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1.


THE WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN
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As always, she got up early, put on her old sports gear and headed for the stadium. The air was cool with a hint of drizzle. The stadium was empty. Xena began the first lap slowly. Running calmed her and gave her energy for the rest of the day. In the early quiet, she could hear her every step. She avoided looking down at her feet in fear of seeing her old sneakers falling apart. A few more night shifts at the club and she would probably be able to buy a new pair of trainers. Xena picked up the pace, took a deep breath of fresh air and looked around slowly. The stadium was in a wooded area surrounded on one side by a pine forest. On the other side were deciduous trees, mostly walnuts and chestnuts. A light mist drifted as the night rain evaporated. Not even birds could be heard this morning. Just silence. 

Xena usually spent half an hour alone with nature, and that was the best part of her morning. She loved spring mornings. She also loved autumn when the leaves from the trees changed colour and the mountain became pleasantly colourful. Xena ran slowly, devoted to her thoughts, and did not feel the passage of time. She just counted one, two, three, four and again one, two, three, four. This helped her concentrate on running. She knew some people hummed a tune as they ran and that helped them with the pace but counting helped her to run evenly and breathe properly. After a few more laps, Xena began to feel the gaze of others. People had woken up. There were always observers, even if she didn't see them, she knew they were there. She could feel their gaze as she turned her back on them, a small tickle in her neck that told her that someone was watching her closely. 

By the end of her run the nearby cafe was filled with local people, drinking their morning coffee together and discussing the latest news and gossip. She knew each of them. The town was small, and everyone knew everyone.

Xena was at the end of her run. She started the last lap at a brisk pace and then ran the last two hundred metres at a fast sprint. By the end, she was sweaty and tired. She walked slowly home after waving goodbye to everyone in the cafe. They waved back. 

After running, Xena usually went home and slept for another two or three hours. She had become accustomed to running early but she worked late so needed a short nap. In the afternoons she sometimes worked in the shop. Although she worked two jobs, the pay was low, and she could barely pay her bills. She had lived alone for the last five years since the death of her grandmother. Her grandmother had raised her when her mother had abandoned her, and her father never wanted to see her. After her grandmother died, Xena was left alone. She only had her job and her friends.

In the evenings she would spend time with Ivan. They had known each other since childhood. They were neighbours, and at some point, their relationship had deepened. Ivan was two years older than her, and he had protected her since she was a child. She couldn't imagine her life without him. Xena thought of Ivan now. He was tall with dark brown hair that lightened in the summer. His eyes were dark brown, almost black and when he narrowed them, the irises almost disappeared into the blackness of his pupils. Ivan had invited Xena to a date when she was fourteen years old. They met at the same stadium where she ran almost every morning. There he had kissed her for the very first time.

She liked to remember that time and talk to Ivan about it. He often told her that they were just kids back then. Xena remembered the first time he had told her that he loved her. This happened during one of their walks in the mountains. They had climbed to the top and sat on one of the rocks, watching the town from above. The view from the peak had been stunning, and Xena had promised to go there again one day. There, as she had looked at the beautiful landscape around them, he had watched her with an obvious adoration, and then he told her. It had been romantic. Xena thought of how inseparable the two of them had been.

Unfortunately, as time went on, they had spent less and less time together. Especially lately, she had hardly seen him. He sometimes came to see her at the nightclub but there they could not exchange a word. Like her he worked in two places and was seldom free. 

Just as she was thinking of him, he called her and asked her to meet him. This surprised her because they usually met at their friends’ houses or at her house later. 

After her nap and her shift at the store, Xena changed her clothes and left for the meeting. She left early because she hated being late. On the way she stopped to talk to few people. 

The weather had worsened, and the rain had intensified but she decided not to return for an umbrella. She walked slowly as the rain ran down her face. Her clothes were getting wet. Rainwater flowed down the road and her trainers filled with it, making her walk more slowly. Xena ignored the rain. She had grown accustomed to the rain, living here. She looked into the distance at the hills which were shrouded in mist. The mountain was quiet, the air fresh. Rivulets of water ran between the trees, gathering into a small stream along the path. Sometimes the water would detect a rock and go around it with a slight curve meandering its way down to the river. All the small streams flowed into it. The river was calm, not yet stirred by the heavy rain. Here and there she could see barbels and other small river fish swimming downstream. Xena's gaze settled on two figures on the other side of the river. She was almost there.

When she arrived, she saw Ivan talking to Long One. Long One was like the owner of the town. Everything happened only with his permission. Only his men worked in the municipality and the police. He was known as a dangerous man and most people were afraid of him. Xena had served him drinks at the nightclub, but she avoided talking with him. She didn't know what Ivan had to do with Long One. She had a bad feeling. She thought for a moment that it was better not to meet them, but then they saw her, and it was too late to escape.

Ivan motioned for her to approach. His face was flushed, his body betraying fear and some other strong emotion. Xena approached them slowly. Her intuition told her something was wrong. Long One stood a step away from Ivan. When Xena approached, he motioned for her to stand beside him. However, she kept her distance waiting for Ivan to say something. The tension between the two men could be felt even from a distance. When she looked more closely, she saw with horror that Ivan's mouth was bleeding. His T-shirt had absorbed some of the blood, mixing with the rain. Xena guessed that their argument had lasted a long time because they both looked tired and visibly cold. 

Xena shivered. In this area the river made a turn and entered the forest slightly which made the place very cold. The sun rarely managed to warm this spot. The two men stood facing each other. Both with pursed lips. Long One stared at Ivan and told him to speak. Ivan, however, remained silent.

‘Tell her!’ Long One shouted. Ivan continued not to speak. His gaze was fixed on his shoes. 

‘Tell her!’ 

This time Long One grabbed Ivan by the elbow and made him moan. Xena was in shock and waited for what he might say. The rain was still pouring, chilling her to the bone. She bit her lip in tension. She was waiting for Ivan to say something. His hands trembled and he put them in his pockets. He wouldn't look at her, and her sense of doom intensified. Xena didn't make it easy, didn't ask a question and kept waiting in silence. 

‘Xena, I...’ Ivan began but it was hard for him to continue. His gaze was still down.

‘Tell her,’ Long One shouted angrily.

‘He already owns you,’ Ivan barely whispered.

Xena stared in bewilderment. How did Long One own her? She knew from the other girls that if you owed him a lot, he would force you into prostitution. She didn't owe him anything, she only served him drinks, and in her confusion, she wondered whether Ivan had a debt with him, but she thought that Ivan wasn't a gambler. 

‘Tell her why,’ Long One ordered.

Ivan still looked down.

‘I failed to return his money on time, and you were the bet.’

Xena froze. She and Ivan were very close, if he needed money, he would’ve told her. She didn't understand what was going on.

‘You didn't tell me you were short on money,’ she said, speaking for the first time. Her voice was even, there was no emotion in it, but her mouth was trembling and that betrayed her fear.

‘But he told me. I gave him a few thousand, but it was hard for him to pay it off. He offered you in return. You against his life. You know how I work. I don't forgive debtors.’ Long One's gaze circled her body.

Xena frowned at the sight. She continued to watch Ivan. She expected an explanation, but he did not speak. He studied the water.

‘What was the money for?’ she asked. 

Ivan didn't answer and that infuriated her. 

‘What did you need that money for?’ she shouted. 

He still didn’t answer. 

‘It won’t happen. I won’t pay your debts. Either tell me now, or I’m leaving.’ Xena flinched as Long One grabbed her with one leap and pulled her close. 

‘No, sweetie, you're not leaving. You stay with me and from now on you will do what I tell you.’

Xena froze, then tried to free herself, but Long One was strong and tough. He had caught her with a quick grip, apparently accustomed to such quarrels. She looked at her boyfriend again. He was silent, looking away from her. 

‘You don't own me,’ she told Long One. ‘I don't owe you anything. Let me go.’ 

She knew there was no point in shouting. There was only one house here near this part of the river and it was owned by Long One. No one would help her. Xena panicked. She was unprepared for such a thing. Ivan's silence drove her crazy. What had he done, why was he silent and why didn’t he tell her anything? Whatever it was, she would have understood and helped him. However, he did not move. The only sound coming from him was sniffing.

Long One's phone rang, he reached out to get it out of his pocket and Xena took advantage of the distraction. She hit him hard with her elbow in the abdomen and started running stepping into the river. She could hear the footsteps of the approaching man and Ivan's screams.

‘Don't leave me, Xena! He will kill me if you don't do what he wants. Xena, stop! Please!’ 

But she didn't stop. Then she felt the breath of Long One beside her. He grabbed her leg and knocked her down.

‘There's nowhere to run,’ he said, grinning.

Xena crashed into the river which was becoming more violent. She felt something wooden, grabbed it tightly and struck Long One on his chest with as much force as she could. He swayed but did not fall. He pulled the rod from her hand and aimed it at her abdomen. Once and then once more, he ended up with a blow aimed at her head, but she turned at the last moment and the rod hit her shoulder. The pain stunned her. 

At that moment she saw the water dragging Long One. He had lost his balance as he turned to hit her. Xena took a deep breath and dived into the deep part of the river. She swam downstream for a few minutes, turned briefly and when she couldn’t see anyone, she hurried out of the water and slipped into the woods. Xena was shaking. She tried not to run, though she instinctively wanted to. Running would scare the birds and that would quickly reveal her location. 

She walked slowly and carefully. She could hear her own footsteps and though she tried to be as quiet as possible the needles of the pine trees on the ground made a soft noise. The sun was going down. Soon, the mountain would be completely dark, and with the darkness would come the cold.

Xena moved slowly, the branches of the bushes and trees hitting her and sometimes she fell to the ground, but she got up quickly. Her fear forced her on. She had read somewhere that it didn't matter how many times you fell, it was important to be able to get up after each fall, and now, subconsciously, she was doing just that. Regardless of the physical and emotional pain, she had to go on and go where... 

The thought shocked her. She had nowhere to go. Long One would look for her in her house and in the house of her friends. There was no way she could go to Ivan’s house anymore. He had sold her for a few thousands. She had heard of such fates, but she had never expected it to be hers. She would think about it later. Now she needed dry clothes and a place where no one would look for her.

Xena loved the mountains but only during the day. At night the mountains frightened her. The landscape became unfamiliar, dark, and gloomy. She felt the moisture around her gather. The noises of the nocturnal animals frightened her. The cold clung to her skin, and she could feel it in every bone. Her clothes were soaked with water, and pine needles and dry leaves were clinging to them. The cold frightened her and so did the fear. She began to run on the spot to keep warm or perhaps to get rid of the feeling of helplessness.

Where should I go now? she wondered.

She stopped, then climbed a high cliff and saw the lights of the town. It was warm there, Xena thought, and the very thought warmed her a little. She looked around the village and wondered where Long One wouldn’t look for her. One way or another, he owned everyone in this town. No one would help her for fear of getting into trouble. She needed an uninhabited house. Somewhere with warm blankets and clothes and to be away from the town centre. Then she remembered Granny Dora's house. The old woman died two weeks ago. Her daughter had visited for the funeral and then returned to her family in Sofia. The house was empty. Dora and her daughter were not close. The young woman had moved to Sofia a few years ago and didn’t like returning to her mother’s. 

Dora and Xena's grandmother were close friends, so Xena knew the house very well. Dora took care of her like a nanny when she was little. No one would look for her in the abandoned house. People in the town were superstitious and believed that a deceased soul lived in the house for forty days after death. She knew that Long One was superstitious, too. He would not search that house. Especially at night. 

All that remained was the question of how to enter it without the neighbours seeing her. Xena had to wait at least until midnight then sneak past the two houses next door. Until then she would run on the spot to stir her blood. Her hands trembled and her stomach ached. Long One's blows were strong when he hit her in the river, he must have hurt something, but she didn't want to think about it now. 

Water was still flowing from the trees. The rain had stopped but with each movement of the branches drops of rainwater were scattering on her. Her clothes and hair would not dry quickly. Xena tried to ignore the noise around her. There were no predators in this mountain, only bears but they did not go down to the village. 

After running for a little while longer, she climbed the rock again and watched the sleeping town. Little by little the lights went out. It was dark everywhere on the side of Dora's house. Xena figured it would take her about an hour to get there so it was time to go. She would have to sneak in unnoticed, and she hoped that the spare key to the house was still in its place. 

Xena began to descend slowly between the trees. From time to time, she stopped and tried to orient herself, not wanting to lose her way and find herself in the wrong part of the town. She was convinced that Long One's men were still looking for her. She had to avoid entering the streets and being seen under the streetlamps. 

Fortunately, Dora's house was one of the last in the upper part of the town, far from the centre.

She was progressing slowly, but she was convinced she was going in the right direction. But there was another obstacle that had to be crossed—the river. Now the river was turbulent, and Xena had to find a place to cross where the current was weaker. She couldn't risk being seen on the bridges. She was glad she had been able to sleep during the day, if she hadn't slept now, she wouldn't have had the strength to cross the river.

Xena stood on the shore and tried to figure out where it was safer to cross. She could hear the river, and feel it, but all she could see were reflections of the light flickering from the rebounds. She couldn't figure out where it was safe and decided to take a risk and move from where she stood. She thought she would be very lucky if she could cross to the other side. 

Xena began to wade into the water and tried to keep her balance. It was clear to her that at some point she would have to swim but she wanted to postpone that moment for as long as possible. Xena walked slowly. She stepped carefully until she reached a strong current then took a deep breath and began to swim. It took her a few minutes to reach the other side. Whistling and trembling, she sat near two covenant bushes. After a few seconds, she got up and began to walk quickly. Xena went out on the road near the river and looked around carefully. There were no passing cars. She heard no other noises. She held her breath to make sure she didn't miss any sounds and crossed the road slowly. 

Dora's house was not far away. It took her ten minutes to reach it. She began to move more slowly as she approached the town, not wanting to attract any attention. Then she waited opposite the house, checking no one was around. 

The neighbourhood was in silence and darkness. Xena approached Dora’s house, looked around, and hurried into the garden. She moved one of the pots and picked up the spare key. It was the same, slightly rusty, with an old rubber band that served as a keychain. She tried to unlock the door silently, but the old door made a scraping sound. The hinges were old and noisy. Xena had no choice, she had to take a risk and get inside quickly, hoping no one would hear the creaking of the opening. Xena hoped the neighbours were fast asleep. She slipped inside quickly and entered the house.

After closing the door Xena relaxed and sat in the hallway for a moment. She listened again, wanting to make sure no one saw her then got up, went into the kitchen, and looked out the window at the street. There were no streetlamps on this road, but most people had installed lamps in front of their front doors. Not seeing anyone Xena went upstairs and wrapped herself in a blanket. Her body was still shaking. She really wanted to make herself a cup of tea, but she knew it was dangerous to turn on any appliances. She looked around in the twilight, urgently needing to change her clothes and opened the closet and chose a shirt and a long skirt. Dora had never worn trousers, so Xena wasn't wasting her time looking for something more comfortable. She changed quickly and wrapped herself in two blankets. Then began to massage her body slowly; this would help her blood circulation. Her hair was still wet, and she tried to dry it using the edges of the blanket. The house was old and cold, but still preferable to the rain outside.

Xena sat on the old sofa in the living room and tried to calm down and think. Her head ached badly, and her belly throbbed where Long One had hit her with the wooden stick. She had to find something to stop the pain. Dora had a small first aid kit in the kitchen. Xena hoped there was still medicine in it. She got up slowly, walked to the kitchen, but didn't get far. Her stomach tightened, she felt dizzy and was forced to sit on the floor. The tension of the last few hours began to affect her; her whole body hurt. After a few minutes, Xena made another attempt to get up, reached the kitchen and sat down to rest again. The third time she managed to reach the first aid kit. She calmed down when she saw the painkillers inside and with one last effort went to the tap and took two pills. Xena hoped they would work soon.

A few minutes later her headache subsided. She could think more clearly. The pain in her stomach continued, but Xena tried not to think about it. She had to find a way to leave the town. She didn’t have much money, only a twenty, which she wore in her bra for emergencies. Without money she would not get far. The pain returned and Xena decided to take another pill. A few minutes later, warmed by the blankets and relaxed by the painkillers, Xena fell asleep. 

She awoke two hours later to a noise in front of the house. Someone was talking. She tried to remember if she had locked the door after entering, but that moment was lost. She held her breath and waited.

‘She's not likely to be here.’ 

The voice was male, Xena didn’t recognise it.

‘I don’t think that someone would come to this house. The old woman's spirit is still here,’ the man continued to speak.

Someone approached the door and pressed the handle. The door was locked. She had locked it herself.

‘It’s locked.’ This time the voice belonged to Long One ‘But look here, there are wet marks. They may be from her.’ 

‘It could be a cat or a dog,’ the stranger said.

‘Maybe. Still, I want to check. Tomorrow we will come back and open the door. The bitch is hardly inside, but I don't want to leave things unchecked. Come on, we'll check on her friend again.’

The two men walked away. Xena realised that she could only stay two or three more hours in the house. She had to move as fast as possible.

The friend they were checking on was Adelina. Everyone called her Adi or the Blonde Adi, as the men called her among themselves. Adi was beautiful, and always smiling. When Xena was little, the other children’s parents forbade their children to play with her. Without a mother and a father, Xena was not good enough for them. Adi's parents were no exception, but Adi stubbornly disregarded this from an early age. She was the only child who bothered to talk to Xena and her grandmother. Then Ivan showed up and they were all Xena's friends. Years later, her classmates tried to get closer to her, but she never managed to get rid of the feeling that she was not wanted. Her trust was not easy to gain, but it was quick to lose. She was used to being considered special and lonely. Of course, as a bartender and waiter she had to talk to people, but the nightclub conversations were never personal, at least not for her.

The only people who knew her fears and dreams were Ivan and Adi. Ivan was not part of her life now. She wondered if Long One would really kill him. Many people liked Ivan, he was popular in the town and if people found out that Long One had taken his life, it would not have a good effect on his reputation. He was cruel in many other ways, but at least Xena didn't think he had killed anyone before, not physically. Long One was good at psychological harassment. He knew how to get people to work for him and often hurt them physically, as a lesson to others, to be aware that he was not joking. He never cut fingers, hands, or feet. He made visible physical scars, but he didn't kill. Or at least she hadn't heard of it ever happening. In the situation she was in, she was in greater danger than Ivan. No one ran away from Long One. Everyone paid off their debt in one way or another. But this debt wasn’t hers.

Xena wondered again why Ivan needed money and why he hadn't told her. And why he had betrayed her in this way. He hadn't trusted her, and that drove her crazy. They were very close, like brother and sister. They were also lovers. But how close could two people really be, she wondered.  

Severe pain brought her back to reality. It had been several hours since she had taken the last painkiller and it was time for another one. Xena took two pills and sat down at the table. She needed a plan. Dawn was beginning outside. There was not much time and there weren't many options. The only way to leave town was by bus. She didn't have a driver's license, she couldn't steal a car, and going back to the woods wasn't a good option. All that left was the bus. 

The first bus to Sofia was in about an hour. Probably someone would be watching the passengers, so she had to disguise herself. The other problem was money. The money she had would not be enough for a ticket.

Xena looked around, wondering if Dora had left any of her money in the attic. When she was little, Xena had gone up there once secretly. She had searched for treasures and, to her surprise, found one. Dora had saved some money and hidden it in a small box. When Xena grew up and Dora's health deteriorated, the old woman herself told her about the money. She trusted her. Xena, however, did not know if Dora's daughter knew about this box. Maybe she had taken it when she came for the funeral. She had to check. 

Xena looked for a chair, tried to ignore the pain in her stomach and stepped on the chair. The ladder was in the garden, there was no way to use it. She had to find strength and go up to the attic. On her second attempt she succeeded. The attic was dirty and dark. It was as if no one had gone up there in years. Xena leaned forward and groped for the small box. She sneezed but managed to dull the sound with her palms. There was dust everywhere. The attic reawakened memories of her childhood, but she quickly turned her attention to the money. She had to find it if it was still there. The box was not where she had found it as a child. It looked like the daughter had taken it after all. Xena walked around the attic just in case and finally saw it. The box was smaller than she remembered, but it was definitely there. She recognised the little rose that adorned it. Now she saw that the box had contained soap before it became a piggy bank. She opened it and a smile lit up her face. The money was inside. There was enough to escape the town. She took the notes and slowly came down from the attic, trying not to make any noise in case the neighbours woke up.

Satisfied with what she found, Xena went to the bedroom, reopened the closet, and examined the clothes inside. She had to disguise herself. Dora was one of the village's artists. Xena was not interested in theatre, she did not want to become an actor and did not pay much attention to what the old woman showed her, but one day she had seen Dora looking at least twenty years older and had been startled. Then she had asked Dora to show her how to apply makeup, what to emphasise and where. Xena once managed to scare Adi with her appearance after she put on makeup.

Now she had to take advantage of this knowledge and change her age beyond recognition. She picked up the makeup bag and went to the bathroom. The room had no windows and she turned on the light. Her plan was to put on Dora's clothes, and to put on a big hat and makeup so that no one would recognise her. The makeup took about twenty minutes. It was half an hour before the bus was due to leave. She had to go to the bus station at the last minute so as not to give people much time to look at her. It was also important to know who would be on the bus. She had to make sure no one spoke to her.

Xena wore a blouse, a knitted vest, and a long skirt. Dora's shoes were two sizes smaller, and her feet would hurt but she would last. Either way she would have to take painkillers, they would dull the pain. She lifted her hair into a bun and put on a hat. Xena looked in the mirror and even she couldn't recognise herself. She writhed in pain again. This gave her an even older look. She looked at her watch again and wished herself success.

Xena quietly unlocked the door and hurried out of the house. She turned quickly around the corner, then leaned forward and walked slowly toward the bus station. She tried to walk slightly hunched over and the pain in her stomach was helping. At six-twenty-five she stood in front of the bus door and waited her turn for a ticket. There were four people in front of her. One of them motioned for her to pass in front of him. He obviously considered her as old and weak. As she climbed the step, someone grabbed her elbow and forced her to turn. He was one of Long One's men. He looked at her from head to toe and apologised. Xena bought a ticket with her hands trembling with fear and moved slowly inside the bus. She found a place out of sight and sat down, putting her hat on to cover herself from most of the passengers. She pulled a small plastic bottle from the handbag she had taken from Dora's house and took two pills. 

Xena couldn't wait for the bus to leave. Long One's man continued to check the passengers and paid no more attention to her. She thought that Dora continued to help her even after her death. One of the few people who did not disappoint her. The sad thing was that she couldn't say goodbye to one of her loved ones, her best friend must have been worried about her. She missed Adi already. She even missed Ivan, but not the Ivan she last saw.

Finally, the bus left. Xena sighed with relief and rested her head on the backrest. She could now afford a short break. In three hours, they were to arrive in Sofia. Until then, she would be asleep.
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OLD END, NEW BEGINNING
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Xena woke up with severe abdominal pain. At first, she didn't know where she was, then she felt the rumble of the bus and saw the passengers and remembered. She looked out of the window. The first blocks of the big city could be seen in the distance. Xena had come to Sofia a few times on various occasions. She didn't know the city well, but that didn't bother her. The important thing was to be away from Long One. Xena pressed her hand to her stomach and tried to ignore the pain. Her head hurt too, she felt like her blood was flowing. She would deal with that when she arrived. 

Her thoughts returned to Ivan. Her soul ached when she thought of him. He had sold her. She couldn't believe that someone would do such a thing to someone they loved. “You were the bet.” His words stuck in her head. Why would he pledge a human being against a loan? Aren't houses, properties, things without a soul and feelings a better stake? Her eyes began to water. Two kinds of pain were cutting her into small pieces at the moment: the physical pain and the pain of the wounded soul. She felt alone and abandoned. That feeling she had felt as a child when she realised that her parents had abandoned her. It returned with double force. Xena sobbed. A man in the seat next to her asked if she was okay. She replied that she was fine, but she really wasn't. The man's voice brought her back to reality and she looked out the window. The coach station was already visible, gloomy, and as dark as the weather. It was raining and as the builders worked and dug around it was muddy.

The bus stopped slowly, and the passengers began to disembark. Xena decided to come down last. She waited for everyone, picked up Dora's handbag and walked slowly across the bus. The handbag was her only luggage. She had no clothes and no personal belongings. Fortunately, she had an ID if she ever had to use it. She hoped no one would ask questions.

The first thing she wanted to buy were clothes. No one would rent her a room if they saw her in her current state. 

After leaving the coach station, Xena crossed a few blocks and headed for a street she knew had shops. She saw a second-hand clothing store and went there, but at that moment a severe pain in her groin forced her to squat. She couldn't breathe through the pain. She felt the blood run down her face. Her eyes blurred. Xena instinctively pulled the handbag toward her and curled into a ball.

‘Are you okay?’ she heard a female voice ask, but she could not answer. Xena lost consciousness and collapsed on the sidewalk.

––––––––
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Xena woke up to the sound of voices. Someone was talking near her. She tried to open her eyes, but her eyelids were too heavy. She took a deep breath and sighed. It smelled like a hospital. She remembered fainting and she wondered where she was. Her head was heavy, and she couldn't think very well. Xena fell asleep again. It was dark when she woke up again. She could hear breathing on both sides. She struggled to her feet and saw that she was in a hospital room. There were five more beds in the room. Four of them were occupied, one was empty. She remembered the seizure and wondered how long she had been here. Xena removed the blanket and saw that she was wearing a white cotton nightgown printed with small blue flowers. She lifted her nightgown slowly and her gaze fell on a bandage on her abdomen. Instead of her panties she was wearing an adult’s nappy. Xena tried to get up, but her legs were too weak and there was pain in her groin. Apparently, the blows Long One had inflicted on her had torn something inside her. She felt peak and weak again. She settled on the bed, rested her head, and fell asleep again.

Xena hoped to be able to walk in the morning. She instinctively knew that she was not safe in the hospital. If her name had been written down somewhere, Long One would have found her. He had people everywhere and he knew she was injured. He would look for her till the last. Xena fell asleep, but this time her sleep was restless. She dreamed of muddy water, shouts, and blows.

‘Are you okay?’ Xena heard a familiar voice. The woman who asked her was the same one who asked her this question before she collapsed on the sidewalk.

Xena opened her eyes and saw a friendly young woman. Her eyes were worried, but there was something beautiful about her. Xena couldn't tell what it was, but it certainly reassured her.

‘I'm fine thanks. Where am I?’

‘In the Accident and Emergency room. You've been here for three days.’

‘Three days?’ Xena asked. There was fear in her voice.

‘Don’t worry,’ the woman said. ‘Nobody knows you’re here. I saw the clothes and the makeup. No one pretends to be so old and ugly for no reason.’

Xena rested her head on the pillow with relief. This woman had already saved her life once, now maybe twice.

‘What is your name?’ Xena asked her.

‘Darina, but everyone calls me Dary.’ 

Xena looked at the young woman without hiding her gaze. Dary had light brown hair, her eyes were light, a mixture of pale blue, grey and green. Her nose was slightly upturned, giving her a girlish look. Everything in this woman breathed freshness and her gaze was undisguised. Xena liked her right away, she somehow managed to gain her trust and that wasn't typical for her. It usually took her years to trust someone.

‘Thanks, Dary. For everything.’ Then Xena timidly asked, ‘My bag?’ 

‘It's in my locker. I'll give it to you when you’re discharged. I kept everything as it is.’ 

‘Thank you,’ Xena said again. ‘You shouldn't have had to worry so much.’

‘Your old clothes are soaked in blood. There is no way to leave with them. What do you want me to do with them?’

‘Throw them away, please.’

‘All right.’ Dary looked at Xena sadly and said, ‘I'm sorry about the baby.’

‘The baby?’ Xena wondered. ‘What baby?’

Dary sighed.

‘You didn't know you were pregnant?’

‘No,’ Xena said softly. Her mouth went dry. Her emotions knocked her back on the pillow and she wept softly. No, she didn't know she was pregnant. She hadn't even thought about it. Ivan and she didn’t want children. They had no money to look after themselves, they could not take care of another human being. Xena closed her eyes and her tears flowed. Big sad tears. She could feel the eyes of the other women in the room.
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