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      Birthdays are supposed to be special, like my Kaiser Wilhelm rosebushes. They bloom once a year, huge violet and crimson cups full to bursting with petals. When I part the petals with my nose and inhale, I go weak in the knees from the fruity perfume. But my birthdays are more like the daisies that grow alongside the roses. Ignored.

      

       The sink propped  next to our front door didn’t belong. My mother had it installed after I kept tracking in dirt and fertilizer from my greenhouse. I washed the soil off my hands with the warm water and used a file to clear the dirt out from under my nails. Then I exchanged one filthy pair of ugly tennis shoes for a pair of clean ugly tennis shoes and made my way into the kitchen. Mother didn’t allow a speck of soil from my greenhouse to dirty her home.

       Paint on the cabinets peeled in white curls. A single light bulb gave enough light to cook but not enough to read a recipe. My mother stood by the tiny window, her bottle-blonde hair twisted in a bun on the back of her head. She wiped her hands on her apron, then smoothed a stray hair from my braid. I knelt down to tie my shoes, anything to avoid her touch. Physical touch burned, even something as little as a finger brushing my forehead. Mother knew it too.

      “Wash your face. We have guests coming for dinner.”

      My stomach knotted. I tied and untied my shoes three times, wondering how to respond. Years ago, my father closed our home to visitors. No one crossed our threshold. I was allowed to leave only to go to school and church—well, if you want to call it that. In school, I watched movies, and while I went to the Baptist church until I was eight, our new church was hardly a church.

      “Why?” I asked and waited for the slap and a lecture. I’d been slapped so many times that I was all but immune to the pain. My curiosity overrode my memory of the last question I asked. Grandma died, and I wanted to know why I couldn’t go to the funeral.

      Mother smiled like she was hiding something important. This was not good at all.

      “For your birthday. They’re friends of your father’s from church. We have a big surprise for you.”

      Of course. Friends of my father. Nothing happened in our house unless he was the center of attention, even on my birthday. At least they remembered. The surprise concerned me though, as the last surprise was a drastic lifestyle change complete with long denim skirts and strict obedience. Oh, and no more birthdays. For eight years, I was only able to mark the passing year by checking the calendar.

      Until now, apparently. Maybe the surprise would be that my father finally found his sanity. That would be an amazing birthday present, but I doubted I’d get that lucky.

      Dinner took place in the dining room. The cheap chandelier struggled to fill the room with light, as two of the bulbs were out, and nobody bothered to replace them. Our mysterious dinner guests turned out to be familiar. And not the good kind of familiar, either.

      Dwayne Yerdin sat at the table. He was a senior but ended up in quite a few of my classes even though he was two years older. I probably shouldn’t judge him. But with his heavy-lidded, half-closed eyes, buzzed head, and classic bully laugh, I disliked him the moment I met him three years ago. Seated next to him was a pudgy man in a suit. He wore a tie, but his neck was too thick to fasten the top button. He had the same heavy-lidded eyes as Dwayne.

      My father nodded to me as I waited in the doorway.

      “Naomi, it’s about time. Come and meet Dwayne and his father. They go to church with us. Here, sit.”

      My father indicated the chair next to Dwayne, but I sat across from him instead. My head hummed with the act of disobedience, and the air smelled faintly of wisteria. I almost smiled. Irritation passed over my father’s face, but he didn’t say anything. Next to my father, the pudgy man stared at me with piercing gray eyes. My father ran a hand through his thick blonde hair and introduced me to our guests. I dropped my eyes and murmured, “hello.”

      My mother served us pot roast and baked potatoes. She piled every plate high but hers and mine. Hunger kept me humble. And skinny. I focused on my food most of the dinner, not wanting to meet Mr. Yerdin’s gaze. Or Dwayne’s. His eyes shifted rapidly around the room as if searching for the nearest exit. His eyes met mine, and he smirked, like he knew something I didn’t.

      My father and Mr. Yerdin talked of politics and religion, not once acknowledging that anyone else sat at the table. Of course, I shouldn’t have been surprised since more than one sermon had been preached about the place of women and children. We were inferior and didn’t deserve an opinion that differed from our husbands’ or fathers’, so it was best we didn’t say anything at all.

      As the conversation shifted to the complicated surgery Father had to perform on a dog that was dumped in our yard—he was a veterinarian—I tried to think of what I would get if I crossed an Iceberg rose with a Sunsprite. A nice pale yellow and only a few thorns. Could be interesting. If Grandma were still alive, she’d appreciate it.

      A quick glance at the clock told me they’d only been here forty-five minutes, but it felt like days. After another excruciating hour, Mother presented the cake. The carrot cake—my father’s favorite—had sixteen candles on it. I had not had a cake with candles since my eighth birthday. On that day, the cake was chocolate, my favorite.

      I missed those days, the ones before my father went crazy. When he would come home and take me canoeing and fishing. When we would wake up early on Saturdays and go to breakfast at Sheila’s Café. I blinked back tears.

      After the cake, I moved to help my mother clean up, but Father put a hand on my wrist. The skin burned where he touched it.

      “See,” my father said, “she’s obedient.”

      Mr. Yerdin grinned. “Yes, of course she is. I wouldn’t expect anything less from you, Dr. Aren. Dwayne, what do you think?”

      Dwayne shrugged and shifted his eyes. I kept my mouth shut and listened.

      Mr. Yerdin eyed me up and down. “Well, she certainly has the required blonde hair and pale skin.”

      “And she’s a virgin.” My father spoke this a little too loudly, and I flinched. My mother paused before picking up Mr. Yerdin’s plate. She met my father’s eyes and nodded. Then the corners of her mouth turned up ever so slightly.

      My chest tightened at the thought of what my birthday surprise would be. Although part of me wanted to escape back into the quiet world of flowers and dirt, another part of me needed to know what my future would hold, why being a virgin was important.

      I cleared my throat. Dwayne smiled a wide, toothy smile, and my father glowered like I’d done something wrong. Which I had, but it would be worth the punishment if I got the answers I needed.

      “Could someone please explain?” There. I asked the question, so out of character for me, and yet, satisfying in a strange way. I bit my bottom lip and tasted butterscotch, which was weird because the cake we ate contained nothing of the sort.

      I took a sip of my water. Asking questions was not an act of disobedience, but I recognized the power in asking. I was taking control, even if that control was small.

      Father hesitated for a moment and then frowned. He glanced up and saw my mother standing in the kitchen, her eyes boring into his. He answered me, his eyes never leaving hers.

      “You’ll be marrying Dwayne.”
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      Most girls dream of a stunning wedding gown, a towering cake, and a groom who adores her. I never think of any of that. Well, maybe the groom, but mostly I fantasize about the smell. My bouquet will consist of only Granada buds, sweet sunset-colored roses, and the church will be filled with Oklahomas, Elles, and Memorials. Those with allergies need not attend. But now with the wedding a reality, I think I’ll bring dead roses. And revel in their stench.

      

      I choked on my drink.

      “Excuse me?” I ignored the water that spewed from my mouth and landed on Dwayne’s arm. He didn’t even blink.

      My mother sat next to me and squeezed my hand. “You heard what your father said.”

      I jerked my hand from hers, my fingers tingling with pain. She glared at me with disappointment mixed with anger. Rage built in my chest, my mouth tasted of bile, and my ears filled with the sound of a thousand buzzing flies. I shoved the feeling down. Over the years I’d gotten good at repressing emotions.

      “But I’m only sixteen.” My head spun as I tried to comprehend what they asked of me. No, demanded.

      My father laughed and slapped the table. “Here in the great State of Arkansas you can get married with parental permission.”

      “But what about school?” Maybe they’d see this was a stupid idea, and I was way too young to be married. Mother had tried to keep me home from school, but for some reason, she couldn’t. Every time she failed, Father muttered something about my “damn grandmother.” I had no idea what he meant. I didn’t care though, as long as I got to keep going. Surely if there was something keeping me in school, it would still work now.

      Years of fantasizing how to escape my home and never once did I envision this. Marriage to this creep was practically a death sentence. There were things that protected me here at home. I wouldn’t have those protections at Dwayne’s house, and I saw what happened to other women at church.

      Father spoke up. “We should wait until the summer. It’s only six weeks away.”

      Mother glared at him, apparently thinking the same thing I did. That was way too close.

      I bit my tongue. If I spoke up much more, they might question my obedience, and Dwayne and his father would change their minds. I’d end up black and blue before morning.

      I clenched and unclenched my fists, scraping my nails on the wood table. Little slivers wedged under the nail of my ring finger. The buzzing in my ears grew louder.

      “Why?” I asked, not realizing I had spoken out loud.

      Mother pinched my arm, and I cleared my throat so the tears that swam behind my eyes wouldn’t fall. There would be a bruise there in the morning.

      Father slapped the table and narrowed his eyes at me. “We are being taken over by those with inferior blood. With your genes, you have an opportunity to give us at least ten good white kids.”

      Thousands of arguments flew through my head, but I spoke none of them. If the father of my youth met himself now, he’d be ashamed. And kids? I couldn’t fathom having kids yet or raising them with the same tortuous upbringing I had. And Dwayne. He was... Ew.

      But I knew better than to inform Mr. Yerdin that my blonde hair was not natural. In two months, I would do what they asked of me. My obedience was sure. I’d only tried to run away once, and I nearly died after I stumbled onto a nest of copperheads and was bit three times.

      Father told me I deserved it, and if I tried to run away again, they’d just let me die. Though maybe, that would be better than living with Dwayne for the rest of my life.

      Father and Mr. Yerdin discussed the details. I wondered, not for the first time in my sorry life, if I could finally find the courage to run away again. Take a walk out to my roses and never come back.

      Mr. Yerdin handed my father a gold band.

      “Naomi, give me your hand,” Father demanded.

      I placed my trembling left hand on the table. My father slid the gold band on my ring finger and smiled. My skin burned where he brushed his fingers along mine.

      “Now, you belong to Dwayne.” His voice was cold and harsh, but there was something in his eyes that I couldn’t pinpoint. Fear maybe.

      My eyes met Dwayne’s across the table. He smirked. Mother shuffled next to me, but I didn’t look up at her. A cold sweat broke out across my forehead. We’d live in a dirty, old trailer with the roof half tin and half wood. Dwayne would come home from a hunting trip covered in leaves and ticks, hang a deer from the tree, and let the blood pool in the dirt yard. One of our four flea-infested dogs would get sick from the blood. I’d be six months pregnant, wearing a stained dress that was too small, and a snotty three-year-old would hang on my leg. Dinner would burn, and Dwayne would hit me.

      Vomit rose in my throat, and I struggled to swallow it down.

      When Mr. Yerdin—I refused to call him Dad—and Dwayne walked outside a couple hours later, I didn’t rise to see them off. Instead, I stared at them through the dining room window. They stood by the cars talking, probably discussing my demise. Dwayne stared out over the yard.

      My mother escaped into the kitchen and turned on the faucet to fill the sink, and I rose to help her. We worked in silence for several minutes. She kept glancing at me as if she wanted me to say something, but I ignored her. I didn’t want to talk about it.

      Finally, she spoke. “This will be good for you. Dwayne is a nice young man.”

      The horrific nature of what was about to happen hit me hard. I nodded, avoiding her gaze.

      “Do you mind if I go out to my greenhouse? I need to finish replanting my Kaisers.” My voice wavered.

      She sighed and frowned. “I guess not.”

      The spring air cooled my face. My father’s laugh drifted around the garage, and I leaned against the wall of the house, not wanting to move across the lawn until they left. I knelt to change my shoes. The laces would not untie, so I ripped off my shoes and socks. The urge to scream, to run, to tear my skin off my body overwhelmed me.

      The air suddenly shifted, and my skin crawled with what felt like maggots. I smelled rotting garbage. As I rose, I discovered Dwayne standing next to me.

      His putrid breath permeated the air. He ran a hand down my back, rested it above my tailbone, and tugged me close. The warmth of his body repulsed me, and with his grimy hand on my back, I was grateful that he was only touching my clothes and not my bare skin.

      “What are you hiding underneath all those clothes?” His hand crept down. I struggled against his body, but he held me tight. “Course you’d look better with your hair down.” He snatched a hold of my braid, caressing the tight weave. He rubbed his finger up my braid and rested his hand on the back of my neck, drawing my face close to his. His fingers were so cold, yet they burned the skin he touched. I squeezed my eyes shut in anticipation of a forced kiss, but he grabbed a fistful of hair instead. Pain shot through my scalp, and my eyes watered.

      Dwayne yanked with such ferocity that he ripped out a chunk of my hair. Agony tore through my head. I clawed at his hand that still held fast to the hair attached to my head. Should I scream?

      “Dwayne, please,” I begged. Would this be my life for the next fifty years?

      “Please, what?” He sneered.

      “Let me go.”

      “Listen up, you little—”

      “Dwayne, come!” A voice interrupted him from the other side of the garage.

      “Comin’,” he called back. He released me, and I fell to the ground. He laughed, sauntering back around the garage.

      I stood slowly, trying to ignore my throbbing head. Voices floated over me, and I needed to remain silent. But the pain. I wanted to scream and cry and pound the ground. I clenched my sides and bit my tongue until I tasted blood. Finally, tires crunched down the driveway, and the house door slammed.

      I stepped gingerly into the grass. I hadn’t gone barefoot in years. We were always to be covered, from the neck to the wrists and down to the toes. On a woman, bare skin was too tempting for the man. Maybe that was why Dwayne touched me—because he saw my bare feet. I’d have to be more careful in the future. I hoped the grass poking at the tender skin would drive my attention away from the pain in my head and my heart, but the short walk to the greenhouse didn’t yield any thorns.

      Once inside, my vision blurred, and the colors mixed together. Almost instantly, both the pain in my head and the garbage smell disappeared. Hundreds of blooming roses rewarded me. I blinked and focused. On top of the table sat a clear empty vase that I had intended to fill with buds from my Granada roses and bring to my room. I wanted to snatch up the vase and throw it against the wall. Then I remembered the Kaisers. They were the last roses my grandma gave me, and she’d had that bush for several years before she passed it on. They were my favorite roses, and they only bloomed once a year, if that. Sometimes two or three years would pass with no blooms. Now I’d never see them bloom again.

      Tears streamed down my face as I tore the buds off and ripped away the leaves. I upended the pot, and the rich soil poured over my feet and skirt. I shredded the stalks as sobs fought their way out, and blood trickled down my palms. I welcomed the hurt. The punishment.

      I continued to destroy my beloved Kaisers until a bloom from the hanging Dream Weaver fell in front of my nose. I inhaled deeply. I calmed, and a wondrous sleep fell over me. Everything was blessedly quiet, and I tasted honey on my lips. In my head, visions of faraway places with huge, roaring waterfalls played like a movie.

      But I wasn’t quite asleep. My eyes would not open, and my hands would not move.

      Footsteps shuffled around me. The agony in my head disappeared, and my trembling stilled. Thoughts raced through my brain, but no emotion came. Only peace. The swishing of a broom distracted me. I wanted to move, but not even my pinky toe would budge. My eyes refused to listen to my commands to open. Hours passed.

      Eventually, a finger traced along my jaw. It tingled a bit but didn’t burn. How strange to be touched but not be hurt. The skin was rough, like someone who worked with his hands. A gardener perhaps. Someone who shared my love of roses. I waited. This must be a dream. A fantasy that my unconscious mind thought would be a good idea of a sick joke.

      A warm cloth gently cleaned my wounds from the rose thorns. The pain disappeared, and the gardener left my side. I tried to sigh, but nothing happened. Then, a hand picked up one of my feet and slowly washed away the dirt with such gentleness. I wished to awaken and see who would take such care of me. No one had done so in the last eight years.

      Strong arms slid under my legs and neck and picked me up. My head rested against his heart. It beat fast. His muscles rippled underneath my cheek, and he whisked me silently out the door. I instantly missed the smell of roses.

      A door creaked open, and the whoosh of an air conditioner sounded loud in my ears. We moved with complete silence, and he laid me down with care on my bed. At least I hoped it was my bed. He put me under the blankets and placed my hands across my chest.

      Then, he kissed me.

      Feather light were his lips, petals of a rose resting on mine. So different from the calloused hands. The kiss lasted only seconds but was soft and deliberate, leaving me longing for more. It tasted sweet, like honey, but with a touch of cinnamon. And I heard soft music playing, the kind that made you weep with happiness. It took away all my pain. My body came alive, and my fingers tingled. Life took on meaning. This man, whoever he was, woke something raw inside me, a taste of something I’d never known before. Something exquisite and sweet. But terrifying.
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        From the time I could walk, I remember sitting in my grandma’s greenhouse surrounded by roses. The first rose she gave me was a Ruth Alexander. She said the rose would teach me patience. And it did. Since it only bloomed once a year, I had to work my tail off for what seemed like a small reward. But the brilliant orange blooms and divine smell were worth the wait. From that moment, roses became my best friends.

      

      

      

      I stretched my arms and shivered in the cool air. My eyes were unwilling to open, my mind still lost in the exquisite kiss. Might as well hold onto the good parts of the dream. I licked my lips and tasted honey. I smiled. A door slammed somewhere in the house. Time to get up.

      I stumbled across the cold wooden floor to my dresser. On the top, sat a clear bowl filled with six rose heads in full bloom floating in the water. I carefully scooped a rose out of the bowl and stuck my nose into the bloom. Strawberries and pears. These were no ordinary roses. They were Kaiser Wilhelms.

      My Kaiser Wilhelm wasn’t due to bloom for another week, and the stems belonged in a vase with a few leaves. Not a bowl. So where did these come from? Placing the rose back into the dish, I took a few deep breaths, attempting to clear my head. The last thing I remembered clearly was dinner, where my father announced I was getting married. To Dwayne. And then I snapped and had delusions of a mysterious man who would rescue me from a marriage to a psychopath. Plus, I tore up my Kaisers with my bare hands.

      I inspected my arms and body. They should bear the marks of my tantrum. Not a scratch, just the light freckles and bleach blonde arm hair with the dark roots beginning to show. Soon my mother would set me down and re-dye. Mother never let the roots get long enough for me to see, and I tried sometimes to remember what my natural color was, but my father destroyed all our pictures. Crusaders were not allowed to be anything but blonde.

      Perhaps Mother found my greenhouse a mess and thought these roses would cheer me up. I snorted. Like anything would cheer me up after the news I received. Except she’d never set foot in my greenhouse. Ever. Plus, my mother would never do anything that nice. She was crueler than Father sometimes.

      Twenty minutes later, I scrambled out the door and down the rocky path, a piece of toast in my hand. School was the only refuge I had from my prison of a home. Most of the girls at Crusaders were homeschooled, but for some unknown reason, Father couldn’t keep me home.

      I’d been riding the bus for eleven years, but my nose still wrinkled every time I got on. It smelled like dirty sneakers from the girls’ locker room. Curse words flew freely, and so did the occasional fist. The bus jerked forward while I walked to the middle, where I sat on the cracked green seat by myself. No one bothered me.

      An armed guard sat in the front seat. It had been that way for only the last few years, and armed guards were everywhere. The buses, the classrooms, every store and restaurant. I barely even noticed it happening, but then again, I wasn’t often out in the world. My teachers lamented about the way things used to be though.

      Next year I wouldn’t be riding the bus because of my father. I would be living with Dwayne and his family, and school would be long forgotten.

      Someone sat next to me, and I shifted my eyes so I could see her but not appear like I was staring at her. The girl had a willowy body, barely covered by a bright pink sundress. Her heart-shaped face was surrounded by hair that burst from her head like orange corkscrew noodles, and her baby blue eyes sparkled with excitement. She appeared a little crazy, but then I wasn’t naturally a good judge of character. I thought for a moment of what kind of rose she’d be. Something orange for sure like an Ardinada or a Lady Glencora.

      “You look scared,” the girl said. Her voice had a sandpapery quality to it.

      “No,” I mumbled and dropped my eyes, a technique I learned early on that usually worked. Friends were on the forbidden list.

      “Okay then, I’m Ruth. I’m new and super nervous. I’m a sophomore. What are you?” She stuck out her hand and waited.

      It would be rude not to answer her. Plus, in the minute since she sat next to me, I’d forgotten about what my father was making me do. I wanted the distraction.

      “Same.” But I didn’t shake her hand. No need to encourage her. I didn’t want to risk the pain of touch. Not everyone at school hurt me when they touched me, but the pain happened often enough that I avoided physical touch at all costs.

      Thankfully, she dropped her hand and whispered,  “I just moved into a new foster home. I’ve been waiting for two years. They finally got me out.”

      I nodded, not sure why she was confiding in me since we’d only met minutes ago, and I was trying very hard not to look at her. Then again, I’d never met a kid who was in foster care. My parents had always instructed me never to tell the teachers or counselors anything about our family, or I’d get taken away where I could only eat frozen peas and would get beaten with a paddle every night. I supposed it wasn’t that much different from my current situation, but at least I knew what to expect. Plus, foster parents wouldn’t let me grow my roses.

      “Why?” I asked, suddenly curious. I kept my eyes pasted to the window, watching oaks and redbuds fly by. My hand rested on the cool glass.

      “My pop, he did some bad stuff to me, and I told one of my friends, so off I went to foster care. My pop went to jail. He’ll be out soon though. The jails are too full. But my new foster dad said he’ll protect me.”

      I took in her fair skin and bright green eye shadow. “You don’t look beat up.”

      “Should I?”

      I nodded. “You’re in foster care. Everyone knows you get beat in foster care.”

      She smiled. “Oh no, it’s great. I’m the only one there, and they treat me real good. See, my foster mom, she took me to get a pedicure.” Ruth held out her painted red toes.

      She was in foster care with a mom who took her to get pedicures. The idea was almost too much for me to comprehend. For years I’d imagined a foster mother to be a fat version of my own but quick to take the wooden spoon to a backside. Mother never once hit me, but her words left enough damage.

      As we exited the bus, I rushed away from her, hoping she wouldn’t follow.

      She did anyway. “Come with me to the office.”

      I almost said no, not wanting to risk the fallout, but I looked at her with her bouncing hair, and I faltered. She had something I wanted, something I’d never allowed myself to want. She had freedom from her dad. So, we passed the formidable looking guards, and I took her to the office and made my first friend in eight years. In my mind we were already having giddy sleepovers and painting each other’s nails. Then I shook my head. No way would Mother ever let me paint my nails.

      Ruth and I slipped quietly through the crowded lunchroom that smelled of body odor and pancakes. We both got breakfast, and I followed Ruth toward an empty table. It seemed a bit odd that she was the new girl, and yet I followed her.

      An elbow jammed into my back. I stumbled forward and dropped my tray, spilling french toast and sausage all over the floor.

      “Oh shit, I’m sorry,” a voice said behind me.

      A very handsome boy smiled down at me. He had coarse brown hair that curled around his ears, and it looked like he hadn’t shaved in a few days, but he had a smile to die for. I forced a smile back as I knelt down to clean up the mess.

      “It’s okay,” I muttered.

      He helped me clean up and handed me back my tray. For a minute I debated just taking the tray to my table and eating the food anyway. I ate better at school than I did at home. But the french toast was folded in half, and hairs were stuck to the sausages. I sighed, dumped the tray in the garbage, and found Ruth sitting at a table nibbling on a few grapes.

      “Where’s your food?” she asked.

      “Someone ran into me, and it spilled everywhere. I’ll have to wait for lunch.”

      “Here, you can have some of mine. I don’t like sausage.”

      I reached for the fork, but a tray appeared in front of me. The same boy stood there with that stupid grin on his face again. “I really am sorry, Naomi. I’ll be more careful next time.”

      I stared at the food for a few seconds. Nobody was that nice to me. Ever. I looked up, but all I saw was the back of his head as he strolled through the crowded lunchroom and sat at a table by the door with a bunch of seniors.

      “He was hot. How do you know him?” Ruth asked, bringing my attention back to my own table.

      “I don’t.”

      “He knew your name.”

      I shrugged but smiled to myself anyway.

      After breakfast, Ruth and I joined the throng of people moving out of the cafeteria and into first period. Boys stared appreciatively at Ruth’s long legs and visible cleavage. She really shouldn’t show so much skin. Part of the reason I was concerned was because of the obvious sin, but the other reason was that everyone knew that you shouldn’t flaunt it, or you’d get raped. They used to prosecute those who committed atrocious crimes, but there were just too many. We had whole classes now on how to protect ourselves from predators. They were everywhere.

      “Oh, what if I get lost? And who is this Mrs. Darkworth? She sounds scary.”

      I snorted. “She’s funny.”

      A hand closed around the back of my arm, and the taste of breakfast was replaced with the taste of cough syrup. The sound of the cafeteria became the sound of a thousand fingernails on a chalkboard.

      A voice whispered in my ear, “Come, meet my friends.”

      I blinked and glanced up. The pinched face of Dwayne Yerdin stared down at me. His eyes were blank, and his mouth twisted into a sneer. My attempt at suppressing the memory of last night shattered. The cough syrup taste grew stronger, and I nearly covered my ears to drown out the noise. The crowd pressed in around us, and Ruth continued walking, unaware I was no longer beside her.

      “I don’t want to meet your friends.” I jerked my arm a little to free it, but he held fast. I strained my neck to look for Ruth, but she was gone.

      “I thought that in light of our little agreement, you might be interested in meeting them.” His breath smelled like rotting tomatoes and kitty litter. I cowered and nervously moved my braid so it ran along the front of my white blouse and not the back. The memories of last night became clearer.

      I shook my head. This could not be happening. The kids around us stood so close, and even if I could free my arm, I would not be able to make a quick getaway. Trapped again.

      “You were so agreeable last night. I think I may need to have a talk with your father. I signed up for a girl who would not question what I wanted.”

      Of course, my father. He wouldn’t be happy with me if I disobeyed Dwayne.

      Dwayne dragged me over to his group of loser friends. He left his hand on the back of my arm where a layer of cloth protected me from his skin. Thank goodness he didn’t try to force me to hold his hand. The crowd parted easily for him. Probably because of the stench. He put his arm around me and tugged me close, and I held my breath because he had either forgotten or just didn’t bother to put on deodorant. His faded yellow t-shirt had a brown stain across his stomach. It looked a little like dried blood.

      “See, I told ya I had a girlfriend.” He used his other hand to run over his prickly head.

      I squirmed and tried to extricate myself from his grip.

      “She don’t look very happy to be your girlfriend,” said one of the short losers.

      “Sure, she is. Why don’t you give me a kiss, Naomi?”

      The look on my face must’ve revealed my horror, because at once, the entire group, with the exception of Dwayne, burst out laughing. He tugged me closer and instinctively, I shoved against him. Not hard or anything, as hurting him would be impossible. I just wanted to get away. A sound like a bomb exploded in my ears, and a taste like blood coated my tongue.

      Dwayne let go with a yelp. “Bitch, what did you do that for?”

      He let go.  Though I didn’t do anything. Or did I? I pushed through bodies and headed for the library. Curse words floated behind me as I stepped on toes and rammed into shoulders. Dwayne kept pace.

      Behind us, one of his cronies yelled, “She’s too pretty for you, Dwayne. You’ll need to find an uglier one to bribe to be yer girlfriend.”

      He finally caught up with me and grabbed my arm, whispering low and fast in my ear. “You’ll pay for that. You wait.”

      I jerked away, but he had a hard grip, and he glared at my hand.

      “Where is your ring?”

      “What ring?”

      “The one I gave you last night.”

      “Um, I left it at home. I didn’t want to lose it.” I had no idea what happened to it.

      “You’ll wear it, you little bitch. It’s proof that I own you.”

      The bell rang, and he pushed me away and stalked off. I stared for a minute at the place where he had been standing. The impossibility of a life with him swirled around in my head like a storm cloud about to break.
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        * * *

      

      At lunch, I hid in the library. I didn’t want to run into Dwayne again, and the library was the last place he’d go. It meant not eating, but I could handle one day. Hopefully Father would let me eat enough tonight. I was engrossed in a book about dragons, and the chair next to me moved.

      I jerked my head up, and my heart leapt. It was the boy from this morning. “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      I shrugged. It was so odd that he was talking to me. Most people didn’t. He reached over and touched my hand. I snatched it away, but it didn’t hurt at all.

      “Whoa, sorry, I just wanted to see what you were reading.”

      I let out a breath. “I’m really sensitive to touch. I didn’t mean to overreact.” I held up the book so he could see the title.

      “Did you eat?” he asked.

      Why did he care? “No. But I’ll be fine.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question. Why are you here?”

      “I just like the library.”

      “You should eat,” he said and took out a granola bar.

      “They don’t let you eat in the library,” I said. The library was a refuge for me. I didn’t want to get kicked out.

      He glanced around. “I don’t see anyone. Go ahead, Naomi.”

      I clutched the granola bar. “How do you know my name?”

      “Because we are in the same history class. Right after lunch, actually.” He looked up at the clock. “We only have a few minutes. I’ll walk to class with you. You can eat in the hall.”

      I shook my head. “I have to go to the bathroom.” I didn’t really, but Dwayne would flip if he saw me with this boy.

      He nodded.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      He smiled, and I melted inside, just a little bit. His smile caused my chest to burn in ways I’d never felt before. If only my parents had brought him home. Instead of dreading the wedding, I might actually look forward to it.

      “Kai. I’ll see you in class.”

      He stood and placed a hand on my shoulder, and then he was gone. History class was one of the smaller classes, but I didn’t remember him at all, and he was definitely someone I would remember.

      I waited until he was gone, then I slowly made my way to class. Sure enough, there he was, sitting in the back of the room. How had I never seen him before? He smiled at me. I blushed and took my seat.

      For some reason, all I could think about was the dream I’d had last night. The one where I was loved. If it were real, I would want that boy to be Kai.
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        Some roses are impossible to hide. They are so unique they catch your eye no matter how hidden they may be in a garden. Striped roses like Lifelines and Double Treats. Multicolored Cherry Parfaits and Distant Drums. Enormous Moonstones and Brandys.

      

      

      

      After school, Ruth jogged up behind me, looping her arm through mine. I cringed as her fingertips rested on the back of my hand, but the familiar burning sensation did not come. Her fingertips were cool and soft. I still unhooked my arm. She was too close.

      “Hey, what happened this morning?” Her voice was breathless near my ear, and her white flip-flops slapped the ground.

      “I got lost in the crowd. Sorry.”

      “No problem. Do you want to come over tonight? My foster parents would love it if I brought a friend home.” She tugged on my arm and looked at me like a baby deer. I could just see it—Ruth and I at her house baking chocolate chip cookies, her foster mom laughing as we stole cookie dough out of the bowl. And then that night, we’d lay awake and whisper about the things we were afraid of, and I would tell her all about Dwayne and my father.

      “I can’t.” I glanced over my shoulder just as we got on the bus. Dwayne stood there glaring at me. His lips curled into a cruel smile as he slid his fingers across his throat. It seemed so unreal and brash. No one made threats like that, right? So, I did something very uncharacteristic. I slipped my hand behind my back and flipped him off.

      My boldness shocked me. Never had a curse word slipped from my lips, let alone a vulgar action. Cursing was punishable by placing a hot coal on the tongue in front of the whole congregation. About a year ago, we witnessed the punishment of a foul tongue. The boy was small, nine or ten. His mother stood in front of me, and she whispered that he’d said “shit” after he dropped a heavy rock on his foot and broke his toe. Unfortunately for the boy, his father heard it.

      The tortured cry from his mouth as they placed the burning ember on his tongue was not human. I never saw the boy or his mother again, and I hoped she took him and ran.

      They would burn my finger.

      My mind spun with the implications of the last twenty-four hours. My life changed in a way that even I couldn’t comprehend, and that was just one of the things that was happening to me. Inside, I was changing too. For the first time ever, I realized the home I lived in was not just unusual, it was wrong. I wanted out.

      I arrived home and dropped my bag in my room, paused for a second to admire the bowl of Kaisers, and snuck out to the greenhouse before Mother could catch me. I was afraid that if she saw me, she’d see the guilt on my face. The guilt of making a friend. The guilt of defying my father. Not that they ever came out and said I couldn’t have friends, but it was more or less a given, and so far I hadn’t deliberately disobeyed them. For every act of disobedience, the Master would rip one of my fingernails out with a pair of pliers. I hated witnessing that one at church.

      No petals littered the ground of the greenhouse, just the usual thorny vines climbing over the door and the multicolored flowers in every corner. I brushed my finger along the table. Spotless. That table hadn’t been spotless in years. Was I going crazy? Or was all this some weird tale my brain spun to protect me from reality?

      My Kaisers were starting to regrow, and evidence of my fit was gone. The floor had been swept clean. I wasn’t a neat freak. I preferred my space to be organized chaos. My room couldn’t be that way because my mother insisted on cleanliness, but she never entered the greenhouse.

      Dirt and leaves always covered the floor, and I had plants stashed everywhere. I knew where to find them, but no one else could. Now the table and floor were clean, and I had a bowl full of Kaiser Wilhelms in my room.

      The kiss. Real?

      I shook my head. A hallucination. My greenhouse did that to me sometimes. I’d hear, see, or smell things that were unnatural. That’s all this was. A fantasy gone too far. Yet, I still tasted the honey and cinnamon. And his face, I could picture it clearly, even though I hadn’t even seen him. I made him Kai. I sighed and wished the life I lived in my head was real. Fantasies like this couldn’t hurt anything. In fact, they helped when I thought about Dwayne. Maybe life with him wouldn’t be so bad if I could close my eyes and pretend he was someone else, someone kind and handsome.

      I stopped to sniff a few of the blooming roses, and I deadheaded a couple of bushes, but then remembered I had a mission. Next to the table sat a small plastic set of drawers. I opened a drawer and pulled out my laminating paper. In my backpack, I had a small picture of Ruth. I printed it off during photography, my second favorite class. My first was my agriculture class. I got to spend eighty minutes every other day in the greenhouse at school. Course, they didn’t teach us anything about roses. We grew Spider Plants, Swedish Ivy, and Poinsettias, the kind of plants we sold at Christmas or Mother’s Day, but I still learned a lot.

      Photography was less exciting but better than gym or drama. Anytime we got a new student, we got to take their picture for the school newspaper. I didn’t go with them to photograph Ruth, but I still took a copy. She deserved to be out here with my roses, but her rose was not in the greenhouse at all. She was outside.

      I took a lot of pictures of people. Some people I knew, others I didn’t, but every person belonged with a rose. Well, Father didn’t and neither did Dwayne, but everyone else did.

      On the pot of my Collette roses was my mother. And my late grandmother was attached to my White Angel rosebush outside. She taught me to love my roses, and she was my angel. She showed me how to breed and prune roses, and because of her, I continued getting new ones, since I was able to trade the new breeds I created for roses I didn’t have in my garden. When Grandma died, I locked myself in her greenhouse for three days, surrounded by our roses. That day her greenhouse became mine, but I couldn’t bear the thought of life without her.

      For the last couple years, I’d been searching for someone to go with my Ruth Alexander roses, and now I had someone. Not only did Ruth’s name match, but her hair matched the bloom color. Well, almost. Ruth’s hair was more orange than apricot, but it was close enough. I finished laminating the picture, punched a hole through the top, and drew a long string through the hole.

      I froze just outside the door.

      Ruth waved to me from the drive. She had a picnic basket in her hands. Kai stepped out from the trees, and panic rose in my chest. They couldn’t be here, but if I yelled at them to stop, someone would hear. I hurried around to the side of the greenhouse that wasn’t visible from the house and waved to them. They rushed toward me.

      Once they were both clearly out of sight of Mother, I let out a breath of relief.

      “You guys can’t be here,” I breathed.

      “Why not?” Ruth asked.

      “Because I’m not allowed to have friends over.”

      Ruth’s face fell.

      “We thought we’d do a picnic,” Kai said. “She and I have spent the last hour getting ready for it.” He took the basket from Ruth and handed it to me. “At least take the food.”

      I stared at the basket for a second. “How did you know where I lived?”

      Ruth giggled. “I saw you get off the bus. I only live right down the street. Kai lives next door. We started chatting after I got home and decided we wanted to come hang with you.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip and thought. Mother and Father never came into my garden. It was the one place where they actually couldn’t go. I had no idea why, but neither could physically enter the garden. My greenhouse either, though that was a little too close for comfort.

      “Okay, but you can’t be seen. Come on.”

      We hurried down the well-worn path for several hundred feet to my outside garden. Birds chattered, and squirrels ran up and down the trees. At the end of the path stood a trellis covered in bright sunset-colored roses.

      Ruth ducked her head under the trellis, and Kai followed her.

      “This is amazing,” she said. “It’s a secret garden.” She stuck her nose in the Ruth Alexander rose. I smiled and crouched down. I tied Ruth’s picture to a sturdy stem near the ground.

      Ruth cocked her head. “What are you doing?”

      “I got your picture from photography class. They took your picture for the newspaper. I put everyone I know with roses. This is yours.”

      She clapped her hands. “I love it.”

      Kai moved farther in and set out the food. I stared at the both of them. Was this what having friends was like? My heart swelled. It was risky having them here, but this was new and comforting, and it helped take my mind off the other problems in my life.

      I glanced back up at the trellis. Next year, I wouldn’t be around to see Ruth bloom. When I married Dwayne, he would force me to stay in my house all day and not allow me to go to school. My days would consist of scrubbing floors, cleaning toilets, and trimming Dwayne’s toenails. He would sit on the couch and make me bring him his dinner, and if my father had his way, we would be like rabbits, producing child after child. My stomach churned thinking of sex with Dwayne. He would be my whole world, and if he wouldn’t allow me to do something, then I couldn’t do it. I just knew he’d never allow me to do anything that would make me happy. Like roses.

      Stop thinking about it, I commanded myself—dwelling on the inevitable was pointless. Focus on the here and now. Enjoy the roses. And your new friends.

      Ruth grabbed my hand and dragged me over to the blanket Kai had set out. He wouldn’t meet my eyes, but he handed me a sandwich, our fingers brushing. Once again, I marveled that his touch didn’t hurt. Neither did Ruth’s.

      “What rose would I be?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I confessed. I hadn’t thought much about him yet. Well, I had, but not with the roses. That in itself was a miracle. Figuring out someone’s rose was always the first thing I did. No, instead, I was busy imagining Kai as the boy who kissed me last night.
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