
  
    
      THE THORN CHRONICLES

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        KIMBERLY LOTH

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Kissed]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Thorn Chronicles

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kissed

        Book 1

        Kimberly Loth

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Copyright © 2014 by Kimberly Loth

        All rights reserved.

        No part of this book may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, distributed, stored in or introduced in any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical without express permission of the author, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review purposes.

        This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogues, in the is book are of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead is completely coincidental.

        Cover design by Rebecca Frank

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Virginia

        For being my first fan

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART I


          

          
            Seed

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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 looked odd next to our front door. My mother had it installed after I kept tracking in dirt and fertilizer from my green house. 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 dirty 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 away 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 blond 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.

      “Wash your face. We have guests for dinner.” My stomach knotted. I tied and untied my shoes three times, wondering how to respond. Years ago, my father had closed our home to visitors. No one crossed our threshold. I was allowed to leave only to go to school and to church. Well, if you want to call it that. I’ve watched movies in school and I went to the Baptist church until I was eight. Our new church, Crusaders of God, was a bigger shock than no more pants. But Mother and Father called it church.

      “Why?” I asked. My curiosity overrode my memory of the last question I asked when Grandma died and I wanted to know why I couldn’t go to the funeral. I stood and waited for the slap and a lecture.

      Instead, she smiled like she was hiding something important.

      “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 ever 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 they announced turned out to be a drastic lifestyle change complete with long denim skirts and strict obedience. Oh, and no more birthdays. Until now, apparently. Maybe the surprise would be that my father finally found his sanity. That would be an amazing birthday present. 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 guest turned out to be familiar. And not the good kind of familiar either.

      Dwayne Yerdin sat at the table. He was a senior at my school 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 had disliked him the moment I saw him. Perhaps he would prove my judgment wrong tonight. 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, a tall thin man with thick blond hair, saw me waiting 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 buzzed with the act of disobedience and the air smelled faintly of wisteria. I almost smiled. A look of 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 mother served us all 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 the pudgy man’s gaze. Or Dwayne’s. His eyes shifted rapidly around the room as if he were looking for the nearest exit. But when his eyes met mine 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 that we just didn’t say anything at all. As the conversation turned to the medical experiments Dad performed on the dog that had been dumped in our yard last week, I tuned out and 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, but that was before Father went insane. I missed those days, the ones before he 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 thinking of the father he used to be.

      After the cake, I moved to help my mother clean up, but Father put a hand on my wrist, a signal to stay seated. 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. Me, I kept my mouth shut and listened for the words that weren’t being said.

      Mr. Yerdin eyed me up and down. “Well she certainly has the required blond hair and blue eyes.”

      “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 stomach sank at the thought of what my birthday surprise would be. Although part of me did not want to hear the rest of the conversation, but to escape back into the quiet world of flowers and dirt, another part of me needed to know what my future held, where 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, of course 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, like the way I felt when a teacher praised me for a good job. I bit my bottom lip and tasted butterscotch, which was weird because the cake we had, contained nothing of the sort. While I knew asking questions was not an act of disobedience, I also recognized the power in the asking. As if I was taking control, even if that control was small. I took a sip of my water. Father hesitated for a moment and then frowned. He looked up and saw my mother standing in the kitchen, her eyes boring into his. He didn’t look away from her when he answered me.

      “You’ll be marrying Dwayne.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Most girls dream of a bell-shaped 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 water.

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

      My mother sat down next to me and squeezed my hand. “You heard what your father said.” I jerked my hand from hers, my fingers tingling with pain. I looked up at her and saw that she looked disappointed. Rage began to build in my chest, my mouth tasted of bile and my ears filled with the sound of a thousand buzzing flies. I pushed it away. 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 that this was a stupid idea and that I was way too young to be married. Not to mention that a marriage to this creep was practically a death sentence. Years of fantasying how to escape my home and never once did I envision this. It would be worse than staying home.

      Mr. Yerdin spoke up. “We should wait until the summer, it’s only six weeks away.”

      My father nodded and my mother glared at him, apparently thinking the same thing I did.

      I did not mean waiting until summer break and they knew it. I bit my tongue, knowing I’d already overstepped my bounds. If I spoke up much more, my obedience might be questioned and Dwayne and his father would change their minds. I’d end up black and blue before morning. Of course that might be better than the alternative.

      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.

      Father laughed. “To ensure the sustainability of our great race. We are being taken over. By making sure we marry you off to someone else with the right genes and young blood, 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. Who was this man? 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 blond hair was not natural. And in two months, I would do what they asked of me. My obedience was sure.

      My father and Mr. Yerdin discussed the details. I ignored them and wondered, not for the first time in my sorry life, if I could finally find the courage to run away. Take a walk out to my roses and never come back. I’d definitely considered it before.

      Mr. Yerdin handed my father a gold band.

      “Naomi, may I see your hand please?”

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

      “Now you belong to Dwayne.” My eyes met Dwayne’s across the table. He smirked. Mother shuffled next to me, but I did not look up at her. A cold sweat broke out across my forehead. Marriage seemed like such a preposterous idea.

      I could just picture it now. We’d live in a dirty old trailer with the roof half tin, 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 just thinking about it.

      When Mr. Yerdin — I refused to call him Dad — and Dwayne walked outside a couple of hours later, I didn’t rise to see them off. Instead, I stared at the table. Through the dining room window I saw them standing by the cars talking. Dwayne looked bored. They were probably discussing my demise. My mother escaped into the kitchen and turned on the faucet to fill the sink. I rose to help her. We worked in silence for several minutes. She kept looking 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 finality of what was about to happen hit me hard when she spoke those words. I nodded, avoiding her gaze. My voice wavered as I spoke.

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

      She sighed and frowned. “I guess.”

      The spring air cooled my face. My father’s laugh drifted around the garage. I leaned against the wall of the house, not wanting to move across the lawn until they left. I knelt down 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 pulled me close. The warmth of his body repulsed me and I could feel his grimy hand on my back, grateful that he was only touching my clothes and not my bare skin.

      “What are you hiding underneath all those clothes?” His hand slid down. I struggled against his body, but he held me tight. “Course you’d look better with your hair down.” He grabbed hold of my braid, caressing the tight weave. He slid 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 then pain shot through my scalp as he grabbed a fist full of hair and pulled. My eyes watered.

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

      “Dwayne, please,” I begged, wondering if there was any way out of this. Would this be my life for the next fifty years?

      “Please, what?” he sneered.

      “Let me go.” What had my father gotten me into?

      “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 from around the garage and I knew 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 was alone.

      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 felt he needed to touch me because he saw my bare feet. I’d have to be more careful in the future. The grass poked at the tender skin. I hoped that 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, the pain in my head and the garbage smell disappeared. Instead, I was rewarded with the smell of hundreds of blooming roses. 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 them to my room. Instead, I wanted to snatch up the vase and throw it against the sidewall, 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 onto me. 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.

      I turned on them.

      Tears streamed down my face as I tore the buds off and ripped away the leaves. I turned the pot over and the rich soil poured out over my feet and skirt. I shredded the stalks as sobs fought their way out. Blood trickled down my palms. I welcomed the hurt. The pain. 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 could taste honey on my lips. In my head visions of far away 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. I could hear everything. Footsteps shuffled around me. The agony in my head disappeared and my stomach stilled. Thoughts raced through my brain but no emotion came. Only peace. The swishing of a broom distracted me. If only I could 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 and the touch did not burn. It tingled a bit, but didn’t burn. How strange to be touched but not hurt. The skin was rough, like someone who worked with his hands. A gardener perhaps. Someone who shared my love of roses. I shivered and waited. This must be a dream. A strange 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. He worked with such gentleness. I wished I could awaken and see who would take such care of me. No one had done so in the last eight years. And still wasn’t, because this was a dream, right?

      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. He moved silently out the door and I instantly missed the smell of roses.

      A door creaked open and I heard the whoosh of an air conditioner. We moved with complete silence. He laid me down with care on my bed. At least I hoped it was my bed. He moved 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, kind of like the honey but with a touch of cinnamon. And I could hear soft music playing, the kind that makes 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 of me. A taste of something I’d never known before. Something exquisite and sweet. But terrifying.
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        From the time that 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.

      

      

      The next morning the memories came slowly. Dwayne. My tantrum. The kiss. Must have been a dream. I’d been exercising my imagination a little too much lately. The bizarre evening couldn’t possibly have happened. 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 on to the good parts of the dream. I licked my lips and tasted honey. I smiled. Then a crash came from the kitchen. Time to get up.

      I stumbled across the cold wooden floor to my dresser. On the top sat a clear bowl filled with water. Six rose heads in full bloom floated in the dish. I carefully scooped a rose out of the bowl. I stuck my nose in 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 it belonged in a vase with long stems and a few leaves. Not a bowl. So where did these come from? Placing the rose back in the dish, I took a few deep breaths, attempting to clear my head. The last thing I remembered clearly was dinner. 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. They should bear the marks of my tantrum. Not a scratch, just the light freckles and bleach blond hair. The dark roots were beginning to show. Soon my mother would set me down and re-dye my hair. I didn’t even remember what my natural color should be. Mother never let the roots get long enough for me to see. I tried sometimes to remember, but my father destroyed all of our pictures and my natural color eluded me. As Crusaders we were not allowed to be anything but blond. No one knew that my natural color was darker.

      The roses in the bowl were definitely Kaisers. But how?

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

      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’d had from my prison of a home. Most of the girls at Crusaders are homeschooled, but after Grandma died I heard my parents talking about the attention it’d bring if they suddenly pulled me from school so I got to keep going.

      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 in the cracked green seat by myself. No one bothered me.

      Except five minutes later, someone sat next to me. I shifted my eyes so I could see her but not appear like I was looking at her. The girl had a willowy body barely covered in 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 looked 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 sand papery quality to it.

      “No,” I mumbled and looked away, a technique I learned early on that usually worked. For me, friends were on the invisible 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 few minutes since she sat next to me I’d forgotten about what my father wanted me to do. I could use the distraction.

      “Same.” But I didn’t shake her hand. No need to encourage her.

      She dropped her voice and her hand thankfully and whispered, “I just moved into a new foster home.”

      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 them or I’d get taken away where I could only eat frozen peas and would get beaten with a paddle every night. Which I suppose 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, he went to jail.”

      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.” She held out her painted red toes.

      She was quiet after that and I pondered her predicament. 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 home 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 walked 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 until now. She had freedom from her dad. So I took her to the office and made my first friend in eight years. In my mind we were already having whispered 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. I followed Ruth towards 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.

      I looked up and saw a very handsome boy smiling 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 back to my table and eating the food anyway. Dinner last night was hardly any food. Usually I ate better at school than I did at home anyway so I ate everything I could at school. But the French toast was folded in half and I could see a few hairs stuck to the sausages. I sighed and dumped the tray in the garbage. I found Ruth sitting at a table nibbling on a few grapes.

      “Where’s your food?”

      “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 when 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 walked back through the crowded lunch room 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. It irritated me, she really shouldn’t show so much skin. She didn’t seem to notice. Instead she studied her schedule and chattered on.

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

      I snorted.

      “She’s funny,” I began when a hand closed around the back of my arm and the taste of breakfast was replaced with the taste of cough syrup and 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 looked up. The pinched face of Dwayne Yerdin stared down at me. His eyes were blank and his mouth was 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. Ruth continued walking unaware that 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 around to look for Ruth, but she was gone.

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

      I shook my head, this could not be happening. The kids around us stood so close, 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 listen to me and not question what I wanted.” Of course, my father. He wouldn’t be happy with me if I disobeyed Dwayne.

      Dwayne pulled me over to his group of loser friends. He left his hand on the back of my arm where there was a layer of cloth protecting 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. 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 brush his greasy blond hair out of his eyes.

      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 pulled me closer and instinctively I shoved against him. Not hard or anything, 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?”

      I had no idea what I’d done. He let go, but I didn’t do anything. Or did I? In my confusion, 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 pulled away but he had a hard grip and he was looking at my hand curiously.

      “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.” Truthfully, I had no idea what happened to it.

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

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

      

      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. Her white flip-flops slapped the ground.

      “Hey, what happened this morning?” her voice was breathless near my ear.

      “I got lost in the crowd. Sorry.”

      “No problem. Do you want to come over tonight? My 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 shook my head. If I told anyone about Father and Dwayne, they’d kill me before I could spill anymore.

      “I can’t.” I looked 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 of me. I slipped my hand behind my back and flipped him off.

      My boldness shocked me. Never had a curse world 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. Most of the time, women were not allowed to witness anything in the main sanctuary but sometimes, if someone was being punished, they would force us to watch. 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. I heard her whisper that he’d said “shit” when he dropped a heavy rock on his foot and broke his toe. Unfortunately for the boy, his father heard it.

      The noise that came from his mouth when they placed the burning ember on his tongue was not human. I never saw the boy or his mother again. I hope she took him and ran.

      I would have to 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 on the things that were happening to me. Inside, I was changing too. My mind had somehow cleared of the fog I’d been in for the last eight years. The home I lived in was not just unusual, it was wrong. I wanted out.

      When I arrived home, I 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’d ever come 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. Which was good. For every act of disobedience one of my fingernails would be ripped out with a pair of pliers. I hated witnessing that one at church.

      To my surprise, the greenhouse looked the same. No petals littered the ground, just the usual thorny vines climbing over the door and the multi-colored flowers in every corner. I brushed my finger along the table. Spotless. That table hadn’t been spotless in years. Was I going crazy? Was all of 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’m not a neat freak, I prefer 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.

      The floor was always covered in dirt and leaves and I had plants stashed everywhere. I could find all of them, but no one else could. Now the table and floor were clean and I had a bowl full of Kaiser Wilhelm’s 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 could still taste the honey and cinnamon. And his face, I could picture clearly, even though I hadn’t even seen him. I made him the boy who bought me a new tray of breakfast. I sighed and wished that 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.

      Several of the roses were in full bloom. I stopped to sniff a few 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 instead. The kind of plants we could sell at Christmas or Mother’s Day, but I still learned a ton.

      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 belonged 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 rose bush outside. She taught me to love my roses and she was my angel. She taught me how to breed and prune roses. Because of her I could continue getting new ones. Whenever I created something new, I thought of my love for my Grandma. When Grandma died, I locked myself in her greenhouse for three days surrounded by our roses. That day her greenhouse became mine. I couldn’t bear the thought of life without her.

      For the last couple of years, I’d been searching for someone to go with my Ruth Alexander roses. And now I had someone. Ruth was perfect in every way. Not only did her 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.

      The well-worn path to my outside garden meandered through the woods for several hundred feet. 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. When I reached the trellis, I tied Ruth’s picture to a sturdy stem near the ground.

      Next year, I wouldn’t be around to see Ruth bloom. I sank to the ground. The damp earth seeped into my skirt, chilling me. When I married Dwayne, I would be forced to stay in my house all day and not be allowed to go to school. My day 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. If he wouldn’t allow me to do something then I couldn’t do it. 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. I shook my head, dug out my clippers and set to trimming bushes.

      When I finally walked back to the greenhouse, I had to fight to keep the tears at bay. Next year this garden would die. Why did I have to leave?

      An hour later, Mother called me in for dinner. I cut a few roses from my Rosa Mundi, a wide striped red and white rose. They were unique and pretty. On the pot was a picture of one of the cheerleaders at school who always said hi to me. I slid them into a vase and walked slowly back to the house.

      I put the vase down on the dresser and noticed a small gold band. The ring. I slipped it on my finger and sighed. If that small piece of metal was enough to keep Dwayne off my back then it was worth it. I didn’t remember taking it off.

      After putting my flowers in my room, I sat down next to Father and waited for Mother to serve me. I kept my eyes down, seeking to avoid attention. Silence was a normal part of our dinner routine, I didn’t need to worry about speaking. Mother put a few pieces of broccoli on my plate, a spoonful of noodles, and a bit of spaghetti sauce. She placed a chunk of garlic bread on her plate and Father’s, but did not give any to me. For some reason that annoyed me. Why couldn’t I have garlic bread?

      Dinner was silent and tense. Even though I knew they couldn’t possibly know about my indiscretions there was an air of something-is-about-to-happen. After dinner I picked up my plate and my mother’s.

      My father grunted. “Your mother will clean up. You will come help me chop wood.”

      Chop wood? It was nearly summer time. We didn’t need any more wood. Besides, chopping wood was men’s work, not women’s. Women cooked, cleaned, had babies, took care of the babies, and made sure the husbands were happy. Men did whatever they wanted. Plus all the outdoor chores. How could I possibly chop wood?

      The air outside was balmy. The woodpile sat behind our burn barrel, piled high with short logs. Usually, in the middle of the summer, Father would rent a wood splitter and split all of the wood to heat our home for the winter.

      He pointed to the woodpile. “Pick a piece, then set it here.” He patted the large tree stump in front of him. In his right hand he held a large axe. I found a piece that wasn’t too heavy and heaved it to the stump. I set it on its end. It wobbled a little and then fell over.

      My father scowled at me. “You’ll have to hold it up.”

      My hands shook as I placed them about halfway down the eighteen-inch piece. For a second nothing happened. I kept my face turned away and my eyes squeezed shut.

      “Dwayne tells me you have a new friend.”

      I turned my head and looked toward him in surprise. How was it possible that Dwayne was smart enough to realize that Ruth was a new friend? The axe whooshed inches from my face and hit the wood with a terrifying thunk. I let go. The wood fell into two pieces. My father placed one piece on the ground, held the other out to me and nodded toward the stump. I placed my hands around the wood and my whole body shook now that I knew what to expect.

      “What’s her name?” he asked and raised the axe again.

      “Ruth.” Whoosh. Thunk. The axe bit deeper into the wood this time and came to rest only a couple of inches above my fingers.

      “Is she a slut?”

      I shrugged and my cheeks burned. I picked up the other half of the piece of wood.

      “Dwayne tells me she’s a slut. I don’t like you being friends with her.”

      Whoosh. Thunk. I let go before the axe finished its path. Good thing too or my right index finger would have been sliced off at the first knuckle.

      “Naomi, look at me.” I stood up straight. Defiant.

      His pale watery blue eyes met mine. Long ago, those eyes were kind and held the promise of fishing and mischief. Now they only carried the promise of pain. “You won’t be friends with her. You hear?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      He left the wood sitting by the stump, leaned the axe against the burn barrel and strolled back into the house. Not once did he look back at me.

      I burned with fury. What right did he have to tell me who my friends could be? I never made friends. Never. And now he’d gone and forbidden that. He shouldn’t have even found out about it, yet he did. Because of Dwayne, who would soon have even more control over me. Ruth had escaped her horrors. Now I needed to.
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        * * *

      

      That night sleep came quickly and I dreamed. Dwayne’s horrid face swam above mine, his skunk-like breath filling my nostrils. He hissed words I could not understand and his body turned to a snake. He struck me in the arm, his fangs releasing slow venom. The poison burned and traveled down my limbs.

      Then, in a sudden shift, my mind went blank and the pain disappeared. I could not open my eyes. Thoughts of Dwayne disappeared and fear fled. A breath tickled my upper lip, smelling sweet. I waited, hoping he’d kiss me again but was met with disappointment instead. He moved and kissed my eyelids, then my cheeks, and the tip of my nose. Visions of warm beaches filled my head. A soft melody played in my ears. He feathered his lips along my jaw and then hesitated. I wanted, desperately, for him to kiss my lips, but found I was again unable to move. Peace filled the hollow cave of my heart. And then he was gone.

      My eyelids fluttered open and I flicked on the lamp next to my bed. I licked my lips. Honey. The Rosa Mundi was gone and was replaced with a Madame Kai-Shek. The huge yellow bloom perfumed the air. I stuck my nose inside it and hoped it would be possible to hold onto the peace his kiss brought. That I wouldn’t be filled with fear the next time I saw Dwayne. But even as I thought it, the peace began to fade.

      It was strange, even though I couldn’t see his face, I again pictured the boy from this morning. The one who spilled my food all over. He would have to play the part of my mystery kisser in my head. I wished, not for the last time, that I could see his face.

      Over the next few nights he came every night. He had not been a dream. Every night I left a rose for him and every morning a different one stood in the vase. The game we played was dangerous and exotic, but where else would I find solace? Perhaps, he wasn’t real and I was going loopy. Either way it didn’t matter. He made me happy and if it was all in my head, then oh well. When I married Dwayne, I’d be dead soon enough. Might as well enjoy my delusions, but in my heart, I knew this boy whoever he was, was no delusion.

      He was real.
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        Seven roses contain the name of the day of rest. My favorite is Sunday Lemonade. Its pale pink blooms give off a scent of lazy summer nights visiting with friends. Just the opposite of the many Sabbaths I spend with my father. His Sundays smell like famine and pestilence.

      

      

      Birds sang to announce the new day. Perhaps I could stay in bed a little longer. My eyelids fluttered and I rolled to my side, the crisp sheets scratching my skin. The cheap alarm clock glowed red in the darkness. 8:30. I had an hour until the apocalypse began. For a minute I debated staying in bed, replaying various kisses from my mystery savior, but I still needed to shower and plant myself on the couch before Father was ready to go. My stomach growled and I sighed. No food today. Sundays were days of fasting. My ankle-length nightgown twisted around my knees and I struggled to free my legs. My breath came in rapid bursts, the claustrophobia setting in. Consciously, I slowed my breath and untwisted my nightgown. If I ever escaped, I promised myself the first thing I would do is sleep naked.

      I sat up and flicked on the cracked floral lamp that sat on my nightstand. My gaze settled on my dresser. Last night I left deep red Oklahoma Roses. Next to them sat a monster blueberry muffin and a banana. I was grateful, but flabbergasted that today of all days he knew to leave food with the flowers. Today, I wouldn’t be allowed to eat.

      I scrambled to the dresser and inhaled the muffin and banana. Only when I was half way through did the thought occur to me that Father might notice the smell on my breath. I would have to take extra care brushing my teeth. Full and feeling that today might not be so awful after all, I set to the task of getting ready for church.

      After my shower, I scrubbed my teeth and braided my hair. Guilt swam across my insides. This week, I disobeyed my parents, flipped off Dwayne, ate breakfast on the Sabbath and I was kissing a boy every night. If I confessed before the Master I would have a fingernail ripped out, my middle finger would be burned, I would have to drink a glass of scalding water, and I didn’t know what my punishment would be for kissing the boy. No one had ever committed that sin before or at least confessed to it.

      Perhaps it was cowardly, but I didn’t want to bear the punishment. Perhaps given enough time, I’d just forget about it. As long as the Master never asked me, I wouldn’t have to confess. I tried once, to not confess, but one look into those evil red eyes and the words tumbled off my lips. I couldn’t help it.

      I buttoned up my best dress. On Sundays we didn’t wear skirts. We wore long ugly dresses. Mine was puke green with tiny pink flowers on it. It buttoned from my neck to my ankles. The sleeves rested at my wrists and the dress was fitted at the waist. Most of the women’s dresses were the same, made out of cheap material they found at the fabric store. At least mine didn’t have awful ruffles and deer. That girl always had the same look on her face. The one that said, “shoot me now, please.”

      Once we got to church, we waited in the car as usual. Father put on his mask and filed in with the rest of the men. We were not allowed to see their faces. At exactly 10:10, Mother and I followed the rest of the women into the back of the church where there were no pews. I took my place in the last row with the rest of the unwed girls, while Mother went to the end of the second row, closest to the door. We all kneeled on the ground, put our faces to the floor and stretched our hands out in front of us. The men taught us that a woman’s place with God was always worshipping and we were unworthy to look, so we had to keep our faces plastered to the ground. There we would stay for the next two hours while the Master ranted and raved about death and destruction. The sermons were different sometimes, but they were always dark and scary. It was quite common for some of us to fall asleep during the sermon and at the end we would stretch and tap the women on both sides of us, so that no one was punished for sleeping.

      Once we were all the in the required position the preaching began.

      “First, let it be known that one among us is missing today. A most grievous sin. He will be punished for that. Mr. Brown, it will be your task to track him down and make sure he does not miss the next meeting. Perhaps today we should explore the punishments Mr. William might receive if he does not return next week. Let us read from the good book today. In Leviticus we read the punishment for many sins.

      “And the man that committeth adultery with another man’s wife, even he that committeth adultery with his neighbor’s wife, the adulterer and the adulteress shall surely be put to death. And the man that lieth with his father’s wife hath uncovered his father’s nakedness, both of them shall surely be put to death, their blood shall be upon them.”

      On and on he went for the next two hours about sin and punishment. Was anyone else awake? I’d never dared to peek before, but something about the last week made me a bit more courageous. I turned my head ever so slightly and looked down the row. Everyone had their eyes to the ground. Lifting my head a little, I looked up at the first two rows. Not a soul had their head up, but something caught my eye. The spot at the end of the second row was empty. Mother was gone.

      Then something very strange happened, almost at once, every girl and woman rose their head and looked at me. Me. A few smiled, but most looked as confused as I felt. A salty taste filled my mouth and an eagle call sounded in my ear.

      The Master was still preaching, but I wasn’t listening until his voice changed slightly and rose in volume.

      “Who among us has sinned? Who among us is brave enough to bear the punishments that God has promised?”

      We all snapped our heads back down.

      The Master asked the same question every week and every week the pattern was the same. A man would volunteer some sin or another. This week it was a boy with a squeaky voice. “Please Master, I have sinned. I have had bad thoughts about a girl.”

      The Master laughed. “That is perfectly natural Boy. God will allow you some thoughts. Otherwise, how would we ever produce children?” The rest of the men laughed with him. I didn’t think it was funny at all. “Don’t mind your thoughts Boy. Let’s find us a real sin.”

      Then like always, he came to the back of the church and picked a woman. He pulled her up by the braid and dragged her to the front.

      “Women, rise, and see what happens to those of you who are unfaithful.”

      This time it was a girl around the age of fourteen. She was thin, short and shaking.

      “What is your sin?” he asked, stroking her chin.

      “I have none,” she said. She wasn’t lying. It was impossible to lie to the Master. Most weeks, I had no sins either. I obeyed my parents, did my chores, and watched my thoughts. It’s a good thing I didn’t get picked this week. I’d only had to go up there twice in my life. I don’t like thinking about those times.

      “No sin?” He laughed. “We all sin. Your sin this week is arrogance and pride. You must be taught humility. To be taught humility it must be taken from your flesh.”

      I cringed. Most of the time the punishment was a whipping. The woman would turn around, flip her dress up and pull down her underwear. Then she would grasp her ankles and receive a few whips on the buttocks for whatever sin she committed. It was horrible, but bearable. The other punishments, not so much.

      I wondered where he would take the flesh from.

      “Sins of pride begin in the heart and must be taken from there.”

      Of course he wouldn’t really cut her heart out, but I imagined at that moment she wished her breasts were larger.

      “Unbutton your dress down to your bellybutton.”

      She did as she was told, revealing tiny budding breasts. I nearly cried out for her. The girl standing next to me grabbed my hand and held tight. I didn’t look at her, but did the same for the girl standing on the other side of me. She grasped my hand hard. This was the first time we’d ever done that for each other. In fact, most of the time we didn’t even bother looking at each other. None of the rest of them went to school with me. They were all homeschooled.

      The Master took out the wicked looking, razor sharp, curved blade. He pierced the skin just above her left breast and carved down towards her shaking arm. Blood trickled down her chest. Her eyes were clenched tight. The Master held up the bloodly knife.

      “Is it enough?” he roared.

      “NO!” The men shouted back. “MORE!”

      Tears poured out from the corners of the girl’s eyes. I was surprised she was still standing. The Master took the knife and carved another line across her chest, forming a bloody X. The girl let out a howl and fainted.

      “Remember my faithful followers, that pride and arrogance are most grievous sins. You are dismissed.”

      As usual, we left first so that the men could do whatever it is that they did when the women weren’t watching.

      I found Mother waiting by the car.

      “Father will come home later. He has some things to take care of.”

      I sighed in relief. No Father meant that we could relax instead of sitting on the couch listening to him continue the earlier sermon.

      When we got home, I quickly escaped to my room, trying to forget about the horrible scene during the sermon. I wanted nothing more than to be able to take a nap and dream of my brown haired savior. At least I hoped he had brown hair.

      When I got to my room I found a pink envelope on my bed with a post-it note stuck to it.

      I found this in the attic.

      It belongs to you.

      —Kai

      A warm feeling flowed through my veins. He had a name.

      “Kai,” I said it out loud, savoring the sound.

      He’d been sneaking around in my attic. Why? My name was written across the front of the envelope in large loopy script. It bore no return address but was postmarked from Las Vegas a few weeks ago. A voice in my head urged me to tuck away the envelope, hide it where it would never be found. It felt like I had done something wrong. Something I could get whipped for. Then a new voice arose. The same one that had urged me to flip Dwayne off on Monday. This voice told me to embrace possibility. I turned the envelope over, slid my finger under the flap and pulled out a card. Glitter stuck to my fingers like thousands of tiny seeds. On the front, amongst flowers in a gorgeous script read, To my niece on her birthday.

      I slid down onto the floor. My ugly green dress gathered in waves around my knees. I had an aunt? My vision blurred a little and my head spun. A fifty-dollar bill fell out of the card. A short poem was etched on the inside, but I ignored it and read the note in purple ink.

      Naomi,

      Sixteen, how exciting! Is your mom letting you drive? You should hop in the car and come see me. I’ll pay for your gas. Vegas is lonely without family.

      I miss you fiercely. The last time I saw you, you were three years old and covered in chocolate ice cream. Are you still a chocoholic? Tell your mom I miss her. If you ever need anything, you know where to find me. Remember that I love you.

      Much Love,

      Aunt Ginny

      Where on earth did an aunt come from? Grandma never spoke of another daughter. Excitement and fear buzzed through me. Another person who shared my blood. For years the only family I knew was my mother and father. And Grandma. No one ever spoke of anyone else. But an aunt. Who loves and misses me. What did this mean for me?

      Ten minutes ago I had been trapped in a future I couldn’t bear to face, but now everything was different. Now, I had an aunt who wanted me to come visit her. Another member of my family who might be able to help. I grinned, happy to know that someone out there loved me.

      I changed in a hurry, not really paying attention to what I put on. One denim skirt was just like the rest. If mother was napping I could sneak up to the attic to see if I could find the other letters she mentioned.
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        My roses eventually became not only my friends, but my family as well. Having no connections with any of my relatives aside from my mother, father and grandmother, I created my own. In the center of my garden resides Sister Jane, Brother John, Cousin Essie, and few others. Aunt Sally became my confidant. They smell like an old woman’s perfume. I spend hours spilling my secrets to bright pink blooms. The rosebush, now taller than me and ever blooming, will be the rose I miss the most.

      

      

      The letters were scattered about the attic. I gathered them up and brought them back to my room to read. I put them in order by postmark date. Only one had a return address, but a mouse had chewed through the name.

      The address read 1100 Vegas Blvd, Las Vegas, Nevada. Las Vegas! Father calls that place sin city, but to me it sounded glamorous and exciting. I wondered if she’d let me come live with her.

      Each letter contained between fifty and a hundred dollars. I took the money and hid it in a pair of old tennis shoes in my closet. If I ever had to make a run for it, the shoes would already contain everything I needed. A few years were missing, but they began the year after my grandma died.

      Dear Naomi,

      Happy ninth birthday! I bet you are getting so big. I miss you. I wish I could’ve seen you while I was there for Grandma’s funeral, but your mom said you didn’t want any visitors. Your Grandma called me a couple of days before she died and said she was planning on a visit and she was going to take you with her. Come see me sometime and have a wonderful birthday.

      With love,

      Aunt Ginny

      Dear Naomi,

      I’m so sorry I missed your birthday last year. My client list tripled and I barely had time to breathe. I was thinking about your Grandma this morning. I miss her and wish I had spent more time with her. She was always so cheerful. But I suppose you knew that since she lived with you. I hope you have a good birthday and I doubled your money this year, because I forgot. Have fun being twelve.

      Love,

      Ginny

      Dear Naomi,

      The years are simply flying by. I can’t believe fifteen years ago you were a baby. I wish you’d call me or write or something. Vegas is lonely without family. Do you have a boyfriend yet? If you look anything like your mother, I’m sure the boys are just falling all over you. Take care of yourself and buy a cute outfit or something. Tell your mom I love her.

      With all my love,

      Ginny

      A thought wiggled its way into my brain. A thought that perhaps my aunt could rescue me from my impending nuptials. Surely she wouldn’t want me married off so young.
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      I took the letters to school with me so that I could analyze them in peace, without worry that my parents would see them. At lunch I showed them to Ruth. After she put down the last card, she creased her ginger eyebrows.

      “Why would your dad hide them?” she asked, nibbling on the edge of a double chocolate chip cookie. The big ones that you get at Subway. She gave me half.

      I shrugged. She shuffled through the cards again and put them in order.

      Then a putrid stench filled the air like cow manure mixed with vomit. I turned just in time for Dwayne to slide a grimy hand around my waist. Flies buzzed in my head again. Why did he always have that effect on me? He buried his face in my shoulder, nipping my neck. I gagged and slid towards Ruth.

      He held tight. “Naomi, why don’t you introduce me to your friend?”

      “Dwayne, this is Ruth. Ruth, Dwayne.”

      Ruth stared at me with wide green eyes. She gathered up the cards and began to push them towards me, but I shook my head slightly. Thank heavens she understood. Instead, the cards made a smooth move into her backpack. I could get them back after school.

      “Well, Ruth,” Dwayne drawled, “I haven’t gotten any alone time with my dear Naomi for awhile so why don’t you get lost?” Fear sliced across my insides. I wanted to stick up for her, tell Dwayne to get lost, but he reported everything to my father. So far I’d been able to keep my friendship with Ruth quiet, but if I suddenly got defensive, Dwayne would go racing home to Father and tell him. I just looked at Ruth and nodded, knowing she was hurt.

      She didn’t even look at me as she whisked away her backpack and moved on.

      Dwayne kept a firm hold on my waist, placed his other hand on my thigh and leaned into my ear. “If I ever see you with that slut again, you will pay. I might even have to convince my daddy to move up the big day. Stay away from her and all the other girls too. Friends are no longer necessary for you. We only have three weeks until you are all mine.”

      I squirmed, but he held on tight. “Do you understand?”

      I nodded and closed my eyes, trying to keep the tears in. His stench was so overpowering I nearly threw up on him, but then the bell rang and he sidled away from me. For a minute or two, I didn’t move. I’d have to tell Ruth I couldn’t be friends with her anymore. Until I had a way out, I couldn’t allow Dwayne to move up the date.

      Before he showed up, I was so excited by the prospect of my aunt and the possibilities she presented. How was I going to find Ginny without help? I suppose if all else failed, Kai would take me away and I’d never have to see my parents or Dwayne again.

      The problem was, I couldn’t talk with Kai and a note was risky. The next bell rang and I realized that the lunchroom was empty. I scurried upstairs and tried to creep in the back of my English class when my teacher noticed.

      “You are tardy,” she said loudly in front of the whole class.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered and took my seat. She moved on with class, but I couldn’t concentrate. What would I do without Ruth? It had only been a few weeks, but she was my lifeline, the one bright spot in my otherwise worthless life.

      I tried very hard to forget about it. To find something happier to think about. I had seen the brown haired boy in the lunchroom again. My mind drifted off, this time Kai and I were on a beach in Florida, watching the sunset. His arm was around me and we were talking about the future. I wondered if I would be disappointed the first time I saw his face. To me, he’d been the boy with the curly hair for so long that I couldn’t really picture him as someone else. What if he was blond? That would be weird.

      The rest of the day passed in a blur. I didn’t understand anything the teachers said, but at least I made it. After my last class, Ruth waited for me outside the door like she always did. Her teacher let them out early because he drove a bus. I met her eyes for a millisecond then brushed past her and ran to the bus. Tears flowed freely down my cheeks and I didn’t bother to try to hide it. Who was I kidding? Escape was pointless. I’d spend the rest of my life planning it, but I wasn’t a doer. My only hope at that point was to hope that somehow I pissed Dwayne off bad enough that he’d kill me. Wherever I went after that he couldn’t follow.

      I felt Ruth sit down next to me, but I didn’t turn to look at her. My tears wet the window. She didn’t say anything, but she put her hand on my shoulder and left it there for most of the bus ride. The touch was comforting, which was bizarre for me. When there were only a few kids left, Ruth reached over and turned my chin so I would look at her.

      “Tell me. Now.” She had a way of extracting things from me that I never understood. Her wide blue eyes and her forceful command was enough for me to spill my guts when I never had the nerve to tell anyone before.

      I whispered. “My father, he’s forcing me to marry Dwayne. As soon as school gets out. And they said I can’t be friends with you or they’ll move the date up. And Dwayne, he’ll probably kill me.”

      She took the news surprisingly well. I suppose after her own horrors, mine didn’t seem that farfetched. She thought for a moment and then cocked her head at me. “But you’re sixteen. You can’t get married.”

      “I can with parental permission.”

      “Refuse.” She looked so eager, like I hadn’t thought about that.

      “I won’t. I can’t disobey my father, I never have.”

      She nodded, looking away. “Okay. We’ll only talk on the bus. We’ll figure this out so you don’t have a wedding.”

      She dug in her backpack, pulled out the letters and handed them to me. “Here, Ginny will help too.”

      I sighed. Hope was gone. I admired her positive attitude, but there was no way it would happen. Father and Dwayne were just too powerful. I trudged home and tried not to think about the future.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, just before dinner, my father called me into the dining room.

      “Naomi, we need to talk.” He tugged at his tie and undid the first button on his dress shirt. My mother took her seat next to him and looked out the window, away from me. My stomach tightened.

      “It seems you have been disobedient.” The floral place mat in front of me held an empty glass, two forks, and a butter knife. My plate was missing. Ruth. My palms began to sweat. The last time he threatened me about Ruth he nearly chopped off my fingers. What would he do to me now?

      “Your mother tells me you stole letters hidden in the attic from her heathen sister.”

      My stomach lurched. Father just admitted that Ginny was real.

      “I only wanted to know who she was.”

      “Are you not happy with us here? Perhaps you think if you find Ginny you won’t have to marry Dwayne.”

      How could he read my thoughts? I’d told no one. I shook my head and thought quickly. “I was only curious.”

      “Where are the letters?”

      “I threw them away.”

      He pounded a fist on the table. “Liar! Bring them to me.”

      I jumped up, ran to my room and found the letters. I flipped through them until I found the one with Ginny’s address. I tore off the address and shoved it in my sock drawer. I’d put it with my money later. I brought him the letters. I should have left them with Ruth.

      I handed him the letters and he tossed them in the trash.

      “Don’t bother trying to sneak out and get them tonight. I’ll burn the trash before I go to bed. Now go to your room, Naomi, your mother and I have plans to discuss and you are not to be part of them.”

      My stomach grumbled. “May I eat in the kitchen then?”

      He sighed and looked at me as if I we six instead of sixteen. “You disobeyed me, you’ll have no supper. Now leave, before I force you to.”

      I stumbled down the hallway, weak with fear.

      My breath came fast and my head spun. Halfway down the hall I slid down to the floor to stop myself from fainting. I took slow, deep breaths and waited, curious as to why they sent me away. What was so important that I couldn’t stay with them?

      Mother’s voice floated down the hallway.

      “Father, when do we move forward with the plan?”

      Plan? The one where I would be handed over to Dwayne like a virgin sacrifice? That was already decided. Could there be more to it? Perhaps my wedding was the beginning to a hoard of sinister plans for me.

      “Two weeks, in the evening. We’ll lock Naomi in her room.”

      Locked in my room? They’ve left me home loads of times and never locked me in my room. Were they moving the wedding up?

      “Of course.” My mother’s voice dropped a few levels, as if she knew she had an eavesdropper.

      “This will seal my fate as a true warrior.” He slammed his glass down on the table and I jumped. Warrior? My father was a veterinarian, what was he talking about? And what on earth was a warrior?

      My mother was quiet for a few seconds. Then she spoke, almost too quietly for me to hear. “Yes, the girl will certainly give you that.”

      What girl? And what was my father going to do to her? Not something nice, that’s for sure. I had to tell someone. But what would I tell them? My father is going to do something bad to a girl, but I don’t know what. No one would believe me.

      Besides, if I told anyone they’d think I was the crazy one. I could hear the teacher now. “Dr. Aren is a kind man. He fixed my dog last winter, he’d never hurt anyone.” Then she’d go call my parents and tell them I was making up stories for attention. No, I couldn’t tell anyone.

      When darkness came I realized I was safe for the night. Father didn’t say anything about Ruth so Dwayne must not have thought it was worth mentioning. I slipped on my cotton nightgown and arranged the roses I left for Kai. Tonight was a bouquet of Wild Ginger Roses. They were large and orange with a fruity smell. The color reminded me of Ruth and the name of Ginny.

      Sleep didn’t come as easily that night. Thoughts of Ruth and Dwayne swirled in my head. Dreams had not quite come yet when my floor creaked. I smiled. The edge of the bed depressed and he leaned over me whispering incoherent words and I knew my eyes were once again sealed shut.

      The anticipation of what was to come was almost too much. I wanted to reach up and pull his face towards mine, but during these nights, movement was impossible. Warmth bloomed in my chest and I could smell cookies baking in an oven. I could feel his face hovering a few inches above mine and I wondered what he was doing. Probably looking at me. It wasn’t fair. I couldn’t see him. A few minutes later, his lips met mine and I forgot all about the injustice of it all. Tonight the taste changed slightly. Sweeter than honey, like a sugar cookie.

      A half hour later he brought my hand to his lips and he kissed the palm. Instinctively, I curled my hand around his jaw. My hand moved on its own. I could move. But he hadn’t seemed to notice, he just held my hand next to his face. I wiggled the fingers on my other hand. Yeah.

      I found his knee with my other hand and squeezed. He jumped then disappeared.
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        Roses have thorns. Most gardeners use gloves to prune because they want to protect their hands. But I find that if I use gloves, I don’t get to know the roses intimately. I can tell if my plants are diseased because I feel it in the blooms, leaves, and stems. My hands bear many scars from thorns. But they are worth the pain, for from pain comes beauty.

      

      

      The next two weeks passed slowly. Dwayne continued to watch me all the time. His ice blue eyes followed me across the lunchroom and his footsteps lingered behind mine before every class. My only refuge was the bus where Ruth would wait with kind hugs. We didn’t talk much anymore, but she comforted me all the same. The worst thing though, was that Kai quit showing up. The touch must’ve scared him. The roses I left for him two weeks ago sat on my dresser, wilted. I couldn’t stand the idea that he was gone. He left me when I needed him most. My home was quiet, too. The wedding loomed nearer and I had no idea how I would escape. I shuddered every time I thought of Dwayne’s grimy hands on my body.

      One afternoon I stepped out of the counseling office after discussing my schedule for the next year and Dwayne grabbed my arm. The annoying fly buzzing was back and the bitter taste of bile filled my mouth.

      “What were you doing in the office, bitch?”

      “None of your business.” I pulled away from him, but his hand held my arm tight. He pulled me back close and yelled right in my face, his putrid breath causing me to cringe.

      “Everything you do is my business.”

      I struggled against his grip, but couldn’t get away. The bell rang and the hallway flooded with people. No one seemed to notice that I was trapped.

      A hand grabbed Dwayne’s wrist.

      “Let go of her.” I looked up and saw the brown haired boy again. He smiled at me.

      “Mind your own business, asshole.” Dwayne yanked on my arm to free himself from the boy. The boy let go, but then drew his hand back and punched Dwayne in the nose. Blood burst from his nose and he let go of my arm. Dwayne let out a series of curses. Mostly directed at the boy but a few towards me. I turned to thank the boy, but couldn’t find him. He had disappeared into the crowd.

      I took advantage of Dwayne’s distraction and crept out to the bus. I wasn’t sure how to react or even how to feel. Truthfully, I expected to feel happy, but mostly I just felt numb, unsure of exactly what happened. I knew that the boy thought he was helping me, but surely Dwayne would tell Father and I would be punished for Dwayne getting his nose smashed. A sick feeling crept into my stomach.
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        * * *

      

      When father arrived home he was distracted. He didn’t speak to me, which I’d admit wasn’t that unusual, but he didn’t speak to my mother either. She also seemed rigid, like something was wrong, but she didn’t want to admit or acknowledge it. I didn’t allow that to dampen my mood.

      Earlier, I’d lost track of time in the greenhouse and forgot to bring in new roses for Kai because mother called for dinner. I’d have to go back out before bed and grab a few. Tiffanys. They are a deep pink and have rich full blossoms.

      While mother finished preparing for dinner, I escaped into my mind with visions of a happy home with my aunt. Hopefully, she had a couple of kids and they would be younger, like six or seven. Ginny would go out sometimes and I would babysit. We would watch Disney movies and I would read them bedtime stories. Then, when Ginny got home she would tell me about her date and we would discuss whether or not she should call him the next day. Mother sat down at the table and I realized she had set the whole table while I fantasized about a happy home.

      A dish of spaghetti with meatballs and a plate of huge yeasty rolls rolled in Parmesan cheese sat on the table. When my mother served me, she gave me noodles with a bit of sauce. No meatballs, no roll. I finished my noodles and my stomach grumbled. Hunger still lingered. Without thinking I grabbed a roll and took a big bite. Mother’s eyes flashed toward me, but she didn’t say anything. The tense silence thickened. I chewed slowly savoring the taste of the bread. Then, emboldened by the fact that no one said anything I reached across and dished a few more noodles on my plate. But, when I reached for the meatballs my father grabbed my wrist.

      He spoke without looking up from his plate that so engrossed him. “What the hell do you think you are doing?”

      I grimaced from the pain but answered. “Eating, Father.”

      He squeezed. “You eat only what you are given.”

      Fury burned within me, my vision blurred and I could taste blood on my lips. Father’s tyranny was coming to an end. It was time for him to understand exactly what it meant to provide a proper home.

      “You don’t give me enough. Most of this will go to the dogs. I deserve better than that.”

      He let go of my wrist and stood glowering over me. His hand snapped back and he slapped me. My cheek stung, but I’d had worse.

      “Never speak to me like that. You’ll do well to learn that before you go live with the Yerdins. I am kind compared to them. If you speak to Dwayne or his father like that you will find your arm broken. I am your father and you will do what I say.”

      I met his gaze with defiance and knowing he wouldn’t be the first to back down, lowered my eyes to the table, seeing only the bowl full of yummy meatballs. I grabbed one with my hand and shoved it in my mouth, letting the juice drip down my chin. Then, I grabbed another. Father didn’t move and Mother continued to eat as if nothing unusual were happening.

      With sauce-covered hands I upended the spaghetti bowl and threw the rolls across the room. One hit mother in the head, the parmesan cheese leaving white specks in her hair. She still did not change her methodical eating, but a tiny smile crept over her lips.

      Before escaping to my room I looked at my father. “I’ll eat what I want. And I won’t go live with the Yerdins. I’d rather die.” Then I ran to my room and slammed the door. I found a towel and cleaned the food off my face and hands. Spaghetti sauce stains. Would my fingers still be orange tomorrow?

      Half an hour later, Father opened the door. I didn’t move from where I lay. And my dresser was empty, no rose to comfort me. The energy had drained out of me during my rant and while I had intended to go to bed, I still hadn’t changed my clothes.

      The door clicked shut and Father said quietly, “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. If you choose the hard way, you will not be able to go to school tomorrow because I doubt you’ll be able to walk. Get up.”

      School. I did want to go. And walking seemed like a good idea. What was I thinking throwing that fit at dinner? I was so close to freedom, I couldn’t blow it now. The light hurt my eyes when I turned and looked at my father.

      He stood by the door, his small beady eyes fixed on me. His fists were clenched and his posture rigid. I was in for a rough one.

      “Father, I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. Forgive me, please.” My hands shook by my side and I had to control my whole body from trembling.

      He hesitated for a moment.

      Then he picked me up and shoved me against the wall. My head slammed against a mirror and shattered it. The sheet rock gave way behind my back. My head throbbed, but I was more shocked than I was hurt. Then he squeezed my arms so hard I thought my biceps would burst like water balloons.

      “You bitch!” He screamed in my face, spittle landing on my nose. I recoiled. His nostrils flared as he breathed in and out. I shrunk away.

      He gripped my arms tighter and lifted me higher. Then he spun and threw me across the room. I landed on my back next to the window, the breath knocked out of me. I curled into a ball. His steel tipped boot crashed into my kidneys and I screamed with pain. Sobs racked my body and I did my best to protect my head. He pummeled my back with his fists and roared with fury. He’s going to kill me.

      For a moment, the beating stopped and I waited, not daring to move. I peeked out from under my wrist to see where he was and to help protect myself from the next assault. Above me I caught a glimpse of faded wood and a chair came crashing down on my arm. The bone cracked and I screamed. I curled over to protect my arm when another chair crashed against my back and neck. I cradled my arm underneath my body and wondered how much more I could take.

      “Get up,” he growled. I shivered. He kicked at my thigh.

      Slowly, I unwound myself and stood and faced him. I held my arm gingerly at my side, hoping he wouldn’t notice that it was broken. He would only then want to inflict more pain.

      “You have no idea what’s in store for you. I gave Dwayne permission to kill you after you give me an heir if you become disobedient.” He stopped and thought.

      “Lay down on your bed, face down.”

      I did, my back exposed. Thankfully my broken arm rested on the far side of the bed. My body shook uncontrollably. I knew I should be angry, but all I could find to feel was sorrow.

      The first time his belt came down across my back I cried out in pain, not expecting the lash. Tears leaked out. How many times would he hit me? On lash twelve my shirt split, revealing bare skin. On number twenty-two warm bloods oozed down over my ribs. On thirty I lost consciousness.

      Hours passed and I drifted in and out of sleep. Late into the night I awoke and contemplated getting out of bed but my back burned. The skin stretched and cracked with the slightest movement. And my arm. It felt as if shards of glass tore through it each time I moved. Beyond tears, I lay there thinking of how to best take care of myself. The floor creaked and I shivered, wondering if my father were back for more.

      But then a sweet voice whispered in my ear and my eyes froze shut. Kai. A calloused finger softly touched my shoulder above the worst wounds. Then his fingers moved down my back, massaging the skin. It should have hurt, but instead tickled and itched a bit. Terrified to move I just lay there, realizing after a minute that the pain had disappeared. His fingers moved along my body finding all my wounds. Each time he hit a spot that hurt he paused, massaged the wound for a second and the pain vanished. He rolled me over, my eyes still glued shut and I gasped with the pain of my still broken arm. He held my arm with both hands and in an instant the pain was gone. He moved my wrist back and forth and then laid my arm across my chest.

      He leaned across me and whispered in my ear. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here earlier. Your father will pay for this.”

      I breathed in, the scent of a sweet and spicy rose filling my every pore. In spite of my forced slumber, I took control this time, needing to forget my day. My fingers caressed his face, pricked by his stubble as I drew his face toward mine.

      Something changed as our lips touched. It wasn’t sweet or innocent, but raw and needy. It tasted of a dark chocolate. Our lips pressed urgently together and my head buzzed with emotion. I felt his tongue slide across my lower lip and I shivered. My hands wove into his hair and I held him close. My eyelids fluttered and I saw his face for the first time. I gasped. He opened his eyes and the warm brown met mine for only a second before he disappeared.

      He was everything I’d imagined him to be. He was the brown haired boy from school.
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        * * *

      

      Tentatively, I sat up. Along the edges of my bed, dried blood stained the sheets. It seemed impossible that my back sustained that much and the pain was gone. Facing the mirror I turned around and lifted up my shirt, not a scratch or even a red mark. I took a deep breath. Who was Kai that he could do such amazing things? On my shelf was a small sweet smelling white rose. He left a note again.

      Give me one week.

      Then I’ll take you away from this hell.

      I promise.

      —Kai

      After stripping the sheets from the bed, I curled up and a dreamless sleep took me.
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        * * *

      

      When I got home from school the next day I was surprised to see my father’s car in the driveway. He was not usually home so early.

      Father sat at the table, his fists clenched and his face red. Mother sat next to him looking grim. I nodded at him, hoping to escape to my room without a scene. Surely the beating last night was sufficient. He crossed the room in two long strides, grabbed me by my arm and dragged me to my room. I stumbled along and knocked over the vase with the peacock feathers. The vase cracked, but my father didn’t even look back. He opened the door and shoved me in, his eyes narrow with fury.

      “Tonight,” he growled, “you will stay here. The windows are locked from the outside and so is your door.”

      I blinked, unsure of how to respond. “Why?”

      Then his face split into an evil grin. “Tonight I become a true Destroyer,” he said and slammed the door. The lock clicked. What the heck was a Destroyer? This was the night that he’d talked about, the one that will make him a warrior. He was going to do something horrid to a girl. I shivered. There was nothing I could do about it.

      On the way over to my bed, I tripped on something next to my dresser. I looked down. A book poked out from under the dresser. Hmm. It was pretty well stuck, but I shimmied it out. It was a large black photo album. I carried it over to my bed and sat down.

      The first page had four pictures, babies. Underneath each picture was scrawled my name and a date. The handwriting was Father’s.

      I turned the page. Four more pictures. This time my mother and father held me. A couple of other pictures had my grandma in them. Tears pricked at my eyes as I remembered her. A couple of pages later I was about three. My hair color was a soft brown. I’d forgotten. In one picture my mother held me, my hand grasped around a chocolate bar. On the other side of me a woman laughed. She was about the same height as my mother and shared her features. Ginny, maybe.

      Four pages later I froze. It was the last picture in the book, taken on my eighth birthday.

      “Naomi, what kind of cake do you want?” Daddy asked. He sat at the kitchen table cleaning out his tackle box.

      “Chocolate. Lots of chocolate.”

      He rolled eyes and laughed. “Hear that Mom? She wants chocolate. Maybe you can put chocolate chips in the batter.”

      “And M&M’s,” I chirped.

      Mother didn’t acknowledge the conversation at all.

      “What time will you be home?” she asked.

      “About one. We’ll bring fish.”

      “And a turtle. Daddy said if I caught one, I could keep it as a pet.”

      Mother grimaced. She didn’t like pets.

      “Have fun. I’ll see you two tomorrow.”

      That was the last time he took me camping. Mother did make me a chocolate cake, but it didn’t have chocolate chips or M&M’s. I’d forgotten what he was like. Before he went crazy, he was my best friend. And he’d never laid a hand on me. What had happened?

      I hid the picture album between my mattresses and fell asleep. Kai didn’t come.
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        * * *

      

      The next evening at dinner, Father looked awful. There were dark circles etched underneath his eyes and he hadn’t bothered to shave that morning. Mother looked better, but she too looked tired. I shivered when I thought about what they’d done.

      Dinner was roast beef sandwiches with au jus. My sandwich was missing the cheese and I wasn’t allowed to use the au jus. I snorted at the injustice. Father’s eyes snapped up to mine.

      “Do you have something to say?” he asked.

      “No,” I mumbled and kept my head down. If I could just keep my mouth shut I’d be out of here soon. But, if I kept pushing limits I might end up dead before rescue came.

      “Father has something to tell you,” said Mother.

      “The wedding will be tomorrow.”

      My heart tightened. I should run. How far could I make it before they found me and murdered me? They wouldn’t expect me to run so I’d get a few minutes head start. But then I thought of Kai and the fact that I did want to live. If I could just make it through a few more days, rescue would come and I’d be safe. But could he rescue me from Dwayne? Could I find a way to postpone the wedding? Tomorrow was too early.

      I’d hesitated too long. Both Father and Mother were watching me carefully. If I ran now, I’d be caught before I made it to the front door.

      Father must’ve read my thoughts because he grabbed my arm and dragged me to my room. He shoved me in and I felt a strange sense of déjà vu.

      “Tomorrow will be your wedding,” he said and he slammed the door.

      “No,” I cried, running to the door and slamming it with my fists. “No, no, no, no.” I continued pounding. And then the sobs came. Sobs for the sheer unfairness of everything. I sank to the floor letting my head bump against the door. Time was up. Tomorrow I would be in Dwayne’s house, sharing his bed. Bile rose in my throat and I swallowed, not wanting to spend the night with the stench.

      Kai would be too late. No one could save me now. What would I do? Not that I wanted to do anything now anyway. Death was obviously in my future, the sooner the better. If only it could be here instead of with that foul Dwayne.

      I looked over my room, knowing that tonight would be the end of it. The evidence of my father’s fury two nights ago was everywhere. A hole gaped in the wall, marring the sky blue shade my mother had painted it years ago. My antique chairs lay in splinters on the floor by my window. My dressers sat on opposite walls untouched. My eyes fell on the rose Kai left that night. It mocked me with its hope. My life was over.

      I tried to sleep. Visions of Dwayne, my father, and Ruth swirled in my head. Eventually the waking nightmares turned into blurred images and I fell asleep. Again Kai failed to show up. Where was he?
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        * * *

      

      My stomach filled with dread. Today I would marry Dwayne.

      No, I would not. I would fight my curse with the same courage Ruth had for standing up to her father. What could I do? I listened at my door. Nothing. No sounds of Mother cooking or Father rummaging around in his office. Escape. I needed to escape. Well, not escape, that would be impossible, but how could I make it harder for them to get to me?

      My dresser sat on the far wall. I eyed it. It looked heavy but possible. I planted myself on the opposite side of the dresser and pushed. Instead of the dresser moving, my stocking feet slid on the hardwood floor, and I landed on my knees. Come on girl, Ruth would want you to fight. I dug a pair of shoes out of my closet and put them on. The dresser was still too heavy. I shimmied out the drawers and placed them on my bed. The dresser moved easily then. I pushed it over to the door watching with glee as it left huge gashes in the floor. Happy with its new location, I replaced all the drawers. They would have a hard time opening the door with that in front of it.

      My other dresser wasn’t as heavy, but I still had to remove all the drawers. I shoved it up against the first one. Then I heaved the mattresses off of my bed and pushed the bed in front of the dressers. I sat down on my bed, breathing hard. I turned and eyed my handy work. It would take them hours to work through that mess.

      Then the door handle jiggled and a fist pounded on the door. I finally vomited up everything I ate the day before. Panic overwhelmed me. I crawled to my closet, climbed on top of shoes and old clothes. My face obscured by long denim skirts, I shut the door and waited.

      Time moves slowly when you are scared. I sat shaking in the small closet. Silently, I pulled skirts and shirts off the hangers and covered myself in them, leaving only my face visible so I could breathe. If they can’t find me, will they leave and give me time to escape? I listened carefully for the door to the closet to move. Nothing but lots of banging out in the hallway. Voices, both male and female, floated around. Muffled though, so I couldn’t understand what was said. Then I heard the creak and whine of my window opening.

      How could I have forgotten about the window?

      “Who locks their windows from the outside?” A female voice, cold and unfamiliar.

      “A psycho. The more we find, the weirder this gets.” A male voice, again unknown.

      Then, suddenly, the closet door opened. I blinked in the bright light. A shadowed shape crouched down.

      “Naomi—?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m Detective Jensen. Why don’t you come with me?

      A half hour later, I found myself wrapped in a blanket sitting at my kitchen table with Detective Jensen. Her sharp blue eyes took in everything, from the cracked linoleum to creaking chairs. Four or five other official looking men hurried around the house, taking pictures and putting things in boxes. The detective didn’t say much. She just sat with me and barked orders to her cohorts. After a while, another woman showed up.

      She had faded brown hair and an age-worn business suit. Her eyes were tired and haunted. When she spoke, every sentence ended with a sigh.

      “Naomi, I’m Andrea, your social worker,” she sighed.

      I smiled but didn’t respond. My position was precarious. I was fairly certain my parents had been arrested for whatever they did to that girl, but I had no idea what else had happened. Nor, did I know what they intended to do with me. And until I understood that, silence was my best option.

      Andrea waited for a long minute then started speaking again.

      “We’ve found you a place to stay that isn’t a group home.” Sigh. Pause.

      I didn’t take the bait.

      “Which is a miracle in itself. You are lucky you have good friends who return calls.”

      Ruth? My heart quickened.

      “We don’t have time today to fill out all the paperwork, but the family will bring you to Fayetteville tomorrow to make sure everything is in order.” Sigh.

      Now was the time to speak. “May I gather a few of my things? And I’d like to visit my roses before I leave.”

      She nodded. And yawned.

      Her black flats slapped the floor as she walked out of the room. I waited until I heard the front door slam, and then slunk down the hall. I paused in front of my father’s office. This was Grandma’s room before she died. Since then, this was the one room my mother never touched, the door often locked. Today the door had been torn off of its hinges and the majority of the room’s contents taken. Left on the wall, though, was evidence of my father’s obsession. Hundreds of newspapers articles, from floor to ceiling, all proclaiming one sin or another that America would pay for in blood; homosexuality, abortion, gambling, pornography, and any race that was not pure white. I grimaced at a picture of a dismembered baby and paused at the article next to it. The glossy paper must’ve been torn from a magazine, instead of a newspaper.

      In the center of the picture sat a young man. He hugged his knees to his chest with hands that had painted black nails. His entire outfit was nearly all black, from the chunky boots to the half ripped t-shirt. I leaned closer to the picture. He had thick eyeliner and his hair stuck up in four-inch spikes, tipped with violet. I peeled the picture off of the wall, the picture of a boy who defined rebellion. The kind that I could never pull off.

      I folded the article carefully and slid it into a pocket. The detectives managed a path into my room, but it still wasn’t easy to get a few things out of my dresser. I packed a small suitcase and found my old tennis shoes, the ones I hid the money from Ginny in. I shoved the money in my sock, wanting it close to me in case I needed to escape, then I hurried out to my flowers.

      Inside the greenhouse, the pale Colette’s hung low, reaching for me, wanting attention. I pushed them away and walked past my Child’s play, Pascali, and the Angel Face Rose Tree I had started. Past the hybrid teas and china roses and straight to my spicy roses. I stuck my nose in the soft bloom of a Double Delight. Inhaling, I hoped to smell the familiar scent of Kai, but was met with disappointment instead. Although close, it was not the same. I reached over and pulled down a pink Elle. Nope, not the same, but I was getting closer. A bright red Dragon’s Eye peeked out from behind the Daphne. Again I stuck my nose in it, but the scent was too soft. Wrong.

      The horn honked. My poor flowers. While I headed off to my new home, my French Lace would wilt and die. Along with my Marys, Medallions, and other roses Grandma and I had spent years nursing. The brilliant pinks, purples, and reds would all become a dull brown in a matter of weeks. So much death. All my friends.

      I didn’t hide my tears as I shut the passenger door, unsure of why I was crying. It could’ve been because I hated what my parents had done, or the fear of the real world, but most likely I cried because my flowers were going to die. Andrea gave me a look of pity but didn’t say anything. Dust billowed as the car crunched along the familiar dirt road. The car moved slowly, as if reluctant to take me away from my home, but that may have been because Andrea didn’t want to damage her shiny new Cadillac. At the corner of Riverside and Big River Road she stopped and doubled checked her GPS. I knew she wanted to turn right, find that solid paved surface again, but the GPS clearly pointed her straight, no end to the dusty road. She grimaced and continued driving.

      We neared White Trash Alley and she pushed the lock button on the door handle. I wanted to say something smart, like, “my best friend lives there,” and point to the trailer with a jerry rigged second floor. The truth was, however, that I didn’t even know the kids who lived here. My parents wouldn’t let me come anywhere near this place. I’d seen a few kids on the bus but never spoke to them.

      Andrea heaved an audible sigh of relief when the dirt road finally ended at highway 212.

      She turned left and followed the twisty road for about five miles, then slowed as she approached Oak Valley Road. I’d never been down to Oak Valley, but I’d heard of its reputation. Rumor had it that the boys of Oak Valley were so fierce that the feds didn’t even dare to bust the meth labs. Obviously, Andrea had not heard the rumors. She turned onto Oak Valley and followed the dirt road for three minutes, then turned down another unmarked dirt road.

      Trees crowded the car and eventually the road opened up to a small dusty lot filled with rusty cars and a few old RVs. Beyond the cars sat a tiny trailer with wooden steps. I looked over at Andrea. She had a grim expression.

      “Welcome to your new home, Naomi.” She attempted a smile. It didn’t work.

      I opened the car door. This was not Ruth’s house.

      The front door opened and out stepped Mr. Yerdin.
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        Most roses run the color wheel from yellow to red. Occasionally a white one pops up. Some of my favorite roses are flowers that have an unusual color. Like purple. The American Rose Society doesn’t even consider purple to be a rose color. They call it mauve. But purple roses do exist. And the most beautiful purple rose is the Vol de Nuit, or the Night Flight.

      

      

      Andrea didn’t hang out long. She didn’t even come inside the house. When her car disappeared down the road, I fought back tears. I was as good as dead. At least to the outside world.

      I followed Mr. Yerdin inside, tugging my suitcase behind me. The stench reached me before I crossed the threshold. A mixture of rotting garbage and feces. I gagged but moved inside anyway.

      Boxes piled upon boxes filled the main room. A path through them was visible, but the floor was covered with papers and food. A cockroach scurried across my toe.

      “Your room is this way. Don’t knock anything over with your suitcase.” I squeezed down the path, careful not to touch the towers on either side of me. The hallway contained no boxes, but the floor was still not visible. In places, I literally had to climb over trash bags filled with who knows what.

      He opened the door to a small room. “We cleared the bed off for you. It will only be for tonight. Tomorrow you’ll be married so you’ll share a room with Dwayne.”

      “Will that be after we go to Fayetteville?”

      He snorted. “Honey, you’ve seen the last of those social workers. In fact the only people you’ll see from now on are Dwayne and me. He won’t be home until late. His buddies took him out for a bachelor party. If he comes to you though, don’t upset him, he’s a mean drunk and I don’t want that pretty face ruined for the wedding.”

      I nodded and waited for him to leave. Then I shoved the door closed and sat on the bed. No way would I stay here. I crawled across the bed to the wide window. I tried to open it. It budged only a little bit. Silently, I pulled up on it. Eventually, it slid open with a loud screech. I froze, but no one came to check on me. In the dark it would be much easier to escape. If Dwayne wasn’t to come home until late, I figured I had four or five hours after it turned dark to make my break. I wanted to wait until Mr. Yerdin went to bed.

      I checked out my suitcase. It would only hinder me. I’d have to run with nothing. The only things in my suitcase were clothes. I’d do with what I had. If only my parents had allowed me to wear pants. All of my clothes were impractical for running. They would not be missed.

      If my mind served me right, I could take Oak Valley down to Martinville where I could find the Wal-Mart and a bus stop. With any luck I’d be on my way to Vegas by midday.

      Darkness fell, but Mr. Yerdin still tromped around the house. I watched under my door for the lights to go out. Just as I decided that perhaps I’d better make a run for it anyway before Dwayne got home, all the lights in the house went out.

      I shimmied out the window and landed hard on the ground, jarring my teeth and nearly twisting my ankle. The moonless night made it hard to see anything. I started for the road, figuring that would be the safest route. Before I walked more than a few feet, a car roared down the driveway, its headlights lighting the whole yard. I froze.

      Dwayne tumbled out of the passenger door, howling. Then he saw me.

      “Naomi, you waited outside for me like a good little bitch.” He lurched toward me.

      He grabbed me around the waist and pulled me close to him. The alcohol had improved his breath. His buddies hooted from the car then spun in a tight circle and disappeared down the driveway. Dwayne swayed next to me and leaned heavily on my shoulder.

      “Come on,” he slurred. “Let’s go have a honeymoon.”

      “We won’t be married until tomorrow.”

      “Techni—” He paused, appearing to think. “Technimal....”

      I took advantage of his lapse in thought and moved away from him. He stumbled and fell over, landing hard on his butt. “Come here,” he commanded.

      I stayed where I was and then edged further away. Hopefully from his position he wouldn’t be able to tell. He propped himself up on all fours and made it back to his feet. He took a winding path toward me and grabbed me by the arm. The flies buzzed in my ears again and I felt like I needed to vomit.

      His nostrils flared, his face contorting with anger. My arm began to ache. His eyes closed and he shook his head. After a moment he fell over, unconscious. Without thinking I ran. Down the driveway and out onto the dirt road. Onto the main road I continued to run, for once grateful for the ugly tennis shoes.

      Once I hit the highway I had to slow down. I didn’t feel comfortable running on the pavement. It felt too exposed so I kept to the ditch and made slow progress. Every once in a while a car would come through and I would duck to avoid friendly strangers. Eventually, the road leveled out where there was no shelter. On either side of the road hay fields stretched on for miles. My feet ached, but I kept moving.

      A slow moving car came up behind me. It stopped, illuminating me with its lights. I didn’t hesitate, I ran.

      “Naomi, wait,” a voice called. It wasn’t Dwayne or Mr. Yerdin, but I wasn’t waiting around to see who it was. There was no place to hide. Freshly mowed, the fields left no protection. Sharp stalks of hay scratched at my legs. I ran, even though I knew I probably wouldn’t be able to outrun the stranger.

      It didn’t take long before footsteps overcame me. Strong arms wrapped around me and pinned my arms to my side. I thrashed, trying to get away. “Naomi, stop.” My nose twitched. A familiar smell, like clove. He spun me around. “Look at me.”

      I looked.

      And then kissed Kai full on the lips.
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        The subconscious can be a funny thing. The idea of escape never really occurred to me until Dwayne, Ruth, and Kai showed up in my life. Yet a whole corner of my garden contains roses with the name of Freedom. Sweet Freedom, Mother Freedom, and five that are simply Freedom. White, yellow, red, orange, and pink.

      

      

      I couldn’t stoop staring at him. He drove along the road without speaking, lost in his own thoughts. I didn’t push him to speak. I just stared at his thick curly hair that was on the longish side but not too much.

      I felt safer than I’d felt in years. And happy too. Kai’s car was warm and I nearly fell asleep, the stress of the last few days slipping away.

      After a while he spoke. “Where were you planning on going?”

      “The bus station.”

      “And then where?”

      “Las Vegas. I have an aunt there.”

      “Vegas is good. You’ll be safe there.”

      That was not what I wanted to hear. Now that I was with Kai, I didn’t have any reason to go to Las Vegas.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “I need to stay here. My mission is not finished. But I’ll come find you when I’m done.”

      “Vegas is big, how will you find me?”

      “I found you tonight, didn’t I? Although I will admit that that was an accident. I was on my way to your house when I saw you walking in the field. You should have told me you were going to run away. I could have helped.”

      “How was I supposed to do that? You put me in a magic sleep every time you come.”

      He sighed. “I know, but I left you notes. You could’ve done the same. And there was always school.”

      I snorted. “Notes were out of the question. Mother could have found them. And I didn’t know who you were at school, remember?”

      “Sure you did. I bought you breakfast and I punched Dwayne for you.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t know that was you.”

      He shrugged. “You still could’ve asked me to help.”

      The bus stop in Martinville was inside a gas station. It was small, empty and dark. When we checked the schedule we discovered that the first bus wouldn’t depart until seven am. Which was fine by me. All I wanted to do was stay with Kai.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      I thought about it for a moment and realized that I couldn’t even remember the last time I ate something. I’d always been good at suppressing hunger.

      “Yeah. I am.”

      He held my hand as he drove down the empty streets. About ten minutes later he pulled into the parking lot of a Denny’s. It’d been eight years since I’d eaten at a real restaurant. A few years ago, mother stopped at McDonalds on the way home from Wal-Mart, but she’d only let me get french fries.

      When I got out of the car, I found him right next to me. He gathered me up in a hug and held tight. I took in his clove musky smell and wondered where the music was coming from. His body was warm and comforting. When he pulled away he kissed me lightly on the lips and I shivered.

      “I don’t want you to go,” he said, his thick eyebrows creasing.

      “Then I won’t. I can stay here with you.”

      He smiled a sad smile. “I wish you could, but you have to go to Vegas. I promise I’ll come find you.”

      He led me into the empty restaurant and waited for me to slide into a booth. I expected him to sit across from me, but he followed me into my side of the booth. He put his arm around me and I snuggled close to him. My eyes threatened to close.

      “No,” he whispered in my ear. “I want you awake. I like you better this way.”

      My insides turned to jelly and I couldn’t help my smile.

      The waitress didn’t even look at us when she dropped the menus on the table.

      Kai looked at his and handed me mine.

      “What looks good?” he asked.

      I shrugged. I didn’t really care. “I’ll just have whatever your having.”

      The waitress came back and sighed. Kai ordered two Grand Slams and coffee.

      “How’d you end up on the side of the road?” he asked.

      I told him most of the story.

      “Why can’t you come with me?” I asked.

      “Because I have to finish my job here.” He kissed my temple. “But I want to go with you. I’m trying to figure out how, or how to keep you hidden here while I finish up. But that’s impossible. It’s not safe for you here.”

      “What are you doing here anyway?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      His evasiveness was annoying. “Well can you at least tell me where you are from?”

      “California. Before I moved here and became a certified farm boy, I surfed every morning and worked odd jobs after school. I think I miss the ocean more than anything.”

      “I’ve never seen the ocean.”

      “Well then, we have something to look forward to. When I come get you in Vegas we’ll drive straight out to the beach and I’ll teach you to surf.”

      “That sounds nice. Tell me more. What about your family?” I wanted him to talk forever, to tell me every detail of his life.

      “I don’t really know my family. My father died when I was eight. Shortly after that, my mother dropped me and my little brother off with the Guardians.”

      “What’s a Guardian?” I asked, confused.

      “It’s what I am. We are protectors of a sort.”

      I thought about that. It didn’t explain a whole lot and I thought about asking more questions, but then the waitress brought us our food. There was no way in Hades that I would be able to eat it all. I attacked the bacon first, since father had been so possessive with meat in our house, I didn’t get it very often.

      Kai poured ketchup all over his potatoes and we ate in silence for a few minutes.

      After a few minutes Kai’s head jerked to the door.

      “Oh shit. Get under the table. Now.”

      I didn’t hesitate. I had no reason to. I trusted Kai with every fiber of my being. The floor was sticky and I sat close Kai’s legs.

      “Kai, what are you doing here at this hour?” A deep voice asked.

      “How are you doing, Mr. Yerdin? I was working and got hungry.”

      My stomach dropped and I started to shake. How on earth would we get away? I couldn’t believe Mr. Yerdin found us. Or that he was even looking.

      Two more legs appeared under the table and Mr. Yerdin sat down across from Kai. I scooted as close to Kai as I could get. He rested his hand on my head.

      “What’s the job tonight?” Mr. Yerdin asked.

      “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      “Yes, well Dwayne’s bride got away from him. I’m looking for the girl, blond, a little shorter than you. You understand that it’s crucial I find her. Very few places are open at this hour and she can’t have gone too far.”

      “I’ll keep my eyes open sir, but I haven’t seen anyone like that.”

      The waitress’s dirty tennis shoes appeared in front of me. “Can I get you anything?” she asked.

      “No, I’m not staying, but I’m looking for a blond girl. Have you seen any of those tonight?”

      “The only blond I’ve seen in here tonight is the one with him and she looked hashed.”

      Kai stiffened.

      “With you, Son?” Mr. Yerdin asked as the waitress moved away.

      “Yeah, I met a girl this afternoon. Hot. And, well, I should be working, but I got distracted. You won’t tell, will you?”

      Mr. Yerdin laughed. “Of course I won’t say anything. We all gotta get laid sometime. Where is she anyway? I could use a little inspiration.”

      I gagged.

      “In the bathroom, I expect she’ll be there for awhile. The waitress wasn’t kidding when she said she looked worked over.”

      Mr. Yerdin’s legs slid out from under the table. “If you see that girl I’m looking for, will you call me?”

      “Of course.”

      Kai waited a full minute after Mr. Yerdin left to pull me back out from under the table. He threw a few bills next to our plates and pulled me out the door. Back in the car, I stared out the window and didn’t speak to him. He knew Mr. Yerdin. Worked with him somehow. That couldn’t be a good thing. After a few minutes, I noticed that we were driving further out of town instead of back toward the bus station.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “I’m taking you to the bus station in Fayetteville. I don’t want Mr. Yerdin showing up and if he thinks you are skipping town, he’ll check the bus station. Plus, I don’t think he was convinced that I was with a random blond girl. He’s slow, but eventually he may make a connection and come looking for me again.”

      He grabbed for my hand. I pulled away. He made me nervous. He sighed and put both hands back on the steering wheel.

      “Look, I know how that conversation sounded back there, but it’s not what you think. What I’m doing here is some serious undercover work. Mr. Yerdin is evil in more ways than you can imagine. Do you still trust me?”

      I didn’t answer him, but I did let him hold my hand after that.

      Kai walked me in. I dug into my sock for money, but before I had a chance Kai had purchased the ticket and handed it to me.

      “This will get you all the way to Vegas. It’s a long bus ride. When you get to Vegas, go immediately to your aunt’s house.” He placed his fingers under my chin and forced me to look up at him. Not that I was unwilling. “You are pretty and naive. You managed to take care of yourself with Dwayne and your father so you are not completely helpless, but someone could still hurt you. Vegas isn’t like Donald County.”

      The bus pulled up and I hesitated, not wanting to leave him. He kissed me on the forehead and warmth flowed through my veins, and on my lips I tasted the honey again.

      The bus driver came out. “You got any bags?”

      I shook my head, but didn’t take my eyes off of Kai.

      “Let’s get going then. I haven’t got all day.”

      Kai looked at me one last time. “Listen, there is a large group of Guardians in Vegas. Names change all the time because we work in hiding most of the time. But if you find someone like me, can you give him this letter? They’ll know me by Kai.”

      He handed me a sealed envelope.

      I nodded and climbed up the narrow stairs. I made my way to the middle of the bus. Kai stood outside watching. As the bus pulled away, joy and anxiety filled my heart.

      I was free.
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        In my garden at home, I have a travel section where all my flowers are names of places I want to go. The Big Apple, California Glory, Cliffs of Dover, Hawaiian Lady, and Mount Everest. In my wildest imaginations, I never thought that Las Vegas, a bright orange rose, would be the first.

      

      

      We stopped for a few hours at a large truck stop on the far side of Bullhead City, Arizona. The land went on for miles. Sick of carrying my money in my shoe, I looked around the shop for a purse. I found a small black one with a zipper and purchased it, along with a glass magnet that had a poem about aunts. I thought that Ginny would appreciate it if I brought her something.

      Back on the bus, I transferred all of my money except fifty dollars into my purse. That way if I lost it, I’d still have money for a cab. I found the picture I had taken off the wall in my father’s office. I unfolded it and stared down at the rebellious boy. He was beautiful in his own way. And defiant. I longed to be so bold.

      I also took out the letter Kai gave me. Should I read it? Of course not. But it was tempting. The letter might give me some insight into Kai and how long it would be until I saw him again, but then that would betray his trust. Though, what were the odds of me finding someone like him? Vegas was a huge city. I sighed and slid the letter into my purse. I would read it eventually but not today.

      The rest of the ride was uneventful. The vast amount of space around us amazed me. No trees, no hills, just rocky ground. It was like no place I’d ever been or imagined. What kind of house did Ginny live in? I wondered. Maybe it was a large sprawling ranch house with a terra cotta roof like these houses we could see from the freeway. When I got there she’d make a cup of coffee and we’d sit on squishy couches and talk about why I was there. She would have cats. Two of them. And one, a big black Tomcat, would decide he needed to sleep with me in a cozy room with a daybed. Ginny would be a school teacher and she’d have the whole summer to spend with me. Ultimately, I didn’t care what her house was like or what she did for a living as long as she liked me.

      I missed Ruth. She’d have found a bus ride to Vegas to be exciting and grand. Maybe she would come to visit me.

      Two hours later, just as the sun was setting, we made the descent into the valley of Las Vegas. The city lights shone from several miles away. I kept my face plastered to the window from the moment we rounded the mountain and the lights came into view. One building shot a sliver of light all the way into the sky like a gigantic sword. I’d seen pictures of Las Vegas and the occasional view on a movie at school, but it had done nothing to prepare me for the sight. Buildings towered over the bus as it pulled into town. And the sheer amount of people. They were everywhere—in cars, on the sidewalks, standing on street corners. It would be so easy to get lost. How did the driver even know where to go?

      Once at the bus station, I wasn’t sure what to do. I exited and found a row of taxis. I still had plenty of cash so I hoped they would be my best bet. I approached the first cab. It was yellow, as expected, but atop sat an advertisement with a row of naked women. At least the backsides were naked. Ew. I didn’t walk around the cab to see if the rest of their bodies were bare. I wondered why the whole city hadn’t been burned to the ground like Sodom and Gomorrah. The Master had preached that if cities condoned promiscuous behavior, that would be the result. I’d have to keep my eye out for flying fire.

      The driver approached me. His large belly poked out a bit from under his black t-shirt. He got into the driver’s seat and I crawled into the back.

      “Where’re you heading?”

      “1100 Las Vegas Blvd.” He looked in the rearview mirror at me.

      “You sure about that?” He snickered.

      My stomach churned. Why would that be funny?

      “Yes, the address I was given is 1100 Las Vegas Blvd.”

      “Okay.” He fiddled with a few buttons and turned off a gadget that flashed numbers and zeros. Seconds later, the radio blared in the car as he tore down the road. I wasn’t impressed by the Las Vegas he drove through. Squat apartment buildings with bars in the windows lined the streets. Many people walked along the sidewalks smoking cigarettes and drinking from bottles in paper bags.

      “How long until we get there?” I asked.

      “Depends on traffic.” Then he turned the radio up louder. The music made my ears hurt. Not to mention that I had never heard the f-word so many times before. Obviously, kids in school used it, but not like this. All of the songs seemed to be focused on that one little word.

      Before I knew it, he pulled up in front of a run-down hotel. It didn’t look too different from our hotel in Martinville, except this one had actual cars in the parking lot. Cars with dented bumpers and cracked windshields, but at least they had business.

      The driver got out.

      “How much do I owe you?” I asked.

      He looked me over. “$75.00”

      “Are you sure? That seems high.”

      “Are you accusing me of lying?” He ran a hand through his greasy black hair.

      “No. I just thought a cab ride was less expensive than that.”

      “Well you thought wrong. Give me the cash now or the price goes up.” He pulled a cigarette from his pocket, lit it and held out his hand for the money.

      I reached for my purse and discovered that the zipper was open. Panic bloomed in my chest. Inside the purse I found the magnet but no cash. It was gone. Breathe. I looked at the cab driver who glared at me.

      “I don’t have that much. I’m sorry. If you’ll wait, I’ll go find my aunt and she can pay you.”

      He shook his head. “How much you got?”

      “Fifty,” I said, reaching for my shoe.

      “If you suck me, I’ll forgive the fee all together.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I had no idea what he meant, but it couldn’t be good. A couple of boys rounded the corner, laughing. The driver looked at them and frowned.

      “Forget it. Just give me the fifty and I’ll leave.”

      I gave him the cash and he sped off. I was glad to see him leave. My fingers fumbled as I tried to zip up my purse.

      As the boys quickened their pace, I ducked underneath the hotel’s overhang and walked back toward the rooms. I checked the address, 1100 Las Vegas Blvd Room 3112. Each door had a number on it. All along the bottom floor the numbers were in the 100’s. I hiked up to the second floor. 200’s. And there weren’t any more floors. The stairwell was dirty and smelled like urine. The paint was worn off the walls and curse words were engraved all along the surface. Halfway down the stairs I met the boys coming up. I kept my head down and tried to skirt them. As I squeezed past one, he grabbed my arm. I jerked, my instincts kicking in. I didn’t like people touching me. My heart raced and a chill ran down my spine.

      “What are you doing here? You don’t belong on this side of town.” 

      I looked up and met his eyes. They were a brilliant blue and lined with dark eyeliner. His hair stuck up in odd angles and was painted a deep red. I stared, not sure what to say. He was the boy from the picture I took from my father’s wall. What on earth was he doing here?

      My voice shook. “I’m looking for my aunt, but I can’t find her room.” I held out the address and he took it from me. His black painted nails were short but his skin was soft, unlike Kai’s. My skin still burned when he touched me, but in a good way. I wondered how that was possible.

       He snorted.

      “You’re on the wrong end of Vegas Boulevard, Babe. See how this has a “W” after the address. That means west. You’re on the east side. Come on, I’ll find you a cab.”

      He started to walk back down the stairs. His black jeans hung low on his hips and chains looped from the back to the front. I didn’t want to get back into a cab. Besides, I couldn’t pay for it. But the stairwell was beginning to feel too small. I skittered after him.

      “I don’t have any more money. The last cab cost too much.”

      He scratched his head. “Where’d you come from?”

      “The bus stop.”

      “And you only brought twenty bucks with you?”

      “No, I had fifty. The driver said it was seventy-five, but that he’d just take it if I…if I…well I don’t know exactly what he wanted, but I don’t think it was a good thing.”

      He turned to his friend. “Shit, Jason. I knew that was our guy. We should’ve followed him.”

      “That’s what I said. But, noooo, we’ve got to follow the girl and make sure she didn’t get into any trouble. Ale’s gonna be mad.” Jason flung his arms in the air. Jason was skinny and wiry. His face was expressive and friendly. And he had the darkest skin I’d ever seen.

      The Goth boy shook his head and beckoned to me. “Come on, we’ll get you to your aunt’s house. You got jacked by that cabbie. Should’ve only cost you twenty. Lucky you met us or you might be lying in a ditch before the night was over. What kind of aunt doesn’t pick up her Amish niece in Vegas?”

      I am not Amish. I thought about pointing that out, but then decided too many questions would be asked.

      “Dude, we are on a mission,” said Jason. My ears perked up at that. Kai had said he was on a mission too. No, they were just boys playing a game. No sense looking like even more of a fool by asking stupid questions.

      “Yeah, and we found a girl who is likely to get mugged and raped if we don’t take care of her. Priorities man.”

      Goth boy turned and walked down the street. Jason and I followed.

      We walked a block or so and the boy got into a small blue car with flashy tires that made my eyes cross. Jason climbed in the back.

      The drive to Ginny’s home was short, but after a few blocks the scenery changed. Gone were the tired buildings with bars on the windows. Instead, enormous towers rose on each side of the streets. The buildings were clean, shiny, and funky. The people walking the street had cameras instead of bottles. The address still led us to a hotel, but it had gold windows and a colored fountain. Limousines lined the driveway. When Goth boy dropped me off, a man opened my door and waited for me to get out.

      Goth boy spoke. “Room 3112 right?” I nodded. “Okay, I’m going to go track down that bastard and get your fifty bucks back.” He smiled wide and I couldn’t help but smile back.

      Another man with a mustache and white gloves opened the hotel door for me. Large ottomans that looked like giant birthday cakes dotted the brightly lit lobby. Huge chandeliers hung from the painted sky ceiling. Along the opposite wall sat a large front desk with seven or eight clerks. They wore crisp uniforms with red vests and white shirts. I had no idea where to go. Two exits led out of the lobby. From one came the sound of voices and bells ringing. A casino. I knew better than to wander in there. Gambling was on the evil sin list.

      The other exit led to a set of six elevators. I pushed a button and waited. Nothing. A tall bald man with a large drink in his hand stumbled into the hallway and fumbled with a card. He dropped it a couple of times, but finally slid it into the slot above the buttons. This time the up arrow lit up. He looked over at me and beckoned when he got on the elevator, but I shook my head. Not with him.

      A few minutes later a middle-aged couple came in arguing.

      “What do you mean you lost five grand on one bet?” The woman glared at her husband.

      “It was supposed to win.”

      She hit him with her purse.

      I let them go without me too.

      After a few minutes, I went back out to the lobby. Even if I did get on the elevator, I wouldn’t know where to go. After watching the front desk for several minutes, I mustered up the courage to inquire. I picked a clerk who the others all deferred to. She looked a bit scary, but would probably be the one who could answer my question. The name on her tag read “Princess.”

      “Excuse me, can you tell me how to get to room 3112?”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Naomi.”

      The woman looked down at me from her severe nose. “No, I can’t tell you how to get to room 3112.” Then she continued typing.

      “But I need to get to that room and I don’t know where to go.”

      “You don’t belong in that room. Why would I tell you how to get there?”

      “But Aunt Ginny lives there. Please. I need to speak with her.”

      “You’re not Ginny’s niece. Nice try though.”

      I didn’t come all the way to Vegas to just have some snotty front desk clerk tell me to go home.

      “She’s expecting me, but I lost her number. Please call and let her know that I’m here.”

      “She left a few hours ago. She’s not in her room. If she was expecting you, she’d be here. Now leave before I call security.”

      I glared at her but left the desk. I found an ottoman in the lobby with a good view and sat down. I’d just have to wait. Would I recognize her? Probably not.

      My insides writhed with nerves. At home my life was so predictable. I knew what to expect for the most part. Sure, my parents had surprised me with the whole Dwayne thing, but aside from that, as long as I kept my head down, I had a decent life. But here I had no idea what to expect. I feared that the whole city would go up in smoke at any moment. Plus, I knew at this point I’d committed at least a dozen sins. The punishments from the Master would probably kill me.

      An hour later a foot kicked my chair. Standing above me was a girl in a skin-tight mini skirt and low cut top that pushed out her boobs. She was a Party Girl Rose. No questions on that one.

      “No way are you Ginny’s niece. You don’t have the fashion sense to be related to her.”

      I looked away, embarrassed. Home, I wanted to go home and be with my mother. Father was correct. Vegas was evil.

      The girl spoke again.

      “I’m Ricki. Ginny told me to come get you.” She popped her gum and waited.

      “How do you know who I am?”

      “Princess called her and told her that a scrawny girl named Naomi was waiting for her. Ginny won’t be home for a while. Come on.”

      I followed, grateful to be out of the lobby. The smoky air gave me a headache.

      Ricki walked a good distance in front of me. I hurried to keep up. She inserted a magic card into the slot and the elevator door opened. It was made mostly of mirrors and sparkling clean. Ricki took hand lotion out of her bag and smeared the sickly sweet smelling stuff all over her hands.

      “Here,” she said and gave me the bottle. She placed both of her hands on the smooth mirror, leaving two handprints. Then she proceeded to make more prints. When her hands no longer left a satisfying print she held her hands out to me. “More.”

      I obliged, a little baffled. By the time the elevator arrived at our floor she had put at least thirty prints on the mirror.

      “Gah, the elevators are so slow. I keep telling them they need to install fast ones like they have over at the Bellagio, but management won’t listen to me. Housekeeping hates me, but I figured if I keep doing it they’ll start complaining too and we can get new elevators.” She shrugged like it was no big deal.

      I just smiled. I had no clue what to say to that. We were only in the elevator for thirty seconds or so.

      We wound our way down the hall to the end. Ricki inserted another card into the slot on the door numbered 3112. The room was wide and had huge windows that looked out over the strip.

      Room wouldn’t be the best word to describe it. More like an apartment. And not a sterile one either. The main area had soft blue walls. White couches were flung about, like the designer couldn’t decide what to do with them so she just scattered them. The bamboo floor led into a spacious kitchen with an enormous granite topped bar. Around the bar were twelve stainless steel stools. The kitchen was spotless.

      The living room, on the other hand, looked like Kohl’s had barfed in it.

      A pink boot peeked out from under one of the four couches. Fancy dresses of all colors hung from the television and curtain rods. Shirts, pants, skirts, shoes and the occasional bathing suit littered the floor. Not one single cushion was visible.

      Ricki picked up a purple sweater off a loveseat. She held it up to her chest.

      “What do you think?” She turned to me and then scowled. “What am I asking you for? You wouldn’t know what looks good if it hit you in the face.”

      Ricki picked up a stack of dresses off of the seat and dropped them on the floor. “Here, sit. I don’t know what Ginny is going to do with you. I know she has two bedrooms, but she uses one of them as a closet.”

      I sat. And yelped. A six inch gold heel was wedged in between the cushions.

      Ricki grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. She swept a stack of men’s suits off the coffee table and sat on it, crossing her legs. “So, how’d you get so lucky as to stay with Gin?”
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