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I FOUND MYSELF GOING to the bank. It was nothing more than a very small building in a small town. I had saved a lot of money, and now I was finally going to use it. I prepared myself for this moment. I was accepted into Hope College. I only needed to pay it so that I could begin to study and attend the classes. I was going to make the money transfer now, after getting to the bank.

I crossed the street, which had just one car driving down on it. This town was small and was getting smaller in terms of its population over the years. I also was in the process of abandoning it for good. Once I graduated from Hope College, I didn’t have plans to come back here. I was going to make more than enough money to buy a new home elsewhere.

My mind was already thinking of Florida, of Miami. That’s where I wanted to live. My parents and I were used to having four very different seasons each year. I was tired of the snow and the cold which happened for half of each year.

I needed a place that had beaches and the ocean too. Miami was perfect for those things. It sucked that I lived so far from there and couldn’t travel to explore that place. One day, that would change. I was sure of that. I did the hard part, and now everything was going to be easier.

I got to the bank and accessed my account using one of their ATMs. I heard the door opening and closing behind me. There were no guards or nobody else in the vicinity. The bank and its surrounding environment was isolated and felt ghost-like.

I didn’t worry about being alone here in the bank because this town was a very peaceful one. It was rare for crime events to occur. Plus, most people who lived here were very poor and a criminal wouldn’t make a lot of money by stealing from one of us.

Also, it was a bank and it had cameras. It was closed right now and there were no guards taking care of it, but by no means it was unsafe.

When I was going to make the transfer to Hope College’s account, I heard a gun cocking behind my head. My blood froze. It couldn’t be happening. Not fucking right now. Not when I was going to make the transfer and guarantee a happy future for me. I studied so hard to be accepted into Hope College.

“All your money, or I will open a hole in your head.”

It was the voice of a man. Through the reflection on the ATM, I was able to see him. I couldn’t see his face. He wore a ski mask. It was black and he also wore ragged clothes. He looked dirty and as he fought in a war before coming here.

He looked old too, and his voice sounded rude and as if he hadn’t drunk water in days.

“Don’t make me waste time here. I didn’t come here to kill a little girl like you. I don’t want to change my mind.”

I couldn’t just give him all the money I had, but he would know if I didn’t do so. The amount on my account was on the screen, and he could see it. He was seeing it. I couldn’t try to lie and give him only some of it.

I was screwed. Was it all for nothing, then? I studied so hard and thought I would finally be able to begin a dream of mine.

His gun pressed against the back of my neck. He was sensing my hesitation, and I could feel he didn’t want to kill me. I was nothing more than a young girl about to lose most of my money. He knew that was all I had.

I thought about mom and dad. Money and my future were important, but they were even more so. I couldn’t be killed here. It would devastate them. I was their only child.

I breathed in and out, hard. I was trying to control myself. I made a decision, and although I didn’t want to admit this, it was the right one. My hand pressed some buttons and the machine whirred before putting out all the money I had.

I grabbed it and handed it to the criminal, who took it and knocked me unconscious with his gun. I didn’t even have time to react. When I woke up, I found myself still inside the bank and there was no one else nearby.

I stood up and accessed my bank account again. Zero. I didn’t have any money in it anymore. All that was left to do now was to head back home and tell mom and dad the very bad news. I would also come back here to talk to one of the attendants during the bank’s open hours, but I had almost no hope the criminal would be caught and my money would be given back to me.

My head hurt quite a bit. I used my hand to massage where he hit me with the grip of his gun, but it didn’t do much to soothe the pain. I then walked out of the bank’s building and headed back home.

I walked like a ghost through the town. The city itself was ghost-like, and now I felt I was part of it. I felt I was only a piece of this place where nobody wanted to live in anymore. People who still lived here only did so because they didn’t have a better choice, like me.

I got home and stopped a couple of feet in front of it. How was I going to approach the subject with mom and dad? I needed to choose my words carefully. I couldn’t just tell them I was robbed and all my money to pay my college’s expenses was now gone.

They were both retired, so it wasn’t like we could save more money and then I could try getting into college again. Without an extra factor to help me here, I was destined to live a life very similar to theirs. That’s not what I wanted for myself.

I wanted a better life, where the money would never be a problem for me again. But, considering what just happened, maybe that was just a dream of mine that would forever remain so.

I breathed in and out, hard, and then walked over to the door. I opened it and found my dad working on CRT TV on top of the kitchen table. It was probably from a neighbor of ours who asked him to fix it. That was his gig to help us get by. We needed all the money we could get, after all.

Mom was knitting. That’s what she did to help us get by too. It wasn’t the finished product, but I could already see she was going to make something I would like. It wasn’t for me, but I could admire the quality of her work. She was quite good at knitting.

Dad stopped working on the mechanism and came over to me. He noticed I looked different. I should be radiant and with a bright smile on my face because I took another step to make my dream come true. They never had an opportunity like mine.

“Amara, did something happen? You look devastated.”

I broke down in front of him, crying and then hugging him. He hugged me back with force, trying to calm me down. His hand began to caress up and down the back of my head. Mom put aside her knitting things and headed over to us, her eyes filled with worry.

I broke the hug and said, “I’m sorry, mom and dad. I was going to make the transfer to the college, but then someone put a gun behind my head and forced me to give him all my money. I don’t have anything anymore and all my hopes and dreams are lost.”

For a moment, they didn’t know what to say. They looked at me with wide eyes and parted lips. Nobody expected I would be robbed like that when I was in the bank. This town was so silent and devoid of crimes. I got unlucky. I couldn’t believe that, of all the people such a thing could have happened, I was the victim.

His arms pulled me to another hug, and mom joined in with us this time. She hugged me however she could. I was sad and devastated when the robbery happened and I still was, but with them comforting me now, I felt better.

I brushed my eyes with my hands to dry the tears. My father’s hands settled on my shoulders, and his eyes looked determined. “No matter what happens, we are here for you, and we are not going to allow you to give up, okay?”

My mom grabbed my hand and held it in hers. “I’m not going to allow you to give up on your dream either. Don’t worry about the money. We will talk to the police, and maybe they will find the criminal and give you your money back.”

“Thanks, you two, but I don’t think I will ever have that money back.”

“Either way,” my father was saying, “you need to focus on a B plan. Keep monitoring the internet and maybe you will come across something else. How about a good scholarship?”

“I think their sign-up period is over already, dad,” I was saying, “But I will keep my eyes peeled if something comes up. I was accepted into Lee College too, and you know that. It’s a bit far from here, but they don’t have scholarship programs.”

My mom looked a bit disappointed, but then she raised her chin and looked determined all of a sudden. “Don’t worry about that. We will find something better, I’m sure. There ought to be something that you will like even more soon.”

“I hope so, but I don’t want to feel horrible again. I just want to have a good job and provide a better life for you two. You are the best things that I have.”

Mom and dad grinned. Mom said, “Thanks, Amara. I love you too.”

And with that said, we hugged each other and some of the pain caused by the robbery was soothed. I felt calmer now. When I walked out of the bank, my legs wobbled a bit and threatened to make me fall over on the sidewalk. I was glad I was strong enough not to let that happen.

Time passed and although it didn’t seem things would get better only because I wished they would, I had hope. I had hoped that something would come up, and that I would begin to make that dream of mine come true.

And maybe my hopes weren’t too unfounded...
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THIS WAS NOT THE PLACE for me. All these walls, all the people, all these students. What the hell was I even doing here? How was I accepted? I knew how, but I couldn’t quite wrap my head around the explanation. This place was like stepping on the moon. It didn’t feel right, and I fought and studied so hard to get here...

Lee College. A place like no others. Lee High looked like a hospital. Cold walls. Floors I didn’t want to walk on. People I didn’t want to meet and have relations with. Lee College wasn’t much different. Everything looked pristine and new, including the people who studied here.

Those like me, freshmen, didn’t appear lost at all. This was the place for them. They knew they were the best and that they were here because they were all natural geniuses. On the other hand, I studied hard to justify my presence here.

But I felt out of place anyway. I looked around and only saw students who wouldn’t want to be with me. They were all rich as fuck too. Their clothes, the way they walked, their jewelry, their stares and glares... It was all reminiscent of everything I didn’t like.

It had nothing to do with not liking the rich, but that I didn’t feel comfortable around them. I felt dislocated, as I should be anywhere but here. Good thing this college was big and I could find a place where I wouldn’t be reminded all the time I was different from everyone.

A joyful woman with red hair was guiding us through the campus, showing us what it was like. I was stupefied. I had to keep remembering myself not to keep my mouth open all the time. I didn’t think I ever saw a place so rich and expensive.

The scholarship was going to pay for everything, but then, after graduation, I would have to find a job anyway. A job was all I needed to make sure I would have enough money to provide for my parents. Sometimes, they made me cry. The fact they wanted me to be successful pushed me to become the student I now was.

The money that was robbed from me wasn’t found yet. They got the criminal, but the money itself was already transferred to someone else, in another place. Tracking it down would be hard or impossible. I would wait for news on that, but I wasn’t holding my breath.

When I finished high school, I was one of the best in class. I didn’t go to one of the best high schools in the region. I didn’t even leave the state. My family was poor and we had just about enough money to pay for my extra expenses in this college that weren’t covered by the scholarship.

When we got the news I would be studying here, I thought my parents would be overjoyed. My friends sent me congratulatory messages, but dad and mom only said they were proud of me. They were hard on me, but I didn’t hate them. If anything, that was one big reason why I loved them so much.

Their own parents didn’t push them hard and they lost the window of opportunity they had when they were young. To make up for that, to make sure I wouldn’t commit the same mistakes, mom and dad influenced and pushed me hard. If there was one thing they didn’t want to see me become, it was them.

Studying so hard and focusing on my academic life so much meant I didn’t have time for relationships. I fell in love with so many guys back in high school. Some of them even showed interest in me, but I refused them. I didn’t want to spend time with them when I needed to study for the tests. Getting good scores was important for me now, and that was even more important for me right now. This college could guarantee a good job for me once I graduated.

Even now, looking at the guys that surrounded me, the ones who were about to start their first year of college, I was thinking about what it would be like to accept love for the first time. Would it make me happier? I hoped so. I could never be sure about something like that. Too many horrible stories. I read about them, and some people I knew told me to be careful with love.

It wasn’t something that worried me right now. I pushed the idea to the future. Once I graduated and could have more free time, then I would create an account on one of those dating apps and see if the guys there wanted me. Just needed to be careful because some people told me that dating apps were filled with men who only wanted sex.

I didn’t have sex yet. Didn’t know what it was like. I read stories online and watched porn movies, but there was nothing like doing it myself, I imagined. I wanted to feel the body of a man on top of mine, his love entering me, our connection growing stronger by the second, and then... maybe even have a baby or two?

But I was getting ahead of myself, and I needed to focus on this excursion inside the college’s campus. The guide was showing us around and telling me fascinating stories about the place. I paid more attention to what was going on in my mind and ended up missing some of her words. Horrible mistake. I needed to listen more to her. I wanted to make sure that my first day here was going to be my best - something that I could remember even after getting old.

What she was telling was interesting. For now, I only needed to keep in mind the general location of the classrooms. Lee College did have a lot of history behind it. The man who built it was one of the most important in the whole world before he died. Now, Lee College and Lee Town were things that we would remember him by.

Maybe one day I would get as rich as he did, but once again, I was getting ahead of myself. One thing at a time. First, I needed to finish college, get my degree and then my first job.

I couldn’t help but feel even more awkward right now. I was so short compared to these people. I was even shorter than the guide, who had a hunched back and had some difficulty getting around. Walking was not one of the things she liked to do the most, that I was certain of.

I didn’t feel okay with my looks either. All the girls around me had proper makeup on their faces. I wished one day to have enough money for that. Being poor meant I had to focus on guaranteeing the most essential things. We didn’t fear hunger, but some frivolous things like makeup were one of the parts of my life I didn’t get to enjoy much.

I did have makeup on. Why wouldn’t I have it? But there was no denying that these girls had more than enough money to buy makeup items from the richest and most expensive brands. Even the smell that came from their faces exhaled their wealth.

What was I even doing here? The question popped up in my mind again, reminding me I was not like these people.

But I shouldn’t feel too sorry about myself. I managed to get the only scholarship this college had, and this institution was one of the best in the whole country. It was the first time that they offered a scholarship too. I was lucky.

I knew I studied a lot and that my grades envied many people, but I got lucky too. There’s always an element of luck when it came to getting accepted into a college like this one.

The guide turned as her face grimaced, “The guided tour is over and you can now head back to your dormitories. Don’t leave the campus at night. It’s not something the college advises.”

She was right. There were many reports of crimes on the premises of the campus. It was open and easy to get into.

The tour to show us the campus happened in the morning, the sun now hiding behind the thick clouds, and so I had a lot of free time to enjoy and get to know the place better.

I noticed how most of the students had already made friends. They dispersed from the crowd that surrounded the guide in groups. Some were groups of two, others of three or four. They were talking so loud and smiling so often. It was like they knew each other before coming here.

None of my friends managed to get accepted into Lee College. I was the only one here. Everyone dispersed and I was left all by myself, surrounded by a couple of trees without leaves. Fall didn’t start yet, but those trees were already getting ready for it.

I felt a bit lost. This campus was huge. It didn’t feel like a maze, but the design was complicated. There were many plaques and signs, but I feared they wouldn’t be enough to make me learn my way around in a couple of days. I knew where my dormitory was, and that was sufficient for now.

I checked the clock on my phone. A couple of minutes before 10 AM. I quickly put the phone back in my pocket. I didn’t want people here to see I didn’t have one of the latest models as they all did. My phone was so slow now. I needed to buy a new one.
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