozen one. 
 
      We both burst out laughing. 
 
   *                              *                                  *
 
      Lorena pulled up to the school and waited for me to get out, “Have fun at practice, and don’t beat up Josh too much.”
 
      “I’ll try not to,” I gathered my things and stepped out of the car. 
 
      “Hey,” Lorena smiled at me, “I had fun.”
 
      I could feel my face getting hot, “Yeah, me too. We should do it again sometime. Maybe you could hang out with me, Cameron and Abigale one of these days?”
 
      “Yeah,” she nodded, “I should see all of you at Cameron’s party in a few weeks.”
 
      “Party?”
 
      “Oh, he has one at his cousin’s house every year after the first wrestling meet.”
 
      “Oh, I didn’t know.”
 
      “Don’t worry, not everyone is told. It’s almost like a tradition for people to show up so not many people talk about it unless they’re reminiscing about previous years.”
 
      “Well, when is the first meet?”
 
      “Why are you asking me?” Lorena laughed, “I’m not a wrestler.”
 
      “Hey, you’re supposed to know these things. Your husband’s biggest fan.”
 
      “Now, I wouldn’t say all that.”
 
      “What part?”
 
      “The husband part. I’m not married,” she smiled up at me. 
 
      I saw Cameron open the back door like I asked through a text, “Well, I have to go. I hope we can do this again sometime.”
 
      “Yeah, me too.”
 
      I reluctantly closed the car door and jogged over to Cameron, “Thanks.”
 
      “Skipping school with Lorena?” He had a big smile on his face. 
 
      “Shut up,” I walked inside.
 
   *                            *                                 *
 
      Wrestling practice was just like practice back in Cali. It was a bit harder, but not so difficult that I couldn’t perform. I was actually better than most of my team. It was me, Cameron, and Josh that stood on top. 
 
      Josh was a very good wrestler, and he already had a few scholarships under his belt. He was offered his first one back when he was only in tenth grade. It was his skill, strength, and pure determination that got him those scholarships, and he took this sport more seriously than I did. 
 
      Cameron was more for speed. Although he wasn’t as strong as Josh he was always able to pin someone. It was like every move he put a person in was quick and smooth, not to mention that fact that it was very hard for anyone to pull a move on him. 
 
      Me, I was just good at everything. I try not to seem too cocky, but I have just the right amount of strength, I’m fast, and I’m really good at tossing people around. I may not have the same mentality that I had when I was a kid, but I still have the determination. Maybe I could even earn myself a scholarship to college.
 
      Today we weren’t going to do too much wrestling. Just conditioning. Mr. Clothorn picked me, Josh, Cameron, and a few other good people to put in a group. Then he made two other groups based on skill. 
 
      The first group had to do fifteen push-ups, sprint a suicide, and then do 30 sit-ups ten times around. The second and third group did less. Mr. Clothorn split us up into groups so that the other wrestlers would be motivated to move up. I was told that usually by the end of the season Mr. Clothorn already knows who he will be picking for next year’s team based on who is in the second and first group. People in the third rarely get a second chance. 
 
      Mr. Clothorn blew his whistle and we went right into doing the push-ups. The second whistle was for the second group to get started. 
 
      Cameron was on my left, and Josh was on my right. We were all doing our push-ups simultaneously. At first it looked like we were going to compete with each other, but then we figured that we were at a good pace and would stick together as long as we were ahead of the others. Once we were all done we got up and sprint a suicide. Josh fell back a little because he was mostly muscle and couldn’t keep up with us light weights. 
 
      Half way through the workout Cameron and I broke apart. Sometimes he was ahead, but then I would catch up and pass him. I had a little more strength, so when he slowed down on the push-ups I caught up by finishing mine faster. Josh was right behind me. Apparently he was out of shape because he wasn’t keeping up as well. 
 
      All three of us finished at the same time and slowly crossed the green line while heaving. The rest of the team was still on their seventh through tenth round. 
 
      “Hey, good job,” Cameron said resting his hand on my shoulder. 
 
      “Thanks,” I said still out of breath. Josh and I looked at each other than nodded. We were a pretty good team. If Josh wasn’t such an ass hole I would actually like him. 
 
      The rest of the team finished their rounds and then we went into a little bit of wrestling. We picked partners and started with the basics just to warm up and re-freshen our memories. 
 
      First it was Cameron and I, we were just practicing shooting on each other and sprawling. Mr. Clothorn wanted all of us to be great at it, so we were going to practice shooting for most of today’s practice. 
 
      “So, what were you and Lorena up to?” Cameron asked as he sprawled when I went after his left leg. I pulled away and stood up. 
 
      “We were doing homework if you really must know.”
 
      “Riggght,” Cameron shot at me. 
 
      “No, seriously. We were working on Shakespeare.”
 
      “Didn’t look like that to me,” he stood up
   “You just saw me getting out of the car, how is it supposed to look?”
 
      “I’m just saying. Your facial expressions really didn’t look like you just got done with a paper.”
 
      “Oh my gosh,” I laughed, “your delusional.”
 
      “Whatever you say,” he laughed. 
 
      “Alright switch!” Mr. Clothorn yelled. 
 
      “Have fun,” Cameron walked away.
 
      “Wha-”
 
      “Rose,” It was Josh’s voice, “partner?” he had a serious look on his face. The one that I’m used to seeing. 
 
      “Sure,” I took a deep breath and turned to him. 
 
      “Me first,” Josh shot at me and before I could sprawl he got my right leg. He had a tight grip, but then he pulled away. Now he was smirking. 
 
      I tried not to get too pumped and took a shot at him. I felt a hard thud go to my temple and I got a little light headed then stood up. 
 
      Josh was still smirking, “Are you okay?”
 
      “I’m fine,” I took a deep breath.  
 
      “OK,” he nodded and then shot at me again. I was too slow to move and he got a hold of my leg, then he lifted me up and slammed me on my back. 
 
      “Oooooh,” I heard others say. I laid there for a second and waited for the air to rush back into my lungs. Smirking, Josh stood over me with his hand out. This guy was playing with me. 
 
      “No slamming, Josh!” Mr. Clothorn said. 
 
      “Sorry, Coach,” he said in an unsympathetic tone. 
 
      I stood up and rubbed my head. His knee really dazed me. 
 
      “You gonna go?” Josh asked. 
 
      I hesitated, but shot at him again. I got a good grip on his leg, but once again I was kneed, this time with more force. 
 
      I looked to my right and saw Mr. Clothorn running in my direction, and couldn’t understand why he was running so slow....
 
   *                                       *                              *
 
      Winee crawled into my bed late at night and faced me. Out of everything she went through, and all the fears she faced, she was still afraid of the dark. Early in the morning she would go back to her room so that Arnold didn’t know, because we weren’t supposed to have any fears. We barely were even allowed to show emotion. 
 
      “What do you want to be when you grow up?” Winee asked. 
 
      I didn’t really have an answer to that question because I didn’t think much about the future, and so far I couldn’t imagine having one. Winee was always so positive, and then there was me who felt like there was no point to being happy, because happiness could be taken away, but I didn’t want to make her upset, so I just made something up. 
 
      “I want to be a.....doctor,” I answered, “You?”
 
      “An astronaut,” she said looking up out the window, “I could leave here and go to outer space.”
 
      “You aren’t afraid of aliens?”
 
      “There are no such thing as aliens,” she laughed. 
 
      “How are me and you going to be together if you’re in outer space?”
 
      “Well, you can be a doctor up there,” she smiled. “We could fly up there and start a whole new world on the moon, and we will need doctors in case anyone gets hurt, and there won’t be any fighting up there...” she looked back down at me, “We’ll both get married to celebrity moon stars, and have kids so that they could be best friends like us.”
 
      I smiled at the thought. She had such a big imagination. 
 
      “That sounds nice, Winee....as long as we are together. Your all I have, and maybe if Arnold-” as if Arnold would actually change. 
 
      “When Arnold gets nicer, then he’ll be allowed to come up to the moon with us. He has to say sorry too.”
 
      “Thanks Winee. I would like that,” I smiled. 
 
      “Promise we’ll be best friends forever.”
 
      I put my pinky in front of her, “I pinky promise.”
 
      Winee locked her pinky with mine. That was the last time we ever spent time together...
 
   *                                  *                                *
 
      I woke up in the nurse’s office where I heard Cameron and Mr. Clothorn talking to each other. 
 
      “I’m not sure if she can handle this sport,” Mr. Clothorn said. 
 
      “Coach, she is really good. You saw her at tryouts. Josh isn’t even in her weight class.”
 
      “I just-”
 
      “We need her, Coach.” Cameron was trying to whisper, “I’ve seen videos of this girl. Rose is amazing!”
 
      I sat up and looked at the two, “I’m fine,” I said. 
 
      “You were knocked out,” Mr. Clothorn said. 
 
      “Yeah, he kept slamming his knee into my head,” I rubbed my temple, “But I’m fine, really. I’ve been through worse.”
 
      Mr. Clothorn looked down at me with an indecisive look on his face, “I just don’t want you getting hurt.”
 
      “Coach...it’s wrestling. We all are going to get hurt. Don’t give me any special treatment, or sympathy because I’m a girl. I’m better than more than half the team and I can take a lot of pain. He just caught me off guard, because its practice. I didn’t know we were trying to hurt each other,” I said frowning. 
 
      Mr. Clothorn sighed, “If you weren’t as good as you are, I would cut you.”
 
      I looked up at him expressionless, “I’m sure you would.”
 
      “Go home and get some rest. Be back here tomorrow, but you’ll be going light for a while.”
 
      I nodded. Cameron got my shoes and my book bag, then sat them in front of me. 
 
      “Hope you don’t mind, I got your things for you.”
 
      “No problem,” I bent down to get my shoes and felt a sharp pain in my head. 
 
      “You okay?”
 
      I didn’t respond. Now all I was thinking about was getting back at Josh. 
 
      Cameron took my shoe and slipped it on my foot, then he got the other one. 
 
      “You don’t have to do that,” I blushed. 
 
      “Well, who else is going to do it? You’re hurt,” his smile gave me butterflies. Once he got my shoes on he helped me slip on my coat and carried my book bag, “Can’t say I never did anything for you.”
 
      “Right,” I tried to hide my smile. 
 
   Chapter 18
 
     The crowd cheered as we all walked into the gym room. We had a really big turn out because everyone wanted to see the girl that would be wrestling today. Wintry High was known for its wrestling team, so to let a girl join could either help their reputation, or severely hurt it. 
 
      The other team smiled over at us, or mostly at me, and I kept a straight face to show that I was serious. This was just like when I was kid, only I was a one man team. I know everyone was expecting me to screw up, or lose, but they had no idea. I wasn’t even nervous anymore. I’m that girl from Cali. That undefeated kick boxer and an amazing ass wrestler. 
 
      I, Cameron, and Josh were at the front of the line. Cameron patted my shoulder, “You’re going to make us famous,” he said. We started out our warm ups by running around the mat. As I made my first round, I spotted Lorena in the crowd, who noticed me looking at her and waved. I didn’t wave back because I had to stay focused, and I’m sure she’d understand that. I tried hard not to smile when I saw my aunt at the top of the bleachers. This is the first wrestling meet that she has ever come to. 
 
      Once we were all done warming up we gathered around the coach. 
 
      “Alright team, let’s show these fuckers what we’re made of. Show them how hard we’ve practiced,” he leaned in close to us, “Make them cry,” he was looking directly at me with a smirk on his face. 
 
      We all nodded, “All right team!” Josh yelled. He put his hand in the middle of the circle, “One, two, three, PIN!” 
 
   The crowd went wild. 
 
   The meet had finally started. Josh and Cameron, the co-captains, had sat on either side of me and neither of them were smiling anymore. Now we were watching one of our teammates wrestle one guy down, and it was getting me pumped because I was the next match.
 
      “Go and warm up,” Josh said. I stood up and walked over to an open space behind the team and picked up a jump rope. The people on the bleachers closest to me were glaring because the majority of them were here for the other team. 
 
      I looked down at my red and black singlet. It fit me perfectly, showing my toned legs and arms, then you could see the lining of my abs through the fabric. I looked intimidating. 
 
      Cameron was looking back at me. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but he nodded and I nodded back. 
 
      The match went on for what seemed like forever. I had on a light sweat, which was intended, because the slippery wrestlers always had the advantage. The entire team stood up when it was my turn to wrestle, and the audience got quiet. 
 
      Mr. Clothorn walked up to the mat with me, “You have nothing to worry about. Just take this guy down and get us a pin.” 
 
      I didn’t say anything back. I was glaring over at my opponent who was smirking at me. He looked back at his team with a confident smirk on his face and then strut onto the mat. This guy didn’t take me seriously, they never do. Not until we start wrestling at least. 
 
      The referee called us onto the mat. I walked up while still watching my opponent. He was a skinny dude, kind of like Cameron, but not as ripped, and his light skin didn’t help with showing any definition… if he had any. 
 
      I didn’t hear what the ref was saying, and I didn’t really care. I was just watching my prey, trying to make him feel uncomfortable. That feeling I used to get when I was a kid came back, and it was invigorating. It was time to take him down.
 
      The ref stopped talking and we walked up and shook hands. Then we got into a wrestling stance and waited for the whistle. The boy was still smiling at me, “I’m going to fuck you up.”
 
      I didn’t say anything. The whistle blew and I went in for the kill. 
 
      I slid in for the knee, making him think that I was going to take his leg, but instead I got a grip on his wrist with my shoulder on his lower stomach. I yanked hard on him and flipped him over my shoulders. It was the same move I pulled on Cameron, but faster.  
 
      The crowd went wild, but it wasn’t over yet. I was going to try and get a pin as soon as possible. Even though I wanted to show off my skills, I couldn’t risk losing for the team. 
 
      The guy’s eyes opened wide when he saw me coming in for a pin and he hurried back to his feet before I could get to him. I took note to work with Cameron on my speed. My opponent was embarrassed now. He came after me like Cameron did once before, and we were practically hugging each other. I tried to get a hip toss, but he beat me to it and flung me over his hip. I kept my cool and thought quickly about what to do next. This hip toss was weak, so instead of being slammed I got one foot down on the mat and used my momentum to throw him over my hip instead. It was a move I used all the time in Cali. 
 
      The crowd roared again and I could even hear my teammates this time. It was time to end this. The guy tried to get up, but this time I was the fast one. I grabbed him and pushed him down, then I used my chest to roll him onto his back. I pushed as hard as I could and he gave in without much of a fight. Once I got him on both of his shoulders the ref blew his whistle. 
 
      Now everyone was standing up watching and cheering for me. I looked over at everyone and smiled, then back at my team. Josh stood up and clapped his hands as if only to show good sportsmanship, but I knew he was jealous of my fame. 
 
      Mr. Clothorn motioned for me to come off of the mat and patted me on my shoulder, “That was amazing, Rose!”
 
      “Thank you!” I said. I walked over to the team who all gave me high fives and congratulated me on my first win, but when I got down to Josh he didn’t say anything. Cameron on the other hand gave me an unexpected tight hug. It was almost cute, and once again I was blushing. 
 
      “You gotta show me how to do that,” Cameron said. 
 
      I looked over to the crowd and saw a familiar face. I could barely hear the yelling and screaming because I had completely zoned out. There was a twisting feeling in my stomach, like a dozen knots turning and it hurt. Whoever he was, was talking to Lorena. I couldn’t see half of his face, but I could tell that smile from anywhere. It was Arnold, or at least I thought it was him. He wore a long beige coat, and he needed to shave his face. Arnold was a high class man, it couldn’t have been him. 
 
      The man had stood up with his daughter and walked out of the bleachers. I still never got to see his whole face and the feeling faded away. How could that be Arnold? He was locked up. The good feeling I previously had poured back in, and the smile Lorena was giving me made it feel even better. 
 
   *                                     *                             *
 
      I rode to the party with Cameron and Mike. We had to drive forty-five minutes out just to get to Cameron’s cousins huge house out in no man’s land. I wouldn’t even be surprised if I saw a few horses and cows out here. It seemed like a country area. 
 
      We rode up the long driveway and then parked in an open spot between two cars. When I stepped out of the car I looked up at the bright stars and smiled. It made me think of Winee and how she loved the stars. 
 
      Abigale parked two cars behind us, and from the looks of it, everyone that was here had just arrived and were getting out of their cars. It made me wonder if the house had even been set up for guests yet. 
 
      “You guys did great!” Abigale walked up to me and Cameron, first giving me a hug and then him. 
 
      “Thanks,” I said smiling. 
 
      “So,” We all started walking towards the house, “I don’t know what type of parties you’ve been to in Cali,” Cameron said, “but this will probably be the best one you’ve ever been to.”
 
      “Yeah,” Abigale said, “his parties are kind of like the ones out of the movies.” 
 
      “We’ll see about that,” the parties that I had been to in Cali had always ended in a big fight, or policeman running us out. 
 
      We walked up a few steps and waited for Cameron to unlock the door.
 
      “Where’s your cousin?” I looked back and saw cars still coming in trying to find parking spots. A few people were getting out and heading in our direction. 
 
      “Out of town. He always leaves me the house when he goes off on business,” Cameron had opened the door and we walked inside. I tried to keep my mouth from dropping down. 
 
      The inside of the house was huge. I walked onto the wooden floor and didn’t know where to go first. This was the second largest house that I have ever set foot into. It wasn’t an Arnold sized house, but it was big enough. 
 
      I followed Cameron into the kitchen where all types of alcohol had been sitting out. A few of the boys from the team walked in and dropped off a few other bottles they had illegally gotten their hands on. Cameron had went into the fridge and pulled out a huge bowl full of red liquid with different types of fruit inside.
 
      We smiled at each other, I was very much familiar with that kind of alcohol. It was jungle juice. 
 
      “You want to try some?” he asked. 
 
      “No, not yet,” I said. 
 
      “You’re not much of a drinker are you?”
 
      “No, not really.”
 
      “I figured,” he sat the bowl down on a long table in what looked to be the dining room. “Then it’ll be my goal to get you wasted tonight.”
 
      “I doubt you’ll accomplish doing that,” I turned around and saw the house filling up with people. Abigale was standing by the door talking to some guy from our class. When she looked back, she motioned for me to come to her. 
 
      I walked up to the two and they led me down to the basement where I saw a group of students heading to. I also saw colorful lights flashing and loud music blaring, “They got started fast.”
 
      “The house was already set up, we just had to turn everything on,” Abigale said, “I hope you don’t mind getting those clothes wet.”
 
      I was wearing a pair of black sweats and a tight black t-shit. I did mind, but I wondered why she said that? I soon found out when we got to the bottom of the steps. 
 
      There was a large pool in the basement, and the scene reminded me of an indoor pool with lawn chairs and a few tables in each corner of the room. 
 
      “Wow,” was all I could say. 
 
   Throughout my time at the party I got a bunch of high fives and good jobs from people that came to the wrestling meet. I separated from Abigale and decided to mingle, hopefully making some new friends on the way. This party was exactly like the ones off of the movies, only I’m not used to seeing a pool in the basement. 
 
   My team made the party lively. They pushed people in the pool, drank loads of alcohol, and played beer pong upstairs along with shooting darts. There was also table hockey and few card games going on. What caught my attention was all the different types of people that attended the party. It wasn’t all one social group, but multiple starting from the outgoing loud students, to the shy and timid.    
 
   When I decided to get my first drink, Cameron had given me a cup of jungle juice and went back to playing cards with his friends, then I went into the living room and sat down on the soft couch. Two drunk boys were shooting darts in front of me, and I found amusement in watching them completely miss every try. 
 
   After about five minutes I actually started to feel a buzz and wanted to join in their game. They let me join them and started placing bets. I wasn’t drunk yet, so of course I actually landed darts on the board. 
 
   Once money got involved I started to get serious, and there were a few other people watching me now. Somehow I just keep becoming the center of attention.
 
    My last shot landed on the edge of the board, “I can do better than that,” Lorena had passed me and took the darts from the dartboard and then stood next to me. 
 
   “Riiiiight,” I said with a smile. My cheeks were tingling. I looked back and saw Josh talking to some of the guys, but looking in my direction. I shrugged it off and turned back to Lorena who had scored a bull’s eye three times in a row. The two idiot drunks went wild and did some weird handshake. 
 
   “If this were a sport, you'd be on the Olympic level,” I said. 
 
   “Wow, have you been drinking?” Lorena laughed. 
 
   “Only a little. Why? Does my breath stink?” I blew in my hand. 
 
   Lorena laughed again, “No, you just seem a little different.”
 
   “Is that bad?” I asked. 
 
   “No, not at all,” She glanced at Josh, who was no longer paying us any attention, and then turned back to me, “Did you see the pool?”
 
   “Yeah, this house is awesome,” I said. 
 
   “What about the hot tubs?”
 
   “As in plural?”
 
   Lorena led me onto the back porch where there were two hot tubs next to each other. 
 
       “This is nice,” I said as I looked around. The backyard was a huge space with a big tree standing tall in the middle. Under it I saw a bench with lightning bugs blinking around it, “Come down here,” Lorena followed me to the bench and sat down next to me. I looked up and admired the stars. 
 
   “I never really sat out here before,” Lorena said looking up with me, “It’s pretty.”
 
   “Have you been drinking?”
 
   “What? No,” she laughed. 
 
   I spotted a lightning bug and put my hand out to catch it. The little bug sat on my finger tip and lit up like an old broken light. 
 
   “I used to catch those all the time when I was a kid,” Lorena said, “If there’s one thing I can remember, it was back when I would run through the woods and catch lightning bugs.”
 
   I smiled at her as she watched the little bug lift off and fly away, then she looked up at me with a gorgeous smile and I almost blushed. 
 
   “Aww, isn’t that cute,” Someone said. 
 
   I took a deep breath and cleared my throat, “I’m not in the mood, Jessie.”
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
    Lorena frowned and turned around, but I didn’t. 
 
   “What do you want?” Lorena asked. 
 
   “Nothing, girl,” Jessie walked around the bench to face me, “just to congratulate the lil’ wrestler on her win.”
 
   I was sober now, but still felt a little numb. That was the only reason I didn’t run after her swinging my fists. 
 
   Jessie shook her head, “You know, you’re really good at wrestling. I heard that you were on another team back in California.” 
 
   My head shot up and my heart started racing. Lorena looked confused. 
 
   “You had a few scholarships, didn’t you?” She smirked, “I’m pretty sure you don’t anymore, or will ever again.”
 
   My chest went up and down as I began breathing harder. What does she want? Why does she keep picking with me? And on top of that, she was bringing up my past in front of Lorena. Something that no one is ever supposed to know about. 
 
   “What is she...?” Lorena looked over at me and saw just how tense the situation really was. 
 
   “I’m actually surprised they let you wrestle here. You know, after what you did.”
 
   “Jessie, this is the last time I’m going to tell you,” I stood up and started walking towards her, “Leave me alone.” A darkness started to take over me, which was now a foreign feeling after being so happy with my new life, and I had forgotten just how good it felt. 
 
   “Or what? You gonna do to me what you did to him?” She stepped towards me. We were now only nose length away from each other, and once again, the look in her eyes were totally different from the look on her face. She was smiling at me, but her eyes were full of anger and hate. Jessie didn’t like me for more than just what happened in Cali. No, she held a bigger grudge. 
 
   “Rose,” Lorena took my arm and I jumped, “she isn’t worth it.”
 
   Jessie laughed, “I wouldn’t touch her when she’s like this. She might just black out and-”
 
   Without thinking I head-butted her on her forehead. It hurt, but felt good at the same time. Jessie laughed and stepped back, “Wow!” 
 
   Angrily I charged my fist at her, but she swiftly dodged it and I tripped over a root. I caught myself, but was confused on what had just happened. 
 
   “Rose-” Lorena tried to warn me. 
 
   When I turned to face Jessie, I was hit hard with her first two knuckles to my cheek. I was knocked off balance for a second, but then kicked back into action. My mentality had totally switched into fighter mode, and all I saw was my opponent. 
 
   Jessie noticed the change and went on to the defensive. Too bad she was too slow though. I guess that one dodge was luck. 
 
   I kicked at her thigh and then at her ribs, and both kicks landed. Jessie tried to smile, but it hurt too much. Once I saw that she was weak, I punched her hard across her face and surprisingly she stood her ground. 
 
   “Guys, stop it!” Lorena yelled. A few guys from the team noticed that I was fighting and came running in our direction. 
 
   I took the last chance I had and tackled her onto her back, “What-” I punched her, “Do you,” again I hit her, “want?” I could feel myself slowly losing control, and all I could think about was how she was going to take everything away from me again. I couldn’t lose it all a third time, “Huh!!?” I punched her again, “What do you want?!” the guys were on me now and struggled to pull me away, “Leave me alone! I told you to leave me alone!”
 
   “Rose, calm down!” Lorena yelled. I didn’t listen to her and tried hard to continue on punching Jessie’s face in, but then someone with a really strong grip wrapped his arms around me and yanked me away from her. When I saw who it was, I tried to attack him too, but Lorena stepped in front of me. Josh stood behind her with a serious face, bracing himself. 
 
   I frowned at Lorena. Her face was blurry and almost unrecognizable. She wasn’t who I was after though and I didn’t want to hurt her. I looked down and saw Jessie being helped up to her feet. She was okay. 
 
   “You’re not as good as they say,” Jessie wiped her bloody lip. 
 
   I charged at her again, but this time Cameron stepped in front of me, “Chill...chill,” he put his hands on my shoulders. Abigale stood next to me, “let me take you inside.”
 
   I looked around and saw that everyone was watching me, “Yeah, I’m tired,” I glared at Jessie one last time. “This isn’t over.”
 
   “If you want to stay on our team, it is,” Josh said, 
 
   I waved my hand at him and followed Abigale and Cameron inside. They took me up to the second floor and patched up the small cut on my cheek. 
 
   “What did she do to deserve that?” Abigale said as she rubbed the Band-Aid over my cut, “You destroyed her.”
 
   “She’s trouble,” was all I said. 
 
     Cameron sighed, “If we were in school, you would be kicked off of the team. You heard what Josh said.”
 
     “Yeah, I heard him,” I looked down at my fists. They had a few spots of blood on them, but they weren’t bad. The most I did to Jessie was bust her lip. 
 
      Abigale saw my hands and wiped them clean, then she nodded for Cameron to leave the room. The party was only halfway through and a small fight wasn’t going to shut it down. 
 
      “Rose, what did she say?” Abigale asked. She gave me a worried look, “Jessie is known for saying things to set people off. It’s just what she does.”
 
      I sighed as I thought back to how she almost gave me away. She had almost told my secret, and Lorena already felt as if I had something to hide, but probably didn’t think it was as bad as it is. 
 
      “She’s going to take everything away,” I said out loud. 
 
      Abigale already knew what I meant. She knew what it was like to make a fresh start, and to feel like all her hard work was being taken away, “Jessie did the same thing to me before. I’m not going to get into it, but you just have to ignore her.”
 
      I wanted to yell that I tried that, but I knew she was just trying to give me advice. 
 
      “You just got on the wrestling team -”
 
      “I’m pretty sure what I did is a lot worse than whatever you did,” I said boldly, “So keeping calm and ignoring someone who threatens my chance at a new life may be a lot harder than it was for you.”
 
      Abigale became pale. The look on her face was similar to mine when I would have flashbacks. Slowly she smiled to cover up her shock, “Or, whatever we may have done could be the equal amount of bad,” she looked me in the eye holding the same slight smile. Her eyes were telling me that we weren’t as different as I thought, and that she understood what I was going through, “Jessie wouldn’t be the one taking everything away from you, it would be you. Don’t let yourself fall into her trap. You’re right, she is trouble.” The color slowly started to make it back to her face and she stood up, “Well, I’m going to go back down and take a few shots,” she chuckled. “That intense moment called for a few.”
 
      Now I felt bad. Abigale understood me since the first day that she had met me, and this whole time I thought that she didn’t really get me. 
 
      “You coming?” Abigale said by the door. 
 
      I shook my head no, “I think I’m done for the night.”
 
      “You sure? I mean, I could get you something to help you relax.”
 
      I smiled at that, “No, I think I’ll just go to sleep. It’s been a long day.”
 
      “OK, but if you change your mind, I’ll be chugging downstairs,” Abigale opened the door and left the room. 
 
      I lied down on the soft bed and looked up at the ceiling. What was I going to do now? Just play the fight off as though it didn’t happen? I guess that was all I could do, but wait a minute....where did she learn to move like that? Jessie was fast. At first I thought that it was just luck that she was able to dodge me, but that was skill. I saw form in her movement, and it didn’t really add up to the end of the fight. It was as if she let me beat her down. And what did she mean by them? I know now that she knew what happened in California, but them? She spoke as if she actually spoke to someone that knew me. 
 
      I took a deep breath and let myself fall asleep. 
 
   *                                *                                  *
 
      Windred crashed down into the mud and laid there in the heavy rain. I stood only a few feet away and watched her. She was in pain, and I was the one causing it. 
 
      I didn’t want to hurt her anymore, so I just stood there and waited for orders. I hoped that we were finished now, and that the punishment was over, but it wasn’t. Arnold wasn’t satisfied and he needed to see more to be sure that Winee would never try and run away again. 
 
      This was all my fault. I regretted running after her and preventing her from getting away. She begged me to come with her, but I just couldn’t leave. At that very moment, all I wanted to do was run away and leave it all behind. I no longer wanted Arnold’s approval, and I no longer felt like he would change. We were just his trained dogs, and nothing more. 
 
      Winee looked up at me, but didn’t say anything. She wasn’t crying, and she didn’t look afraid. She looked angry. 
 
      When she got back to her feet I stepped back and waited for her to attack me. I knew that she would fight back because she was a lot stronger than she used to be. Mentally and physically. The only issue now is that Arnold had hurt her leg earlier, and she couldn’t put much weight on it, so her fighting ability was limited. 
 
      “Winee....” I said breathing heavily. I had never seen her look at me with such dark eyes. It was almost frightening for someone that always looked so happy. 
 
      Winee limped towards me and splashed with each step. I looked from her to Arnold, who was also getting soaked in the rain. He was giving the same look that Winee gave me, and it felt like they were both against me. 
 
      “Don’t,” I said to Winee, but she didn’t stop coming after me. I didn’t want to hurt her anymore...
 
      I took two hard blows to the face and stumbled backwards, then I was tackled to the ground and guarded myself as Winee attacked. Her punches were hard and filled with hate. I guess after so long of being Arnold’s pet, you become hard, because I was shown no mercy. 
 
      The tears that I was trying to fight started to flow, and it made me afraid. I was glad that it was raining today so that Arnold couldn’t tell. The only person that could see my tears was the one causing them. 
 
      “Get up, Rose!” Arnold yelled, “Get up!”
 
      I didn’t know what to do, but this wasn’t going to end until it was Winee that was down. It would all be better if I just ended this and the apologized to her later. 
 
      I pushed Winee off of me and got back to my feet. She got back up just as fast as I did, and she attacked me again, “I hate you!”
 
      Those words struck like a knife. I slammed her down hard for the last time and was going to give her one last blow to put her to sleep, but she wasn’t moving. Her eyes were shut, and I saw that the small puddle next to her turned red. 
 
      “Winee?” I got on my knees next to her. She blinked up at me a few times with a painful look on her face, and then she drifted off, “Winee?” Her glowing face went pale and she was just a lifeless body in the mud, “Wake up,” I shook her, but there was no sign of life. 
 
      Arnold stood next to me, “Go to your room, Rose.”
 
      I looked up at Arnold with tears in my eyes, “Is she- Arnold you have to help her. Did I-”
 
      “Go to your room,” his tone didn’t change. He was still calm. 
 
      I looked down at Winee’s body. I had killed her. Winee was dead because of me. My best friend was gone.....forever. 
 
   *                              *                                   *
 
      I woke up to see Winee looking down at me. She was holding both of my shoulders firmly, and when my eyes had adjusted I saw that it was actually Lorena 
 
      We both were just looking at each other. Lorena, with a look of worry, and me with pained tears running down my cheeks. She didn’t say anything when I broke down crying. She just rubbed my hair back until I fell asleep again. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
      News of the fight traveled around fast, and I wasn’t surprised when Miss Shy asked me about it. She kept giving me the same look that Lorena and Abigale have been giving me for the past couple of days, and I kept trying to convince her that I was okay, but It wasn’t working. 
 
      “Did something happen, Rose?” Miss Shy asked before I left the room. 
 
      “No,” I said not turning around, “it was just a fight. That’s all,” I lied that day. Something was wrong with me, but I didn’t know what, or how to explain it, and it’s not like Jessie was around to cause any more trouble. There were rumors going around that she’d been suspended for smoking on school grounds and wouldn’t be back for a while.
 
      The principal heard about the fight and called me into the office, but he looked uncomfortable while giving me a lecture and sent me back to class immediately. It was almost like I was hard to look at. 
 
      My friends’ attitudes towards me were similar, but more supportive. Cameron was the main one trying to find ways to cheer me up, but he kept failing, and I tried to cheer myself up plenty of times, but I couldn’t get those memories out of my mind. It was like after the fight with Jessie, all I could think about was the past. There was no point in living in reality anymore, because my memories and guilt would take over.  
 
      I walked into Mrs. Pond’s class and froze at the door when I saw Windred sitting in Lorena’s seat. I took a step forward to get a better look at her, but then stopped when I noticed that Mrs. Pond had stopped teaching and gave me a confused look, along with the rest of the class. 
 
      Lorena turned and saw what the commotion was about, but also looked confused, and now we were both staring at each other. If I could move then I would, but at that moment I felt frozen. This was the third time I saw my dead friend and it was starting to scare me. 
 
      “Rose?” Mrs. Pond’s words were muffled. 
 
      I clenched my shaking hands and backed out of the class room. It was really hot in there and I couldn’t breathe. 
 
      “Rose?” Mrs. Pond sounded irritated, but then looked confused again. I turned to her, but didn’t speak, “Are you alrigh-”
 
      I walked away to the restroom and dropped everything on the floor. Once I was to the sink, I splashed cold water onto my face and tried to hold back my tears. Water had always helped before. 
 
      I glared at my reflection, and then punched the glass as hard as I could. Winee was dead, and I had to accept that. 
 
      “Rose?” I saw Abigale peek into the restroom, “Are you okay? I heard something.......”
 
      My hands were visibly shaking, like someone going through withdrawal and needed another fix. 
 
      “Why does everyone keep asking if I’m okay!?” I snapped. Those tears were filling up with anger, “I’m fucking fine,” I left my things on the floor and charged out of the restroom. I was shocked by the heavy traffic in the hallway because I didn’t hear the bell ring for class to let out. 
 
      I glanced back and saw Abigale holding my things, but I didn’t want to see that look on her face again, so I walked into the crowd and just tried to blend in. 
 
      I went straight home after practice and was finally able to eat. I hadn’t wanted any food for a while, and noticed that I was losing a few pounds. Surprisingly, I felt as if I were starving and made myself a large bowl of cereal. 
 
      I sat at the table in silence and looked down in my bowl. I was alone. 
 
   *                               *                                  *
 
      "You get out there and win me another fight, alright kid?" Arnold said. 
 
      "Yes, sir," I nodded. 
 
      Arnold opened the door and all the cheers hit me at once. I walked down the aisle with Arnold behind me, and then onto the open floor. Across from me was another girl my size who wore the same look as me. The look of determination. If she did well, then maybe she would go home. Win enough fights, and you get your freedom.
 
      A tall man in a black shirt stood next to us with his hand in between our bodies, “Fight!!” he lifted his hand and we attacked. 
 
      There was no way I was going to lose to this girl. We both had the same goals, but I was more determined, and better trained. She tried the typical tackle, which told me that she wasn’t as experienced. I don’t even know why she was put in this fight, because she needed more work. It angered me every time we made contact, because I could feel her shaking. If anything, I'd end up killing her tonight if she didn’t step up her game. 
 
      I punched her in the cheek and she fell to her knees, then I hit her again when she tried to look up at me, then again when she put her hand out gesturing for me to stop, and then again when she laid there on the floor in a small puddle of her own blood. 
 
      It angered me to see her lying there so weak. Wasn’t she afraid of what would happen after she lost? Didn’t she go through the same punishments as me? Or was I alone? She looked hopeless, and maybe I could put her out of her misery. 
 
      I looked up at Arnold and he nodded, then I went and did what I was there to do. I   got down on my knees and wrapped my hands around her throat, and I didn’t let go, even though her fighting and attempt to scream. She scratched at my arms and then across my face, but I still didn’t let her go. 
 
      “NO!” I saw a man come from the crowd almost running, then when I looked down I saw Winee’s lifeless body and let her go. I tried to get back to my feet, but I just fell back onto my bottom in shock. 
 
      The man picking her up was her owner, and he rushed her out of the arena. 
 
      The man in the black shirt pulled me to my feet and announced me the winner. Everyone clapped but Arnold. I knew what that look in his eyes meant, and it didn’t mean anything good.
 
   *                                *                                    *
 
      I sat in my last period class and tried to focus on what Mr. Robinson was saying, but I couldn’t. I didn’t even know what we were learning anymore. 
 
      My eyes were heavy, and I was tired. Lately, I haven’t been getting any sleep from having so many nightmares. 
 
      “Rose, do you know the answer?” Mr. Robinson asked. It felt as if the whole class was watching me now.  
 
      I snapped back into reality and widened my eyes, but I couldn’t clearly read the letters on the board. I shook my head no and he sighed, “Does anyone else know the answer?” Everyone sat in silence, and I returned back to my thoughts as I watched the snow fall outside. 
 
      When the bell rang Mr. Robinson called me to stay after class. 
 
      “Rose, do you know why I called you after class?” he asked.  I shrugged and looked away. He sighed, “Your grades in this class are falling.” I clenched my teeth, but still didn’t look at him, “I don’t know what’s been going on with you, but you need to pick them up or you’ll end up failing the twelfth grade.” I still didn’t say anything, “Rose!”
 
      I jumped like I go into some kind of trouble. I thought I heard Arnold’s voice. 
 
      “You were doing better than most when you first got here, and I was rooting for you to make it out of here and do something great with your life. You need to bring your grade up because at this rate-”
 
      “I don’t care,” I started towards the door. 
 
      “If I have to, I will talk to your coach about your wrestling career here.”
 
      “I still don’t care,” I left the classroom and headed to wrestling practice. 
 
   *                                *                                    *
 
      As usual, I did the best I could during practice. It temporarily took my mind off of things and let my thoughts relax for a while. Two hours to be exact. 
 
      Me and Cameron warmed up together then decided to partner up for the rest of practice. It had been a while since we’d paired up because I didn’t want to end up hurting him.
 
      Cameron was unusually gentle with me and I escaped a lot of his moves. I didn’t understand why he was going so easy on me, so I started to get a little rougher. I was going to force him to go hard on me. 
 
      I made a mistake and took it too far, but at the time I wasn’t thinking about who I was slamming and threw him down hard. He yelled out and rolled to his side. 
 
      “You’re alright, Cameron, get up,” Mr. Clothorn said. 
 
      I looked down at him with a blank expression. Why was he being so weak? I couldn’t even find room to feel bad for him because I was angrier that he looked so pathetic. “You heard the Coach,” I said. Cameron was still on the ground holding his ankle. I had just remembered that he got injured a few days ago, but at this point I didn’t care. I’ve been through worse, “I said get up!” I yelled. The wrestling room got quiet, “Stop being weak and get up! How are you going to win out there, if you can’t even complete your training!?”
 
      Cameron looked up at me in shock. I was still frowning down at him with my fists balled, feeling bad that I had just yelled at him.  
 
      Mr. Clothorn put his hand on my shoulder and I jumped and yanked away, “I think you should go home and get some rest, Rose,” he said calmly. 
 
      I looked around and saw my team watching me, “Yeah,” I nodded, “Rest.” I looked down at Cameron one more time and almost said sorry, but I couldn’t get the word to come out. The look on his face gave away that he understood. 
 
      When I got into the locker room I tried to take some deep breaths and calm down. I put my hands on the back of my head and closed my eyes, “I’m not you,” I said out loud, “I’m nothing like you,” I punched the locker as hard as I could, “I’m nothing like you!”
 
        *                           *                           *
 
      When I got home I threw my things down and started to do push-ups. It wasn’t a routine that I kept up anymore because I was on the wrestling team and didn’t really feel the need to. Push-ups used to burn my arms and relieve me from my pain, but they didn’t help so much anymore. I did them until my arms went numb and rolled onto my back. I needed help. 
 
      It’s funny how things can go so well, and all it takes is a mental break down to ruin everything you worked for. I closed my eyes and thought back to the night at Cameron’s party. 
 
      Lorena looked so happy watching the stars with me, and even though that moment were brief, it was warming. It was a feeling that I used to get with Winee all the time. A feeling that made me feel safe...like things were always going to be like that. 
 
    *                             *                                  *
 
      I was on and off awake and asleep last night. I had fallen asleep on the floor and woke up with a pillow under my head and a soft cover over my cold body. My aunt Shannon must’ve seen me and didn’t want to wake me up. 
 
   No one noticed me when I got to school. After a while of laying low, and keeping to myself, they felt no need to pay me anymore attention. The only ones that realized that I was there were the teachers, and that was only because they were all worried about me. Even the ones that didn’t teach me were concerned. 
 
   Mrs. Pond stopped at my locker and took my hand, “Are you feeling alright, sweetie?”
 
   I saw Cameron walk by with other guys from the team. He didn’t say anything, but he put his hand up as if to say hi. I didn’t wave back. 
 
   Mrs. Pond shook her head, “What’s going on with you?”
    “Why do you care?” I slammed my locker, “You know what’s wrong with me. You all know what’s wrong with me, and you pretend like you don’t. I mean, you know exactly who I am, Mrs. Pond. You didn’t think that I would be trouble when I came here?”
 
   “No, I didn’t,” she shook her head, “and I still don’t. Everyone has made mistakes in their life-”
 
   “Well not my kind of mistakes. You can’t compare what I did to other people’s mistakes. It’s not... it’s not the same,” The bell rang and I walked away from her to head to class.  
 
   I went to go see Miss Shy at the end of the day, confused about what I was going to say to her. I didn’t want to feel this way anymore, or ever again, and I figured that talking to her would maybe fix everything. The only problem is that I don’t know how to talk about the past without falling apart, or freaking out. 
 
   Miss Shy sat behind her desk, and this time I could tell that her smile was fake, so to lighten the moment, “So, are you ready for this meet coming up?”
 
   I frowned. I had forgotten all about this weekend’s wrestling meet, “No,” I shook my head, “I’m not going to lose, but I’m not ready for it.”
 
   “And why is that?”  . 
 
    I sat there frozen, not sure on how to answer the question. I didn’t really have an answer, “I don’t...know.”
 
   Miss Shy bit her lip, “Do you want to tell me what happened?” she asked in a soft tone, “A lot has changed about you, and it has everyone worried. I can see that whatever is bothering you has been messing with your health. Have you been eating?”
 
   “No, I haven’t been hungry lately. I can’t keep my food down.”
 
   “Well, are you pregnant? Have you been having sex?”
 
   “What? No!” I looked down at my shoes, “I just can’t stomach anything, and I can’t sleep, because I keep thinking too much.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About what I did...” My throat started to burn.
 
   “Rose, what did you do?”
 
   I thought back to the day Winee died, “I didn’t want to- it was an accident.”
 
   “Please tell me what this is about. You’re not making too much sense. What did you do?” I could tell that I was getting Miss Shy worked up. 
 
   “She’s dead.” I swallowed and looked blankly into my counselors eyes, “I just didn’t want her to leave, and then we got caught, and he made me,” my hands started to shake as the thoughts came rushing back in. The fight, the blood, Arnold....This wasn’t helping. 
 
   “Rose, wait!” Miss Shy called after me as I stormed out of the office. I stopped when I entered the hallway and saw Jessie walking from around the corner. She smiled at me when she saw my bloodshot eyes, and tears streaming down my cheeks. 
 
   This was her fault, and she knew it. She knew I was afraid that the past would come back to haunt me, and she knew that it would eventually drive me insane. Jessie was playing a game with me, and she was winning.
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
      I stormed out of the side door and was going to take the short way home. I had already told coach that I was going to miss practice, and he gave me the okay. 
 
      The street lights were already on and it was pretty dark out. I took a deep breath and then rubbed my tears away in fear of being seen crying by someone else. This place, being in Ohio, was starting to make me soft, because back in California I don’t remember crying this much, if at all. It actually angered me how soft I was getting, and I'd rather be my cold self again. It was all because of Abigale: the only one who really understood me, Cameron: my goofy friend, Miss Shy: who knew how to get through to me, and Lorena....the one person that reminds me of the good times I used to have as a kid. I didn’t have the best childhood, but those brief moments that I had with Winee are deeply treasured. They were the only good times I could truly remember.  
 
     I took a deep breath and tried to shake the thought of Winee from my head. She was in the past, and I had to keep her there, because nothing good would come from thinking about her all the time. After that first dream though, keeping her out of my head became harder and harder. She was haunting me for what I did to her and wanted me to pay. 
 
   I calmed down and begun to walk towards the large parking lot. Once across I would be on the sidewalk that led to my house. What stopped me was Lorena’s voice, which I could hear yelling from the far left of me. 
 
   When I turned to look for Lorena I saw Josh walking closer to her and yelling louder each step. The argument was hard to make out, and it was none of my business so I told myself to keep walking, but when I saw him raise his hand at her, I snapped. 
 
   I just started power walking in his direction, not even thinking about what I was going to do next. Lorena stepped back, but was trying to hide her fear, and yelled at him again. Josh’s voice was overpowering though, and Lorena’s words were cut off. He pushed her hard against the car and started yelling even louder at her, and I still couldn’t make out the words. 
 
   Josh’s hand came down on Lorena with a smack. It was loud, and I felt like I could feel the sting on my cheek. Lorena turned back to him and saw me approaching. Her eye’s widened almost as if to warm me, but I wasn’t afraid. 
 
   “Hey Josh,” I said. Right when he turned around I came in with a hard right punch that made him fall back onto the car, and then the icy pavement. Before he could get up I stomped him on his chest and threw another blow at his face with all my body weight. When his head hit the ground, I could see Arnold’s face and began to lose my temper. I started punching at him frantically, just like I did before in Cali. 
 
   “Don’t!” Lorena yelled, “Please stop!” 
 
   I didn’t pay her any attention. No, Lorena couldn’t save Josh this time. I had already gotten started, and I was going to finish him. He was just like Arnold in so many ways, and people like him didn’t deserve to -
 
   “Rose!” This time I heard Miss Shy. Even while yelling her voice was so soft and comforting, “Get off of him!”
 
   The rage I felt was diminishing quickly. Miss Shy grabbed my arm and pulled me from on top of him, then she rushed to tend to Josh who, unfortunately, was okay. He was just bleeding from his nose, and had a bruised cheek. 
 
   “Get out of here, Rose!” Miss Shy yelled. 
 
   I was confused. Wasn’t she going to report me? She was sending me away, as if to escape a murder crime. 
 
   “C’mon,” Lorena said. She walked around the car and got into the driver’s seat. I opened the passenger side door and got in with her, then she pulled off and headed towards my house. 
 
   It was a silent ride. Lorena’s cheek was red, but it would clear up after an hour or so. She had a stern look on her face the entire time, as if she were mad at me, or thinking about him. 
 
   When we pulled up to my house we sat there in silence for a little while. 
 
   “Lorena...” I didn’t really know what to say. Should I have apologized? “I’m sorry. I saw him hit you-”
 
   “It’s okay,” She snapped. She still wouldn’t look at me. 
 
   I wanted to say more, but there was nothing to say, “Well...okay,” I got out of the car and closed the door. Lorena took no time in pulling off and driving away. I guess that was the end of our friendship. 
 
   I went into the house feeling much better than I did before, and even though I might have lost Lorena, I gained my sanity back. I felt a lot better than I have in the past few days and smiled. I guess fighting was what really made me happy, or it might have been because I finally got back at Josh for knocking me out. 
 
   After doing my workout routine and showering, I sat on my bed with my curly hair out of its ponytail and looked at the picture of my parents. What a beautiful couple they were. If only I could see them again....
 
   *                                   *                              *
 
   I decided to fake sick for the next couple of days. My aunt didn’t mind, and Miss Shy said it was best for me to stay away for a while. I wasn’t reported, but now I had Josh to look out for. I mean, I did before, but not like I have to now. I had humiliated a very popular, and hot-headed boy with a temper. Just like Jessie, he was definitely someone I had to keep an eye on. 
 
   I told Abigale and Cameron what happened one night when they came over for a study session with me. Cameron almost looked happy after hearing the news.
 
   “I was wondering how he got that black eye,” Cameron said laughing, “That was you!” he laughed even harder. It was almost as if he had forgotten about what I’d done to him at practice, and when I called to apologize he just went along like nothing had happened. 
 
   Abigale, on the other hand, would call and check up on me to see if I was okay. She said that she was worried that I would do something stupid and I wouldn’t be able to fix it. I did do something stupid, but he deserved it. 
 
   “So he really did used to hit on Lorena...” Abigale shook her head, “Are they still together?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know,” I sighed, “I tried calling Lorena the other day, but she didn’t answer. I guess we’re not friends anymore.”
 
   “Rejected,” Cameron started to laugh until he saw the pained look on my face, “Man, she’s just a little upset. Maybe embarrassed, you shouldn’t worry about it.”
 
   “Yeah,” Abigale started, “Lorena is a pretty forgiving person. She probably just needs some time to cool down. I mean, you beat up her boyfriend.”
 
   “Before he could beat her up. She should be thanking me!” I circled an answer on my paper, “So, has she been going to school?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve seen her,” Abigale said, “But she’s more anti than usual.”
 
   I bit my lip and went back to my paper. I hoped that she was okay. 
 
   “So what’s the deal with you two anyway?” Cameron asked. When I looked up at him I noticed that there was no smile on his face.
 
   “What? There’s nothing. She’s just a friend,” I answered, and I felt like I was telling the truth. 
 
   “But it feels like there’s more to this story,” Cameron said. 
 
   “I’m with Cameron on this one,” Abigale nodded. 
 
   “Guy’s she’s really just a friend. I don’t feel that way for her. I don’t really feel that way for anyone,” I explained. 
 
   Cameron just nodded and went back to his assignment, and I tried not to notice the crushed look on his face. Abigale just watched the both of us for a few second, shook her head, and went back to hers. 
 
   *                           *                                *
 
   Today is the third day that I’ve been out of school, and the third day that I haven’t talked to Lorena about what happened. I didn’t even know why I cared so much, because when I was falling apart last week, I didn’t really speak to her then, and she didn’t even try to get to me. It was like we were never even friends for that period of time. Maybe we weren’t? Maybe we were just cool for the project and after that there were no ties? 
 
    I got out of bed and greeted my aunt, who was making breakfast in the kitchen. She smiled back at me as if she was happy to see me up and alive. For the last few days that pain I’ve been feeling, and my memories of Winee were fading. I felt a lot better each day, and even more motivated to make something great out of myself. My aunt could see that, and it made her happy too. She would even go to work later just to cook me breakfast, and then she would check my assignments at the end of the day to make sure that the answers were right. I got one hundred percent each time. 
 
   Today we were having bacon and eggs. We sat at the table together and talked about school and the future. Our main topic was my major for college. I still couldn’t really figure out what I wanted to do with my life. I mean, I was a fighter, and I liked to stay in shape. I could easily just go into the police force, or join the military and become top dog. Neither of those careers required a college degree. 
 
   “Well, you keep thinking about it,” Aunt Shannon stood up and threw her purse on her shoulder, “I think you should go into athletic training. All that muscle you have on you,” she shook her head smiling. 
 
   “I’ll think about it, Aunt,” I smiled and took another bite of my bacon. 
 
   “Alright honey, well I have to go, have a good day. And go outside before you catch cabin fever in here,” She left out and closed the door behind her. 
 
   I sat back in my chair. Where could I go?
 
   *                            *                               *
 
   I dressed comfortable and for the weather today. I wore a pair of black sweats with and white t-shirt, and my running shoes. It was cold out so I threw on a sweater, but nothing too heavy because I'd start to sweat like crazy during my run. 
 
   Winter jogs were the worst, but then again they made me a lot stronger. My lungs would get better, and my legs were always stronger come summer time after trudging through the snow. 
 
   I decided to run around the block, and then would make my way down to the library for a drink, and run all the way back home. It felt good to run outside, even though it was cold. I just felt like I was getting some sort of freedom after being locked in my room for a while. 
 
   I made my way to the library and was going to go inside when I saw Lorena’s car parked out front. At first I wanted to go in, but then again, I didn’t want to run into her and feel that awkward tension. I was feeling way too good and didn’t want that feeling to go away. 
 
   I slowed down when I saw Lorena walking out of the library with a few books in her hand, and kept telling myself to look away, but a part of me wanted her to see me, and see that I was okay. I still didn’t understand what I was feeling, but I just went with it. It was a feeling mixed with anger and sadness, yet I still wished I could just talk to her. Maybe this was guilt. But what was I guilty for?
 
   When Lorena got to her car, she stopped when she saw me, and I couldn’t really tell the expression on her face, but it was anything but happy. I thought about waving, but my pride kept me from doing so, and I started to jog again. This time a little faster. 
 
   I was headed back home with a queasy feeling in my gut. Maybe that was the butterflies? I didn’t know. All I knew was that I was angry, or sad, or felt guilty for what reason? I don’t know. It was a bad idea to come out here, and I should’ve stayed inside where it was safe. Maybe I still would’ve been happy. 
 
   My phone started to ring and I stopped running. When I pulled my phone out I saw that it was Lorena calling me and I froze. I didn’t know if I should ignore her call, or just answer. Ignoring her would be pay back, but answering might reconnect our friendship...if there was even one to begin with. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
   “Hello?” I said in a dull tone. It was quiet for a moment, but then I heard her soft voice and it felt like this winter was turning into summer. 
 
   “Rose...” She didn’t know what to say either. 
 
   I couldn’t take the wild butterflies in my stomach, “Look if you don’t have anything to talk about then I need to get back to -”
 
   “Wait.”
 
   “What?” Now I was confused. 
 
   “Just wait,” She hung up. 
 
   I stood there looking at my phone, then I put it back in my pocket and did as I was told. I took a deep breath and watched it blow out like smoke. I could feel the cold again. 
 
   A few minutes passed before Lorena pulled up next to me and opened the passenger door. When I didn’t move, she waved for me to get inside, then I nodded and got into the car. 
 
   “I don’t really need a ride home,” I said looking out of the window. I didn’t want to look at her, “I could’ve jogged there.”
 
   “I wasn’t taking you home,” She sound calmer than the last time we spoke. When I turned to look at her I met her eyes that reminded me of the sea on a sunny day, and immediately calmed me down. The butterflies were mild now, but the silence and intensity in the car made my heart rate pick up. 
 
   “Then where? What do you want?” I asked calmly. 
 
   Lorena took my hand and held it for a moment, then she surprisingly gave me a hug the best that she could in the cramped car. I hesitantly wrapped my arms around her, but then I relaxed and held her tighter, missing her. 
 
   “Thank you,” She said almost whispering. 
 
   The guilt I was holding before went away all at once and I was left with that warm familiar feeling that I’ve been craving for a while, “you’re…you’re welcome?” I wasn’t expecting a thank you. Truthfully, I don’t know what I expected, but not a thank you. 
 
   When we parted, I slowly sat back in my seat and looked ahead of me. I almost wanted to laugh at how awkward it felt. Lorena did the same. 
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” I asked. 
 
   Lorena nodded. 
 
   “Why didn’t you try to talk to me?” I was still a little confused, “I mean, are we friends? I thought that we were...and it’s fine if we’re not, but I just thought...”
 
   Lorena looked down in thought, “I didn’t know what to say to you. I mean after that night at the party, seeing you like that, and then during school, I didn’t understand what was going on with you-”
 
   “But you didn’t make an attempt to find out,” I said turning to her again. 
 
   Lorena bit her lip then said, “Josh. He erased your number out of my phone after the night at the party. I went through it and found out when I was going to give you a call.”
 
   “What about the time I called you?”
 
   “That was me. After the fight with Josh, I didn’t want to talk to you for a while. You don’t come off as a violent person, and I could only put up with one so far, but then I realized that you were just trying to protect me, and I figured you really didn’t want me to know what Jessie was talking about that night you took her down too.”
 
   Now I felt better. All of my questions were answered and there was no more confusion. 
 
   “One more question?” I smiled, and almost laughed, “Were you going to fight me at the party?”
 
   Lorena blushed. When I was going in for Josh she had stepped in front of him as if she would be able to defend herself against me, “I really...don’t know,” she laughed, “You just looked like you were going to kill him, and after seeing what you did to Jessie I didn’t want you to do the same to him...at the time.”
 
   I smiled. 
 
      Lorena started the car, “So, are we okay?”
 
      “We’re great.”
 
      “OK, cool. So, I’m about to go home and you can continue your jog,” she said with a big smile on her face.
 
      “Wait, you’re really not going to take me home?”
 
      “You said you didn’t need a ride.”
 
      I smiled back at her, “How about....you teach me how to drive.”
 
      “Ha!” she put the car in drive and went forward. 
 
      “But you said you would, remember?”
 
      “Tomorrow. You busy tomorrow? I have to make sure I have a helmet.”
 
      “It’s a date,” I said. 
 
      Lorena pulled up in my driveway and waited for me to get out. I watched as she pulled out, then walked into the house with excitement. I was going to learn how to drive. 
 
   *                             *                                  *
 
      Lorena sat in the passenger seat with her seat belt on and took a deep breath. We were sitting in my driveway talking to my aunt through the window. 
 
      “Don’t let her kill the both of you now,” My aunt joked. 
 
      “I won’t kill us, will I Lorena?” I said laughing. 
 
      Lorena’s eyes widened and gave an uneasy laugh, “no, not at all...I hope.”
 
      My aunt laughed and patted me on the shoulder, “You’ll do fine baby, and don’t worry Lorena, Rose here wouldn’t let you get hurt.”
 
      “See? My aunt has faith in me.”
 
      “You aren’t driving her car, and she’s not in this passenger seat.”
 
      “I got this,” I laughed, “Calm down.”
 
      My aunt backed away and we waved goodbye before she went back into the house, then I started the car. Lorena guided me through the steps of backing out of the driveway, and then into the street. Once we were on the road, she pretty much had me driving under the speed limit, mostly because of the snow, and the fact that I’m a new driver. 
 
      I was doing okay, except for the part where I kept hitting the brakes too hard when coming to a stop sign. Lorena would just laugh and try to calm me down after seeing that I was getting frustrated. 
 
      We drove around for about an hour and then went back to my house for dinner. We didn’t go back to her apartment because we were avoiding Josh. The two of them hadn’t broken up yet, but they also weren’t really talking to each other. I guess Lorena was finally getting fed up with his crap. 
 
      My aunt had dinner ready by the time we got inside. I was surprised that she had made so much: mac and cheese, chicken, baked beans, corn, and bread rolls. Lorena was excited about all the food and ran into the kitchen after getting her shoes off, “It smells so good in here.”
 
      “Thank you Lorena,” My aunt said as she pulled out the baked chicken, “Eat as much as you want, because this is a onetime thing. Rose doesn’t really have guests much so I thought I’d do something nice.”
 
      “Well, thank you, Miss Shannon.”
 
      “Please, call me Aunt Shannon. I’m still not used to Miss.”
 
      “Okay, Aunt Shannon,” Lorena laughed. 
 
      “Well I’m all done here. Rose there’s some new movies sitting on the couch, I’m going to bed.”
 
      “OK, thanks, Shannon,” I said looking over the food. I got a text message from Abigale saying that they’re pulling up and went to unlock the door. 
 
      Lorena just made herself at home and started looking for plates. I just watched as she took one and began scooping food from the pans, “You sure get comfortable fast.”
 
      Lorena smiled, “So, do you want everything, or is there something I should leave off?”
   I straightened in surprise, “Oh-umm...everything is cool,” I nodded, feeling stupid, and went to the door to greet Abigale and Cameron. 
 
      They both walked inside and made themselves at home like Lorena did. 
 
      “Glad you get to eat, Rose,” Cameron said putting baked chicken and corn on his plate. I popped in the movie Scream Three. 
 
      “Sorry, its only one meet that I’m missing. You guys can handle it,” I laughed. 
 
      “I can’t believe you’re going to miss this meet,” Cameron sat down on the couch next to Lorena and bit into his chicken. 
 
      Abigale was on the floor eating with her plate in her lap, and I sat down next to her. 
 
      “Thanks for coming over, you guys.”
 
   
  
 

   “No problem, I mean, you were offering free food,” Cameron laughed. 
 
      “You’re a moocher,” Abigale laughed with him. 
 
      The movie started and we watched it in silence, well, just until the funny scenes came on, and we began laughing together. At the moment it felt like things would always be this way, and I would finally get what I’ve been praying for. I would finally just be a regular person, doing regular things, and having regular fun. I didn’t want to feel so different anymore. I just wanted to be like one of them, but this feeling would only last for this moment...
 
   *                            *                                    *
 
      The movie ended, and it was time for my friends to go home.
 
      “So are you at least coming to watch us wrestle tomorrow?” Cameron asked as he gave me a hug goodbye. 
 
      “Yeah, I’ll make my way up there. I’m your number one fan, Cam.”
 
      Abigale gave me a hug, and then Lorena, “We could all go together and then go out after the meet,” Abigale suggested. 
 
      “That sounds cool,” Lorena said. 
 
      Excitement filled me once again. Lorena was finally hanging out with us, “Yeah, that sounds awesome.”
 
      “You guys are going to look like my groupies. I’ll be sure to dress fly tomorrow,” Cameron said, “I’ll have Rose on one arm and Lorena on the other. Abigale can be the sexy ass driver and we’d be all good.”
 
      “Oh my gosh. Get out,” I laughed, “I’ll see you guys tomorrow night.”
 
      “Sure thing,” Abigale walked out with Cameron and went home. 
 
      Lorena was sitting on the couch looking up at me with a slight smile on her face. 
 
      “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
      “I don’t want to go home,” Lorena said. 
 
      I paused for a moment, “You want to spend the night?”
 
      Lorena bit her lip, “I should probably just go,” she slowly stood up. 
 
      “No. No its okay, I’ll just send a text to my aunt. You can stay, I mean I know it’s just because of Josh.”
 
      “Yeah...Josh,” it looked like she’d almost forgotten about him. 
 
      “Well, it’s late, I don’t really know how late you stay up, but I’ll be going to bed,” I just stood there and looked at her. She looked as awkward as I did.  
 
      “What?”
 
      “Nothing, you want some comfortable clothes?”
 
      “Yes, and a shower if you don’t mind.”
 
      “No, not at all. Towels are in the closet and I’ll bring you some clothes to the bathroom.”
 
      I walked back to my room and straightened up a little, then I fumbled through some clothes and found a pair of pink matching pajamas that I’ve never worn. I heard the shower start and became nervous about going in while she was showering. We had a glass door that was too blurry to see through, but I’d still be able to see her naked figure. 
 
      I stood outside the bathroom door and gave it a knock, then I slowly opened it and sat the pajamas down on the toilet. The entire way in I succeeded in not looking up, but before I turned around I could see her figure through the glass mirror. I stopped and watched her for a moment, almost enjoying the sight, then when I realized that I was staring, I started for the door again.
 
      “Umm...your clothes...I put them-here.”
 
      “Thank you,” she said. 
 
      I escaped from the bathroom and shut the door, then I went into my room and laid closer to the wall. I was confused about where she was going to sleep, because I didn’t ask. I could just give her the bed and sleep on the couch, or I could just sleep on the floor. I’ve never shared a bed with anyone other than Winee before, and that was when I was only a child. This is different. 
 
      For a second I didn’t want to be normal anymore. If this was what normal girls did, then I didn’t want this. Sharing a bed with someone is personal, and I wasn’t a very personal person. At least I didn’t used to be. 
 
      I closed my eyes and tried to go to sleep before Lorena got out of the shower. It wouldn’t feel so awkward if I were already asleep and I could just deal with my butterflies in the morning. 
 
      I was almost asleep when I heard my door creek open and soft footsteps creep in. My back was facing her so that she couldn’t tell if I was asleep or awake. When she crawled into the bed, my stomach started to do back flips. 
 
      My muscles tightened when I felt Lorena brush up against my back, “I know you’re not sleep,” she whispered. 
 
      “How can you tell?” I asked still facing the other way. 
 
      “Your breathing too fast,” I could hear her laugh. “Calm down, I won’t hurt you.”
 
      I laughed too, “I’ve never had a sleep over.”
 
      “Me neither. Well not with another girl at least.”
 
      “Just Josh?”
 
      “Just Josh.”
 
      I turned onto my back, still avoiding eye contact. The moonlight was shining through my window and onto the bed. Full moons were the brightest. 
 
      “Can I ask you a question?” I asked. 
 
      The silence meant yes to me. 
 
      “Why are you still with him?”
 
      “I’m not,” She said softly, “I’m with you.”
 
      I was glad that it was dark or she’d see me blushing. I would say that she was flirting, but I’m not very sure, “Really, Lorena. Why are you still in a relationship with Josh?”
 
      “I really don’t know,” Lorena sighed, “I don’t feel the same way about him anymore. It’s not the same.”
 
      “You mean he wasn’t always an ass? I thought assholes were your type?”
 
      Lorena chuckled, “No, not at all. He was sweet at first, but...I don’t know...maybe he saw me as someone he could toss around after a while. The only reason I stayed with him was because I was alone, and I still loved him. I mean, I thought that he would change, but he didn’t.”
 
   “You did though,” I said. 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   I finally turned to her, “Something in you changed, and now you’re not going back to him.”
 
   We were silent for a moment. 
 
   “Maybe because I don’t feel so alone anymore,” even in the moonlight I could clearly see the blue in her eyes. They made the butterflies go away, “I’m really glad that I met you Rose.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you’re a good friend, and I just feel safer around you. It was kind of like I already knew you before I met you.”
 
   I felt the same way, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. I didn’t want to make the moment weird, because it was already emotional. 
 
   “So, what are you going to do now?” I asked. 
 
   Lorena sighed, “I’m going to break up with him. I just don’t know when.”
 
   “How about after the meet tomorrow? You could be discreet about it, but around a bunch of people so that he won’t try anything.”
 
   “That’s actually a good idea.” 
 
   I smiled at her and wished that I wasn’t so shy or I’d tell her that she was beautiful. “Well, I’m going to get to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   “Wait,” Lorena said, stopping me from turning over, “at the party, I was just wondering...about that dream you had.”
 
   I clenched my teeth, “It was just a nightmare.”
 
   “I know, but I was just wondering about...Winee.”
 
   My eyes widened at the sound of her name, “She was a childhood friend of mine....but she died.”
 
   “Oh...well OK. Sorry, I was just curious,” Lorena turned over in disappointment, “Good night.”
 
   “Goodnight,” I turned over to my side in confusion. Why did that seem to upset her?
 
    
 
   Chapter 23 
 
      The next morning I woke up to Lorena’s sleeping face. I had forgotten that she spent the night and started to feel uncomfortable again. The smell of bacon alerted my senses and I slowly got out of bed so not to wake her. 
 
      My aunt was cooking breakfast again, and this time she was making bacon, grits and toast. 
 
      “Good morning,” she said not looking back at me. 
 
      “Good morning,” I sat down at the table. 
 
      “You have a good sleep?” Aunt Shannon turned off the stove and then turned around with a grin on her face. 
 
      “It was okay. Kind of cramped, but it was fine,” I said, trying not to feel embarrassed. 
 
      Aunt Shannon sat down next to me and gave me a long stare, “So are you two...” She was trying to whisper.
 
      I widened my eyes and blushed, “What? No-Lorena is just my friend.”
 
      “I was just asking, I mean I don’t really see you hang around boys.”
 
      “I used to in Cali all the time.”
 
      “Well, this is different. You don’t look at her like she’s one of your guy friends.”
 
      “That’s because she’s a girl!” 
 
      Aunt Shannon smiled, “Well, if you two are, I’m okay with it. At least you like someone.”
 
      “We aren’t, and I don’t. She is just a friend.”
 
      “One that you get all tough and blush aroun-”
 
      “Good morning,” Lorena walked in rubbing her eyes with a yawn. 
 
      “Good morning, Lorena,” Shannon smiled at me, then at her, “well, I have to go to work, but you guys have fun today on your date-”
 
      “Group outing,” I said, “there will be four of us.”
 
      “Right...” Aunt Shannon laughed, “Well have fun. I’ll see you later on tonight or tomorrow morning.”
 
      “Okay. Love you,” I said. I was shocked that I had just said that, and so was she. 
 
      “I love you too, sweetie,” Aunt Shannon’s eyes started to get glossy, and she turned away. “Don’t want to be late for work,” she sniffled, “have fun,” she said one last time before she left out. 
 
      “Aw, that was cute,” Lorena made herself a plate and sat down at the table across from me. 
 
      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I made myself a plate and then sat back down at the table, “So, you ready for today?”
 
      Lorena’s smile faded a little, “Somewhat. I’m a little nervous.”
 
      “It’s okay. I’ll be your back up if anything happens.”
 
      Lorena nodded. She looked like she was going to be sick. 
 
      “You can do so much better than him,” I said, “You’re very....cu-pretty.”
 
      “I’m cu-pretty? Never heard that one before,” she laughed. 
 
      “It’s a new word I just made up today,” we both laughed and decided to talk about something else. After we finished breakfast we both took showers and got dressed. Lorena had to wear a pair of my clothes since she didn’t have any, and thank goodness I had a new pack of boxers. 
 
      I laughed at Lorena when she entered the living room in a pair of Grey sweats with a white T-shirt on. I was used to her wearing blue jeans with some kind of sweater, which I liked, so this look didn’t suit her well. The shirt she was wearing was one size too big, and the boxers were poking out in the back. 
 
      “Let me help you,” I went back to my room and grabbed her a smaller T-shirt. I tried to find something that hugged her curves and made her look a little more athletic. I was surprised when she just took off her shirt, revealing her black sports bra, and changed into the one I got for her. When she noticed the surprised look on my face she blushed, “Sorry, I’m not used to other girls.”
 
      “It’s okay,” she straightened out the shirt then looked up at me, “Now I fit in with you and Abigale,” she laughed. 
 
      Yeah, she definitely looked like a tomboy, “One more thing,” I grabbed a pony tail holder and put her red and blonde hair up in a slick pony-tail, “Now you fit in. Josh won’t try a damn thing, you just need that intimidating look.”
 
      Lorena fixed her happy face to serious and it gave me the chills. We both laughed. 
 
   *                           *                               *
 
      Just like the last wrestling meet, a ton of fans showed up for support. When I got inside I branched off from Lorena and Abigale to go and wish my team luck, so I went to the back and knocked on the boys’ locker room door. 
 
      Coach opened the door and welcomed me inside. Once I was all the way into the locker room, the first person’s eyes I met were Josh’s. We stared at each other sending signals of pure resentment until Cameron broke the awkwardness. 
 
      “Well, it’s about time!” Cameron said walking over to me. 
 
      “What?” I asked. 
 
      “We weren’t going to get started with the prayer without you,” Coach rested his hand on my shoulder and gave me a reassuring smile.
 
      I looked around the room and saw that the whole team was watching me and none of them looked disappointed that I wouldn’t be wresting in this meet. At first I felt like I wasn’t needed, but then I understood that they all felt for me. They knew that something was wrong, and that I couldn’t compete right now. 
 
      “Well, thanks for waiting,” we all formed a circle and did a short prayer. When it was over I wished them luck and was going to head out when coach stopped me. 
 
      “You’re still a part of the team, Rose. Walk out with us. Besides, half of the crowd is here for you anyways.”
 
      “Hope they’re not disappointed,” I chuckled. 
 
      We all walked out together with me being first, Cameron behind me, and the rest followed. The other team looked relieved that I wasn’t wrestling today, and it made me a little angry. How could they only be worried about me? My teammates alone were intimidating. 
 
      I looked up into the crowd and spotted Lorena and Abigale, then I waved to them and continued walking across the mat. Once I was off, I started for the bleachers to sit with my friends. 
 
      Before I got to them, a little girl stopped me, and asked me if I was Rose. 
 
      “Yes, that’s me,” I answered. 
 
      “How come you’re not down there with the wrestlers? I wanted to learn more of your cool moves.”
 
      “Oh, I’m sorry. I haven’t been ...feeling well, but I’ll definitely be wrestling in the next meet,” Looking up I saw that she wasn’t sitting with her parents, or a guardian, and She looked to be only eight or nine years old.
 
      The little girl’s curious face went hard, and the innocence that she just displayed disappeared. I frowned in confusion as she brushed passed me and ran out of the gym, then shook it off and went to sit next to Lorena and Abigale. 
 
      I watched as our points on the score board shot up. Our team was in the lead! I knew that they could do it, even with my being gone. 
 
      Most of the meet I watched Josh. He hadn’t wrestled yet, and was constantly getting up from his chair to warm up, or to turn and look at us. Fortunately, Lorena wasn’t paying him any attention and hadn’t gotten worked up about him yet. Unfortunately, all that warming up and frustration tired him out, and led him to his defeat. 
 
      Josh was easily pinned by his adversary. There wasn’t much of a fight since the beginning of the match, and it was almost as if Josh was just submitting to him. Luckily his loss didn’t cause the team to fall behind. 
 
      I almost smiled when I saw him get taken down, but Lorena’s intense glare at the mats kept my lips from making the slightest curve. I noticed the little girl from earlier walking up the bleachers on the other side of the court and was curious as to who she was sitting with. When she found her seat, she sat down and watched eagerly at the match. 
 
      My eyes scanned to the man sitting next to her, who was looking directly at me. He was the same man that was talking to Lorena during my first meet, and I just realized that the little girl was the same one that was with him before. 
 
      My hands started shaking so I held them together. I couldn’t understand why I was getting so nervous because I knew he wasn’t who I first thought he was. Arnold was in jail, locked away with the rest of the criminals. There was no chance that he would get out for another ten years, so who was this guy? 
 
      The crowd on the other side stood and cheered as their team finally got a win, and the strange man was out of sight. I was distracted by Lorena, who stood and slipped by me to go meet Josh. I guess it was finally time to end things. 
 
      I smiled at Josh, who looked up at me with a frown after his loss, then I gave him a wave and went to meet with my team in the locker room. Once inside I gave Cameron a hug and then high fived the rest of the team. Josh stayed off by his locker and kept from looking at any of us. 
 
      “You guys did an awesome job out there!” I said. 
 
      The team cheered. 
 
      “Yeah, next time we’ll have you to get us a load of points,” one of my teammates said. 
 
      Mr. Clothorn came in and gave the team a motivating speech about working harder. I left before the guys started to change, and saw Lorena in the hall. She was leaning against the lockers with her arms crossed and had a serious look painted on her face. I was going to talk to her, when Josh bumped passed me and walked confidently towards her, and I was happy to see that her expression hadn’t changed. 
 
      “Hey, baby,” I heard him say before he went in for a kiss. Lorena flinched back and moved out of kissing range. 
 
      “Damn, Rejected,” Cameron teased as he walked up with Abigale behind me. 
 
      Lorena gave us a scary look and all three of us turned to walk the other way, “I guess she can handle this one on her own,” I said. 
 
      The other two nodded. 
 
      I looked up and saw the little girl for the third time. She was walking out of the building while holding the mysterious man’s hand. She looked back and gave me a short wave, and I waved back. 
 
      “Do you know her?” Abigale asked.
 
      “No...” I watched as the crowd of people rushed into the halls to get to their cars. 
 
      “Guess she’s a fan, she asked about you before the meet. Looked pretty disappointed about you not wrestling. Said she had to learn some new moves,” Cameron said. 
 
      Abigale gave me a confused look, but then smiled and said, “Yeah, she’s probably just a fan.”
 
   *                        *                                     *
 
      We waited fifteen minutes in the gym as Lorena and Josh were having their last argument of the year. There was a loud pound, like the sounds of doors opening, and then I heard them close. I stood up, hoping that Lorena was okay and was relieved to see her walking into the gym with a slight smile on her face. 
 
      “So?” Cameron asked. 
 
      “I’m single, and totally available,” Lorena laughed. 
 
      “Well,” Cameron slowly walked towards her, “could you do me the honors of being my date tonight?”
 
      Abigale and I laughed. Lorena blushed, then looked to me as if she wanted permission. 
 
      “You should go ahead, that way Josh would be more focused on killing Cameron than me,” I said. 
 
      “Yeah, plus I bet it’d feel good to have a date with someone new,” Abigale said. 
 
      Lorena looked at me again, then back at Cameron and put on a fake smile, “Yes, but only this once. Then I’m single until I turn thirty.”
 
      All three of us laughed again and went out to dinner. It was the first time I went out with them since Cameron’s party, and I really enjoyed it. Cameron and Lorena were role playing as a couple for most of the night, and he even paid for her food. Abigale and I just acted as the close friends that we already were.
 
      On our way out of the restaurant I noticed a car turn hard into the parking lot. Lorena looked at me and shrugged, then went to the driver’s side of her car. Before she opened the door, that screeching car pulled up behind us and a group of boys got out. One of them being Josh. 
 
      “Hey, baby,” he said, “I think we need to have another talk,” his words were slurred, but he seemed to still have a lot of control over his body. 
 
      “No, you guys are done talking,” Cameron stepped in front of her causing Josh and his three friends to laugh. 
 
      “Step aside,” Josh said. 
 
      Lorena stepped beside Cameron, “He’s right. We’re done talking, so you can tell your friend to get that car out of the way.”
 
      Josh stood there with wide eyes, then he started to laugh again, “Look at you. Dressing like some dyke, and suddenly your all tough,” he stepped in close, “All I have to do is lay you down and you’ll be my sweet little bitch again.”
 
      Cameron pressed his hand against Josh’s chest, “Dude, that’s enough. Go home.”
 
      Josh looked at Cameron for a moment, then hit him with a hard right that sent him to the ground. 
 
      “Hey!” I ran up and hit Josh as hard as I could in the jaw. Whatever he had been drinking must’ve numbed his senses because he barely reacted. 
 
      “Stupid bitch!” Josh grabbed me by my neck and slammed me against the van next to Lorena’s car. 
 
      “Stop it, Josh!” Lorena yelled. 
 
      Cameron got up and tackled Josh to the ground, but before he could get any hits off, Josh’s friends pulled him away and he fell to the ground in front of me. 
 
      “Rose,” Lorena touched my shoulder and I shook her off, then helped Cameron to his feet. Abigale stood next to us and waited for Josh’s next move. 
 
      “They can’t protect you forever, Lorena,” Josh yelled back at her. 
 
      Anger finally set in and I stepped forward, “You put your hands on her again, and I’ll break them. Believe me Josh, if anything, I’m good for breaking bones,” I had grown tired of hiding the real me. All of the other times I was just making it to the borderline so not to show people just how scary I could get, but now that I knew who had my back I no longer had to hide.  
 
      “Right, I heard about you,” Josh laughed, “I went to Jessie after that fight and she told me all about what you did. Did she tell you, Lorena?” There was a short silence, “I bet she didn’t, and your just hanging out with her not even knowing who she really is, and let me tell you baby, you’re better off just getting smacked around by me,” he laughed. 
 
      I ran up to hit him again, but his friends kept me from his reach and pushed me back like two body guards. 
 
      “It’s okay Rose, it’s our little secret, alright?” He turned around and got into the car, then his friends followed his lead and drove off. 
 
      I turned back to my three friends who were blankly staring at me as if waiting for an explanation. I didn’t give them one. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
      “Are you okay?” I asked Lorena before getting out of the car. We had just dropped off Abigale and Cameron and were now sitting in my driveway letting unanswered questions linger in the air. 
 
      Lorena smiled, “Actually, I’m fine,” she turned to me, “but I was just wondering the same thing about you.”
 
      “What?” I acted surprised, but I knew that my friends were worried about me. Neither of them asked me what Josh was talking about, which was a little relieving, because I didn’t want to talk about it, “I’m okay,” I gave a hard to fake smile.
 
      Lorena sighed, “I know that there are things that you don’t want people to know. I could tell from the day that I met you that you were hiding something, but I figured that it was for the best. Whatever happened is why you moved here right?”
 
      I nodded, then jumped from the warmth of her hand on mine. 
 
      “A fresh start,” she squeezed me hand and gave a reassuring smile, “everyone deserves second chances. Especially someone as sweet as you.”
 
      “I’m not as sweet as you think,” I said with a serious look on my face. Thoughts of the incident in Cali came rushing back at me. 
 
      “Yes you are...” Lorena said, her smile fading. She pulled her hand away from mine, “well, I will see you in school on Monday-”
 
      “Thank you,” I cut her off, “thank you for being my friend. I’m really happy that I met you.”
 
      Lorena smiled again and looked down at her hands, “I ought to be thanking you...”
 
      It felt like the heat was rising in the car and I started to sweat. I couldn’t help but admire Lorena’s beautiful face and reassuring smile. She made me feel so calm and safe, and it was like I met her for a reason. Lorena needed someone, and that someone was me. We needed one another. 
 
      “Well, I’m tired,” I said slapping my hands on my knees, “I will see you on Monday,” I opened the door but before I got out I said, “Make sure you text me when you get home, and if Josh is there, then call the police.”
 
      Lorena nodded, “Don’t worry, I have my pepper spray.”
 
      I nodded back, “Well, you be safe.”
   “I will, don’t worry.”
 
      “OK,” I reluctantly closed the door and then headed towards my house. I looked back and watched as Lorena drove away, and was about to enter my home when I noticed a black car parked across the street. 
 
      The windows were tinted, so it was hard to see inside, but I did notice that there was movement behind the glass. I figured it was just someone waiting on a friend to come out, but the time said one O’clock. Who would possibly be coming out to such a creepy car at this time of night? 
 
      The figure behind the glass moved again and I could swear whoever it is was watching me. I grunted and started walking towards the car. It was probably just Josh trying to play some kind of Joke on me, “Hey!” I yelled. Once I got close enough to the car the driver pulled off and zoomed down the street. 
 
      Whoever it was wasn’t waiting for a friend....they were waiting for me. 
 
   *                              *                                  *
 
      I sat in my room on a Sunday night and was texting Lorena, Cameron and Abigale in a group text. Cameron was talking about officially making Lorena his girl and rubbing it in Josh’s face and the rest of us were telling him he wouldn’t stand a chance against him. 
 
      My aunt started playing some loud church music and then came in my room dancing. I laughed at her as she danced around to the drums and singers. 
 
      “C’mon, dance with me!” She laughed. 
 
      “No, Shannon,” I sat up on the bed and was about to start recording her when she grabbed my hands. 
 
      “Dance with me, baby!” She was all off beat and spun me around. 
 
      “Oh my gosh,” I laughed as we danced together. 
 
      “You got it! Lean with it, rock with it!”
 
      “This is church music!” 
 
      The sound of glass breaking and something hard hitting the floor stopped my laughing. My aunt stopped dancing and gave me a confused look. 
 
      “Wait here,” I said. 
 
      “Honey-”
 
      I ran passed her and into the living room. Our front window was shattered all over the carpet and snow blew in from under the curtains. Aunt Shannon saw what had happened and turned off the radio, then she picked up a brick with a piece of paper attached to it. 
 
      “What is it?” I asked. My aunt gave me a scary look, almost as if she’d seen a ghost.
 
      “Nothing, baby,” she balled it up and almost threw it away when I snatched it from her. 
 
      The word on the white paper made my heart stop, “Murderer?” I said to myself. My aunt sighed and snatched it from me, then threw it away. 
 
      “Rose?” She called as I ran outside to see if the culprit was still out there. They weren’t, but they left a few tire marks on the street. My aunt walked beside me and put her hand on my shoulder, but I just brushed it off and went back to my room. My happy mood had been killed and I wanted to go to bed. 
 
      Lorena had texted me good night before bed, but right when I was going to respond I put the phone down. I couldn’t shake the fear that I was feeling. It was almost as if I were helpless. 
 
   *                               *                               *
 
      The next day in school I sat quietly in Miss Shy’s office. She noticed that something was wrong and tried to get me to talk about it, but then gave up when I wasn’t budging. I just couldn’t figure out who wrote that note? Maybe it was the person from the black car...
 
      “Rose?” Mrs. Shy called. I think she called my name a few times, but I didn’t hear her. 
 
      “Yeah?” I became alert and looked up at her as if I really cared about what she had to say next. 
 
      “How about we talk about something that’ll...distract you?”
 
      I was confused.
 
      “Like how you and your friends are doing...”
 
      I didn’t react. 
 
      “Or Lorena and you?” She must’ve noticed my expression change because she began to smile. 
 
      “What about us?” I tried to play dumb. 
 
      “Well, have you two spoken since the incident? How is she doing?” Miss Shy really looked concerned, “How are you doing?” she was implying to the talk we had about Windred, but I didn’t want that to come up again. 
 
      “I’m fine, and so is she. We’ve gotten a little closer-as friends, and she finally hangs out with Abigale and Cameron-and me. Oh! And she broke up with Josh the other day.”
 
      “I heard about that. It’s been going around the school since this morning,” her smile faded a little bit, “Has he been bothering you?”
 
      I sighed and was about to tell her what happened after the meet, but then the bell rang, “Sorry, I have to go.”
 
      “Rose,” she stopped me before I went out the door, “make sure you come to me, or someone, if he’s harassing you.”
 
      “Okay, I will,” I said before I walked out of her office. Once I was out, I ran into Cameron, who was on his way to his next class. 
 
      “Hey Rose,” he gave me a tight hug, like he has been doing lately, and I felt the heat rise to my cheeks. I was hoping Cameron didn’t notice the times that I blushed, or when I would get shy around him, because I didn’t want to send him the wrong message. I mean he is cute, and I like his personality, but I’m just not worried about a relationship right now. 
 
      “So, you ready for practice today?” He asked. He was talking about Josh. 
 
      “Are you?” I laughed, “Because I can handle him.”
 
      “We could double team him,” I think my confidence brought his a little lower. Cameron was once afraid of Josh, but now he isn’t. Maybe just a little doubtful about being able to take that bulk of muscle on. 
 
      “Yeah, definitely,” I said. Not paying attention, I had bumped right into Mrs. Pond, and all of her papers fell to the floor. 
 
      “I’m sorry, Teach,” I bent down to help her pick them up. 
 
      “No, you’re fine,” she and Cameron helped also. 
 
      While I was picking them up, I saw a paper with Josh’s name on it. It was covered in red marks given by Mrs. Pond to let him know that just about everything was incorrect. 
 
      “These test papers?” I said, grabbing his. I stared at the hand writing and felt my heart drop. It was the same handwriting on the lovely note that came crashing through my window last night. 
 
      “Dam-” Cameron stopped himself when he saw the look on her face, “Josh sure is....smart,” he tried not to laugh. 
 
      Mrs. Pond took the test from my hands and then stood up, “Thank you, Rose,” She said. 
 
      “No problem,” I said not looking at her. She walked away. 
 
      “Is everything okay?” Cameron asked. I turned to him, wanting to explain what had happened yesterday, but then realized that he didn’t know my secret, and telling him what the note said might scare him away. 
 
      “I’m fine,” I gave him a fake smile, “I’ll see you at practice, Cam.”
 
      “What about lunch?”
 
      “Not hungry,” I walked in the opposite direction and looked for a spot to chill for a while. Maybe the locker room. 
 
      I went through the rest of the day without any trouble from anyone. Now I just had to get through practice without hurting Josh, or getting into an altercation, period. 
 
      I was heading into the locker room when I heard Lorena call my name. We haven’t really talked today because I was too lost in my thoughts. 
 
      “Hey, “Lorena ran up and then just looked at me, then awkwardly gave me a hug, “has everything been okay so far?” She was talking about Josh. 
 
      I nodded, “Haven’t seen him all day,” I said. 
 
      “Well, I have,” she said blandly. 
 
      “Has he tried anything?” I asked. 
 
      “No, actually I saw him with...Jessie,” she knew I wouldn’t be happy with this, but I guess she figured she ought to be the one to tell me. The two of them together was bad news. Really bad news, “Well, I’m going to take you home after practice,” she said, breaking the silence, “It’s too cold to be walking.”
 
      I knew the real reason, and that was because she didn’t want Josh or anyone else to bother me on my way home, but I didn’t say anything about it, “Thanks,” I said. “Well, I have to get ready for practice. I’ll see you when it’s over.”
 
      “Okay,” she sighed. 
 
      I walked away to get ready for what I thought was going to be a horrible practice, but instead, it was fine. Cameron stuck by my side the entire time and was as confused as I was, but just went with the flow. 
 
      “What do you think he’s planning?” Cameron asked in a short wrestling session. 
 
      “I have no idea,” I said as I was watching Josh, who paid us no mind at all. 
 
      When practice ended I walked out with Cameron to Lorena’s car. Looking through the windshield I saw that her face was in a hard frowning position and couldn’t figure out why. 
 
      “Wow,” Cameron said. He was looking over at Josh, who was making out with Jessie by his car, “didn’t take him long.”
 
      Jessie pulled her lips from Josh’s and smiled at me.
 
     “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
      Cameron and I got into Lorena’s car and we pulled off. I could see the two of them watching us drive away in the side view mirror. 
 
      We pulled up to my house and I got out of the car after thanking Lorena and saying my goodbyes. Like usual, it was dark out with just one street light on, but what was unusual was the black car sitting under it again. 
 
      I waited until Lorena’s car was out of sight before I picked up a rock and headed towards the car, “Who the fuck are you?” I yelled. As I approached I noticed once again that there was a driver in the car, and this time he didn’t speed away, “Get out of the car!” I first knocked on the window, but when the driver didn’t get out I started pulling on the door handle, “Get out!” The emotions I felt were fear, and anger. Two emotions that could make a person’s adrenaline start to go crazy, “Josh! Is that fucking you!?” I yelled. There was no answer again and I started to hit the window multiple times with the rock I had in my hand. It didn’t even cause a scratch. 
 
      Once I noticed that I was hitting bullet proof windows, I stopped and stepped away. I then noticed that there was a shadow in the back seat of the car and began to feel more fear than anger, “who-who are you?” I asked while still backing away, “Arnold?”
 
      The car started running and then it slowly pulled off. This time not so much in a hurry. 
 
      I watched as the car turned the corner and then stood there in the middle of the street still confused about what had just happened. It couldn’t have been Arnold....it wasn’t possible. So who was it?
 
      I didn’t even notice the car that was speeding right for me and turned to see nothing but bright headlights. I kicked into alertness and moved out of the way as fast as I could, tripping over the curb and into the snow. 
 
      “Fucking murderer!” Someone yelled out of the window. The car made a hard left turn and I saw that it was the same car that Josh and Jessie were kissing in front of. The two of them had just tried to kill me. 
 
   *                             *                               * 
 
    “Rose, why don’t you tell me what’s going on with you?” She was giving me her serious look, “I can tell that something has been bothering you. Now what is it? You’ll never feel any better if you don’t tell someone.”
 
    I looked at my hands and then up at her, “I think I’m getting what I deserve,” my voice cracked. 
 
   Mrs. Shy frowned, “What happened? Did Josh do something?”
 
   “He knows....” she looked confused, “he knows what I did before I came here...” Mrs. Shy frowned. She really didn’t read my file, “They tried to-”
 
   “They?” Mrs. Shy cut me off. 
 
   “Jessie and him. Then there’s Ar- the black car.”
 
   Mrs. Shy gave me a long stare, “What black car, Rose?” It was as if she had forgotten all about Josh and Jessie and her focus was now on the black car. 
 
   “There was a black car outside my house...with bullet proof windows.”
 
   “You shot at it?” 
 
   “No! I tried to break through it with a rock. It didn’t even budge, then the car just drove off. No one came out.”
 
   Mrs. Shy took a deep breath, “Rose, it is very important that you call the police the next time you see that car, and if you can, get the license plate.”
 
   “Do you know who it is?”
 
   Mrs. Shy sighed again, “No. No, I don’t, but whoever it is can be dangerous. Not too many people drive around with cars that have bullet proof windows. You need to keep yourself safe. Maybe I should just go to the authorities myse-”
 
   “No!” I yelled. I couldn’t have the police involved, then the news, and everyone finding out who I am and what I’ve done. I couldn’t risk it. 
 
   The bell saved me once again and I rushed out of the office. I got the feeling that Mrs. Shy new something, and wasn’t telling me what it was. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
      Lorena picked me up early to get to morning practice. She’s been doing this lately because coach wanted us to start coming in the morning before school. On my way out of the house I’ve been searching for the black car, making sure that I was safe, but just like the last few days, the car was nowhere to be found. I figured that maybe it was just some of Josh’s or Jessie’s friends trying to mess with me. I mean, ever since he was told about the incident in Cali, he’s been doing little things to try and make me snap. He was a typical bully that sometimes pushed me against the lockers, or knocked my books out of my hands, and no one but his friends applauded him. It was like the students at the school knew that I was just trying to hold in my anger so not to lose it during school hours and end up kicked off the wresting team, or worse...expelled. 
 
      Most of the wrestling team started to dislike Josh, and would sometimes step in the way of him when he tried messing with me, but that was only sometimes. Bully or not he was still the captain, and a giant bulldozer. 
 
      We pulled up to the school and I got out of the car and went inside. Lorena decided to do a little studying in the auditorium, so we said our goodbyes and parted. 
 
      I walked down the quiet back hallways that led to the locker rooms and was a little creeped out because of how empty and dim they were. It reminded me of the times I sat in a cage with that one light that lit over it, and how the rest of the basement was covered in darkness.  
 
      I jumped when I heard the door slam down the hall. I looked back to see if someone was coming, because I remembered that the door gently closed behind me, “Hello?” I was right under the light, so the rest of the hall was darkened. I took a step back when I heard slow footsteps heading in my direction, “Who is that?” I asked again, but no one answered. When I noticed that my hands were shaking, I went back into my defensive mode, hoping that would scare them away, “Who the fuck is it!? This shit isn’t funny,” my voice lowered when I saw a gun raise from the shadows. I still couldn’t see who was holding the gun, but now I knew it wasn’t just a friend trying to scare me, “Who-who are you?” I said, stepping backwards. I caught myself before tripping over my own foot. 
 
      The gun holder didn’t speak, or move. What was he trying to accomplish?
 
      “Rose!” I heard Cameron call at the other end of the hall. The man in front of me backed into the shadows and then ran back down the hall and out of the building. On his way out, I saw that he was actually a she that had long black hair. 
 
      “What the hell?” Cameron jogged up next to me and rested his hand on my shoulder, “Who the hell was- Rose are you okay?”
 
      I didn’t answer because I was trying to catch my breath. I turned to him and was ready to speak, but no words came out. 
 
      “Rose, baby, why are you c-” before he finished his sentence he pulled me close to him and wrapped his arms around me, “Calm down,” he said. His soft words took away some of the fear and stopped the few tears that I was trying to keep from flowing. Cameron had no idea what was going on, and even though I had a small clue, I was still confused. It scared me- damn near terrified me that someone wanted me dead. 
 
      *                          *                                 *
 
      I told Cameron what happened, but didn’t tell him what it had to deal with, or why it might have happened, and he didn’t ask. Just like Lorena, Cameron knew that I wanted to keep the past in the past and didn’t want them knowing anything about me, or what happened once before. All I want is for them to know the me that I’m showing them now. Not who I was. 
 
      After practice we went our separate ways, but not before Cameron made as many corny jokes as possible to make me laugh. I stayed in the girls’ restroom to calm down my remaining jitters and decided to hit homeroom late, but once I stepped in the hall I completely regretted not going on time. 
 
      Josh was walking, alone, in my direction, and when he saw me he smiled. I just sighed and tried to pass him as quickly as possible, but somehow I ended up being pinned against the lockers. 
 
      “Let me go!” I yelled. My uncontrollable shaking started again. 
 
      “Yeah, I knew it. You’re not as tough as you act,” Josh laughed. 
 
      “Josh, I will hurt you if you don’t leave me alone. This is the last time I’m going to tell you this.”
 
      “I thought I told you before, I’m not worried. You act like you’re all tough, like you can handle anything, but as soon as someone brings up what you did, you get all weak. Yeah, Jessie told me all about you. It seems like she knows much more than she should, but I guess after what you did to her she had no choice but to find out and-”
 
      “Hey!” Mr. Clothorn was walking down the hallway holding a few papers in his hands. 
 
      Josh let me go and smiled at Mr. Clothorn, “Don’t worry Coach, we were just messing around.”
 
      Mr. Clothorn looked at me as if waiting for me to verify Josh’s lie, but I didn’t say a word, “Well, stop playing around during school. Save all that energy for the mats.”
 
      I nodded and then turned around to head to class. Mr. Clothorn walked up next to me, “I guess we’re both late,” he said. 
 
      “Yeah,” I answered, still angry about what had just happened. 
 
      “Rose, has Josh been messing with you?” Mr. Clothorn asked. 
 
      I didn’t answer right away, “We just have disagreements...”
 
      “Well, I know thing or two about his disagreements, and I know you can take him on. What I don’t want is you to get in trouble because he keeps trying to provoke you.” 
 
      “He’ll be the only one in trouble, coach,” I even had a hard time believing that. 
 
      “Rose, you and I both know that the principal nor the police will be on your side.”
 
      “Well, I guess that’s why I have you to back me up,” when we made it to the classroom, I went to go sit next to Abigale. 
 
      “You okay?” She asked. 
 
      “Yeah,” I nodded, “fine.” What was now on my mind was Josh. It was time to get rid of him, but how? I needed him off of my back, and soon. If I keep letting him try to provoke me, he’s going to release another side, and that’s a side no one isn’t prepared to see. 
 
      Me and Lorena started texting each other again during our incredibly boring classes, making me realize just how goofy she is. I guess when she’s bored she has nothing better to do than send me funny pictures of her many different faces, and make jokes that aren’t very funny, but still made me laugh because of how corny they were. 
 
      The last thing she sent me was how do you feel now? I guess during class she noticed how quiet I was and made it a goal to make me feel better. There was just so much going on that I felt like I couldn’t handle. There’s Josh, then Jessie, and now this black car. That’s way too many enemies for someone who is trying to make a clean start!
 
      I replied with better now, and then she sent me a heart with a smiley face. 
 
      Practice came quicker than I thought, but didn’t play out the way I anticipated. Mr. Clothorn purposefully set up practice in groups and put me and Cameron in a group farther away from Josh and his group. The entire practice we were separate, and when I looked at Mr. Clothorn he nodded as if saying, “I did this for you.”
 
      I nodded back. Cameron looked from me to Mr. Clothorn, “What’s going on?”
 
      “Nothing,” I said getting into position. 
 
      “Well, how are you, about this morning? Should I tell someone-” I grabbed him and slammed him on the mat, “I got the message.”
 
      I couldn’t help but laugh at his pain and helped him back to his feet, “The gun probably wasn’t even real. If it was, whoever that was would have shot it.”
 
      “Still,” he grabbed me and gently took me down, “I don’t like to see you that way,” he held me down while giving me an intense look. One that made it hard for me to control my blushing, or this new excited feeling. Cameron’s feelings for me looked as if they were also surfacing. 
 
      “Okay, love birds,” Mike said, “get a room.”
 
      Cameron helped me up and pretended like he didn’t hear what Mike said, “C’mon,” he got back into a wrestling stance, “I’m not gonna go easy on you.”
 
      “You don’t have to,” I smiled back. 
 
      After practice, I went into the locker room, and was debating on asking Lorena to come get me, but decided that she’s wasted enough gas on me already. I grabbed my things and was on my way out of the locker room when the door flew open and Josh charged in. He caught me by the neck and slammed me against the lockers, and this time his grip was a lot stronger. 
 
      “Get-” my feet were barely touching the floor and it felt like my lungs were going to collapse, “off!” I brought my knee up hard between his legs and he let me go as he grabbed himself in pain. I didn’t wait for him to re-energize and threw a left hook to his cheek. He stumbled over to his right, but then sprung back into action. 
 
      When I realized how he was attacking me I almost laughed. Josh was a strong guy, but that’s all he had going for himself. Sure, he was a great wrestler, but I’ve proven myself to be better. I was the one with the skill, and I have the experience. There’s no way in hell I’m going to lose to this guy, and it was time for payback. 
 
      Josh came at me with his arms out like he was ready to choke me with both hands now. I ducked, stepped to the right, and came back up with a two piece to his jaw. Once he was dazed even a little bit I started throwing combos from right hooks to left uppercuts.
 
      Josh fell back over the bench and hit his head on the lockers behind him, which I could tell angered him and laughed, “C’mon, you’re tough. You were talking all that shit!” He started to get up. “Maybe you should’ve brought your friends!”
 
      Josh screamed in frustration and ran at me. This was my chance to get rid of him and I took it. I back out of the locker room and into the hallway. Josh, not realizing my plan, continued to come after me with slow punches and frustrated grunts. 
 
      “Guess you’re not used to a girl fucking you up, huh?” I taunted. Josh swung again but I just stepped to the side and threw combos at him. He stumbled backwards, but stopped himself from falling over and held his nose realizing that he was bleeding from it. 
 
      “You fucking bitch!” He ran at me this time and tackled me to the floor. 
 
      “Hey!” Mr. Clothorn yelled. Right on time. 
 
      I covered my face with my arms to block his tired blows, and to also look a little helpless. 
 
      “Get off of her!” Cameron wrapped his arms around Josh’s neck and held it until he slowed down and eventually stopped. Mr. Clothorn pulled had Cameron off of Josh so not to choke him to death. Josh fell to the floor face first and tried to catch his breath. 
 
      “Are you alright?” Cameron rushed to help me up and started checking for wounds. 
 
      “I’m okay,” I said, but he continued to look me over, “Cameron,” I grabbed him by the cheeks and looked into his eyes, “I’m OK. Really. I’m not hurt.”
 
      Cameron sighed with relief then shook his head when he looked down at Josh. No one but Mr. Clothorn went to help him. I guess the team really didn’t like Josh. 
 
      *                             *                               *
 
      The fight was reported, but neither I nor Cameron got into any trouble. I told them to check the video cameras showing Josh running into the girl’s locker room and then six minutes later running after me while I was trying to escape. 
 
      Cameron knew what the deal was and praised me for being so clever, then reluctantly let go of me so that I could get in the car with my Aunt. 
 
      “Was he the one who threw that brick through our window?” Shannon asked. 
 
      “Yup,” I answered. 
 
      “Then you did well. That boy looked beat,” She laughed. I couldn’t help but laugh too.
 
    *                             *                                *
 
      News about the fight, and Josh’s expulsion, went around fast, and just like after Jessie’s fight there were crazy rumors spreading. I was actually commended by most, and the rest just asked a bunch of questions. 
 
      Lorena came to my locker earlier to make sure that I was okay.
 
      “I’m so sorry,” Lorena said. 
 
      “No, it wasn’t you. Josh didn’t seem to like me from the get-go,” I said. 
 
      “Well, I’m glad you’re okay,” She gave me a tight hug and then pulled away, “I’ll see you tomorrow night,” she said excitedly. I was also excited about tomorrow. We made plans to have another little sleep over at her house with pizza, chips, and scary movies. Just a chill day. 
 
      I went to practice, and was confused on why the team was kneeling on the mats. Were they starting a discussion without me? Was I kicked off of the team? What was going on? My stomach began to do back flips 
 
      I walked onto the mats and gave my coach a confused look, “What’s going on?”
 
      “Come over here,” he waved for me to stand next to him and Cameron, “Ok, now that everyone is here, I would like to get started. I’m going to make this quick. You all know that your captain was expelled, which means he isn’t a captain anymore. So, now I need a new one,” he held Cameron’s shoulder, “Cameron here, is going to be our new and hopefully improved captain of the team.”
 
      The team clapped and was over dramatic as usual making me smile. 
 
      The coach stepped in between me and Cameron and held my shoulder, “And although new to the school and the team, I see strong leadership in you and I deem you the new co-captain.”
 
      The team cheered again. 
 
      “Thank you,” I said.
 
      “No, thank you.....really. I’m very glad to have you on my team.”
 
      “Our team, coach!” One of my teammates blurted. 
 
      “Yeah!” The team stood up while clapping. 
 
      Cameron stood next to me, “How bout that. Captain, co-captain. We are just meant for each other,” he laughed. 
 
      I punched him on the arm while laughing, “Whatever dude.”
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
      Lorena ran to the door when the pizza delivery came, and I was glad that she had moved away from me for a second because I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Just sitting next to her gave me the butterflies, which was making this small get together uncomfortable. I couldn’t understand why today I felt so nervous around her. Because I’ve been doing good with keeping my cool, but something was different. This was the third time that we were really alone together and it felt a little awkward. I was glad that Lorena didn’t notice, because it might’ve offended her. I guess I’m still not used to this kind of thing. Being close to another female, let alone anyone at all. 
 
      Lorena sat down next to me with the box of pizza in her lap. 
 
      “No plates?” I laughed. 
 
      “No plates,” she answered. Then she grabbed a slice and motioned for me to get one too. 
 
      I could see why she was so excited about the pizza. It looked so good and hot, then when I took a piece the cheese clung together just like on the commercials. It looked delicious. 
 
      “Yeah, see,” Lorena was nodding her head. She saw the hungry look on my face, “I know. You don’t have to say anything.”
 
      Lorena grabbed the remote and turned on a classic scary movie: Halloween. After finishing more than half of the box of pizza, and were now almost through the movie, Lorena got up and poured herself a glass of wine. 
 
      “You want some?” She asked. 
 
      “No, I’m not much of a drinker.”
 
      “Neither am I,” She walked back and sat down next to me on the floor in front of the couch, “but I wanted to celebrate.”
 
      “For what?”
 
      “New friends, and new memories,” She started sipping on her first cup, “and singlism.”
 
      “Is that even a word?” I laughed. 
 
      “Is cu-pretty a word?” she raised an eyebrow, “and it’s okay if you were going to call me cute. I don’t mind.”
 
      I avoided making eye contact with her and stood up, “I think I will get some wine.”
 
      “See, there you go,” she laughed. 
 
      I poured myself a cup of red wine and sat back down. After sipping on it for a little while the awkwardness went away and I felt relaxed. 
 
      “So, I want to play a game,” Lorena faced me cross legged. 
 
      “Hmmm?” I sat the cup down. 
 
      “Twenty-one questions,” she said. 
 
      Usually, I would panic when this suggestion came around, but I guess the wine kept me a bit careless, “Okay.”
 
      “You first,” She said.
 
      I was staring at her, thinking of the first question, but couldn’t think of one. Instead I got lost into her sea colored eyes that were so innocent and curious. I still don’t know how I became friends with such a kind girl. We don’t seem very compatible. 
 
      “Rose?” She cocked her head to the side. 
 
      “Oh! Um, where are you from?” I asked. 
 
      “Well, I was born in Columbia, but grew up here in Ohio as far as I know,” She sighed, “What about you?”
 
   “California. I grew up there with my parents.”
 
   “Oh...Where are they now?” I guess she saw the pained look on my face. It felt like she stuck a needle through my chest, “I’m sorry. You don’t have to-”
 
   “No, I’m OK,” I gave her a reassuring smile, “They passed away when I was a kid. It was a....car accident,” It was really my fault for losing a match. Arnold said he would get rid of them if I didn’t win because we were fighting for a lot of money, and when I lost, we lost it all. I lost it all. 
 
   “I’m sorry...My mom died from cancer a little while back, and my father disappeared when I was a kid.”
 
   “Disappeared?” I asked. 
 
   “Yeah, my mom said he left with me one day, and then he brought me back a few months later and disappeared. I can’t even remember what he looks like.”
 
   “He left with you? To where?” I asked. 
 
   “I don’t really remember. He was one of those men that sold kids into fighting. When I woke up, I had no memory of who I was or what had happened. My mom said that I wasn’t one of those kids, but I don’t believe her. From what my grandparents told me, my father got into business with really bad people and he went in debt. Guess I had to pay it back”
 
   The wine wasn’t working anymore and I could feel myself start to panic. She was just like me? But with no memory of what happened to her, or her father? If anything I was starting to feel angry. What father does that to his child? She could have died! Or she could’ve ended up a mess like me! I guess it was a good thing that she lost all of her memories. 
 
   “So where do you think he went?” I asked. 
 
   “I don’t know. He’s probably dead. My dad owed a lot of dangerous people money. He even got mixed up with Kiboski.”
 
   “Kiboski?” The name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. 
 
   “Yeah, Arnold Kiboski. He’s some millionaire, or was a millionaire years ago.”
 
   I slowly picked up my wine and then drank down the rest of it. I forgot Kiboski was Arnold’s last name. I had always just called him Arnold. We weren’t very close, but we started to form a relationship up until Winee died. That’s when I lost all feelings for any and everyone and just fought. He definitely made a lot from me after that. 
 
   “Hey, how come you’re so calm about this?” My voice cracked. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she sighed and looked out the window, “I guess because I have no memory of him. I wouldn’t like him much anyways. They said he used to hit on my mom.”
 
   I shook my head. Seems like the women in the Rojas family had bad taste in men. 
 
   “Well, I’m glad you don’t remember any of it,” She turned to look at me with those glossy blue eyes again, “it’s not something you can easily forget.”
 
   Lorena frowned in confusion, “It wasn’t all bad.”
 
   “Huh? I thought you said you couldn’t remember anything?”
 
   “I don’t. Well not the fighting part. I just remember this girl.”
 
   “A girl....”
 
   “Yeah like, I just remember this girl. She was my age, and she was friendly. I think she was my friend, but our time together is a little blurry. Like sometimes I may dream about playing outside with her- I have no idea where outside was....” she shrugged. 
 
   “Do you remember what she looks like?”
 
   Lorena shook her head, “I haven’t the slightest clue,” She got the bottle of wine and poured me and her another cup, “I just remember what she was like- a little bit. I remember that she was kind, but hard. I felt protected around her.”
 
   “Oh...” I drank more wine.
 
   “That’s why you seem so familiar. You’re just like her. Sometimes I wonder if you are her.” She gave me a long stare, hoping that I would say that I was, but I didn’t. 
 
   “Lorena, there’s no way of knowing. Besides, I wasn’t one of those children,” It hurt to lie, but I had to. She couldn’t know what I did, “I just grew up in California like all the regular kids.”
 
   “And then you moved here...” Lorena looked a little hurt. I wasn’t who she’d hoped I would be, and it made me feel guilty somehow. 
 
   “You want to know why I came here.”
 
   Lorena bit her lip, “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. You know what? This was a bad id-”
 
   “No it wasn’t. You want to get to know me better. I mean, I guess I am pretty mysterious,” I folded my hands on my lap, “It’s OK.”
 
   Lorena gave me her usual look. It was like she wanted to know, but she was afraid to hear the words. 
 
   I took a deep breath and cracked my knuckles, “Well, back in Cali, after my parents died, I got messed up. I wasn’t the best child to look after, and when my Aunt adopted me I started screwing up more. I stole, fought, skipped school...the regular. So, now the school recommended me to the school psychologist. I was a junior, and this was my third psych. I couldn’t stand when she tried to get into my head, and one day she did,” I sighed, “I gave in, and I told her about everything.....talking didn’t help though. It was the end of wrestling practice and one of my friends and I were still going at it. I don’t know what happened, but I blanked out. Everything went dark, and then I thought that I was back-somewhere else,” my hands started shaking, “when I woke up I was lying next to his body. They said that I killed him, and because of my connections-I guess, I wasn’t locked up. The people in my city hated me though. My aunt and I tried to stay there, but there was too much going on. Rocks being thrown at our windows, vandalism on our house, no one would bother to talk to me, and everyone was afraid of me. Then my aunt got fired. She ended up finding a good job out here, so this is where we moved. I wanted a clean start when I first came here, and maybe have a chance at a better life. I just wanted a second chance, so I never told anyone what I did,” I looked up at Lorena, who now looked shocked, “and I really didn’t want you to know. You’re so nice, and beautiful, and I love being around you. It’s weird, because I’ve never felt this way before-” Lorena leaned in and kissed me on the cheek right on the corner of my lips. 
 
   I was thrown completely off guard and didn’t move until she pulled away, leaving my cheek tingling.
 
   She was blushing and smiled at me, “What you did isn’t going to change how I feel about you. You aren’t that person anymore.”
 
    I was still staring at her, and I couldn’t seem to break eye contact with her, then I smiled back.  
 
   *                               *                                 *
 
   By the end of the night we were drunk. The wine had fully set in and had us dancing around the house. We just wanted to forget about our painful pasts and move on to more fun things like eating, drinking, and dancing off beat. 
 
   Lorena turned on some old school music by Kid ‘n Play and started dancing circles around me. I just laughed and thought back to the days my dad used to play old school in the car when we went on fun trips. He said it was the best kind of road music. 
 
   I wasn’t much for dancing, and I didn’t want to embarrass myself, but Lorena got me to dance with her anyway. I took her hand and spun her around then I pulled her close “This isn’t complete without a rose,” I said while holding her. 
 
   “There goes one,” she pointed to the little rose plant she was growing on the coffee table. 
 
   “That has thorns,” I laughed. 
 
   “You’re tough!” 
 
   “No, not that tough,” I stood up straight and twirled her one more time. Somehow she tripped over her own foot and fell backwards pulling me down with her. 
 
   I fell by her side onto the comforter and pillows we had laid out from earlier, “I think that was God telling us to go to bed.”
 
   “Yeah,” she giggled, then she got up and turned off all the lights. It was just the moonlight shining through the large glass window that led through to the patio. 
 
   “Lorena?” I said with my face in a pillow.
 
   “Yeah?” Lorena laid down next to me. 
 
   “Thanks. This was fun,” I came up for air and faced her. 
 
   “I had fun too,” she was laying on her back while facing me. “We should do this more often.”
 
   I slowly nodded in agreement, then I closed my eyes, feeling exhausted and relieved. I finally told someone what had happened, and even though that wasn’t everything that I held onto, it was a start. 
 
   I was just falling asleep when Lorena spoke again. 
 
   “Rose?” 
 
   “Yeah,” I answered tiredly.
 
   “Are you sure that your friend died?”
 
   “Hmm,” I woke up a little more.
 
   “Winee, are you sure that she died? “
 
   “I saw it happen,” I said thinking back to her pale face. 
 
   “Oh...”
 
   “Why did you ask?”
 
   “Because her name. Winee is short for Windred right?”
 
   My eyes widened, “Do you know someone with that name?”
 
   Lorena was quiet for a moment, “It’s my middle name,” she paused for a moment. “My parents thought it sounded American and because we were moving here they wanted to give me something- I don’t know- American like. So they named me Lorena Windred Rojas.”
 
   I looked at Lorena in the moonlight and saw Winee’s face. Lorena could definitely pass as the older version of Windred because she was just the right age and had all of her looks, but it couldn’t possibly be her. I killed her. I saw her laying out on the ground with blood coming from the back of her head. Winee is dead. She had to be. 
 
   “I mean, it makes sense. You have that one friend, with my middle name, that you think passed away, and I had a friend that was just like...you, but I can’t remember. It’s possible...”
 
   “It’s not.” When I think back to it, Lorena made a lot of sense. I mean I was never sure if Winee actually died, but I convinced myself that she did because I would never see her again. Winee hit her head, and Lorena has no memory of her childhood. Lorena could very well be Windred. 
 
   Lorena sighed and turned to her side, “Well, I just thought maybe...you were her.”
 
   “....Sorry...” If I was, and if she was...I couldn’t tell her. I couldn’t tell her what I did to her. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
      Morning came fast. I was awoken by Lorena who held a hot plate of pancakes, eggs, and sausage in my face. 
 
      “Hey,” I said with a raspy voice. I sat up and took the plate, then after my first bite I started to dig in. 
 
      “Good?” She laughed. She stood up and walked back into the kitchen. 
 
      I slowed down my pace, feeling embarrassed, and then sat the plate down in front of me. I had just remembered the talk from last night and had lost my appetite. 
 
      Lorena walked back in with her own plate, “Oh, I guess not,” She sat down on the couch and clicked on the TV, “well, if you don’t want it, then you can just throw it out. It’s okay.”
 
      I looked up at her and watched her face. I could tell that last night was bothering her because the mood had completely changed since yesterday. Lorena looked down at me with dull eyes, and the happiness I wanted to see didn’t appear, “What is it?” she asked. 
 
      “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
      Lorena continued to stare at me with sad eyes, “I’ll be fine.”
 
      “Well, are we okay?” when Lorena didn’t answer right away I panicked, “I really hope that it isn’t because of what I told you? I mean, I’m not like that anymore... I swear I’m not-”
 
      “You know it isn’t about that,” her expression didn’t change. 
 
      I sighed and looked down at my plate full of food. It looked so good just a moment ago, but now.... “I’m sorry Lorena. I don’t really know what to say about that....I’m not who you think I am.”
 
      Lorena could see right through me, but even I could tell that she had doubts as well. There was a very good chance that Lorena Windred Rojas could be Winee, and that I was the girl from her memories, but that could only be true if Winee hadn’t died. 
 
      “Lorena...I saw her die. I watched her die. That’s how I know that you’re not her. The fact that you have her middle name is just a coincidence, and I’m really sorry about that. I’m sorry-”
 
      Lorena rested her hand on my shoulder and smiled, “We’re fine. Still just a little down about it, that’s all, but you and I are still okay. Everything’s still the same,” she pulled her hand away and looked down at my plate, “Is my cooking really that bad?”
 
     I picked up my plate and started eating again. The food was actually very good. 
 
   *                               *                            *
 
   Lorena and I walked out of the apartment building laughing about my dancing from last night. I gave her a light shove and then braced myself to be shoved back. Hers was a little harder than mine, but then again, I’m a lot harder to push.
 
     “That was cute,” I laughed as I walked to the passenger side of the car.
 
     “Whatever,” She unlocked the doors and got into her vehicle.
 
   . I was about to get in when I saw a black car driving slowly down the street passing us by. In any normal case, I would think that the car was driving so slow because of the icy roads, but no. This was the same car that I saw the other night, with the mysterious driver behind it. Someone who knows me...possibly the only one who really knows me...
 
      I quickly got into the car and took a deep breath. Lorena looked at me with worried eyes and saw that my hands were shaking, “What is it?”
 
      I was going to tell her what was going on, but for some reason no words were coming out. Then I thought back to the girl with the gun. Someone is out there that want’s to hurt me, and I think whoever it was might be inside that black car. Usually I would start to get pumped, and would go at them head on, but the thought that one of the passengers could be Arnold scared the hell out of me. 
 
     “It’s nothing...nothing,” I looked around to make sure no danger was coming our way. 
 
      Lorena didn’t ask any more questions and started to take me home. I was quiet the whole ride back and constantly checked to see if we were being followed. I didn’t once look at Lorena, because I knew that she was giving me that curious look while waiting on some kind of explanation. Once we pulled up into my driveway, I looked back to see if the black car was parked in its usual spot. It wasn’t. 
 
   My phone beeped, letting me know that I got a text message and I checked it. It was from an unfamiliar number and I almost ignored it when I saw the text. 
 
   “Rose?” Lorena grabbed my wrist, a little more worried than before. I was breathing loudly, almost whimpering, and my hands were shaking so badly that I could barely make a text back, “Hey, are you okay?”
 
   I read the text that was sent to me again and knew it was him. I knew it was Arnold. He’s the only person that could confirm that Lorena was really...... 
 
   Happy to see my girls together again....That’s what the text said, and although it wasn’t direct proof that it was Arnold, I just knew it was him. A painful feeling that I was all too used to throbbed in my chest and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Lorena was right about everything. I am the girl from her dreams, and Winee- I didn’t kill her because she was sitting right next to me...
 
   “Lorena?” I turned to her, but could barely see her through my tears. It was Winee that was looking back at me. She was the girl that I thought I had killed, and I held onto that guilt for half my life since then. Some part of me already knew that it was really her, but I couldn’t let myself believe that because back then what I saw was real, but now it has proven to be fake. Winee was just unconscious after the fight, and then she had lost the majority of her memories. All but the ones of me. 
 
   At first all I could feel was happiness when I realized who Lorena really was, but then it all diminished when my thoughts came rushing in. Arnold, my worst nightmare, is here, and I came to a quick conclusion that Lorena and I could no longer be friends. I’m the reason that she has no memory, and for years I thought that I had killed her. How could I be friends with someone after doing something like that to them?
 
   “Rose, please stop crying,” Lorena leaned in and rubbed the tears from my cheeks, and then from under my eyes. I held her hand on my face, still taking in the fact that it was actually Winee’s hand. She didn’t know what was wrong with me, but she knew it was serious and was trying to calm me down. She was such a good friend to me from the very beginning, and all I ended up doing was hurting her. 
 
      “I’m just so glad I got to spend this time with you,” I said calmly. Lorena pulled away, confused, “and I’m so, so sorry.”
 
      “Rose, just tell me. What is it?” Lorena’s hand started shaking. 
 
      “Me and you....this won’t work...” I couldn’t let anything happen to Lorena this time. Not again. If staying away from her would keep her safe, then that’s what I was going to do. 
 
      “What? Rose, just tell me what the problem is,” her voice cracked which made this sudden decision even harder. 
 
      “I can’t,” I pulled away from her again and tried to avoid looking at her. 
 
      “What do you mean you can’t!?” She yelled.  
 
      “I just can’t, okay?” I grabbed the handle to the door, but couldn’t seem to open it. 
 
      “You’re not making any sense,” She shook her head, “Rose, you have to at least give me a reason. You don’t just act like you really want to be with someone and then just cut them off like that!” When I didn’t say anything back she tried to snatch my phone away from me, but I moved my hand away in time, “What did it say!?” Lorena was crying now. 
 
      “Nothing...” I didn’t look up at her, “I’m sorry-” I opened the door and was about to get out when Lorena grabbed my wrist with her shaking hands. 
 
      “Please,” she cried, “I don’t understand. Why are you doing this? We were just together, we were okay. I told you things about myself that I didn’t tell other people. I-”
 
      “I’m sorry,” I couldn’t hear what she had to say next, “....I’m sorry,” I snatched my hand away and got out of the car, then I went into the house as quickly as I could. 
 
      Lorena’s car sat out there for another minute and then she pulled out and drove away. I could finally understand how I felt about her. It was a feeling that I wasn’t very familiar with. I loved Lorena, and that’s why I have to let her go. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 28 
 
      It was dark out, and the only light I could use to see was the full moon. I took a breath and looked around to see where I was, then felt a pain in my chest when I saw Arnold’s large black house towering over me.
 
      “No...” I started feeling as if I couldn’t breath and held my chest, “What...?” it almost felt like I was having some sort of asthma attack. I bent over with my hands on my knees and closed my eyes. This wasn’t real, in any moment, I’d wake up. 
 
      “What’s wrong?” Arnold asked. I saw his black shoes stop in front of me and was too afraid to look up, “I asked you a question, Rose.”
 
      Even in a dream I was terrified of him. I didn’t want to look up and see his face, but if I was disobedient, I would be punished. Still, after all these years of not seeing him, I was too afraid to see those dark eyes.
 
      Slowly, I stood up straight, but I kept my eyes on his shoes. 
 
      “Look at me,” He ordered, and when I didn’t, he grabbed me by my throat and held tight. I was forced to look at Arnold then, and tried to scream when I saw that his face wasn’t there, but he was squeezing so hard not a sound escaped from me. 
 
      Arnold’s grip was strong as usual, and I couldn’t muster up any strength to get his hand from around my neck. My head started spinning once I was barely on my toes, “You never listen to me! This is why I have to do this to you! I have to teach you!” His words boomed like thunder and echoed loudly around us. I tried as hard as I could to pull away, because, besides the choking sensation, it felt like my muscles were cramping all over my body.  
 
        I scratched at Arnold’s arm, and even tried to kick, but nothing worked, “You’re going to die here, Rose,” he laughed. After feeling myself go numb, I began to believe him. I couldn’t fight him anymore, and my breathless body gave in. “You’ll be here with me forever.”
 
      I dropped my arms to my side and was slowly dozing off. All I wanted to do now was go to sleep. There was no more fear or pain, and all I wanted was to sleep...
 
   *                             *                                 *
 
      “Rose, calm down!” Aunt Shannon was grabbing me by my shoulders trying to hold me to the bed. 
 
      “No! No! Let me go!” I screamed myself awake, and stopped fighting when I saw my aunt standing over me. She looked down at me with wide eyes while breathing heavily. 
 
      “Sweetie, are you okay?” Shannon asked. She pulled away and let me sit up. 
 
      I looked at the time, and saw that it was time for school already. This was the third time in a row that I’ve been having these nightmares since me and Lorena stopped talking. Since then, she has been trying to get answers from me, but I either blew her off or avoid her completely. It hurt me every time, especially after I’d see the pained look on her face, but this was what I had to do. I had to stay away from her to keep her safe. 
 
      “I’m fine, Shannon,” I stood up and walked past her. It was time to get ready for another dreadful day. 
 
      I went to morning practice, and helped Cameron lead our teammates. It was the captains that ran practice in the morning, so the coach could get ready to teach his first class. For the past few days, I noticed that Cameron had been trying to get closer to me, but just like Lorena, I would blow him off. I guess he talked to Abigale, because she came to me, wondering what was wrong. I didn’t tell her the whole story, but I let her know that Lorena and I were no longer friends. She tried to push the subject and get the reason, but I couldn’t give her one. No one else could know what was going on with me, because I didn’t want them involved. I would figure out how to take care of everything myself. 
 
      Once that black car started showing up, I was no longer worried about being a normal teenager and living a normal life. I was more afraid to lose it, or see anyone close to me lose theirs. I thought maybe staying away from them would keep them safe, but I was getting lonely. I felt incredibly lonely with all these problems kept secret.
 
      I was happy that Josh was expelled, but now that just leaves the gunman, Jessie, and Arnold. Yeah, I’m sure that mysterious text was from Arnold. He probably had something to do with that little girl and strange looking man at the wrestling meet. Arnold had a lot of people that worked for him, and they were probably his eyes. He wanted to see me, but couldn’t show his face, so he used them instead. That would explain why they were talking to Lorena during my first meet. He wanted to see her too. 
 
      After practice, I hit the locker room to get ready for the rest of my day. I got undressed and stood under the steaming shower, taking in the hot water on my cold skin.   
 
      Once I finished showering, I wrapped my black towel around me and started over to the locker section but stopped when the lights went out. The first person that came to mind was Jessie, but I kept up my guard just in case it was someone a little more dangerous. 
 
      I held the towel tight around my body and took slow steps towards the light switch. I tried to be as quiet as possible, so not to be heard, but my wet feet was what gave me away. I found the light switch on the wall and took a deep breath before flicking it on and turning around. No one was there. 
 
      I clenched my teeth and shook my head. Cameron was probably just playing around and switched the light off, then left. I sighed and started for my bags near the lockers, but before I reached them I was suddenly pushed towards the showers. I slipped and fell onto the hard floor, and right when I was about to get up, Jessie was on top of me with a knife to my throat.
 
      Only for a second was I embarrassed about being naked, but then it didn’t matter because of the situation I was in. Jessie held my head down by my hair and held the knife tightly against my neck.
 
      “What are you doing?” I asked, panting. 
 
      Jessie glared down at me, “You have no right to think you could come here and act like some innocent bitch.”
 
      I didn’t know how to respond, and I didn’t want to provoke her to slice me open, so I didn’t. 
 
      “You’re a fucking murderer. Everything was good until you came here and showed your damn face.”
 
      “Jessie, I don’t know what you’re talking about-”
 
      Jessie shook her head with a tight grin. “You really don’t know.”
 
      “No!” my heart started racing, “I don’t. You have been fucking with me since I arrived here and still didn’t even give me a reas-”
 
      “I shouldn’t have to give you a reason!” Jessie yelled.  
 
      Jessie pushed the knife against my throat just enough to draw blood. “You should already know what you did,” she pressed it harder, making me afraid that she would actually slice my neck open. “Watch your back, Rose...watch your back.”
 
      Jessie pulled her knife away and smiled. She was satisfied with my helpless reaction, and stood up, then started walking towards the exit.  
 
      I quickly got to my feet and stepped out of the shower, holding the towel against my chest, “It was you, wasn’t it?” I asked before she walked out. She was the girl with the long black hair that held the gun up to me. “If you are, then I have nothing to be afraid of,” my voice was shaking, but I didn’t want to seem as scared as I actually was, “You had that gun pointed at me, but didn’t pull the trigger. I don’t have anything to worry about at all.”
 
      Jessie didn’t say anything, she just walked out of the locker room, leaving me cold, wet, and shaking. 
 
      The rest of the day I was lost in thought, wondering what Jessie might have been talking about. Not even Lorena’s presence in English could break my train of thought. What did I do to Jessie to make her hate me so much? It wasn’t about California, so it had to be from my fighting days with Arnold, but I still couldn’t think of anything. My last resort was to go and get a little information on her and find out who she really was.
 
      I walked to Miss Shy’s office at the end of the day and waited for her to come back from the restroom. When she walked inside to go and sit behind her desk, I sat up straight, almost excitedly. 
 
      “OK, so what is it that you wanted to talk about today?” Miss Shy asked. 
 
      “Jessie,” I said.
 
      Miss Shy frowned, “Has she been causing you any more trouble?”
 
      I thought about explaining what she said to me in the locker room, but decided not to, “Just...who is she?”
 
      Miss Shy frowned, “Why do you want to know about that girl?”
 
      “Wow, doesn’t really seem like you like her either.”
 
      “It’s not that,” she looked away. “She’s just not someone you want to get mixed up with.”
 
      “Because she’s like me?” 
 
      I knew I was right by the way Miss Shy’s expression changed. Her eye’s widened and got a little more serious, “I can’t answer that.”
 
      “Right,” I took a deep breath. “But have you ever spoke with her before? Like you do me? Has she ever brought me up?”
 
      Miss Shy’s expressions were giving me all the answers I needed, only this time the look on her face was sadder. “Rose, I can’t answer any of those questions. Did she say something to you?”
 
      “We spoke,” was all I was going to tell her, “she didn’t tell me anything....said that I should already know, but I don’t remember ever seeing her before. Jessie does know me though.”
 
      “Look, you need to stay away from Jessie. All I can tell you about her is that even with your fighting history, she is not someone you want to mess with. I have tried numerous times to get her removed from this school, and maybe put in a facility where she could get help, but they denied the suggestion every time. Just like they let you slide, they let her slide, but the two of you are different. Please, promise me that you will keep your distance from her...”
 
      I sighed with a frown. How did I end up being the one that had to watch my back? Back in California it would be other people that would have to be careful of mixing up with me, but now I’m the one that should be careful? 
 
      “It’s because I’ve changed,” I whispered to myself. 
 
      “What was that?” Miss Shy was still waiting on my promise, but she knew I wasn’t going to give her one. 
 
      “I changed. You wouldn’t have given me this same warning when I first got here. She’s just like I was, right? She never changed like I did.”
 
      Miss Shy’s face softened up, “You did change, and it was a really good one too, but even back then, you weren’t like her. I can’t explain it to you, but I saw something different in you. I could tell that you weren’t really as bad as everyone thought, and you just needed someone to come and soften you up.”
 
      “You?”
 
      “No, Lorena.”
 
      Her name was like a blow to the stomach. It hadn’t been that long, but I missed her so much. She was within my reach, and every time I saw her, I wanted to apologize, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t let her back in, for her own safety.  
 
      “What happened?” Miss Shy asked. 
 
      “I cut her off.”
 
      “What? Why?”
 
      “Because, there’s just too much going on right now. I can’t risk her getting hurt.”
 
      “Hurt by what?”
 
      I realized that I had said too much and looked away.
 
      “Rose, has that car still been coming around?” It was as if she read my mind and figured out the reason I cut Lorena off so suddenly. If anything, I had to protect her as well by keeping my mouth shut. Arnold took my parents away without batting an eye, so I know he has no problem taking away anyone else that I cared for. 
 
      “No, I haven’t seen it,” I said. 
 
      Miss Shy squinted her eyes at me, seeing right through my lies, “Well, be careful out there, Rose, and stay away from Jessie. I mean it.”
 
      I nodded and grabbed my things to leave. Miss Shy knew something was up, and I think that she’s hiding something. 
 
      *                        *                                 *
 
      I sat in my room holding my ears, so not to hear Winee’s cries of pain. She was being punished in the room next to mine because she had lost another fight, and was giving Arnold a bad look. 
 
      I could hear him yelling and cussing with every hit, and could almost feel the slash of the cord on my body. The punishing sounded as if it lasted for more than an hour, and then I heard the door slam. When mine flew open, I jumped out of the bed and backed up against the wall with wide fearful eyes. 
 
      Arnold was breathing heavily, with sweat dripping from his face. He tossed the cord onto the floor in front of me and then left the room, reminding me of what would happen if I lost. 
 
      Once Arnold was downstairs, I waited a few minutes and then tiptoed to the room where Windred cried. She was lying on the bed with only a training bra and a pair of fighting shorts curled up in a ball. 
 
      I slowly walked up to her, and examined the many welts that covered her back and legs. I even seen a few that stretched over onto her stomach and arms. There was only one small cut on her leg and I wiped it down with a damp tissue I got from the bathroom. 
 
      “You’ll win the next one, Winee,” I said getting into the bed with her, “and then he won’t punish you.”
 
      “I don’t want to fight anymore,” she sniffled, “I don’t like it. I want to go home.”
 
      “We can’t.”
 
      “Why?” She turned over and looked at me with teary eyes. “Why can’t we? All you have to do is run away with me, Rose.”
 
      “We just can’t, okay?” When Windred didn’t answer, I got up on my elbow to get a better look at her. “Winee?” I shook her, but she didn’t move. She was just looking up at me with dead eyes, and all of a sudden we were outside again in the rain, and Windred was dead in the mud. 
 
      “NO!” I cried. I dropped to my knees and shook her. 
 
      “You killed her,” Arnold said. “You did this to her.”
 
      “Winee,” I cried. “Please, please. I’m sorry.” I shook her again, but stopped when I felt a pulse under my hand. I rested my palm over her heart and felt the heartbeat in her chest. “She’s not dead...” 
 
      “Yet,” Jessie held a gun, pointed down at Windred’s head, and pulled the trigger. 
 
   *                             *                                *
 
      I woke up covered in sweat in the middle of the night recovering from, yet, another nightmare. 
 
   When I looked at the time on my phone, I saw that Lorena had sent me a text saying goodnight. I was tempted to text her back, but that would only start something that I couldn’t finish, so instead, I turned my phone off and sat in on my dresser. That one text sent me to sleep with no thoughts of the previous dream I just had. If anything, it made me feel good inside. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
      I had just arrived home after practice and went straight into my room. My aunt had spoken to me, as she did many days, but I didn’t respond. I don’t even know why she tried so hard to get me to speak to her after everything she’s done. There’s no way I could actually forgive that woman for causing me so much pain. 
 
      I shut my door and threw my book bag on the floor, then I got down and busted out one hundred push-ups and sit-ups. Once I worked myself to the core, I laid on the floor and stared up at the ceiling, lost in thought. 
 
      I was thinking about Arnold, like I’d been doing every day now. He hasn’t shown his face yet, but I will be ready when he does. After Jessie’s visit to the locker room, I have been trying to convert back into my old ways, so that I wouldn’t be so afraid anymore. Miss Shy was right. Lorena did come and soften me up, but since last month, I’ve felt myself hardening again. Abigale and Cameron have been doing their best with trying to get through to me, but I was a pro at keeping people out. No one was ever going to get hurt because of me again, not physically at least. 
 
      Besides Lorena, Cameron was one of the hardest of them all to put down. A week ago we had just finished practice, and he offered to walk me home since I was no longer getting rides from Lorena. 
 
      “I mean, it’s dark out, and you never know if that person will show up again,” he was referring to Jessie, but he still didn’t know that she was actually the one who pointed the gun at me. 
 
      I took a deep breath, almost getting angry from telling him no more than once, “I’m fine on my own, Cameron,” I grabbed onto the strap of my book bag and was about to turn around when Cameron grabbed my arm. 
 
      “What’s going on with you?” he asked. 
 
      I stared down at his hand gripping my arm and almost hit him, but instead I just jerked away, “Nothing. Stop asking that, man.”
 
      “Yes, it is something wrong with you,” he was showing me anger for the first time, “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but ever since you and Lorena stopped talking, you’ve been acting like a dick to everyone! I at least thought if you weren’t talking to her you’d maybe…”
 
      “What? Talk to you?”
 
      Cameron calmed down as if he were somewhat hurt, “Yeah, Rose. Talk to me. The guy who has had your back since you got here, the one who’s been trying to get your attention. Me, but you’re blocking me out too, huh?”
 
      Even though I felt bad, I had to keep up my act, or else I’d get soft, “I’m sorry man. You’re just a really good teammate. I don’t see you as anything else.”
 
      Cameron nodded his head while biting his lip, and turned around to walk away. I stood there and watched him walk through the exit of the school and thought to myself that this was for the best. 
 
      Abigale was the only one of the three that wasn’t so pushy to get through to me. She would text every now and then to check up, or help with work for our homeroom class, but that was it. Abigale understood when someone wanted to be left alone, and didn’t press the matter. 
 
      Miss Shy, on the other hand, had been watching me closely. It reminded me of the time when I first arrived at Wintry High, and she would watch me like I was some sort of lab rat. I thought that she was just like all of the other counselors that I had, but she proved to be different. She was kind, and actually cared about me. That was why I had to cut her out just like the rest. Once I stopped going to our daily sessions, she would start having security search the school for me. I knew that my current behavior had been worrying her, so now she would try and force me to see her. Even when the security did find me, I still didn’t talk to her. She would sit and wait for something, and one time, she even snapped at me. When she realized that I still wasn’t giving in, she sent me out after reminding me that this attitude would make me lose it all, but I already knew that. That’s what I’ve been trying to do....lose it all, and be alone.
 
      I sighed and sat up while thinking back to when I first arrived at Wintry High. My goal was to blend in, and start over. I wanted a second chance at life, and to leave everything behind, but I guess I can’t get everything that I want. I don’t think I ever really got what I wanted...
 
      My door cracked open and Shannon stepped half way inside my room. “Hey.”
 
      I just looked over at her, and almost felt guilty for the way I’ve been treating her, but then I remembered all those times I was left hungry or alone, and the guilt faded. “What?”
 
      “Your counselor called me, Miss Shy? What’s going on with you honey?”
 
      “None of your damn business, Shannon,” I sighed and turned away because I didn’t want to see another sad face. 
 
      “I just don’t understand,” her voice cracked, “I thought we were okay? I thought things were getting better, Rose.”
 
      “They aren’t, and we aren’t okay. Get out,” I said, still not looking at her. 
 
      “No!” Shannon stepped all the way into my room. “Tell me what’s going on with you! You wanted a clean start and you had it, now you just want to throw all that away? Your grades, your friends, me-”
 
      I grunted and got to my feet, “You!? How could I push you away, if we were never close, Shannon?! What’s wrong with me is not yours or anyone else’s business! I don’t give a damn about a fresh start,” I started walking towards her. “I don’t give a damn about some stupid grades, wrestling, my friends, or you!” I stood in front of her breathing heavily, “Now get out.” I don’t know if she got tougher, or if I just got weaker, but she wasn’t afraid like she used to be. She stood with her chin held high and looked me in the eyes.
 
      I felt as if I was losing this battle and yelled at the top of my lungs, “Get out!” But she still didn’t budge. I looked down, trying to hide my tears, feeling weaker than what I already was. How would I ever be able to face Arnold after letting myself break like this?
 
      For a moment, all I wanted to do was let go and cry on my aunt’s shoulder, but instead, I rushed past her and left the house. She didn’t follow me, and I was glad that she didn’t, or else I would have fallen apart. 
 
      After walking for about fifteen minutes, I found myself cold and alone, and wondered if this is how it would be for the rest of my life. I hoped that one day this would all end, and I would find myself with new problems that could be easily solved. Problems that were just challenging enough, but nothing compared to what I’m dealing with right now. I pray that I could be normal one day, if not now. 
 
      I walked on the back streets a little while longer when I saw the park me and Lorena walked on once before. We were attacked by a thief that day, and Lorena took him out with a rock to the head. 
 
      I waited for a few cars to pass before I crossed the street and then started to take a walk. I shivered in the cold and began to jog, to build up some body heat. Wrestling season was almost over and I would finally be done with all this training. For once, I really didn’t want to wrestle because it was too hard to focus on that kind of thing right now. 
 
      Halfway around the trail, I slowed down to catch my breath. Once I crossed this street coming up, I was going to start jogging again and go home, but my plans changed when a car with bright headlights zoomed around the corner and almost hit me. Luckily I jumped out of the way in time, but when I fell I hit my head on the curb and became dizzy. I didn’t feel the throbbing in my head until the ringing in my ears stopped. 
 
      I rolled onto my back and looked up at the little stars in the night sky, but then they were darkened by a tall shadow, “Arn....old?” Something cold and sharp rested against my neck and I was confused about what it was until I felt a sting on my skin. 
 
      For a second I saw Jessie’s face, but then it went dark again. One minute I would see her, and the next it would just be darkness. I guess that was just an effect of hitting my head. 
 
      Jessie was breathing hard over me, and I could feel her hand shaking. She was debating on whether she should kill me or not, and I knew that this was the perfect chance to try and get away from her, but it was too hard to move.
 
      “You should pay,” she whispered. A second later she pulled the knife away and slammed it into my leg. I let out a loud scream, and grabbed the area around my wound. At the moment, the only thing I could do was cry, but slowly, I was falling out of consciousness. 
 
    “This isn’t enough,” Jessie’s voice shook. She ripped the knife from my leg, “I should kill you.”
 
    “Then...do it...” I opened my eyes just enough to see the confused look on her face. I was waiting on her to end my ongoing pain and send me to hell, but she didn’t. I don’t know what she did next because a second later my vision was gone and there was nothing but darkness. 
 
   *                          *                                 *
 
      "You get out there and win me another fight alright kid?" Arnold said. 
 
      "Yes, sir."
 
      Arnold opened the door and all the cheers hit me at once. I walked down the aisle with Arnold behind me, and then onto the open floor. Across from me was another girl my size. She wore the same look that I had on my face. It was a look of determination. If she did well, then maybe she would be allowed to go home. Win enough fights, and you get your freedom.
 
      A tall man in a black shirt stood next to us with his hand in between our bodies, “Fight!!” he lifted his hand and we attacked. 
 
      The fight ended with me being pulled away from the girl after I wrapped my hands around her throat. I was going to kill her, just like Arnold wanted me to. He wanted me to eliminate the competition, so that it would be easier for me to get to the top. I was already well known by many, and popular with the other fighters because I’ve been undefeated for a while, which made me and my owner rich. 
 
      I looked down at the girl’s pale face and for a second thought that she was Winee, causing me to fall back on my bottom. The girl’s owner that ripped me away picked up his girl and rushed her out of the arena. 
 
      I was pulled to my feet by the man in the black shirt and was announced the winner, but I really felt like I was the one who lost. Arnold was not happy about my win, because I didn’t get the job done. I didn’t kill her like I was supposed to, which means that I may be fighting her again. I didn’t eliminate the competition. 
 
      I looked from him and to the crowd that was cheering for me. They were all happy about my win, because most of their bets were on me. Once again, I had made the audience happy, all except for one. 
 
      A dark skinned girl, not that far away from Arnold, was glaring down at me. She looked as if she wanted to jump into the arena and kill me for what I have done, but she didn’t. I guess she was my opponent’s friend, because usually, the other fighters don’t care about what happens to the loser. 
 
      After I was announced the winner, Arnold took me to one of the back rooms to unwrapped my hands and get me changed. He ripped at the wraps angrily, yanking my sore arms over and over, but I didn’t complain. I don’t think he was that angry, because I still won the fight and his money, I just didn’t get rid of the girl like he wanted me to. 
 
      “I’m sorry,” I said looking down. Arnold lightened up on his yanking and looked up at me, “I’ll do better next time.”
 
      Arnold sighed and gently unwrapped my hands, then he pulled out some clean clothes for me to put on, “I’m going to get my money and will be back to get you.”
 
      “Yes, sir,” I nodded and Arnold left the room. Arnold was careful about where he left me because anyone could steal me and make me theirs. A lot of the owners wished that I was their fighter because of my discipline and determination. I had to win as many fights as possible if I wanted to get away from Arnold, and now that Winee is gone, I want nothing more than to get away from all of this. 
 
      I looked down at my scratches, and hoped that my opponent was okay. She looked incredibly pale, just like Winee did after I had killed her. 
 
      There was a knock on the door and I opened it, thinking that it was Arnold, but instead it was the dark skinned girl from earlier. 
 
      “Oh, hel-” The girl charged at me full force and sent me crashing down to the hard floor. She was a lot stronger than the last girl, and I couldn’t just push her off as easily, “What are you doing?!” I said as I blocked her ongoing punches, “Sto-” her fist smashed into my cheek, making me see small white dots everywhere. 
 
      “Why didn’t you stop!?” She screamed. 
 
      Fear that Arnold would come back and see me losing came to mind, and I got back into action. I regained my strength and pushed her off of me, then I got back to my feet and kicked her while she was down. 
 
      “Stay down,” I said, while she was trying to get back up, “I said stay down!” I kicked her in her ribs again, but that didn’t stop her. She stood straight up and charged at me. I’ve seen her fight before and it was nothing like this. She wasn’t trying to prove her skill or strength to me, she was angry. I hurt her friend, someone close to her, like Winee was close to me, and like Fike and Cleo were close to each other. The ones that share the same pain, same hard work, and same loneliness tend to become the best of friends. They are almost inseparable because together they understand how one another feels. 
 
      “I’m gonna kill you!” The girl screamed with tears in her eyes. She pulled out a small knife and came at me with it, swiping the air as I dodged her repeatedly. I eventually backed up out of the room and into the dim hallway where I was hoping Arnold would be walking down soon. 
 
      “She’ll be okay!” I yelled, “They stopped the fight before I-”
 
      “She’s dead!” The girl cried, “You killed her! She’s dead.”
 
      I felt myself freeze up and I couldn’t move. I knew my goal was to take my opponent out permanently, but hearing the words...
 
      The girl slashed at my arm, but stopped when she realized that I wasn’t trying to move out of the way. When she came at me again, it went into my stomach and I fell back onto the wall. 
 
      “Jessica!” I heard someone yelled. It wasn’t Arnold’s voice, but the owner that ran onto the arena from earlier. 
 
      “Sir...I-” The man grabbed Jessica by her arm and looked down at me frowning. He had no intentions of saving me from bleeding to death. 
 
      “We have to go, did anyone see you come back here?” He asked. 
 
      “No, sir-”
 
      “Come on,” he yanked her away and down the hall. Jessica still looked back at me as if regretting what she had just done. 
 
      I sat there, slouched on the floor against the wall with a knife sticking out of my belly, and thought of my parents. Maybe now that I was going to die, someone would come save me and take me away from here, but no....the person that saved my life was Arnold, and as soon as I recovered, he threw me right back into the ring. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 30   
 
      I woke up in the hospital the next morning. The first person I thought of was Jessie, and how she stabbed me. This wasn’t the first time that she’s done it, but the second, and it was all because I took someone important from her. Jessie acts the way that she does because of me and what I did, and I can fully understand why she hated me so much now. 
 
      “You’re awake,” Abigale said. She sighed with relief. 
 
      I turned to her and then looked around the room. “Where’s my aunt?”
 
      “Just left out to go to the restroom. She was here all night and never left your side. Guess when I showed up, she could finally relieve herself,” She chuckled. 
 
      I couldn’t find the energy to laugh. “How did I get here?”
 
      “Someone was walking, and saw you passed out in the snow. They called the ambulance to come and pick you up. They were also kind enough to try and stop the bleeding in your leg.”
 
      The door opened and the doctor walked in, “Good, you’re up,” she said with a smile on her face, “How are you feeling?”
 
      I took a deep breath, “Fine, mostly. Is my leg okay?”
 
      “Yeah, it’s fine, actually. You didn’t lose that much blood because of a kind citizen, but you do have a bit of a concussion.”
 
      I sighed. The last thing I needed was to be feeling dizzy half the time when I already have so much to worry about. I needed my head to be intact.
 
      “So, no wrestling, no fighting, no training,” the doctor said, “You need to just relax until you are healed.”
 
      My Aunt walked in and rushed to me for a hug. I welcomed her into my arms, so glad that I could see her again. Jessie could have killed me last night, leaving my aunt all alone.
 
      “I’m sorry,” I said as she pulled away, “about what I said to you. I’m sorry.”
 
      “It’s okay baby, I know you just have a lot on your mind,” she smiled down at me with tears in her eyes, “I’m just sorry I didn’t make you stay in last night. I could have lost you, sweetie.”
 
      I gave a slight smile and then looked to the doctor, “So when can I leave?”
   “Well, today,” She looked towards the door and two men walked in. One familiar, and one a stranger, “these two men want to ask you a few questions, and then you can check out and be on your way. Just remember what I told you,”
 
      I nodded, “I got it.”
 
      The doctor nodded back and exited the room. 
 
      “Rose, you’ve grown taller,” the older man with the grey beard said.
 
      “Detective Roy,” A big smile formed on my face. He was the cop that led me out of Arnold’s house the day that they found me. Every now and then he would check up on me when I was a kid, and once tried to send child services to take me away from my crack head aunt. Although she’s not like that anymore, I can still tell that Roy doesn’t like her. 
 
      “This is Detective Carter,” Roy said, “Can we have a moment, young lady?” He asked Abigale. 
 
      “No problem, I actually have to go and talk to Cameron before he has a heart attack. He was worried about you when I told him.”
 
      “Well, let him know that I’m okay,” I said laughing. 
 
      “Will do,” Abigale left the room. 
 
      “Hello, Detective,” My aunt greeted. She liked Roy as much as he liked her. Not at all. 
 
      “Shannon,” he nodded to her, then turned to me, “so, Rose, can you tell me what happened last night?”
 
      “Um...I was stabbed, sir,” I answered. I wasn’t sure if I should tell on Jessie, or take care of her myself. Giving her up would make my life so much easier with everything that has been going on, and I was in no position to run into another encounter with her. Plus, there was still the black car that I had to deal with, and I couldn’t be worrying about someone looking for revenge.
 
      “We can see that, but what happened?” 
 
      “Well, my aunt and I got into an argument and I left the house. I walked to the park down the street and went jogging, and then Jessie-”
 
      “Jessie is the attacker’s name?” Detective Carter wrote in his notepad. 
 
      “Yes. She tried to hit me with her car as I was crossing the street and I moved out of the way in time, but I fell and hit my head.”
 
      “And then?”
 
      “I was dizzy, but I could still see her face a little. She first- she put the knife to my neck, then she stabbed me in my leg.”
 
      “Did she say anything to you?” Roy asked. 
 
      “Yeah. She said that it wasn’t enough.”
 
      “What wasn’t enough?”
 
      “Stabbing me in my leg, sir. She said that she should kill me.”
 
      Detective Roy sighed, “And her name is Jessie? Do you know her last name?”
 
      “No, but her real name is Jessica, she has dark skin with brown eyes, and long black hair. She goes to my school. My teachers would know who I’m talking about. Ask Miss Shy.”
 
      “I have her number,” My aunt pulled out some paper and wrote it down, then handed it to Detective Carter. 
 
      “Who is Miss Shy?” Roy asked. 
 
      “My counselor,” I answered. 
 
      “Ah, Ok. Glad you have one of those. Lord knows after all you’ve been through you need someone to talk to,” he frowned up at Shannon. 
 
      “Detective Roy?” I brought his attention back to me, “can I ask you why they sent you? It’s too much of a coincidence that the man that saved me back them is looking into my attack while so much is going on already?”
 
      “What do you mean? What’s going on?”
 
      I realized that I said too much already and bit my lip, “Nothing. I’m just going through a lot, and this isn’t even your jurisdiction. You had to come all the way from California for something other than this. And I know you didn’t leave last night to get here this morning in such a short amount of time. So, you had to have been here already.”
 
      “What’s going on, Roy?” Aunt Shannon sat down while holding my arm. 
 
      Roy shook his head and sighed, “It’s about Arnold.”
 
      My eyes widened and I tried to sit up a little more, “What- what about him? Is he getting out of prison? Where -”
   “Rose, he never went to prison...”
 
      “What...”
 
      “What do you mean he never went to prison?” My aunt yelled. 
 
      Roy wiped his forehead, “We’ve recently found out that someone took his place for all these years. Arnold has been free for a long time, and we think that maybe he might be here.”
 
      I stared at him for a second and then down at my hands. They think that he’s here, and I know that he is, but telling Roy about him could be dangerous. Arnold was never even sent to prison, which means that the police had some sort of hand in this, because he was there when Roy found me. Arnold is a really powerful man that has the cops on his side. If I tell on him now, he’ll just get away, and things could get worse for me, but what am I supposed to do about him? I don’t even know what Arnold is planning and I don’t think I could handle him on my own. He might even try to take me away again, and there’s no way I could ever go back to that again. 
 
      My aunt rubbed my arm, “Baby are you okay?” She asked. 
 
      I took a deep breath, “No...No I’m not,” I looked up at Roy, “So they only sent you two to investigate?”
 
      “There are other investigators trying to dig up any information on him that they had already, but most of it has been burned and thrown out.”
 
      “He has someone on the inside,” I said out loud. 
 
      “Yeah, we are doing everything that we can, though. A few of us were sent out here because-”
 
      “Because of me,” I clenched my fist, “You guys think that he’s here because he wants me.”
 
      Roy nodded and then sighed, “He won’t get you though. And we aren’t even one hundred percent sure that he’s here, but if he is we’ll catch him.”
 
      “You caught him before, and he still got away....If he was out all that time, why do you think he’s coming for me now? I mean, he could have been taken me if he wanted to.”
 
      Roy looked back at Carter, who began answering my question, “Well, when you were a kid it was way too hot for him to come out. For a while we’ve kept an eye out because, back then, you were a very valuable piece of merchandise....”
 
      “After a while,” Roy started, “we didn’t feel the need to have to look after you anymore, and for all we knew, Arnold was locked up. Then recently, we have been raiding fights that were between thirteen and eighteen year old girls,” Roy shook his head, “Apparently, the age limit went up.”
 
      I took a deep breath and tried to shake off the thought of fighting again. I never want to go back to that. 
 
      Shannon looked up at Roy, “You find that man and you make sure you put him away this time.”
 
      Roy and Carter nodded their heads, “Here’s my card, Rose,” Roy handed me his card and kissed me on my forehead, “I’ll get him this time.”
 
      “I hope so,” I gave a slight smile before they left out. I regretted not telling them about the black car and the text, but telling the police wouldn’t make any difference. Arnold has people on the inside that would help him by all means necessary. The only way to save myself from him was to fight back myself. I’m the only person I can trust right now, and I’m the only person that can get the job done. Arnold will eventually show himself to me, and when he does I’ll be ready. I’ll be ready to kill him. 
 
   *                           *                                    *
 
      I stayed out of school for a few days until I was able to walk on crutches without feeling too much pain. After being in the bed for so long I was actually excited to go to school. 
 
      While I was out, I got emails and text messages from teachers and students, checking to see if I was okay. The whole team came by the other day, and we had a study session with chips and pizza in my living room. Cameron also came, but we didn’t talk much. He just told me that everyone is on the lookout for Jessie, and that he was glad that I was okay. 
 
      Jessie had been hunted by the police ever since she stabbed me. She’s been on the news, and on posters stating that she was armed and dangerous. I figured that Detective Roy was behind that, because he wanted to catch Jessie more than anyone. I guess after talking with Miss Shy, he saw the seriousness in catching her. She told me that killing me wasn’t enough, which meant that she was planning something else, but what? 
 
      My aunt dropped me off, and then made sure that I got into the school safely. I made my way to my locker, and tried to maneuver myself so that I could open it, but it wasn’t working out. I ended up dropping one of my crutches and was trying to figure out a way to get it without hurting my leg. 
 
      “Here,” A girl will cherry and blonde colored curls picked up my crutch and handed it to me. I was taken in by her soft smile and ocean colored eyes, “Let me help you,” she stepped in front of my locker and put in the combination, then opened it for me. 
 
      “Thank you,” I said still watching her. 
 
      “Yeah...” She sighed. 
 
      Abigale walked up and slapped her hand on my shoulder, “She’s alive,” Abigale chuckled, “Hey, Lorena.”
 
      “Hey,” Lorena said, “and sorry, I meant to check up on you, but I lost my phone a few days ago.”
 
      “That’s fine,” I turned away and tried to remind myself that she and I were no longer friends. 
 
      I guess Abigale could feel the awkward tension, “Well it’s the thought that counts,” she gave Lorena a reassuring smile. 
 
      “Well, I’ll see you in class,” Lorena said. She turned and walked away from me. 
 
      “You good?” Abigale asked me. 
 
      “Yeah, my leg feels fine,” I answered, 
 
      “I’m not talking about your leg,” she said as she grabbed my books from my locker, “what’s been going on between you two?”
 
      “Nothing,” I sighed. 
 
      “Right, nothing,” Abigale smiled. “Trouble in paradise?” 
 
      I shook my head and went to class. 
 
   *                                 *                                    * 
 
      I sat in Miss Shy’s office like I’ve been doing for most of my school year here, and stared at her. We don’t talk much anymore, and I’m actually starting to believe that she’s tired of trying. 
 
      “So, how are you?” Miss Shy asked. 
 
      “I’m fine.”
 
      “Really? You were stabbed.”
 
      “Not the first time she’s done it,” I looked away, thinking back to the first time that she stabbed me. 
 
      “You know, she told me about that,” Miss Shy sat back and I turned to her, “but at the time I didn’t know that she was talking about you.”
 
   I shook my head, “I just started to remember why she hated me so much. She’s been a problem since I got here.”
 
   “Jessie isn’t stable. I talked to Detective Roy, he’s doing everything he can to find her. He has the feeling that she’s still very close, since she’s apparently not done with you.”
 
   The door opened and coach walked in. He didn’t look too excited to see me, “Good afternoon, Rose.”
 
   “Hey coach, what’s up?”
 
   Mr. Clothorn looked to Miss Shy, as if asking for help. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked. 
 
   “It’s about wrestling,” Miss Shy sat up and folded her hands on her desk, “Me and Mr. Clothorn thinks that it would be best if you didn’t continue being a part of the team.”
 
   I knew that I needed a break, but it still hurt to hear the words, “Best for the team, or best for me? Because I helped that team more than any other member-”
 
   “We feel that,” Mr. Clothorn started, “It would be best for you. The season is almost over, your injured, and there’s too much going on for you right now.”
   “So, because I’m injured, you’re just going to kick me off the team?” I grabbed one of my crutches and struggled to stand up, “people get injured in wrestling all the time-”
 
   “Yes, but not stabbed,” Miss Shy said, “and that’s not all that we said. Rose, there is something going on with you that has everyone worried, and we all feel that you need less stress on your body and your mind.”
 
   “Not to mention that Jessie is still out there,” Mr. Clothorn said. 
 
   I grabbed my other crutch and put it under my arm, “Whatever, I don’t even care.”
 
   “Rose, you can still participate in the group activities with the team, but even after your healed, you still can’t wrestle. It’s just too much for you right now. Bring your grades up, go talk to your friends, have fun.”
 
   “You just took away what I thought was fun,” I left the room and stopped in the hallway, where I saw Lorena walking in my direction. 
 
   “Hey,” Lorena said shyly. 
 
   “Sup,” I started to feel better already. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “If someone asks me that one more time, I’m going to beat them with my crutch,” I smiled slightly. Lorena’s giggle twisted my stomach in knots. 
 
   “I missed you,” Lorena said, “us, hanging out together,” she looked at me as if waiting on me to say it back, but I couldn’t. 
 
   “Look, Lorena, I’m tired of hurting you-”
 
   “Then don’t. Tell me why we can’t be friends anymore. What happened?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not right now, please.” I tried to crutch my way away from her, but I was too slow. 
 
   “Then later, tell me why-”
 
   “Why is it even so important for us to be friends? You’re acting like we dated and I broke up with you or something. We weren’t even that close.”
 
   “Then why’d you tell me about California?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I shouldn’t have,” I looked back at her, “I guess that was a mistake.”
 
    “It wasn’t,” Lorena said shaking her head, “you trusted me.”
 
    “Yes it was. Stop trying to figure me out Lorena. You won’t get anything,” I started walking away from her again, and the entire time, I kept telling myself that this is what was best. This is what’s best for her....as long as she was safe. 
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
    I didn’t see Lorena for the rest of the day, and I’m glad that I didn’t. Whenever I’m around her, I feel like giving in, but I know that I would only be putting her in danger. 
 
   I sat in my room and looked over at my parent’s picture, and wondered that if my father were in a position like mine, would he do the same thing to my mother? Would he block her out and leave her if he knew that it would keep her safe? I wish that he was here so that I could ask him, because my only memory of him was when he was with my mother. My parents never had to go through the same things that I did, so I could only hope that this was something that my dad would do. 
 
   I laid back in my bed, while still looking at my parent’s picture. They loved each other so much. I wonder if that’s what I feel.
 
   Hours after I had fallen asleep, my phone began to ring. I reached for my phone on the dresser and saw that it was one O’clock in the morning. 
 
   “What the hell?” The caller ID said that it was Lorena that was calling me. I watched my phone ring a few times and then decided to answer it, “Lorena, what is it?” When no one answered I sat up and held the phone to my ear, “Lorena....” I sat there waiting for a response, but all I heard was someone breathing softly and then a giggle. That’s when I remembered that Lorena said she lost her phone. “Who is this?”
 
   There was a sigh on the other side. “Who else would it be?” Jessie sounded like her usual self. 
 
   “What do you want?” I gripped my cell phone tighter and flipped my legs over the side of the bed. “And what are you doing with Lorena’s phone?”
 
   “Well, I told you that killing you wasn’t enough right? It’s an eye for an eye, Rose. You take mine and I take yours, right?”
 
   “Where is she?” I was out of the bed now and throwing on my running shoes. 
 
   “In her room sound asleep. Waiting for me to cut her throat, or strangle her to death.”
 
   “Don’t fucking touch her, Jessie,” I left my room and ran to the door. 
 
   “Come and stop me,” she laughed before hanging up.
 
   I dropped my phone and ran out of the house, leaving the front door open. It didn’t come to mind to call the police until I was halfway to Lorena’s apartment. Hopefully, someone will hear my constant pounding on Jessie’s face and call them for me. 
 
   When I got to the apartments, I ran straight in and up to Lorena’s door. I grabbed the door knob and panicked when I noticed that it was locked, “Lorena!” I started pounding on the door and regretted leaving my phone behind, “Lorena!” I was just about to shoulder the door when it opened and a sleepy Lorena stood there untouched and okay in the doorway. Her eyes were bloodshot red and her hair was a little messy, but she was fine. 
 
   “Rose,” She wiped her eyes, “what is it?”
 
   I pushed passed her and walked into the apartment, then I searched every room and every closet. 
 
   “Rose, what are you doing?!”
    “Where is she?” I stopped in front of her and held her arms. 
 
   “Who? What are you talking about-?”
 
   “Where is she? Jessie!” My nails dug into her arms.
 
   “She’s not here- Ouch, Rose! Let go!” She ripped away from me and rubbed her arms, “now calm down. Whatever you’re freaked out about, she was probably just trying to scare you!”
 
   I looked around myself again just to make sure there were no sneak attacks, then went to sit down on the couch. I buried my face in my hands to calm down the shaking. 
 
   Lorena turned the living room light on and sat down next to me, with a cold glass of water. “It’s cold as hell outside and your sweating bullets. What the hell did she say to you?”
 
   I gave a deep sigh and took the glass of water, “She called me on your phone.” 
 
   Lorena frowned. “She must have stolen it from me,” She took a deep breath, “but when I lost it, I lost it here. I know that because I remember coming in the house with it,” She stood up and looked around as if looking for Jessie. 
 
   “She’s not here, I checked. She really was just trying to scare me,” I stood up, ready to head home. 
 
   “She used me to scare you,” she turned towards me, “and you ran all the way here.”
 
   “Not tonight, Lorena...”
 
   “What exactly did Jessie say to you?”
 
   I sighed again, “Killing me wasn’t enough. She made it seem like she was here- about to hurt you.”
 
   “And you ran here,” Lorena frowned. 
 
   “What are you getting at?” I asked getting frustrated. 
 
   “Rose, who is with your aunt?”
 
   My heart picked back up to panic mode and if it weren’t for the adrenaline I might have just fainted, “I gotta go,” I rushed passed her and out of the door. Jessie set this whole thing up just to get to my aunt, and I left the door wide open for her. 
 
   “Wait!” Lorena came running behind me in her pajamas, house shoes, and keys in hand. 
 
   “You can’t come!”
 
   “And you can’t go running anymore. Your leg!”
 
   I stopped and looked down at my bloody pants. I was bleeding out where I was stabbed, but only cared for a second when I thought of my Aunt bleeding to death. I guessed the pain killers I took before I went to bed kicked in hard, combined with my extremely high adrenalin rush. 
 
   “Okay, come on,” we both ran to the car and jumped in. As she pulled out, I was going to tell her to call the police, but neither of us had phones. “Drive fast.”
 
   On the way back home, I could finally feel the pain in my leg again, and it hurt like hell. We pulled up in the driveway and jumped out of the car, Lorena a little faster than me. I was burned out and bleeding a little more than I should. 
 
   The door was still open and we both ran inside. Lorena picked up my phone and dialed 911 while I ran to the back to check on Shannon. 
 
   “Shannon!?” I called as I limped down the hall, “Aunt Shan-”
 
   I opened the door and almost fell to my knees when I saw my aunt laid out on the side of her bed. “Shannon!” I ran to her and rolled her onto her side, “Aunt Shannon? Aunt-Auntie? Auntie?” I started to cry. 
 
   A grungy moan escaped her throat and stopped me from freaking out, “Rose?”
 
   “Oh, thank god,” I took a deep breath. “Are you okay? Where are you hurt?”
 
   “My head,” She groaned. 
 
   “So, you’re okay?” I asked feeling her head for blood. 
 
   “Rose-”
 
   An arm wrapped around my neck and I was yanked backwards. The pain in my leg lit up like fire when I tried to catch my balance, “Ah!” I yelled. I couldn’t get flat on my feet because I was being pulled backwards, and was starting to feel drained. 
 
   “Rose?” I heard Lorena call from the living room. 
 
   I was yanked back hard again, and fell down to the hardwood floor. As soon as I was freed, I tried to get up as quickly as I could and face my attacker. As I thought, it was Jessie. 
 
   “Rose?” Lorena stepped into the room, but then ducked out when Jessie fired two shots at her. Not even thinking twice, I ran at Jessie and grabbed her arm then I slammed it against the edge of the dresser and another shot went off. The gun fell to the floor and slid under the bed, then Jessie threw two blows to my face with her free hand. 
 
   I took the hits and then threw one back at her, but I missed. She dodged it without a problem, just like she dodged the next, and the one after that, but when she started throwing them back she landed every punch. 
 
   “You really lost your touch,” She said before slamming her fist into my face again. I could taste the blood from my bottom lip on my tongue and almost feared that I would lose. Once upon a time, I could take her on because I knew that I was stronger, but compared to her now, I wasn’t a match. She was the stronger one now, “I’m going to kill Lorena, and your Aunt, and then you’ll have nothing!” she hit me again and I fell against the dresser. “Just like me!” 
 
   I looked over at her for a second, and even through darkness I could see her tears. I did this to her, and now she was trying to return the favor, but I couldn’t let her. I know what I did then was wrong, and I was sorry for that, but just like she lost people, so did I, and I don’t want to lose anyone else. 
 
   Jessie swung at me again, but I tackled her to the floor and fell on top of her. I pulled up and started hammering down on her until she looked dazed, and eventually she just stopped fighting. 
 
   Red and blue lights flashed outside my windows and I heard car doors opening and shutting. The police were here. 
 
   I looked down at Jessie who was also looking up at the lights with tears in her eyes, “I’m sorry,” I started, “but I can’t be like you. I didn’t know what I was doing back then, and I’m so sorry it happened...”
 
   Jessie sniffled, “When I was a kid, I thought we were the same. But then you killed her...” She sniffled again, she jumped when the police busted in through the front door, “I’m sorry too,” the gun that had slid under the bed was now being pointed at my face. I sat there frozen while waiting for a bullet to go through my head, “I’m sorry-”
 
     “Police!” A gun shot went off and I screamed. Jessie was lying dead on the floor with a bullet in her skull. 
 
      I stared down at her lifeless body and watched a tear slide down her face.  
 
      “Come on, kid,” Detective Roy pulled me up by my arm and handed me over to the paramedics. My aunt was being rushed back to the hospital, and Lorena was outside by the time they got me out to a truck. 
 
      “Jessie,” I said as they laid me down on the bed, “what about Jessie?” My eyes were blurred with tears, “Is she okay?” Lorena took my hand, her eyes were still red. 
 
      “She’s fine. She’s on the other truck,” Lorena said, ‘just relax so that they can fix your leg.”
 
      “She’s lost a lot of blood,” One of the paramedics said. 
 
      “We need to hurry and get her back now,” Someone else said. 
 
      “This is my fault,” I felt my grip on her hand slipping, “I did this to her,” I thought back to Fike and Cleo, “This is my...fault... ”
 
      “It’s okay,” her face began to blur. “It’s okay, honey...”
 
      And then it was dark. 
 
    
 
      Chapter 32
 
      This is the third time this year that I’ve been in the hospital since I’d gotten to Ohio. I remembered on my flight here how I watched all the puffy white clouds pass by, and smiled at the orange-yellow sun that lit up the sky. It gave me hope that things could change. I mean, after all that I’ve done, God still allowed me to see something so beautiful. At that moment, I felt like things would actually change for the better and I was so excited about that....change. Now I’m lying in the hospital for the third time with an aching leg, and a horrific image in my mind that I will never forget. I didn’t want Jessie to die, because I actually felt bad for her. She was the way she was because of me. Even before I arrived at Wintry High, something was already seriously wrong with her, and that was because of what I did.   
 
      I sat in the bed and looked down at my hands. The blood that was covered on them was from all of the people that I had killed. I took three lives in my seventeen years of life, and none of them were intentional. Death follows me around, and will take anyone that crosses my path. 
 
      I turned and saw Lorena asleep in the chair next to my bed. Her head was rested on the cushion with her hand on my leg. Each soft breath she gave relaxed me, and just for a moment, I could forget everything that’s happened. My friend, the little girl that I wanted to be with forever, was right here by my side. I thought I took her life for so long, but here she is, holding me once again. It hurt that this was the last time that she’d be able to do this for me, but now that I know she’s alive, it’s my responsibility to protect her. There was only one problem left.
 
      My phone that was sitting on the coffee table on the other side of me beeped and I picked it up. I thought it might have been Abigale or Cameron, but no. It was that unknown number once again. Fear didn’t set in the way it had before, because I really couldn’t find the energy to be afraid.  
 
      I clicked on the message button and read the text that Arnold sent me. 
 
      Fight for me, was what the text said. I never texted him back the first time, but this time I did. 
 
      No. 
 
      I took a deep breath, and was about to put the phone down when another message came in. 
 
      Then suffer the consequences. 
 
      I read the text one more time before I sat the phone down, and when I looked to see if Lorena was still sleeping I found that she was up and watching me.
 
      “Was it him again?” She asked. 
 
      I clenched my teeth and tried to calm my shaking, “I don’t know what your talk-”
 
      “I saw the text, Rose.”
 
      I turned to her while frowning. While I was asleep, she must have searched for the text that pushed me away from her. 
 
      “It didn’t take long to put it all together. You are the girl from my dreams, aren’t you?”
 
      When I didn’t answer, she sighed and sat all the way up, “And whoever that was, he was our...”
 
      “Yes,” I answered, “he was our owner. And he is very dangerous.”
 
      “Was that him? That just texted you?”
 
   
  
 

   I nodded. 
 
      “What did he say?” 
 
      “Nothing.”
 
      Lorena sighed in frustration, “Rose, just tell me-”
 
      “No! It’s none of your business. I don’t want you getting involved.”
 
      “I already am involved!”
 
      “No you’re not! Just stay out of this, it’ll keep you safe.”
 
      Lorena sat back in her chair and crossed her arms, “So that’s why you pushed me away?” she nodded slowly, “To keep me safe.”
 
      “Yeah, that’s exactly why.”
 
      “Keeping me in the dark doesn’t keep me safe. It makes me vulnerable.”
 
      “Well, you’ve been in the dark your entire life- thanks to me- and you were just fine.”
 
      “What do you mean thanks to you?”
 
      My face started to get hot and I closed my eyes, “Right, you don’t remember.”
 
      “Remember what!?”
 
      I took a few deep breaths, and clenched my fists. I knew that telling her would drive her away from me forever, and that’s what I wanted, but still, I was afraid. I didn’t want her to hate me, but then again, I needed her to. 
 
      “How you lost your memory,” I said calmly. 
 
      Lorena frowned in confusion. 
 
      “You tried to run away from Arnold and I didn’t want you to, so I stopped you. Arnold decided to punish you by making us fight that night. I remember, you were so angry with me that you actually came back at me hard, but I still had so much more experience than you,” I looked down at my hands, “I took you down and you hit your head on a rock. You looked so pale that I thought that I killed you. Arnold even said that you were dead- and all this time....” I turned to Lorena who sat there with wide teared eyes. She looked like she was in shock, “when I found out who you were I just wanted to keep you safe. The best way to do that was to keep us separate. Then I learned that I’m the reason you had no memory....I mean it’s good that you don’t remember all of that, but the other things? I took everything away from you, I’m not going to do that again.”
 
      Lorena’s breathing was shaky. She wasn’t even looking at me anymore, she was looking through me. I just told her that I was the reason that she had no memory, and that I thought that I had killed her. I expected her to come at me like she did so many years ago, but she didn’t. 
 
      “I thought you were dead, Lorena. I loved you so much- you were all that I had. I love you now, and I’m sure that you hate me, but if that’s the only way I can keep you away, then so be it.”
 
      Lorena slowly stood up. She looked as if she had just ran a marathon and could barely feel her legs. She slowly walked towards the door, but stopped when she got to it and looked back at me, “I don’t...hate you Rose,” She held in a sob, but the tears flowed freely down her cheeks, “I don’t,” she turned back around and left me in the hospital room alone. I knew that I should have felt bad about telling her that, but all I felt was relief. 
 
      When I left the hospital I finally got the break that I deserved. My aunt pulled me out of school upon my request, and I started home schooling for a little while. Abigale and Cameron visited me from time to time to see how I was doing, but I never let them stay long. I really did miss my friends, and I found myself feeling sick when I would make them leave. It made me feel even worse that I haven’t even heard from the third one. Lorena made no attempt to contact me after what I had told her, and when I asked about her, neither Cameron nor Abigale had any real answers. They said that she comes around as much as she did before I arrived at Wintry High...barely. 
 
      After my text from Arnold, I figured it was good me and Lorena haven’t seen each other. Arnold was planning something, but he hasn’t made a move yet. It was like he was hiding in the shadows waiting for the perfect time to jump out and scare me. I actually started to forget about him because I was enjoying my freedom. Yeah, I had school work, but it was easy to manage my online classes. I would just get up early in the morning, study, eat a nice breakfast, and go running in the town. 
 
      Every now and then I would stop at Jessie’s grave and leave her flowers. I couldn’t find the energy to hate her anymore, and if anything, I forgave her for all that she’s done. Her hatred and anger for me drove her to come after me and try to take away the people that I loved. Jessie wanted me to feel the loneliness that she felt, only she had no idea that I’ve already been there, and I couldn’t go back. 
 
      I looked out the kitchen window as I ate my cereal at the table and smiled at the thought of me running in the sun today. Winter was almost over and it would soon be spring. The time for T-shirts, and basketball shorts. I couldn’t wait. 
 
      My aunt walked in and kissed me on the forehead, “I would have made you some breakfast, Hun,” she walked to the cupboard and grabbed a bowl
 
      “No, it’s cool. I wanted to hit the streets early today.”
 
      “Ah,” she sat the bowl down and poured in some cornflakes, “first warm day today.”
 
      “Yeah, only sixty degrees,” I ate another spoonful. 
 
      “Yup, and I’ll be right here,” She sat down across from me and laughed at the Christmas tree we left up, “It’s really about time we take that down. It’s almost March,” she chuckled.
 
      “Yeah,” I said sarcastically, “you can take it down. You know....since you’ll be here and all.”
 
      Shannon smiled, “Yeah, I guess.”
 
      I got up and put the bowl away, “Well, I’m out.”
 
      “Have fun.”
 
      “I will. Love you,” I said before I left. After Jessie’s attack, I made sure that my Aunt always knew that I loved her, because she was really all that I had left, and one of the most important people in my life. 
 
      “Love you too!” She yelled back. 
 
      I walked to the sidewalk and did my usual stretches, then I started my jog. It felt great to start running out in the sun again. I finally made it into downtown, and took a short break on the bench in front of the playground. There were a few kids playing on the jungle gym, and some students from school playing football on the field. I recognized a few from the team and got up to start jogging again, but then my name was called by a very familiar voice. 
 
      “Rose!” Cameron called from the field. I sighed when he started jogging over to me, but at the same time, I felt a little bit of excitement. 
 
      “Hey,” I said with a smile. 
 
      Cameron gave me a tight hug and then pulled away, “How are you? I haven’t heard from you in weeks.” 
 
      “I’m fine,” I nodded, trying to keep this small talk very short. 
 
      “Oh, well, me too,” He nodded awkwardly with that goofy smile he always gave. “I didn’t expect this to be so awkward,” he rubbed his chin and raised his eyebrows. 
 
      “Yeah,” I laughed, “Well I gotta g-”
 
      “Where you headed to?”
 
      “Oh,” I looked to my right, in the direction I would be running, “I really don’t know. Just out jogging.”
 
      “Yeah, it’s really nice out today. I couldn’t wait to come out and play a little ball.”
 
      “I couldn’t wait either- not to play ball- to run. It’s starting to finally get warm again.”
   “Yeah,” Cameron nodded again. 
 
      Now it was starting to get really awkward and I wanted nothing more than to go running again. 
 
      “Man, this isn’t getting any better,” Cameron laughed. 
 
      “Nope,” I giggled. 
 
      Cameron stopped laughing and just smiled, “I miss hearing you laugh.”
 
      I just smiled back and tried not to blush. Those butterflies he always gave me came fluttering back. Looking to my left, I saw a familiar black car parked next to the curb only a few feet away. At first I ignored it, but then I looked back at it again, realizing that the car wasn’t there before. 
 
      The driver’s window was down and my heart began to race when I saw that familiar man from my wrestling meets watching me. He looked just like Arnold, but I knew it wasn’t him, because Arnold looked cleaner. It doesn’t matter how long it’s been since I’ve seen him, he’s always going to look sharp. 
 
      “Rose, what’s wrong?” Cameron asked. 
 
      I turned to him and then looked at the guys on the football field, “Um, you should-” I tried to catch my breath. “You need to go.”
 
      “What?” he rested his hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eye, “What is wrong?” He looked from me, to the driver, and then back to me. 
 
        “Hey,” I pulled away, “don’t worry about me. Go back and play football,” I looked back at the car and started walking away. I figured that the driver would follow me, and that leave Cameron alone. I felt bad leaving him standing there the way that I did, but I couldn’t figure out any other way to get him to back off, so I had to just leave. 
 
       I looked back that the black car following slowly, then turned back around. Pulling out my phone I was about to call detective Roy, but then I just remembered that he was gone. Detectives Roy and Carter left when there was no sign of Arnold a few days ago. 
 
     Seeing that the car was still following me, I picked up the pace. Arnold was coming to punish me because I don’t want to fight for him. He might even kill me. 
 
      I looked around to see the best route to run off too. If I could make a run for it, and through a tight spot, then I could probably get away. But that would be after I get passed two girls that stood in front of me. I didn’t even notice them until I was pushed back. My mind was so focused on running away, that they managed to catch me off guard. 
 
      Now, the black car pulled over a few feet behind me, and I was pretty sure that whoever has been watching me from those tinted windows was finally going to show himself. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
      Before the car door could even open, I broke through the two girls, causing one to fall, and I went into a full sprint. I could hear the car wheels screeching behind me a few seconds later. 
 
      I ran across the busy street and onto another one. It would be easier to get away if downtown was as crowded as the streets of New York City, but instead, it was only but a few people out walking. My best way to escape would be to run in between cars and hope that I don’t get hurt. 
 
      I was running as fast as I could, so not to get caught. I refused to see Arnold’s face again, and go back with him. I thought I would be ready the next time he decided to make an appearance, and I would get rid of him once and for good, but I wasn’t. He showed himself today, purposely, to catch me off guard. He waited until I was finally starting to feel safe again to come after me. 
 
      Running in between other cars was clearly not working well because I heard Arnold’s car screech around the corner and head in my direction. The streets just weren’t busy enough to keep him away. 
 
      I thought about turning into one of the alleys but most of them led to dead ends and I didn’t want to take that risk of being trapped, then I would have no choice but to face him, and my punishment.
 
      I continued running straight until I came up on another intersection. This street was actually busy, and there was no way I could get across without getting hit. I looked back and saw that Arnold’s car was slowing down because of the red light, and had to take that chance and sprint across to give me time to get away from him. 
 
      I shook my head, thinking that this was a crazy idea and made a run for it. I only made it about five steps into the street when I heard a loud screech coming from my right. I quickly turned and put my hands out, as if I could stop the car from hitting me, and I almost thought I did until I realized that the driver just hit her brakes. 
 
      When I looked through the windshield I saw that the driver was Lorena. Her eyes were wide, and I could tell that I had scared the hell out of her.  
 
      When I saw Arnold’s car turn after the light switched to green, I sprinted off. Arnold was right behind me now, and unfortunately, not many cars were on this street. When I turned down what I thought was another street it turned out to be a dead end. An alley. 
 
      I looked around for any ladder or door, and saw that there was a grey door on my left, but when I ran to open it I found that it was locked, “No,” I said breathing heavily, “Open up!” I slammed my fists on the door. 
 
      Arnold’s car pulled up in the alley, blocking my only way to escape. The back door of the car opened and the two girls got out. Both of the females looked to be my age, and I could tell that they both were fighters by the way they carried themselves. Very confident, and maybe a little cocky. 
 
      “So, I guess he needed two of you to take me down huh?” I said nodding my head. The last fight I was in was against Jessie, and I had no real training since I stopped kick boxing in Cali. All I had was wrestling, but in a street fight, that’s not having much. 
 
      Neither of the girls replied. They both stood with confidence, but also cautiously. I guess he warned them about me, or they were just waiting for me to try and run again. 
 
      I looked at the black car and saw that no one was getting out. Why wasn’t he getting out? Did he want to watch? I knew I couldn’t take these two girls on at the same time, maybe not even one, but I had to at least try. If I could take them down and get around the car then I would be free to try and lose them again. 
 
      The girls slowly walked towards me and I stepped back while looking for some kind of weapon. When I finally spotted a metal pipe by the dumpster I ran for it, only to take a knee to my cheek. I fell back to the ground and watched as the girl picked up the pipe. 
 
      Neither of the girls looked happy about what they were doing. If anything, they were just following orders. 
 
      “What does he want?” I asked. The girl with the pipe didn’t answer, she just gripped it harder and swung it at me. I dodged it and quickly got back to my feet, but as soon as I was up the other girl came at me and elbowed me in the chin. I tried to ignore the pain the best that I could and elbowed her back a lot harder. I might have lost my skill in fighting, but I still had my strength. I kneed her in the stomach and she bent over in pain, then right after that I felt a sting in my lower back. 
 
      I grunted loudly and angrily and went after the other one, but the pain hurt so badly that I fell to my hands and knees. I almost wanted to cry, but I didn’t want Arnold to see my tears. Crying only made things worse. 
 
      I was pulled up by the other girl and was hit again with the pipe to my stomach. I looked over at the car and waited for him to get out now, but he didn’t. Not until after I was hit a few more times in the same spot and was gasping for air. . 
 
      The back door opened and a tall man with dark brown hair and a black suit emerged from the car. Arnold actually looked a few years younger than the last time I saw him. 
 
      My eyes started watering more at the sight of his smile, and the fear I once felt for him before came rushing in. It was almost like I died and went to hell, because my worst fear was walking towards me, planning god knows what. 
 
      Arnold nodded and the girl let me fall to my knees. I was still gasping for air while trying to control my watering eyes, trying not to let him see the fear that I felt.
 
      Arnold stopped in front of me in those same black shoes he always wore, “It’s been a while,” his voice was calm, almost comforting. Or at least it would be if he wasn’t my former owner, “I’ve missed you.”
 
      He tilted my chin upwards to look at my face, and a tear streamed down my cheek. I hated seeing him, and I hated that he was here. I hated how I used to think of him as my father and that maybe he would change one day. I hated our whole connection. 
 
      “Sorry about that, but I needed them to keep you from running off again,” he apologized. 
 
      “What...do you want?” I asked almost whispering. 
 
      Arnold smiled, “You Rose,” he got down on one knee, “I want my daughter back. “
 
      “I’m not your daughter,” I pulled my face away from his hands, “and I’m not going back with you.”
 
      “Oh? But you will. See, after my years in hiding, things started to change. At first I was going to let you go, but then I went to a fight one day, and saw that the fighters were older than thirteen.” he stood tall over me, “Then I thought, I could get my child back into this. We could make millions together, just like before.”
 
      I clenched my teeth and stared up at him. The tears were getting harder for me to control. 
 
      “Look at you,” he pulled some tissue from his pocket and wiped the tears from my eyes. “You’re so weak now. I remember what you were like before. Nothing could hurt you. I didn’t have to punish you anymore, I gave you whatever you wanted- don’t you want that again?”
 
      When I didn’t answer, he sighed. “I guess this is all a shock for you. I’ll give you some time to decide and will contact you again, but make your decision wisely,” he gripped my chin tightly. “People will get hurt if you don’t. Even Winee.”
 
      “Leave her alone-” not thinking, I sprang to my feet and grabbed him by his shirt, but he proved to still be stronger than me, and slammed me on my back. He was actually a lot stronger than he used to be. 
 
      Arnold fixed his suit jacket and glared down at me, “Next time you try something like that, there will be consequences.”
 
      I struggled to bring in air and started feel dizzy. 
 
      “I’ll contact you again for your decision. You know what will happen if I don’t like your answer,” he started walking away. 
 
      “Rose?!” I heard a tired Cameron call. He disregarded the black car, Arnold, and the two girls and ran straight to me. Arnold smiled and motioned for the girls to follow. 
 
      “Are you okay?” he asked as he watched Arnold and the girls head back to the car. 
 
      I watched them with tears in my eyes. He was going to hurt the people that I loved if I didn’t give him the answer that he wanted.    
 
      “Rose?” Lorena ran towards us, but stopped when she saw Arnold get into the car and pull off. She looked like she’d just seen a ghost.
 
      “Go bring the car around, Ren,” Cameron said. Lorena ran back to get her car. 
 
      “What are you guys doing here?” I asked. 
 
      “I saw that car start following you, and then I followed the car. Lorena was pulling over when I saw her, and then we started looking for you.”
 
      “Oh...” was all I could get out. 
 
      Lorena pulled her car around and Cameron put me in the front seat, then he jumped into the back, “We should take her to the hospital,” Cameron said urgently. Lorena just looked at me as if asking if that were him, but I didn’t give any indication that it was. I just turned and looked out the window. 
 
      “Lorena-”
 
      “We’re not going to the hospital,” I said. 
 
      “But-”
 
      “No. I’m tired of the hospital. Plus...I’m fine,” I had no broken bones, and I finally caught my breath. The only real problem with my body would be the black and purple bruises on my back and stomach.
 
      Cameron sighed, knowing that he couldn’t argue with me and win. 
 
      Lorena started driving, and I didn’t care where to. 
 
      “So, who was that?” Cameron asked, “What happened-well not what happened-but why?”
 
      I didn’t answer right away because I was trying to think of the right thing to say. I still didn’t want Cameron to know about me and Lorena’s past. Plus with him knowing, he might want to do something about it and that might lead to him being killed. 
 
      “I don’t think she really wants to talk about it right now, Cam,” Lorena said. When I turned to her she didn’t look back, just forward. 
 
      My head was throbbing, and I was falling asleep when the car came to a stop. I snapped out of my daze and saw that we were at Lorena’s apartment. I figured she didn’t take me to my aunt’s because she wanted to talk and I didn’t question her. Besides, she can put up a good argument, and I had no energy to argue back. 
 
      Cameron quickly got out of the car and helped me out. Then we followed Lorena to her apartment and went inside. Cameron and I sat down on the couch while Lorena went to get the first aid kit. 
 
      Cameron looked at me with worried eyes and rubbed my hand. It was soothing. “You sure you just don’t want to go to the hospital?”
 
      I gave Cameron a fake smile and nodded, “Yeah, I’m sure.”
 
      “Rose, what was that? Who were they?”
 
      “No one I can tell you about,” I continued to hold my fake smile, “but thank you-for coming after me...thank you.”
 
      “Any time. I don’t want to see anything bad happen to you. Ever.” 
 
      Lorena walked in with the first aid kit and sat it down on the table. I saw how she frowned at my hand in Cameron’s before she walked to the kitchen to get some cold water for me. 
 
      “Thank you,” I said as I took the glass of water. 
 
      “Cameron, did you want any?” Lorena asked before sitting down. 
 
      “No, thank you,” Cameron said. He let my hand go and rubbed on his thighs. 
 
      Lorena looked me up and down, “Where are you hurt at?”
 
      “My back and stomach,” I answered. 
 
      Lorena lifted my shirt from the back. “You’re bleeding, and a little purple. Here, take your shirt off,” when she saw that I was struggling she helped pull my shirt off and tossed it to the floor, then she dabbed an alcohol wipe on the cut on my back. 
 
      I tried to look at Lorena, who I was sure had plenty of questions about what she had just saw, and sighed, “Cameron, can I get some time alone with Lorena?”
 
      Cameron frowned at first, then he smiled and stood up, “I guess you guys have a few things to talk about.”
 
      “Yeah, thank you again,” I said. 
 
      “Like I said, any time Rose,” he kissed me on my forehead and left the apartment. 
 
      Lorena continued to tend to the cut on my back, and didn’t speak a word. 
 
      “I appreciate this,” I said, “I don’t deserve it, so thank you.”
 
      Lorena didn’t reply. When she finished with my cut she lightly pushed against my shoulder to make me lay back, then she examined the various bruises on my stomach. Lorena frowned, and then went into the kitchen. When she came back she had a bag of ice and rested it down on my stomach. 
 
      “Lorena....”
 
      Lorena sat down next to me and took a deep breath, “Was that him?”
 
      I bit my lip and nodded, “That was Arnold.”
 
      Lorena’s eyes widened, “Like Arnold Kiboski?”
 
      I nodded again. 
 
      “Well, what does he want?” 
 
      I clenched my teeth, “Me...Maybe you...” I shook my head. “He said he’s going to give me time to decide.”
 
      “I don’t understand. Decide what?”
 
      “To go back to him, or not. He’s letting me decide.”
 
      “And if you say no?”
 
      I looked Lorena in her eyes, and couldn’t imagine anything bad happening to her. I didn’t want to.
 
      Lorena nodded as if reading my mind. She knew that he would come after her if I didn’t make the right decision.
 
      “You know, that day I lost everything,” I said, looking away from her, “I lost the hope you gave me, and my best friend,” I shook my head. “You were all I had back then, and when I lost you I completely lost everything. I never want to feel that way again.”
 
      “You won’t have to,” Lorena gave a slight smile, but nothing reassuring. I was tempted to ask what that meant, but was afraid of her reply, so I didn’t. “Get some rest. You need some. We can make a call to the police when you wake up.”
 
   I wanted to tell her that the cops weren’t on our side, but then I thought of Detective Roy and Carter. I could tell them to come back when I woke up, and Arnold would have go back into hiding. 
 
   “Okay,” I said, spreading out on the couch. 
 
   Lorena looked down at me with glossy blue eyes, “I missed you.”
 
       “I missed you too.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 34
 
      I woke up from the sound of soft footsteps coming from the hallway. Lorena slowly entered the living room just enough for me to see her beautiful face in the moonlight. I sat up and looked out the window at the stars.
 
      When I turned back to look at Lorena she was smiling at me, and I saw a twinkle in her ocean colored eyes. She stepped out from the darkness with nothing but a white sheet wrapped around her and spun around.  
 
      I tried to call her name, but there was no sound coming from my lips, then she laughed again and put her finger to hers. I frowned in confusion, but then sat back as she approached me. I didn’t know what was going on, but right now I didn’t care. It’s been a while since I really enjoyed myself, and I wasn’t going to ruin this moment because of my constant worries that something bad will happen. 
 
      I looked up at Lorena, who was running her fingers through my curly hair, and mouthed the words ‘I love you.’ She then sat down on my lap and I mouthed the words back, then laughed again, causing me to laugh again. 
 
      I couldn’t get around how beautiful she was and it gave me butterflies, only this time they weren’t unbearable. I slid my hand into her curls and wrapped my arm around her. How did we get to this? Or how could we get to this? I looked into her eyes one last time before I opened mine. 
 
     *                            *                              *
 
      Lorena was sitting on the armrest of the couch with her legs curled up and her chin rested on her arms. Even in reality she was gorgeous, but not as happy as she was in my dreams. 
 
      I wanted to ask her if everything was okay, but I already knew the answer, so I didn’t say anything. She just sat there staring into nothing. When I figured she wasn’t going to speak, I just turned to the blank TV screen. 
 
      “You were never very good at comforting me,” She said softly.
 
      “Hmm?” I turned back to face her, but she still wouldn’t look at me. 
 
      “Comforting. You have always sucked at it.”
 
      I didn’t know what to say back. 
 
      “I knew you cared about me, but you were always so cold. I remember wondering if you even knew how to show your feelings.” She slightly smiled, “You were so weird at first, but then I grew to like you,” she turned to me. “I guess that’s why I was so attached to you once we met again.”
 
      I thought back to how we cuddled in our sleep together. On the coldest roughest nights I found so much comfort lying next to her. 
 
      “I knew it was you...” She sighed, “Something told me that you were that girl- the only person I could remember,” She laughed. “The very person that wiped all of my memories away.”
 
      I looked away from her, feeling awkward. Ever since I learned who she really was, I’ve felt nothing but guilt for what I had done to her. Even though I was okay with taking away all the bad memories, I felt horrible for destroying her good ones too. 
 
      “I’m sorry,” I said in almost a whisper. 
 
      “Don’t be. I forgive you,” She gave me a reassuring smile, “I realized after you told me the truth that you were just trying to push me away, and now I see why,” she shook her head. “Besides, you gave me a second chance at living a happy life. Even if it was by accident.”
 
      I swallowed, trying to keep myself from crying with joy. She forgave me. After everything, Lorena forgave me, “Thank you.”
 
      Lorena nodded. Then she shivered and rubbed her arms, “So, he’s really dangerous huh?”
 
      I sat up, “Very.”
 
      “What are we going to do about him?”
 
      I shrugged, “I really don’t know. There’s a detective- Detective Roy- that hunts Arnold for sport. Arnold stays clear of him and his team. I could tell Roy to come back and see what he wants to do about it.”
 
      “You don’t want to call the police tonight?”
 
      “No, they work with Arnold.”
 
      “Hmm,” Lorena rested her head on her arms again, “well, I guess it wouldn’t be safe for you to go home tonight huh?”
 
      “Oh, if you want me to-”
 
      “I don’t,” She smiled tiredly. “Haven’t had a sleepover in a while.”
 
      I sighed with relief, because I really didn’t want to leave yet. 
 
      Lorena climbed onto the couch with me and faced me, “This isn’t going to work out,” she laughed. 
 
      “Not at all,” I laughed with her. 
 
      Lorena jumped off of the couch and held her hand out to me, “Come to bed with me.”
 
      I took her hand and followed her down the hall to her bedroom. She let go of my hand laid down closest to the wall. It was just like how we slept in my room at home, so why was I feeling so nervous? 
 
   I slowly got down in the bed with her and she gently wrapped her arm around me.  
 
      “Rose?”
 
      “Huh?” I almost jumped. 
 
      “How come you don’t call me Winee anymore?”
 
      “Because you’re Lorena.”
 
      When she didn’t reply I figured that I had to go on. 
 
      “You and Winee are different. I mean, you’re the same people, but then you’re not. You can’t remember everything from when I called you Winee, so you’re different now. You’re Lorena. I hope I don’t sound weird.”
 
      “You don’t, but who do you like better?”
 
      “I loved Winee, and...” I didn’t know how to say it.
 
      Lorena reached down and held my hand. I took a deep breath, feeling her soft touch on my skin, “You know I could never hate you right?”
 
      I didn’t respond right away because I was still staring down at our hands, “I could never hate you either- ever,” I gripped her hand tighter, “cutting you off wasn’t easy. I kept asking myself if that was something my father would have done for my mother, because he loved her so much. I wasn’t sure if he would sacrifice his happiness to keep her safe, and since I couldn’t get an answer from him, I just hoped that’s what he would have done...I love you, Lorena,” I sighed when I noticed that she was asleep. I guess I would have to remember to tell her again another time, “I love you...”
 
   I let myself drift off into another deep sleep. 
 
      *                                *                             *
 
   I sat in the living room while eating ice cream from a bowl, and waited for my parents to stop arguing so that we could go out to the park. I didn’t know what they were arguing about, and I really didn’t care, because this was their forth argument this week. Maybe the first time I would have tried to stop it, but after the second and the third, I decided to just let them scream it out. Besides, even if I wanted to hear what they were saying, I couldn’t, because they were in the back room. 
 
   I finished my ice cream and turned to look out the window. It was such a nice sunny day and all I wanted to do was go to the park with my parents and have a good time. Why did they have to argue so much? Sometimes I got worried that they would divorce and I would be stuck in a custody battle, but then I figured that would never happen and left the thought alone. 
 
   The bedroom door flew open and my mom walked out with a large briefcase, “So what are we supposed to do?!” My eyes widened when she sat the briefcase next to the couch then walked back to her room for another one. 
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked. No one answered. 
 
   “We can go to another country for a little while,” my dad said. “Rose would love it out there-”
 
   “Another country!?” Mom yelled, “With what money!? The money you owe that-” my mom stopped and took a deep breath when she saw the worried look on my face, “go play outside baby.”
 
   “Okay,” I slowly got off of the couch and then walked to the door. Before I stepped out I looked back at my parents one more time and smiled, “It’ll be okay. Once we get to the park, everything will be better.”
 
   My mother put up a fake smile, “Yeah, we’ll go in a minute.”
 
   I looked down at the briefcase, and I knew that the park wasn’t where we were going. Once I got outside, the door was pushed behind me, but was cracked. I walked to the front of the house to try and see through the blinds, but I couldn’t. Now that I was outside, I tried to think of something that would keep my mind off of moving to a whole different country.
 
   “Rose!” my friend Cassidy was playing with her bubbles in her front yard across the street, “Can you come over!?”
 
   I looked back at my house one last time and nodded. Usually, I would go ask if I could cross the street, but I didn’t want to bother them while they were blowing out their vocal cords. I walked towards the street while looking to my right and made sure no cars were coming. I heard a car zooming in from my left so I knew not to cross just yet. 
 
   A white van screeched to a stop in front of me and I fell backwards. The van door flew open and someone with a black ski mask jumped out of the van to grab me. I turned over as fast as I could to get to my feet and run back to the house, but the man got me before I could get up. 
 
   I was relieved when I saw the front door to my house open and my parents come running to save me. I reached for their hands, but they were too far away, “Mommy!” I screamed. She was running for me with my dad right behind her, “Mommy!” I cried, “Help!” I tugged at the guy’s arm around my waist as he pulled me into the truck. Once I saw the van door closing I knew my parents wouldn’t have been able to get me back, “Help!”
 
   The door closed in front of me, and since there were no windows, I couldn’t see them as we drove away. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
      The next day, I called my aunt and told her about what had happened yesterday. At first she was mad that I didn’t call her earlier, but then she started freaking out about moving again, or getting me under protection. 
 
      “Just get home, okay, baby? I’ll be here all day, just get home and we’ll figure something out.”
 
      “Okay-”
 
      “I’ll call Detective Roy. He’s going to want to hear about this, you don’t even worry about it.”
 
      “Okay Shan-”
 
      “Please, you and Lorena just get back here safely. I need to see you- do you need to go to the hospital?”
 
      “No, I’m fine. Lorena took care-”
 
      “Okay, then hurry and get home. I’ll be here.”
   “Okay, Shannon. Be there soon.”
 
      “Okay, baby.”
 
      I hung up the phone and smiled at Lorena, and oddly, she smiled back. This wasn’t even a funny situation, but my aunt knew how to make it one. 
 
      “You ready to head back?” Lorena asked. 
 
      “Yeah, I don’t want Shannon having a heart attack,” I said, trying to stand. Lorena got to her feet and helped me to mine, then she grabbed her keys and helped me outside to the car. 
 
      The sun shined brighter than it did yesterday, and it was a lot warmer out. I got the feeling that this was almost over. 
 
      Before I got into the car, I looked around for any suspicious vehicles or people, and then when we pulled out of the parking lot, I made sure that no one was following us. 
 
      My phone rang and I answered, “Hello?”
 
      “Hey Rose,” It was Cameron, “how are you feeling?”
 
      “I’m fine. Heading back home now,” I answered. 
 
      “Oh, you spent the night? That means you and Lorena are okay now?” he tried to sound happy about it. 
 
      I looked over at Lorena. “Yeah, we’re okay now.”
 
      “Well, that’s good. You talk to the police?”
 
      “No, not yet. The police can’t really be trusted. There’s someone that can be though, so don’t worry.”
 
      “Okay,” Cameron sighed with relief. 
 
      “Cameron?”
 
      “Yeah?”
 
      “Don’t tell anyone about what you saw yesterday. Those people are dangerous.”
   “I know. Don’t worry.”
 
      “Thanks. Don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.”
 
      Cameron didn’t respond right away, “Well, I’ll call you later to check up on you.”
 
      “Okay,” I said, “talk to you later.”
 
      “Yeah,” he hung up. 
 
      I put my phone away and rested my head back on the head rest. 
 
      “He likes you,” Lorena said with a slight smile. 
 
      “I know,” I looked over at her, “but my mind isn’t on that right now,” because my mind was on her. 
 
      When we got to my aunt’s house, she ran out and gave me a very painful hug, “Come inside, you too Lorena. Detective Roy wants you both to stay together. “
 
      Lorena looked at me, “Does he know who I am?”
 
      Aunt Shannon frowned in confusion. “Know who you are?” She closed the front door and shut the curtains, “He knows you were with Rose and that Arnold saw you....” She looked from me to Lorena, “What’s going on?”
 
      I slowly sat down on the couch, and Lorena sat down at the kitchen table, “Me and Rose...”
 
      I sighed, “Arnold didn’t just take me. He took Lorena too.”
 
      Aunt Shannon flopped onto the couch next to me, “I don’t understand. You two didn’t even know each other when you met. Or did you?”
 
      “Sort of...” Lorena said, “I had only a small memory of her, and she thought that I was gone.”
 
      “Gone? Gone how? Like dea...” when she saw the looks on our faces she was lost for words. 
 
      “I thought I killed her,” I said. 
 
      Aunt Shannon grabbed my hand, “Goodness,” She hugged me, “I had no idea you were holding onto that all this time. You went through so much.”
 
      “I know,” I sighed, “I can’t wait until it’s all over.”
 
      “Oh it will be soon,” She pulled away, “Roy is on the next flight back with his own personal team. He’s going to have you two under protection by his best cops, and now that he knows Arnold is here, he’s going to hunt him down,” Aunt Shannon stood up, “until then, Lorena, stay here until you can be escorted back. I’m going to cook us something to eat.”
 
      “Okay,” Lorena answered. She left the kitchen and sat down on the couch next to me. 
 
      That night, we laid down in my room together talking about the past and the few good times we had together, then Lorena fell asleep. I was right behind her, but not until after I sent Arnold one last text: I’m never coming back. 
 
   I blocked his number before he could reply, and then I fell asleep. 
 
   *                            *                               *
 
    I spent the entire morning looking out the window, making sure that Arnold didn’t come by before Detective Roy could get here. He called at six in the morning saying that he’s back in Ohio and that he’s on his way from the airport. 
 
    Lorena came in to the living room with her hair all over her head while rubbing her eyes, “Good morning,” She said. 
 
   “Morning,” I figured nothing crazy was going to happen right now and backed away from the window. 
 
   “How do you feel?” She asked. 
 
   “I’m fine now. Just waiting on Roy. He’s on his way.”
 
   We both sat down on the couch and I turned on the TV. Lorena rested her head on my shoulder, “So, Roy was the one who saved you?”
 
   “Hmm? Yeah,” I remembered the day the front doors flew open and a whole team came in with guns and masks, “He saved me.” 
 
   “You really think he can end all of this?” 
 
   “....I hope so. Arnold keeps clear of Roy because he’s the only person that was able to get close enough to put him behind bars. Roy is one of those very determined detectives.”
 
   “I just can’t wait until Arnold is gone for good.”
 
   “Believe me, once they catch him they’ll make sure to get him behind bars forever.”
 
   Lorena and I waited in the living room until Roy came knocking. I was dozing off when I heard a loud banging on the door. 
 
    Aunt Shannon rushed into the living room, “What the hell?”
 
    “Its Detectives Roy and Carter!” Detective Roy yelled. 
 
    I got to my feet and put my finger over my lips for them to be quiet, then I looked through the peep hole and saw the detectives standing tiredly at the front door. I opened it up and the two men walked inside. 
 
     Detective Roy frowned at Shannon, then looked to Lorena and me. “So, you two okay?”
 
     “We’re fine,” I answered. “You need some water or something?” I asked. He and Carter looked like they haven’t slept for days, and water was the only thing I could think to offer them right now. 
 
     “Yes, please,” Carter said. 
 
     “I’m fine,” Roy said. 
 
     I went back to get a cold glass of water for Detective Carte, and then handed it to him. “So, what’s going on?” I sat back down next to Lorena. 
 
   “Yeah, what’s the plan, Roy?” My aunt asked, folding her arms. 
 
   Roy sighed, “Well, I’ve been thinking this over all night. Lorena, you live alone, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” Lorena nodded. 
 
   “Ok, I think it would be better if I have two of my men escorting and keeping surveillance on the two of you together. So, Lorena, I’ll need you to stay here with Rose for a little while, and I can have Carter take you back home to get a few things. The rest of my guys and myself will be out getting leads, and finding any clues that would lead us to Arnold.”
 
   “What about Cameron?” I asked. Arnold had seen Cameron’s face, and now could be plotting to hurt him to get to me. 
 
   “Cameron?” Roy wrote down in his pad. 
 
   “Yeah, he saw what was happening and helped me out. Arnold saw him.”
 
   “OK, I’ll have someone watching him as well. Anything else?”
 
   “Oh, Arnold drives a black car,” I thought that might have helped. 
 
   “What kind?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it has bullet proof windows that you can’t even see into. Kind of like a limo.”
 
   Roy quickly wrote into his notepad, “Anything else you want to give me?”
 
   I told him about the text messages and showed him the number. It belonged to a disposable phone.
 
   “So, I just stay here?” Lorena asked. 
 
   “Just until we catch that bastard. Continue going to school and whatnot. It might lead him out.”
 
   “You can’t make these girls decoys, Roy!” Aunt Shannon yelled. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, “I blocked his number, so he has no way of contacting me, but to either send someone, or come out himself, and either way, we’ll have an escort or something.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s fine, Mrs. Shannon,” Lorena said. 
 
   Aunt Shannon sighed. “They better not get hurt, Roy,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
   “Don’t worry. I actually plan on keeping them from harm,” Roy closed his notepad and tucked it away in his pocket. “Alright girls, I’m going to head back to the station and get my boys.”
 
   “Trustworthy?” Shannon asked. 
 
   “Every single one of them. Carter, take Lorena to get her things and then come back to the station.”
 
   “Alright,” Carter nodded towards Lorena to go with him. 
 
   “Be right back,” Lorena said. 
 
   I watched as the three of them walked out of the house and hoped that everything would be okay. I really hoped that Roy would get him this time. 
 
   My aunt came and gave me a hug, resting her head on my shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. Things will get better soon, and I won’t let anything happen to you. Not again.”
 
   I took a deep breath and pulled away, “Thanks, Shannon.” Mentally, I was exhausted and just needed some sleep, but I couldn’t help but worry about Lorena while she was out of my sight. I guess my imagination could get the best of me sometimes, or I just watched way too many movies. 
 
   While sitting by the window, once again, I found myself waiting on Lorena’s return instead of making sure that Arnold wouldn’t be making another attack. I thought that after seeing him, I would be traumatized and jumping at my own shadow, but I wasn’t. I actually felt good about Roy being back and on the hunt, and I felt even better that Lorena would be safe by my side the entire time. If she could just get home now. 
 
   Once we were finally at the end of all of this, we could return to our old lives- our better lives, and I could finally be like any other person in the world. My worries could be about stupid things, or my grades-what to do with my hair-just unimportant stuff. 
 
   I felt a gentle touch on my shoulder, and woke up to see that it was Lorena. She had come in a few minutes ago, and Detective Carter had already brought her bags inside. 
 
   “Why are you sleeping by the window?” Lorena laughed. 
 
   “Waiting for you,” I said, rubbing my eyes. I stood to my feet and looked back out the window. There was a black car parked outside of the house and I quickly shut the curtains. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” Lorena opened them a little and waved, “they’re with Roy.”
 
   “You sure?” I peeked out to look and they waved back at us. 
 
   “Yeah, a white and black police car would be too obvious.”
 
   I felt a little stupid after she said that, and headed to my bedroom. Today flew by quicker than usual, and all I wanted to do was go to sleep. Just for a little while, I needed to stop thinking. 
 
   Lorena followed behind me, and we got into the bed together.  
 
   My body felt heavy, but I couldn’t seem to fall asleep anymore. Not with Lorena, who fell right to sleep, shifting around right next to me. I didn’t feel this way sleeping at her house, I guess it’s just because we’re closer. 
 
   Lorena shifted one last time, sliding her arm around me and tucking her head into my back. I looked down at her hand that dangled over my side and smiled. She was just as tired as I was. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 36
 
      The next couple of days were better than I’d imagined. Me and Lorena stayed in the house the entire time, ordered our favorite foods every night, watched my movie collection, played board games, and baked all sorts of cupcakes and cookies. It got to the point where my aunt had to go back out and buy groceries just so that we could bake more sweets. 
 
      Cameron called a few times to make sure that I was okay, but I avoided talking on the phone with him for too long, because it was starting to get awkward. I could tell that Cameron had feelings for me a long time ago, but back then it was easy to ignore. Now, he shows it pretty clearly, since me and Lorena have gotten close again. 
 
      When Abigale called, she was completely unaware of the attack, which made it a lot easier to talk to her. I invited her over so that we could just have a girl’s night and chill out for a while.  
 
      “Ok, ok, where do I go next?” Lorena laughed, playing on Abigale’s game system. 
 
      “Go left!” I yelled. 
 
      “No right! Right! It’s too many zombies that way!” Abigale laughed. 
 
      “Oh, shoot- I went left,” Lorena laughed. “Dammit, Rose.”
 
      “Ahhh, shoot em!” I laughed, “They’re eating you!”
   “Oh my gosh, you’re killing my high score,” Abigale shook her head. 
 
      “What is going on?” Aunt Shannon asked walking into the living room. 
 
      “Lorena died,” Abigale said. 
 
      “Yes, I died,” Lorena sat the remote control down on the floor. 
 
      “You suck,” I said picking up the controller. 
 
      “You’re the one who told me to go left!” 
 
      “That didn’t mean you had to listen,” I laughed. 
 
      Aunt Shannon shook her head. “Ya’ll and your games,” she walked back to her room after getting a glass of water. 
 
      I restarted the game and started playing, while Lorena and Abigale munched on the cookies we baked. 
 
      “So do you like, live here now?” Abigale asked. 
 
      “No, not living, just....having a really long sleepover,” Lorena answered. 
 
      “Riiiiight,” Abigale nodded. 
 
      “I’m serious. I still have my apartment.”
 
      “Ok, I believe you,” Abigale said sarcastically. 
 
      “Although, I wouldn’t mind living here. It’s nice. I’m not alone all the time.”
 
      I smiled, but left no comment. 
 
      “So, when are you coming back to school? You should have like one hundred tardies by now,” Abigale asked. 
 
      “Oh, I talked to the school already. We have an understanding.”
 
      “Miss Shy has been worried. She definitely won’t stop asking about you,” she nodded in my direction. 
 
      “How is she?” I asked. I tried not to feel guilty about just leaving and not saying goodbye. Miss Shy was the only person I talked to for a while, and she honestly did help me through a few things. I hoped she didn’t worry about me too much. 
 
      “Same old, same old. Just annoying. You should call her or something.”
 
      “I don’t know-”
 
      “I think if she doesn’t hear from you soon enough, she will be at your doorstep.”
 
      “That wouldn’t be bad,” Lorena said. “We should meet up with her.”
 
      “Yeah, it would be nice to see her again,” I said. Luckily, I didn’t delete her number out of my phone. She gave it to me for emergencies, in case I felt suicidal or incredibly depressed. 
 
      We played the game a little longer, and then gave Abigale our hugs goodbye. “You should keep in contact more often,” I said. 
 
      “You’re telling me that?” Abigale laughed as she backed out of the house. 
 
      “Ok, I’ll keep in touch. Better?”
 
      “Good,” Abigale looked back at the black car. “You guys be safe out there.”
 
      Lorena peeked outside, “We will. You be safe getting home.”
 
      “No problem,” She looked at the black car one last time and then got into hers. After she drove away I waved at the driver sitting in front of the house. He waved back. 
 
      I backed back into the house and closed the door. It smelled like cupcakes.
 
      Lorena sat down on the couch, “You gonna call Miss Shy?”
 
      “Yeah, we can probably finally leave the house and go see her tomorrow. You think she’ll be at work?”
 
      “It’s Saturday tomorrow. She doesn’t work on the weekends. At least not at the school.”
 
      “Oh, yeah. Right,” I sat down next to Lorena and pulled out my cell phone. Then I dialed Miss Shy, and waited for her to pick up. 
 
      “Hello?” She answered after the first ring. 
 
      “Hey, Miss Shy,” I said shyly. 
 
      “Rose?” she sounded surprised. 
 
      “Yeah, It’s me,” I answered. 
 
      “Is everything okay? Are you alright?”
 
      “I’m fine,” I chuckled, “It’s just been a while since I’ve talked to you.”
 
      “Yeah, I was told that you were being home schooled.”
 
      “Yeah...”
 
      “I heard about Jessie...I’m sorry that happened, Rose.”
 
      I looked over at Lorena, “Yeah, I am too. Hey, if you’re free tomorrow, you want to go and get some breakfast or something?”
   “Yeah, sure, no problem,” Miss Shy answered quickly. 
 
      “Oh- okay. Cool then. We can meet up at the bagel spot in downtown.”
 
      “Alright, I’ll see you then.”
 
      “Okay, good night.”
 
      “Night.”
 
      We hung up the phone and I took a deep breath.
 
      “Sound like you were asking her out on a date,” Lorena said smiling. 
 
      “Jealous, much?” I teased. 
 
      “A little,” Lorena got up and went to the kitchen. “We should start cleaning before your aunt flips.”
 
      “Yeah,” I jumped to my feet and went to help her. 
 
      There was still some cake batter left in the bowl and I dipped my finger in and ate it. 
 
      “You’re going to get sick,” Lorena took the bowl and put it in the sink before I could get another lick. 
 
      “Yeah, sure,” I put my hand in the spilled flour on the counter and blew it at her. The flour flew off of my hand like dust, and sprinkled all around her. 
 
      “Rose, we’re supposed to be cleaning,” She was trying to be serious, but I could tell she wanted to smile. 
 
      “Yeah, I know,” I did it again a second time and watched her expression. Lorena just stared at me for a moment, then grabbed a hand full of flour from the bag and smashed it against my face. When she saw the surprised look I gave her, she burst out laughing. 
 
      I took the chance, while she wasn’t paying any attention, to do the same thing to her. She stopped her laughter and stared at me with flour falling from her face. A few seconds later, we both went at it with the flour, getting it everywhere. The kitchen looked like a fire had started, because it was so much flour in the air being tossed around. 
 
      I ended up grabbing the bag of flower and tried to toss the whole thing on her, but I ended up slipping and falling to the floor and the bag emptied on top of me. Lorena burst out laughing even louder, which looked funny, yet scary, since her face was completely white. 
 
      Aunt Shannon came marching down the hall again just to stare at us for a long moment, then turned back around, shaking her head. 
 
      I grabbed some flour from my head and tried to throw it up at Lorena, but it just floated back down on top of me. “Ugh, we have to clean this up.” The kitchen was a mess. 
 
   *                                 *                                *
 
      I nervously walked into the bagel shop with Lorena, and looked around for Miss Shy. When we didn’t find her, we sat far away from the windows at a booth, where we ordered our bagels and orange juice. 
 
      “Maybe she had things to do,” Lorena said, trying to cheer me up. “Miss Shy doesn’t seem like the type to stand people up.”
 
      “Yeah,” I said, looking out the window. Instead of looking for Miss Shy, I was making sure our escort was where he was supposed to be. It was the first time Lorena and I left the house since the incident with Arnold, and I really didn’t want to have another run in with him. He was way too strong. 
 
      My phone rang and a very urgent Miss Shy answered the phone, “Hello?”
   “Rose!?” 
 
      “Yeah? Is everything okay?” I asked. 
 
      “Everything’s fine. I’m so sorry, but I won’t be able to make it to breakfast.”
 
      “Well, that’s okay, sounds like you have something more important to get to,” In the background I heard loud popping noises, “Miss Shy?”
 
      “Officer down!” Someone yelled, “Officer-” The line went dead. 
 
      “Is everything okay?” Lorena asked. 
 
      The store door flew open and our escort motioned for us to come back with him, “We have to get you guys to safety.”
 
      “Why? What’s wrong?” Lorena asked standing up. 
 
      The woman approached us with our bagels and I took them from the plates and walked out of the store. The popping noises that I heard over the phone sound like they were somewhere around here. 
 
      “Miss Shy!” I was about to run to her rescue, wherever she was, but one of the escorts grabbed me, and pulled me into the car. Miss Shy must have gotten caught up in some sort of shoot-out. 
 
      “What’s happening!?” Lorena asked looking out the back window. 
 
      “We just need to get you guys to safety, that’s all,” the escort said. We drove back to the house, and when we pulled up, there were two other black cars and Detective Carter outside. 
 
      “No, not here,” I heard Carter say. “Take them to the station.”
 
      I tried to open the door, but it was locked, “Detective Carter!” I yelled up front. 
 
      Carter only looked at me for a second, then quickly walked away. 
 
      “What’s going on?!” I asked the escort. 
 
      “Roy will talk to you when we get to the station. We just need to keep you guys there for a little while.”
 
      I looked over at Lorena and then back to my phone and hoped that Miss Shy was okay. When I dialed her number again, no one answered. 
 
      “Everything’s okay,” Lorena said trying to comfort me, but she didn’t know. She didn’t know anything.
 
    
 
   Chapter 37
 
    
 
      When we got to the station, we were rushed in through the back door. There were cops and other employees going about their business, and there wasn’t as much commotion as I thought there would be. Me and Lorena were led to one of the rooms in the back, and were told to wait for Roy.
 
      We sat across from each other at the table and didn’t say a word, because we were both lost in thought. I pulled out my phone and was about to call my Aunt, but the door opened and Roy walked inside. 
 
      “What’s going on?” I asked. Lorena had on the same confused expression as me. 
 
   Roy sighed and closed the door behind him. He looked drained and dehydrated, like he did the last time we saw him. 
 
   “Roy?” Lorena said.
 
   Roy pulled out a chair at the end of the table and sat down. He had nothing but bad news written all over his face, and I couldn’t take the anticipation. 
 
   “There was an issue a block away from you- I’m sure you heard the commotion,” Roy started. He was talking about the gun shots, “Some of Arnold’s men tried to take your friend.”
   I held my and I could feel my face turning red. Roy was talking about Cameron. 
 
     “I thought that he might go for the kid, so I had a few extras staying on Cameron for the extra protection. Once they made their move, about four of my men went after them. It turned into a gun fight, and Cameron got hit.”
 
   “What? Is he...” Lorena didn’t finish.
 
   “He’s fine, and under protection at the hospital now.”
 
   I stared in the opposite direction at the stone walls, “Did he know he was being used?”
 
   “To a certain extent, yes. He just didn’t know that he might have been Arnold’s next move. We knew Arnold wouldn’t come straight for you two. If anything he would have taken Cameron, then Lorena, then you.”
 
   I took a deep breath. 
 
   “Why?” Lorena asked. 
 
   Roy shrugged. “It’s just how he works. He-”
 
   “He tries to take away everything and everyone that’s important to you, so then you have nothing left but him,” I said. 
 
   They didn’t say anything for a moment after that, and I could feel their eyes on me, but I didn’t look back. 
 
   “Can I go see him?” I asked. 
 
   “In a little while. I doubt Arnold would be trying anything else today, but after we take you to see him, you will be under our protection. This is too dangerous-”
 
   “Clearly,” I snapped, “And what about my Aunt? Where is she?”
 
   “Headed to the safe house already.”
 
   “Safe house?” Lorena asked. 
 
   “Yeah, we’re going to send you guys away from here for a while, until we think it’s safe for you to come back.”
 
   I wanted to argue, but I didn’t have the energy. All I could do was hope that Cameron was okay.
 
   “What about my grandparents? Will they know where I am?” 
 
   “No, we can’t get them involved.”
 
   Lorena sighed and didn’t ask anything else. Roy got up and left the room, leaving me and Lorena to sit in silence again. 
 
   After hours of sitting at the police station, we were finally allowed to go see Cameron at the hospital. Roy said that he would be joining us after he’s released. 
 
   No one would tell us where they were sending us, and when I was able to contact my aunt, she wouldn’t tell me either. I imagined that we all would be cooped up in some small house for months together, while waiting to finally to go home. The only upside to this was being with Lorena all the time. 
 
    Our two escorts led us into the hospital, and then to Cameron. When I saw him lying in the bed unconscious, I felt like flipping out and having a tantrum, but my body wouldn’t let me do that. 
 
   Cameron’s mother was sitting by his side and holding his hand. I knew she was Cameron’s mom because of her light skin and big brown eyes. They looked just alike. 
 
   “Hi...” was all I could get out. Cameron being shot was my fault. I was the reason that his mother was crying. 
 
   Cameron’s mom looked up at me and wiped her eyes, “Rose,” she knew me from the wrestling meets, “and Lorena,” She sniffled. 
 
   “Hey, Mrs. Roberts,” Lorena said. 
 
   Mrs. Roberts tried to smile, but then she went back to wiping her eyes again. 
 
   “Has he woken up yet,” I said walking to the other side of him. 
 
   “Yeah, he just took some medicine and fell back to sleep. He was asking about you...”
 
   I took a deep breath, “Well, how is he doing? What did the doctor say?”
   “They said he’ll be just fine,” she sniffled again. “He just needs to recover. “
 
      I nodded slowly, “That’s good.” I traced my finger down his arm and to his hand. He was cold. Cameron actually looked like he was dead, and it scared me because he could have been. Arnold was going to try and take him and use him against me, or he was just going to kill him, and move on to either my aunt or Lorena. I’m really glad that Roy had extra men on him for protection, but the thought that he didn’t take him in- take us all in, made my blood boil. He should have moved us away from here after I told him about Arnold’s attack. At first I was okay with us being decoys, but now that I see how dangerous it really is, I’d rather just go into hiding. 
 
      I thought back to all the times Cameron made me smile or blush, and almost let my tears fall. I closed my eyes and faced the ceiling so to keep from losing control. 
 
      “Feeling guilty?” Mrs. Roberts said. I opened my eyes and turned to her, “I knew that somehow you were going to hurt him.”
 
      “Mrs. Roberts-”
 
      “No, let me finish,” She cut Lorena off, “Cameron told me about you- about how he had feelings for you, and I knew...I knew you were going to hurt him,” she said shaking her head. “Then I found out who you really are- about Cali- and I was so afraid for my son. He kept defending you, and defending you, that I actually started to believe him. Then you broke his heart. I don’t know what you did, but you hurt him, and now you almost killed him. I should have never let-”
 
      “Ma...” 
 
      All three of us looked to Cameron, who barely had his eyes open. He was looking directly at me with a dull expression, and then he smiled, “I was wondering when you’d show up.”
 
      Mrs. Roberts kissed his hand. “You shouldn’t be awake right now, baby.”
 
      “I guess I didn’t want to miss her visit,” Cameron didn’t take his eyes off of me.
 
      I smiled down at him, “How do you feel?”
 
      “Fantastic. I just had a bullet taken out of my side,” he could barely get a laugh out, “I guess I’ll have to go and get shot all the time for you to come see me,” his smile faded and he blankly stared at Lorena, “Hey.”
 
      “Hey,” Lorena gave a fake smile. She knew that he was jealous of her, and it made her feel uncomfortable. 
 
      “So, what’s going on?” Cameron asked me. 
 
      I took a deep breath, “They’re sending us into hiding.”
 
      “Where?” Cameron asked. 
 
      “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “They won’t tell us.”
 
      “Yeah, Roy said he was putting me into hiding as well. Arnold Kiboski is a pretty dangerous guy,” he said sarcastically. 
 
      I gave a slight smile, “Yeah...”
 
      “So you were one of his girls, huh?” Cameron asked, “I always wondered where you got that super strength from.”
 
      I nodded, “Yeah, and I guess he’s been having a hard time since he lost me.”
 
      “I bet he has. I would,” Cameron smiled up at me. 
 
      There was a knock on the door and one of the escorts peeked in. “We have to head back to the station,” he said. 
 
      I turned back to Cameron, “You should get some sleep, Cam. I’ll see you later,” I looked to Mrs. Roberts to say goodbye, but she was frowning at me. “I have to go, Cam. Hurry up and recover.”
 
      “I’ll do my best,” he smiled at me one last time before I left the room. 
 
      Lorena shut the door behind her and gave me a fake smile. “He seems like his old self already. He’ll be up in no time.” She was trying to fake her jealousy, but I could see it in her eyes. 
 
      “Yeah, he should be fine,” I said. We headed out the back door, and into a black truck, where we were driven back to the station. When we got there we found that our clothes had been packed and thrown in suitcases for us. 
 
      Roy took us to a room with a few twin beds and I wondered what beds were doing in a police station, but was too tired to ask. 
 
      “Get some sleep, you guys will be leaving around six tomorrow morning,” Roy said. 
 
      “You’re not taking us?” Lorena asked. 
 
      “No, I’m having some of my guys do it. Just be ready to go.”
   “What about our other things?” I asked, “My parents’ picture...”
 
      Roy sighed. “I’ll try to get that to you when I have time.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Everything will be taken care of,” he turned the light off and shut the door. 
 
      I nodded, and laid back on the bed. Lorena was on the bed next to mine. Neither of us could sleep, and kept switching positions to get comfortable. I thought it was the bed, but it was really just me. There was so much running through my head, and I didn’t know what to do to stop it. 
 
      Why couldn’t things turn out the way that I hoped? Why did all of this have to happen to me, and when was it going to stop? I’ve been through so much, and I don’t know if I can handle anything else. Maybe another move was good for me, but then again, I didn’t want to move away. Who knew when it would be safe? If they never caught Arnold, he would always be out there looking for me. He would always be there to hurt the people that I love, and if they found him, how could we know that they’d actually get him into prison this time? I don’t want my life to be like this forever, I don’t want to always have to hide...
 
      Lorena wiped away the tears that ran down my cheeks. She heard me crying and came to comfort me, just like back at Cameron’s party. “Things will get better.”
 
      “I hope so,” I whispered. “I hate this.”
 
      She wiped away more of my tears and smiled. “They will. Move over,” Lorena laid down facing me. “Once everything is over, you could finally live a normal life. You could live one with me, and we could repeat our senior year together.”
 
      That made me laugh. Lorena and I have missed way too many classes, and most likely wouldn’t be graduating. I knew that I wouldn’t, but I didn’t see a problem with starting over again. I would start over with a better life, and easier problems to solve. I would finally be able to worry about pointless things. 
 
      “Me and you are going to be together forever, you know that right? I’m never letting you go,” Lorena said. 
 
      “That sounds a little creepy,” I laughed, then sniffled. 
 
      “Yeah, I know,” Lorena stared into my eyes for a long time, and I wish I knew what she was thinking. I wondered if she feels the same way that I do for her, but I didn’t ask. I didn’t want an answer, and I really didn’t want to freak her out. 
 
      “We have to get some sleep,” I said. 
 
      Lorena nodded. She was already on her way to dreamland. I watched as her eyes closed, and then I closed mine. Tomorrow would be a new day, and maybe a new freedom. 
 
      *                            *                             *
 
      It was still dark out when the escorts woke us up to move out. I grabbed mine and some of Lorena’s bags and put them in the back of the truck. Lorena was right behind me, yawning and rubbing her eyes. It felt like we only gotten a few hours of sleep. 
 
      “Come on, we have to get going,” one of the men said. 
 
      Lorena and I got into the back seats, and the doors locked shut. I leaned on the window and Lorena leaned all the way onto my lap. She was out like a light in minutes. 
 
      There were only two escorts with us, because the rest of the men had to stay behind and find Arnold. From what I heard around the station, there were no traces of him around town. 
 
      The driver pulled off, and we were now headed to our new home. I was nervous that Arnold would be around to ambush us, and tried to stay awake, but I couldn’t help but fall asleep. 
 
      It felt like at least thirty minutes passed when we hit a pot hole that woke me and Lorena up, and I immediately became alert when I thought it was Arnold making another attack. When Lorena realized it was nothing, she went back to sleep, but I couldn’t help but stay awake this time. Something didn’t feel right. 
 
      When I looked out the window, I saw that we were on the highway, but for some reason, we were only driving about forty miles per hour, and there were no other cars out. The sun also didn’t look like it was coming up any time soon. What time was it?
 
      I looked up front to see that it was only four thirty in the morning, but I thought we were leaving at six? I gently shook Lorena to get her attention. She jumped up and frowned at me for waking her, then her face straightened when she saw the worried expression on mine. 
 
      The truck slowed down even more, and when I looked back, I saw why. There was a cop behind us, pulling us over. 
 
      “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
      “Nothing, just play it cool, he isn’t with us,” the driver said.
 
      The other escort looked back at us, “Don’t worry, we’ll just see what the problem is and be on our way.”
 
      I looked back to see that the road was still clear, “Okay.”
 
      “Roy said we were leaving at six,” Lorena said, while looking at the time.
 
      “Had to go early. Roy’s orders,” his smile was reassuring. 
 
      I looked out the window to see the officer headed for the driver’s side. I grabbed Lorena’s hand tightly, feeling uneasy, and waited for him to get to the window. 
 
      “What’s the problem officer?” the driver asked. 
 
      The flashlight he shined in the window was blinding, “Oh, I just wanted to let you guys know,” the officer sounded very familiar, “that your left headlight is out-” the officer reached in his belt and pulled out a gun. 
 
      I grabbed Lorena by the back of her head and we ducked behind the seats. 
 
      “Shi-” two silent shots went off, and when I looked, I saw the escorts laying limp against their seats. 
 
      “Rose,” Lorena whispered in fear. She was looking back at the cop who was smiling over at us. He was Arnold’s driver, but for Lorena, he was the man from the wrestling meets. 
 
       A white van pulled up beside us, with no windows except for the ones in the front. 
 
      “What are we gonna do?” Lorena asked. 
 
       “Let’s go,” he waved his gun for us to get out. 
 
      We both scooted out of the van and then were pulled into the van by two other men. I wanted so badly to fight back, but there were guns pointed at us once again. One was held directly to my temple. 
 
      “I’ll meet you guys there,” the cop said. 
 
      The van door closed, and the driver zoomed off. Lorena and I were both cuffed with our hands behind our backs, and had duct tape over our mouths. I thought that Lorena would start crying, but she didn’t. Maybe she was trying to be as brave as she thought I was, or maybe she didn’t want to cry in front of these men. I could feel her fear, though. I could feel her shaking next to me. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 38
 
     It felt like we were in the van for hours, and I figured that they were taking us out of the state. By now, we had to at least just be getting out of Ohio, and closer to our destination. No wonder there was no trace of Arnold back home, because he was out of state, and had left a few of his men behind to do his dirty work. 
 
      Lorena had fallen asleep on my shoulder, and I could feel her head sweating through my shirt. It wasn’t very hot on the van, but I guess she was so nervous that she broke into a cold sweat. I thought about waking her, but then decided to let her sleep. She was going to need her rest for what was coming next. I’m not sure what was going to happen to us, because Arnold could get creative, but I knew that it would be a horrible experience. 
 
      I felt a strong pain in my chest at the thought of seeing Lorena in pain. I didn’t want to see her go through that ever again...not like I had to before, and even then I was helpless. Its years later, and I still feel like I can’t do anything. I was cuffed, there were guns being pointed at me, and I felt small. It’s like there was nothing I could do. 
 
      When I looked out the front window, I could see that the sun was trying to come up. We weren’t on the highway anymore, but in some suburb. Lorena must have noticed that we slowed down and looked up. We were stopped at a large black gate that led up a long driveway and behind all of that I could see a large brown house. 
 
      The driver got out of the car, and I could hear buttons being pressed, then the gate opened, and he got back in and drove through. As we drove up the long driveway, I could see the house more clearly. It wasn’t as big and nice as the mansion that Arnold lived in before, but it still looked like his taste. All the house needed was a little fixing up, maybe a new paint job, and someone could take up the leaves on the ground. 
 
      We drove past the house and stopped in the backyard. The back wasn’t as large as the front, but I could see that there were woods to escape through, just like there was last time. 
 
      The driver got out of the van and opened up the door to let us out. The two men inside with us pulled us out and led us to the backdoor. I looked behind me to see the sun one last time. I don’t think that this time Arnold will ever let us go, and I didn’t know the next time I’d see such a beautiful day. The sun peeked over the trees at me, saying goodbye. 
 
      We were pulled in through the backdoor and into the house. The inside was clean, with all the same kind of furniture Arnold had last time. He had a thing for wooden tables, new wooden floors, cabinets, and chairs. It actually was a really nice set up, but under the circumstances I didn’t really enjoy the view. 
 
      “In here,” the driver said. He unlocked a skinny white door and opened it up. My heart started pounding when I saw that it led to a dark basement. The fact that there was no light told me that there were no windows. 
 
      I shook my head no, terrified of going into basements, let alone being locked into one with no light. 
 
      The driver smiled at me and grabbed my arm but I yanked back again. My other arm was grabbed and they pulled me down together. When I looked back, I saw that Lorena wasn’t coming down with me and I started to struggle even more. What were they going to do with her? What did Arnold have planned? 
 
   Once they got me to the bottom of the steps I was thrown onto the dirt floor and took a kick to the stomach. I could feel my cuffs being taken off, just so that they could lock on the chains that were bolted to the stone walls. 
 
      Lorena looked at me one last time, before she was yanked away from my sight. The two men went up the stairs and locked the door behind them. 
 
      I laid there on the dirt floor, and tried to keep from crying, but I couldn’t help it. This wasn’t supposed to happen- Arnold wasn’t supposed to catch us. We were far from Roy and all the other cops now, and I doubt that they’ll be finding us any time soon, if at all.
 
      I looked around for any way to escape, but there was nothing. Arnold had carefully picked out this house so that when he got me, I would never get away. 
 
      I wondered when he would be showing his face to me, and tell me his plans. Now that Arnold finally had us, I’m sure he wasn’t in any hurry to reveal himself. I was going to rip off the duct tape and scream for him to come down, but that blow to the stomach made me not want to do anything but lay here. 
 
      I waited for at least an hour before I fell asleep, exhausted from the ride. I’d been up since four this morning, and didn’t get a real sleep in since last night. I figured I was going to need it for what’s to come next. I’m sure it’s something big. 
 
      “Let me out!” I screamed while shaking the cage, “please! I want to go home. I want to go home...”
 
      I jumped when I felt the tape slowly being pulled from my lips. It was Miss Shy. My eyes widened and I quickly sat up, “Miss...” She put her finger to her lips and handed me a cup of water that I quickly drank down. I looked up at her wondering what the hell she was doing here, but still didn’t say anything. 
 
      “I’m going to get you out of here,” She whispered. 
 
      “Is Lorena okay?” I asked. 
 
      “She’s fine. My brother just wanted to talk to her,” Miss Shy took the cup and stood up.
 
      “Your brother?” I frowned, “Who’s...” I stared up at her, “but that can’t be-”
 
      “He’s my half-brother. Look, don’t say anything about knowing me. I’m working under co-”
 
      The basement door opened and Arnold stood at the top of the steps. He stared down at me and Miss Shy for a moment, then slowly came down the stairs.
 
      “What are you doing down here?” Arnold asked. 
 
      “Oh, getting her some water. She’s been down here all day and hasn’t been given anything,” Miss Shy answered calmly. She acted pretty normal in front of Arnold. I guess she wasn’t afraid of him. 
 
      “Well, don’t give her anything else unless I say so,” he waved for her to go away while still watching me and taking off his coat, “close the door behind you.”
 
      “What are you going to do?” Miss Shy asked. 
 
      “Stephanie,” he glared at her. “Leave. Me and Rose need to talk,” he tossed his coat on a chair and began rolling up his sleeves. 
 
     Miss Shy gave a worried look, but did as she was told. I didn’t want her to leave me down here with him. Arnold. Her brother. 
 
      Arnold crouched down in front of me. “Guess this is a bit of a surprise, huh?” he laughed. He pulled out a key from his pocket. “I’ve been thinking for a while on what I should do to teach you a lesson, and I figured,” he unlocked one of my chains, “that I would,” he unlocked the other one, “just put you in your place myself,” he stood up and backed away, “you see, fathers have to love their children, but they also have to put a little fear in them so that they won’t go off doing whatever they want. Children have to know that there are consequences.”
 
      I didn’t get up, because I was too afraid to. Arnold was much more ripped and bigger than he used to be. Almost had me wondering if he did spend some time in jail.
 
      “Don’t worry. Winee had no control, because she couldn’t even remember. I’m not going to punish her. But you?” he grabbed me by my shirt and pulled me to my feet, “you should have just came back when I told you to.” The smile dropped from his face and he slammed me against the stone wall. “Fight me,” he backed up, giving us a little space between each other.
 
      I looked him up and down, and couldn’t get myself to go at him. I’m not the same girl that I was before- back when I wasn’t afraid of anything, and the thought of going against Arnold, after the way he slammed me to the ground the last time we met, scared the hell out me. 
 
      “What’s wrong? Don’t want to?” He asked. 
 
      I shook my head no. 
 
      “Would you rather fight Winee instead?” A smile crept up his face again. When I didn’t answer right away he yelled for the men to bring Lorena down. 
 
      “No, no- I don’t want to-”
 
      The driver pulled Lorena downstairs and let her go. She was no longer cuffed or wearing duct tape, just crying. She looked like she’d been crying all day. 
 
      “Kill her,” Arnold said. 
 
      “What? Wait- no-”
 
      He walked to his coat and pulled out a gun, then he pointed it at Lorena’s head, “I said kill her Rose. Or I will.”
 
      I could feel myself shaking all over, and didn’t know what I was supposed to do. I couldn’t get myself to harm Lorena, let alone move. 
 
      “Rose!” Arnold’s voice boomed, making us both jump. The driver was silently laughing on the steps in his cop suit. 
 
      I thought back to when Winee was laying cold in the mud, and remembered how horrified I felt. Now I love her more than before, and couldn’t imagine ever doing that to her again. 
 
      I looked into Lorena’s tearing eyes and didn’t know what to do. Either way, she was going to die. 
 
      Arnold sighed and gave the gun to the driver. “You never listen,” he said, walking towards me. His steps were heavy and quick, and as soon as he was close enough he swung at me, but I ducked out of the way and stumbled to the ground. I could hear the driver laughing even louder. 
 
      Arnold frowned and stomped on my chest. I hit the ground hard and tried to get my breath back, but he did it again, then pulled me back to my feet. “Fight me!”
 
      I held my chest, gasping for air. When Arnold came at me again, Lorena grabbed his arm, but he just yanked away and backhanded her to the floor. Angrily, I threw a hook at him, but I missed, and he grabbed my wrist and punched me hard in the chest. 
 
      My eyes burned with tears as I stumbled back to the stone wall. It felt like I couldn’t get any air to my lungs, no matter how hard I tried to breathe. 
 
     “Are you crying!?” He yelled. A slap stung my cheek hard, but he didn’t let me fall over. He pinned me to the wall by my shirt. “What the hell are you crying for?”
 
     I started sobbing uncontrollably, “I’m sor- I’m sorry,” I cried. 
 
     “Stop!” Lorena came for him again, but the driver grabbed her. 
 
     “How the hell did Winee get tougher than you? All that training, everything we’ve been through, and this is how you turn out?” he grabbed my arms and slammed me against the wall then he punched me in the chest again. I fell to the floor, feeling like I was having a heart attack. 
 
      “Do we have to start all over again, Rose?” he kicked me over to my back, “What do I have to do to get my daughter back?”
 
      I didn’t answer. I couldn’t, between the gasping and crying. 
 
      Arnold sighed, then he looked over at Lorena. “You know, Winee, after Rose thought she killed you, she turned into the perfect child,” he walked up to her and gently touched her face. “You were everything to her, and then you were gone, and she grew cold. She did everything I wanted her to do...” he looked back at me. “Should I kill her Rose?”
 
   I don’t know if I was hyperventilating, or if my lungs were closing up, but I couldn’t breathe anymore. Arnold and Lorena were getting more blurry by the second. The last thing I saw was Arnold pointing a gun at her back. 
 
   POP. 
 
   *                             *                            *
 
   “Rose! Come on!” Winee yelled. She was running down a hill in the woods to blow off some steam, “come on!” 
 
   I ran to catch up with her. At this point we were almost to the lake where we would jump in and play in the water. It wasn’t very deep, so we were able to stand or swim around and cool off. 
 
   Winee got to the lake first, and made big splashes with each step. I stopped right before I stepped into the water, and watched as my best friend splashed around without a care in the world. It was like there was nothing to worry about. Arnold wasn’t real, and the fight she just had never happened. It was just me, and her, and the lake. 
 
   Winee looked back at me and splashed water in my direction, “You coming in?”
 
   I smiled and ran into the lake with her. We swam around and splashed at each other until we got tired. Then, we laid in the tall grass and watched the birds fly around us. 
 
   “When you’re ready, we can head back,” Winee said. 
 
   “Not yet,” the birds flew in circles around us, “I don’t want to leave here just yet.”
 
   “Ok,” Winee grabbed my hand and looked over at me. When I looked back, I saw Lorena smiling at me. She was so beautiful with her red and blond curls spread on the ground, and her ocean blue eyes lit with excitement. She was just so beautiful...
 
   *                                  *                           *
 
   When I woke up, I was in the same spot that I was in when I passed out. I grabbed my bruised chest and coughed a few times, then I looked around to see if Arnold was still around. He wasn’t. 
 
   “Don’t move around too much,” I heard Miss Shy say. When I looked towards the steps, I saw her tending to Lorena, who was still on the ground. 
 
   “Lorena,” I slowly got up and ran over to them.
 
   “I said don-”
 
   “Lorena?” Lorena was unconscious and bleeding from her left side. Arnold had shot through her ribs probably hoping that I would wake up soon enough to watch her die.
 
   “Miss Shy,” I cried. “Will she- will she be okay?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Miss Shy had gotten the bleeding to stop and wrapped bandages around her, “She’s breathing okay, but she lost a lot of blood.”
 
   I looked down at the ground to see it soaked in Lorena’s blood, “We have to get her to a hospital- we have to get her out of he-”
 
   “I contacted Roy. They are on their way as we speak.”
 
   “But she doesn’t have that much time,” I said. “She’ll be dead before they get here.”
 
   Miss Shy didn’t say anything, she just stared down at Lorena. 
 
   “Miss Shy...” I wanted her to say something positive. I wanted her to do something, but she looked as lost as me. 
 
   “I’m a cop, Rose. I’ve been working undercover for a long time now....I haven’t seen Arnold in years, and I finally got him. We are going to get him this time, and Lorena- she’ll be okay. Roy and the others are coming,” she looked over at me. “Just hang in there a little longer okay?”
 
   I nodded and turned back to Lorena, hoping that she could hang on a little while longer. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 39
 
      It only took about two or three hours for Arnold’s men to get us here, after we were already thirty minutes from home. I waited up half the night for Roy and his men, but no one came. The entire time, I sat next to Lorena, making sure that she was still breathing every thirty minutes. I couldn’t see her chest moving because the light was off, and it was dark now, so I had to feel for her face and wait for her warm breath to blow on my hand. 
 
      I felt around for her hand and then held it tight, “Miss Shy is going to help us,” I whispered. “We’re going to get out of here,” I took a deep breath and thought of all the times that Lorena made me happy. She brightened my day with every touch and every smile. I’m more than happy that I met her. 
 
      All I feel now is the need to protect her, and get her to safety. I didn’t care if we had to run away and never go home again...as long as she was safe. I had to do something. How much longer could she wait? And how much longer would Roy take? 
 
      “This will all be over soon,” I said. “And then I’ll have time to think about relationships, and being with you...” I took a deep breath and kissed her cold hand. “For some time now, I’ve been thinking about how I feel about you. I didn’t understand because I never felt this way before. I’ve never been in love before...” The pain in my chest came back, but it wasn’t from Arnold’s punches. The thought of losing Lorena was scared me. 
 
      “Lorena I-”
   “Stop...” Lorena said. She held my hand back. “Stop talking like that.”
 
      The sound of her soft voice was relaxing, “Lorena, I-”
 
      “No, not now. You can’t tell me you love me cuz you think I’m gonna to die. Tell me after we get out of here,” she sounded positive. 
 
      I smiled and kissed her hand again, “Okay.”
 
      The basement door creaked open and Miss Shy peeked down at us. The flashlight she held shined on Lorena, and I could see that her bandages were all bloody. We had to get her out of here, and fast. 
 
      Miss Shy came down the stairs on light feet and got on her knees next to Lorena. “How do you feel?” She asked. 
 
      “I could be better,” Lorena answered. 
 
      “What’s going on? Where’s Roy?” I asked. 
 
      “Something happened with his partner- I don’t have much time to explain, we have to get her out of here,” She helped Lorena sit up, and then we both helped her to her feet.
 
      “Wait. Is he still coming?” I asked. 
 
      “Yeah, him and the whole crew, but we have to get you out of here before Arnold’s warned,” Miss Shy and I, slowly and quietly, got Lorena up the stairs. She put her finger to her lips for us to be quiet and led us to the backdoor. I was surprised at how easy it was for us to get through the house unseen, but then again, this was a big house, and it was very late. Everyone was probably upstairs asleep. 
 
      When we got to the back door, Miss Shy pulled out a key and unlocked it.
 
      “What are you doing, Stephanie?” Arnold asked behind us. 
 
      Miss Shy froze, then turned around to face Arnold. The gun he held by his side glistened from the moonlight. 
 
      “Arnold,” She stepped in front of us while holding her gun that was tucked in her belt. 
 
      “You’re not leaving with them,” Arnold said calmly. 
 
      “Yes, I am. Let us go, Arnold,” Miss Shy said with a shaky voice. She didn’t seem as calm as she did earlier. 
 
      Arnold laughed, “Why would I do that? I just got her back.”
 
      “Arnold, I’m taking them home. The cops are already on their way.”
 
      “She’s mine!” Arnold yelled. 
 
      Arnold looked over at me, and for a second, I saw the man that I wish had changed. The man that I fought for because I wanted to make him proud. I wanted so badly for Arnold to change back then, but he didn’t, and at this point, he never will. 
 
      “Arnold, just let us go. Please,” I said, “I can’t fight for you again. I can’t do anything for you.”
 
      Arnold frowned, “You’re my only child...” he pointed his gun at Miss Shy and she whipped hers out. “You’re not going anywhere.”
 
      “Get out of here!” Miss Shy said. “Arnold, I will shoot you!”
 
      Me and Lorena slowly opened up the backdoor and were about to slip out when I heard gunshots coming from our right.
 
      “Go!” Miss Shy yelled. 
 
      We tried to move as fast as we could with Lorena’s injuries. There was gunshots popping off inside the house behind us. 
 
      “The woods,” Lorena said. 
 
      I gripped her hand that was hanging over my shoulder, and pulled her into the dark woods. Once under the safety of the trees, I leaned Lorena against a tree to catch our breaths. 
 
      My chest was hurting from the heaving, and Lorena couldn’t go any further without a break. Maybe if I were on my own, I would have gotten further, but I was trying to pull someone the same size as me that could barely walk. 
 
      “What are we gonna do?” Lorena asked. “We have no keys to a car, and have no idea where we are.”
   I took a deep breath, “You’re going to stay here. I have to go back and look for some.”
 
      The gunshots stopped, and I ducked down. It was dark, and we were pretty far from the house, so I’m sure whoever stepped out couldn’t see me. 
 
      “Don’t move,” I said to Lorena. 
 
      “No problem,” She said still catching her breath. 
 
      It was the driver that stumbled outside. He stood there for a moment, then fell to the ground. 
 
      “Who was it?” Lorena asked. 
 
      “The driver. He was shot,” I said, “I’m gonna go to the van and look for a spare set of keys.”
 
      Lorena nodded and crouched down. “You better be careful.”
 
      I nodded and ran off before I changed my mind. The woods stretched all the way to the van, so I knew that I would make it around unseen. It was the part where I had to come out of the woods that I was worried about. I could dodge a punch, but not a bullet. 
 
      I ran through the trees as quickly as I could, with the thought that Lorena could die at any moment in mind. I had to make a move and get us out of here, because it didn’t look like Roy would be getting here any time soon. For all I knew, he could be dead. 
 
      When I finally became parallel with the van I sprinted out of the trees and did my best to not be seen. There were no gunshots, but no one came out claiming victory, either. It was just quiet. 
 
      I finally made it to the driver side of the van, and was about to get in when I was pulled back by my hair. As soon as I hit the ground, I got back to my feet and put my hands up to fight. 
 
      “Oh? Now you want to fight back?” It was Arnold. 
 
      Another gunshot went off in the house. 
 
      “Looks like they’re still at it,” Arnold laughed and dropped his gun. “I ran out of bullets. Sis is tougher than I thought,” he started walking towards me. “Problem is, she won’t be living that long with the bullet I put in her belly.”
 
      I looked to the van. My mind was still on finding the keys and getting away from here. 
 
      “You’re not going back, Rose,” He pointed at the house. “This is your new home now!”
 
      Arnold looked like a wounded puppy, and I actually felt bad for him. He was going to try and take everything from me, so that I had nothing left but him, because he had nothing left but me. 
 
      “You’re so pathetic,” I said. “All these years, and all you wanted to do was take me back? I would kill myself before having to live with you again!”
 
      Angrily, Arnold came at me, but I dodged all of his punches. As I was moving around to stay out of his reach, I looked around for any sort of weapon. I hoped that maybe there was some metal pole lying around, but there was nothing. Nothing but his gun. 
 
      Arnold swung again and I quickly ducked then reached for the pistol, but all I ended up getting was a hard kick to my ribs. My body slammed against the van and I almost fell to my knees, but I caught myself. 
 
      Arnold grabbed me by my arms and slammed me back against the van, and right before he punched me, I head budded him in the nose and kneed him between the legs. I took the hit and was about to fall again, but I didn’t. Instead I turned around and punched Arnold as hard as I could in his face. 
 
      I felt the bones in my hand shift and I knew it was broken, but I didn’t care. I thought about going for the gun again, but it was too late. There was no point in gun whipping him when I could just do that with my unbroken hand. 
 
      “You’re not leaving again,” Arnold said with a raspy voice. My punch must have really hurt. 
 
      “Yes, I am,” I said. He must have punched all of the fear out of me earlier, because I was starting to feel more like myself. 
 
      Arnold was about to come at me again, but I kicked him on the side of his knee and he yelled out in pain while holding his leg. After he fell to his knees, I saw this as the perfect chance to go crazy with punches, but as soon as I got close enough he swung the gun at me and it landed right on my temple. 
 
     I dropped to the ground, and was starting to black out again. That blow to the head really dazed me. When I looked up I saw Arnold standing over me, and then felt him choking me. 
 
      It was hard to fight back with my lights going on and off. I did the best that I could to get his hands from around my neck, but he was too strong, and I could barely get a grip with my broken hand. 
 
      “You will stay here,” Arnold said. “You’ll train my new girls, and you will obey me.”
 
      His grip got tighter and the light was starting to go out. Everything around me became blurry and even sound was fading...
 
      I heard someone yelling, but it was muffled by my oncoming death. 
 
     Pop! Pop!
 
      Arnold first got shot in his chest, then his shoulder and he let me go. I looked up at him one last time, and saw the same pathetic narcissistic man that I wished would have changed, then the sound rushed back in and Arnold fell to his side. 
 
      “Rose!” Miss Shy ran over to me. “Rose, are you okay?!”
 
      I coughed and rubbed my neck until my breath came back, and then I stood up, still dazed. 
 
      “Lorena,” I completely ignored Miss Shy, and headed back in Lorena’s direction, but I didn’t make it to her. The world around me went completely black, and I crashed to the ground.
 
   *                               *                          *
 
      “How is she?” Roy asked. 
 
      “Fine. She’s okay,” Miss Shy answered. 
 
      “And Lorena?”
 
      I blacked out again. 
 
      “What did the doctor say?” Cameron asked. 
 
      “She’ll be fine,” Roy answered, “just a concussion.”
 
      Cameron sighed, “Must’ve gotten hit hard.” I could feel Cameron touch my hand and balled my fist. I didn’t want anyone touching me but Lorena. Where was Lorena?
 
      “Rose, you awake?” Cameron asked. 
 
      I tried to open my eyes, but as soon as a crack of light got in, I passed back out. 
 
      “Where did the detective go?” Abigale asked. 
 
      “To the bathroom,” Cameron answered. “He wants to be here when she wakes up.”
 
      “Ohh....”
 
      I cracked open my eyes to see that it was finally day time. Abigale was asleep in the chair next to my bed, and Roy was on the other side, also asleep. 
 
      “Good morning,” an older woman with bright blue eyes said. She was standing next to me with a smile on her face. “Glad to see that you’re finally awake.”
 
      I frowned in confusion, “Who...” I couldn’t get the rest out. 
 
      “Oh, don’t do too much speaking right now,” The woman said as she sat down on my bed. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Rose.”
 
      I had no idea who this woman was, but she wanted to meet me? What was going on?
 
      “Lorena had told me so much about you. Back when you were kids...I wasn’t sure if you were real, but you were.” She smiled. “It’s so amazing that your here. You were the only person my baby could remember when she got back.”
 
      Now I understood. This woman is Lorena’s grandmother. She must have been called last night to be here so early in the morning. 
 
      “You really are as pretty as she described. I mean, look at those eyes of yours, and that curly hair. You’re exactly the same as she said all those years ago.”
 
      I smiled up at the woman, and she smiled back. 
 
      “My granddaughter would never stop talking about you. Ever. She knew for sure that you were real and not some false memory,” She rested her hand on mine. “And sure enough, you’re real,” She sniffled. “Here you are.”
 
      I held her hand back with tears in my eyes. It was over. Everything was over, and I was finally free now. All I’m doing now is talking about memories...
 
      “Well, let me go. Lorena should be waking up soon,” The woman said sniffling again. She got up from the bed and left the room. 
 
      When I looked around, I saw that Abigale and Roy still hadn’t woken up yet. I wanted to get up and follow the woman to Lorena’s room, but then Cameron came rolling in on a hospital wheel chair. 
 
      “Rose,” He said calmly, but with excitement, “you’re awake.”
 
      “Yeah,” I said smiling back. 
 
      “How do you feel?” he stopped on the side of me.
 
      “I feel fine, you?”
 
      “Better,” he answered. 
 
      We both just looked at each other. There wasn’t much he could say, and after my talk with his mom, I felt a little awkward around him. 
 
      “So, Lorena’s okay,” Cameron said. “Doctors said that they got her in right in time and were able to stop the bleeding.”
 
      “She saved us,” I said, thinking about Miss Shy. “Is she okay?”
 
      “Who?”
 
      “Miss Shy is just fine,” Roy said with a grungy voice. “The bullet only scrapped through some skin. She’s a tough woman, she’s fine.”
 
      I sighed with relief. Everyone was okay, “And my aunt?” 
 
      “On her way back now,” Roy said. 
 
      I smiled, and then started to laugh. Cameron awkwardly started laughing with me. 
 
      “What’s funny?” Abigale yawned. 
 
      I laughed even harder and felt a sharp pain in my chest. It was okay though, because I would heal and move on. I was finally going to move on and live the life I always wanted to live. 
 
      “Rose?” Cameron stopped laughing when he saw tears streaming down my face,
 
      “I’m so confused,” Abigale said. 
 
      Roy just shook his head. I was crying and laughing at the same time, then he held his head in his hands and started to laugh with me. We were cracking up in that hospital room, and the other two had no idea what was going on. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 40
 
      Hours passed and everyone started leaving. It’s not like it was going to be the last time that they saw me again, and it’s not like I was in any kind of danger, so they left knowing that they would see me again.  
 
      Roy was the last person left watching TV with me. We were having a hard time finding a channel that wasn’t giving the latest news on Arnold Kiboski’s death. Neither I nor Lorena’s name was mentioned, but they did say that there were two teenage females involved, and I was okay with that. As long as no one knew it was us. 
 
      I sighed and dropped the remote on the bed, with no luck of finding a good channel. “So, since we can’t escape it, what happened?” I asked Roy. 
 
      Roy sighed and rubbed his fingers through his hair, “Carter.”
 
      “What about him?”
   “He was working with Arnold,” he slouched back in his chair and shook his head. “The bastard was working with the enemy. I couldn’t believe it. When I got the call from Stephanie, I told Carter and he pulled his gun out on me. We tussled a little, and I got the gun from him. He’s been locked up since last night. I guess they’re thinking about giving him some sort of deal, that if he names more men that were working for Arnold, he’d get less time in jail.”
 
      “What’s he looking at?” I asked. 
 
      “Forty years,” Roy laughed. “Bastard should’ve stuck with the winning team.”
 
      “Yeah,” I nodded. 
 
      There was a knock on the door, and Miss Shy walked in. 
 
      “Miss Shy,” I said excitedly. I was glad to see that she was okay. 
 
      “Hey, I just left Lorena’s room. She’s as lively as you are...surprisingly,” Miss Shy sat down in the chair opposite of Roy. 
 
      “So, you here to explain yourself?” Roy put his hands behind his head. 
 
      “What?” I turned to Roy. “You didn’t know she was a cop either?”
 
      “Nope,” Roy answered. 
 
      I turned back to Miss Shy, waiting for an explanation. It took at least an hour for her to explain everything, starting back to her and Arnold’s relation. 
 
      Miss Shy’s father left her and her mother before she could remember, and she didn’t find out who he was until after he died and left her a portion of his money in his will. She met Arnold when she was fifteen, at her father’s funeral, and they became close. Arnold was very protective over Miss Shy, and loved her like any older brother would, but then he turned out to be overly protective. Miss Shy eventually pulled away from Arnold and began living her own life. They completely stopped talking when Arnold took over the family business, and began buying and selling children for fights, mostly because he didn’t want her involved. 
 
      After Miss Shy got her Ph.D. in psychology, she went ahead and joined the police force, where she made her way up to a detective. She didn’t go undercover until they found out that Arnold had a replacement in jail, and was out free somewhere. Once she heard about me, she got a job at the high school, because she knew that I would be his target. She knew that after all the commotion in Cali that he was going to follow me here. 
 
      Since then, Miss Shy been working with me while trying to get in contact with him, and when he heard that she was in town, he ended up calling her. She then had been working to gain his trust by giving him little information on me. He finally asked her to work with him, and that’s how she got his location. 
 
      After Miss Shy finished her story, she had to go back to the station. Roy went with her, but not without kissing my forehead and saying goodbye. 
 
      My aunt came in a little while after they left, and I was just about tired of people coming to visit by now. Still, I was happy to see my aunt. 
 
      “How are you, baby?” She gave me a tight hug. 
 
      “I’m fine, lungs are fine, brain is fine, heart is fine, and spine is fine. Everything’s fine,” I said. 
 
      “And I am so glad to hear that from you,” She sat down on the bed. “Now we can finally have the life we wanted, huh?”
 
      “Yeah, we can,” I smiled. 
 
   *                          *                             *
 
      The next morning, I could finally walk without feeling drunk, and went straight to Lorena’s room. I couldn’t wait to see her. 
 
      I peeked through the window and saw her laying peacefully in her bed. The bright sun shined through the windows making her glow. 
 
      When I opened the door, Lorena opened her eyes and watched me walk inside. 
 
      “Hey,” I said sitting down on the bed. 
 
      “Good morning,” She said, smiling. “I was wondering when you would come visit me.”
 
      “Sorry, I couldn’t really walk yesterday.”
 
      “You kind of look like you’re still struggling.”
 
      I laughed, “Only a little.” I looked into her beautiful blue eyes and thought back to what I was saying to her before. From the look on her face, I could tell that she was thinking about it too. I held my stomach and smiled. 
 
      “What is it?” She asked. 
 
      “Nothing, I don’t feel butterflies for once...” I looked down then back at her. “You said that this would be over soon.”
 
      “I did,” She nodded. 
 
      “I’m glad you were right. Now I can just focus more on...” I looked into her eyes again, “I can focus more on you. Us, maybe?” The look in her eyes gave me her answer before she did. “Ah, guess not,” I sighed. 
 
      “No- I want to. I love you too, Rose.”
 
      “But?” I tried to act like I wasn’t hurt, but I was. 
 
      “But, I’m leaving.”
 
      The expression on my face dropped and I went blank. “To where?”
 
      “Away. With my grandparents. After they heard that I was shot, they decided that they wanted to take me away for a while.”
 
      “What’s a while?”
 
      “....I don’t know.”
 
      “And to where?”
 
      “They’re moving to Europe.”
 
      I sighed, “Europe. Of all places,” I shook my head, “Now I have to figure out how I’m going to fly out there and visit you every week.”
 
      Lorena laughed, then got quiet again, “I decided to move with them. I think that it would be good...to get away.”
 
      I looked down at my hands. “Are you trying to get away from me?”
 
      Lorena rested her hand on mine, “No, not at all. I love you.” Her blue eyes began to tear up, “But, so much has happened here. I just need to get away for a while, get my life together, and then I’m coming back,” Lorena took my face into her hands. “I’ll come back for you, and we can start where we left off.”
 
      I rested my forehead on hers. “This sucks,” I laughed. 
 
      Lorena looked back up at me, then leaned in and kissed me. Once my lips touched hers, the butterflies came rushing back. Her lips were just so soft and sweet that I couldn’t help but get excited. Not to mention that this was my very first kiss… ever. 
 
      I pulled away and looked into Lorena’s eyes. “You have no idea how long I’ve been wanting to do this.” 
 
      Lorena laughed and kissed me again. I ran my fingers through her hair and took in all the love that I could get from her now, because I had no idea when I would be feeling it from her again. 
 
      I pulled away again. “You sure I can’t just follow you out to Europe?”
 
      *                          *                          *
 
      Lorena stayed in Ohio until she fully recovered. Her grandparents wanted to give us plenty of time to say goodbye to each other before she shipped off. I guess her grams could see what our relationship really was, and didn’t want to just up and steal her away. 
 
      Although I was sad that she was going to leave, I was still happy that we could finally live our lives the way that we wanted to, and, I mean, it’s not like she would be gone forever. Eventually, she would come back, after she got her life together and sorted herself out. Then we would pick up where we left off, which would be kissing, because all we’ve been doing for the last few weeks was making out. I tried to go further, but I only seemed to make it to the French kissing stage. Oh, and let’s not forget our first date. Her grandmother gave me enough money to take her out to dinner and a movie, then we went back to her place and made out some more. Who needs sex!? I got off on kissing all damn day. 
 
      Well, after Lorena left, I got back to my life. I would have to get used to living without her, but it wasn’t so hard with Cameron and Abigale around to keep me company.
 
   They both ended up graduating before me, and we all celebrated. Abigale stayed in Ohio and went to community college, and Cameron went off to Miami for school. He occasionally sent us pictures of him and his new friends, then he would come back on breaks to visit. 
 
      I repeated my senior year and rejoined the wrestling team as captain. I ended up getting scholarships from schools across the nation for wrestling, and studied criminal justice. 
 
      Every now and then Lorena would call, or send a text, but we mostly wrote each other letters about our lives and how things were going. Eventually, we stopped, and rarely hearing from her turned into not hearing from her at all. It didn’t bother me though, because I knew that she was just as busy as I was and that soon she would come back home. As far as I knew, she was some big time artist out in Paris, and when I looked her up she was the owner of a popular art gallery out there. Her most popular piece of artwork was a red and orange rose surrounded by all the colors of the rainbow blended together. She named it Fille de mes rêves. Girl of my dreams. 
 
      *                           *                          *
 
   2 years later
 
      “Stop! You fucker!” I sprinted after a young boy in his teens that just blasted into light speed after I flashed my badge. The boy thought that he could easily get away from me, but after two years of being on the force, there was no way he was going to get away from me. “I said stop!”
 
      He made a right and hopped someone’s fence, but I was right behind him. After a while, you get good at jumping fences too. I followed him through someone’s yard and back into the street, where Abigale hit the runner with the car. 
 
      The boy landed on the hood and rolled off, then hit the ground with a loud groan. 
 
      Abigale looked out the window. “Are you okay up there- is he okay?” Abigale asked. She got out of the car and pulled off her cuffs. 
 
      “Abs!” I looked from the boy then back to her. “You can’t just hit suspects with the car!”
 
      “Ugh, he’s okay. Anything broken?” When he didn’t answer she turned back to me, “See? He’s fine.”
 
      I sighed, “Let’s bring him in for questioning,” I cuffed the boy and read him his rights, then I put him in the car and we drove back to the station. 
 
      When we brought him inside, Lieutenant Shy looked him up and down. “What the hell happened to him?”
 
      I looked over at Abigale who just shrugged. “He ran...”
 
      “This our guy for questioning?” the lieutenant asked. 
 
      “Yeah,” I answered. 
 
      “Okay, well go put him away, and both of you meet me in my office.” She walked to her office and closed the door. 
 
      I frowned over at Abigale, who just shrugged again. “What?”
 
      We both went to lock him up, and then headed to Lieutenant Shy’s office. 
 
      Abigale sat down first. “So, what’s up, Stephanie?”
 
      Miss Shy looked over at the suited man standing in the corner of the room silently. “Guys, this is Agent Luis. He’s with the FBI.”
 
      I frowned, “Okay?”
 
      Detective Luis handed me a file. “We’ll be needing the two of you to work with me. Mostly you, Detective Klein.”
 
      “Why me? What about Abigale?”
 
      “Abigale isn’t familiar with these kinds of investigations.”
 
      “What kind of investigations?” Abigale asked. 
 
      “Clandestine fights,” Stephanie said. “They’re becoming more common again, because of some big shot holding them in the states.”
 
      “Who?” I asked. 
 
      “Roberto Bellerose,” Agent Luis answered. 
 
      I squinted, “I’ve never heard of him.”
   “It’s because he’s French. He moved from France to the States, and brought his business with him.”
 
      “Okay, so what do you want me to do about it? This sounds a little out of my league. I just became a detective...”
 
      “We want you to go undercover,” Stephanie said. “We haven’t been able to prove that he’s the one holding the fights, but we believe that he is selling children to owners for the fights. A lot of children. We need you to find out where he’s holding them.”
 
      I took a deep breath, “I don’t know...”
 
      “There’s another thing. We got all this information from his wife, but she was too afraid to tell us anymore. Apparently she married him without really knowing who he was.”
 
      “Okay?” I was confused on why she was telling me this. 
 
      “Open up that file,” Stephanie said. 
 
      I opened it up, and the first picture I saw was Roberto Bellerose, but the second one made my heart stop...
 
      “That’s his wife,” Agent Luis said. 
 
      I stared at the woman in the picture for a few seconds. She looked to be about twenty five years old, had long blond curls, and bright blue eyes...
 
   ”Lorena...”
 
    
 
    
 
   To be continued..
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    DEAR READERS...
 
   Thank you so much for reading Caged! If you liked what you read, then please leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Also, if you are interested in reading the sequel just click the book below. To learn more about the author and her most recent works visit authordhawkins.com . 
 
    
 
    
 
                                             Order now!!
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