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Chapter 1
 

 
 

I really like to buy things. Boom. I want it, I pay for it, and I have it. It's mine. Not anyone else's. I get it. Instant gratification.

Unless you buy it online, then it's not so instant. But who cares? I still get it. I still know its coming. I can still have it. It's still mine.

Now life? Life is not like buying things. I want something, I "pay for it" do something to make it mine, whatever you want to call it. And what happens? Usually nothing. Usually my wants just become longings. No instant gratification there. More like a prolonged hurt. And sometimes a little self esteem killer. You're not good enough to get that. And the reasons you're not good enough? They could be infinite.

But when buying something… like clothes? Not so much. The only reason you can't get something is because you don't have money. Clerks don't discriminate who buys what, as long as the cash is there.

I mean, I could try on a shirt, and it could be totally tight, my muffin top oozing out of the bottom, and a sales person would lie to me, and tell me exactly what I want to hear, and I will buy it, because I like it, I may never wear it, but nothing and no one was stopping me from getting it.

Shopping makes me feel better. It makes me feel… satisfied. When I go to school the next day, and I'm wearing something nice, a really kick ass pair of dark wash jeans I got over Christmas, some really hot underwear (hellloooo, knowing you have sexy underwear just makes you glow), wearing a unique, totally cool shirt that I know no one has because I got it in California? Mmmm. I love that feeling. I feel pretty. I feel special, different, wanted.

And I know it. I can walk down a hall, and watch people look at me. And I know that look. There are different stares. But this one, the one where they can't not look, that's the best.

And all those girls, that try too hard to look good, or attempt to not try and show everyone their "natural beauty", yeah, that's bull shit.

Because it doesn't matter how long you take in the morning, or how little you take, it has to change everyday. Because each day is different. I will curl my hair, wave it, straighten it, crimp it, whatever; until I know it looks good. I'll do my makeup, or not, all depending on how I feel.

See that's the key, that's what girls don't get. If you feel you look hot, you do. Some girl thinks she needs a little bit more, but no. Way over-kill. Once you go past that feeling, you just look like you tried to hard.

And that's where we begin. Where I'm sitting next to this girl, who did the whole over-kill thing. She looked fake, make-up caked on, she laughed too hard, her nails too perfect.

That's another thing, don't be too perfect, it makes you unrelatible. And if people can't relate, you'll be hated.

This girl, Caroline, had a last name really close to mine. Caroline Vanders, where as I'm: Heidi Van Dauson. Anyways, Caroline was flirting with this guy, Chris, and was bugging me like you would not believe. I mean, really? You want to brag about how you went out and did all this and that? Wow. You're so cool. Someone, please, make me just like her. So I can go to all the parties she goes to, so I can meet all the people she meets.

Seriously, if I had to hear a "oh I totally know what you mean! This one time…" once more I think I may pee myself. Here. In Algebra II/Trigg.

And that's how my day started out. With Caroline Vanders and Chris what's-his-face, flirting so that in two weeks they could start having sex and not be called whores. But, about 5 seconds after Caroline let out a squeal and said, "I totally know what you mean! This one-"

Our door burst open, and made a really loud, and I mean, my ears popped loud, noise and a teacher announced that we were gong into lock down.

Ooo. Lock down? Nothing exciting happens in my life. Maybe a bank got robbed? That happened once when this girl on my track team's older sister was a sophomore. Sophomore? No. Senior. Maybe. One of the S's.

Not long after the teacher informed us, we had an announcement. Everyone was to stay in the classrooms, lock the doors. Get as far away from the windows as possible. I hated my math class, it was like a prison, one reason: no windows. When going into a lock down, it suddenly became a place I actually didn't mind being in. No windows were good.

My Algebra class sat in silence, for a good hour, before the school deemed it okay for us to return to class. That's right. You heard me. Our teachers decided to continue with school. Lockdown had everyone pretty excited. At lunch a million stories where flying around, and even my lunch group was hyped up about it. I had three of the best friends anyone could ask for. In a shallow, high school kind of way. I've had a "best" friend before, I just don't anymore. These girls, Katie, Lauren and Emma, that I sit with, we hang out all the time. To the whole school, we seem like the group of girls that are pretty, go out a lot, are really good friends, have boyfriends, whatever, typical life, well liked. People want to be friends with me and my friends, they invite us places, they like me… to a certain point, I guess. But who cares, really? As long as I'm happy. And cute boys make me happy, cloths make me happy, Lauren, Emma, and Katie make me happy.

We don't need to have those deep conversations to be friends. I don't have to share any secrets. We know we have each other's backs. Why can't that be enough?

My friendships some would call empty, I, however, don't see it that way. My family has had to move several times, (Dad's Business) and making substantial friends that I feel deep attachment to only leads to feelings of abandonment, (on their part) which just breaks up the relationship. So now I have friends, with the common interest of appearing to be the best of friends, but really, we just have each others good company.

After a conversation at lunch over the lockdown, and what we were going to do this weekend, we head our separate ways, out to class.

And trust me when I say I was the first out of my class at the end of school, bursting through the doors, finding my car, and quickly going home. I hate school. It just drags on and on and on. I pulled into my driveway, turning up the radio, and let out a long sigh. That always makes me feel better, more composed. I cut the engine after listening to some catchy song, and got out of the car, slamming it shut.

I was so busy twiddling with my keys, attempting to find the one for the house, I didn't notice anything wrong. Until I looked up. I felt weird, like something was wrong. Something wasn't right. I can't explain it. I even went back to the car to see if I forgot something, like my cell phone. But nope, it was all in my backpack and my purse had my wallet. I couldn't put my finger on it, and after a couple seconds of hesitation, I realized that this wrong feeling, it was bad. My muscles stiffened, and I looked to the side of house, and slowly crept to it, pushing on the door, it was locked.

That brought a moment of relief. I was just being silly. Long day at school and all, probably still bothered from the lockdown thing. I unlocked the door, stepped in, and threw my stuff on the ground.

Big mistake. When my bag landed it made a thunk type of noise. And my house seemed eerily still. I stopped moving, not even closing the door, and then movement picked up again. Upstairs, near my parents room.

I am probably the dumbest human being ever. Do you know how you see a movie, and the character inches towards a door, down a really dark hallway, that is open just a tiny bit? And your watching the movie going "ARE YOU KIDDING ME?" or "WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU?". I'm assuming you also think things like "I would never have done that, who would do that?" Um… Everybody would. And if you're ever in this position, I advise you not too, but you won't listen, you won't heed this advice, because the thought of not knowing what is going on, it will kill you. The thoughts and feelings you get that something isn't right, you have to prove them wrong, you need to prove them wrong. How else will you be able to enter your home? Your home, where it's supposed to be comforting, even safe.

In fact, you will want to know so badly what's wrong that you're willing to risk just about anything to find out, including that safety. So I did what any stupid human would do, I went upstairs. I looked around for a weapon; I'm not too out of it. So I grabbed a pan from the kitchen. You know, one of those big metal ones.

I have to admit, I wasn't sure what I was feeling. It was a mix of absolutely terrifying, body-numbing fear, to complete calmness. It was bizarre. I'm not one of those environmentalists or anything like that, but I had never felt so intune with the world before. All the sudden, I noticed things, saw things differently, more clearly.

I successfully made it upstairs, and it was for sure that someone was here that shouldn't be here. They had deep, murmuring voices, that rumbled like some kind of thunder, clashing against each other when they argued. Which they did: a lot. As I came closer to the door of the bedroom, all I had to do was slip inside. At this point I was really jumpy, but when I saw three men in my parents bathroom, all I could do was freeze.






Chapter 2
 

 
 

I don't know how long I stood there- to me, it seemed like a really long time, but it was probably only seconds. A part of me wanted to run, sprint out the door, a part of me wanted to hit them all on the head, another wanted me to hide under the bed.

All these choices, different things my brain was telling me to do. And what did I do? I stood there. My thoughts going a mile a minute, but at the same time, it was hard for me to register or believe it.

I mean, what the hell are these people doing in my parents bathroom?

That's when I decided it would probably be best to run. But I stood there too long, apparently, and when I turned to run, one of the men bolted after me, tackling me to the ground.

The breath was completely knocked out of me. I mean, this guy was huge and so heavy. But my entire mind blanked. I couldn't even process what I was thinking, I was just squirming and rolling, trying to breathe, kicking and fighting until somehow I burst free, kicking him square in the face and I got up and ran forward only to smack right into another's chest. I fell back, and my head hit the ground, hard.

The pain was everywhere, jolting though my forehead, and pounding at my temples. I tried to get up, but felt like someone was sitting on my chest, as I struggled to regain normal breathing. I tried rolling over to one side, before flopping on my back. I felt delusional, trying to focus on my surroundings began to be a struggle. Staring up at the man above me, all I could notice was he had pretty hair, blonde, and fluffy. The other guy seemed rude; the one that tackled me. I squinted at his small height, even with his obvious juiced up muscles, I couldn't help but wonder how he even took me down. He was shorter than I was.

My eyes surveyed the room, searching for the other person, wondering what he was doing, why they were here. I tried moving again, but the ache in my head only intensified. My eyes started slipping, closing, but I forced them to stay open. I looked up, and saw…not a man, like I assumed, but a redheaded woman.

"Mick?" the fluffy blonde one asked

"Hmmm?" The women replied turning from looking at me to looking at him.

I couldn't keep my eyes open anymore, I felt my whole body slipping… slipping away.

"What should we do with her?" His voice sounded like any mans, deep, throaty.

"She's bleeding." A higher voice said. I would laugh if I could. It had to be the short mans. "We could take her and dump her body somewhere."

The blond fluffy man hit him, "She's not dead you idiot."

"She's just out of it." The woman's voice was strong, and clear. Very commanding.

"We could get rid of her if you needed us too." The higher voice suggested.

There was silence. I saw the woman turn slowly, rather menacingly "And why," she gritted, "Would we want a murder? So the police will look more closely than they are already?"

"Take her and throw her in the ally." Her voice regained its calm, commanding manner. I could hear someone stepping over me, "Make it look like she was jumped on her way home."

Have you ever gone into a deep sleep, but woken up randomly, in a haze? That's what I felt like. I felt heavy, and slipped in and out of consciousness. I could hear the car rumble, and hear random things like the blinker before a turn, and switching gears from park to drive, or drive to park, but my sleepiness had began to wear off, and my mind wasn't as hazy. I could hear their voices, and I began to open my eyes, now fully awake, only to get punched in the nose and shoved back. I hit the ground, landing on my back. The force hurt so much, I couldn't help but start crying, and rolling over, tasting blood, fully flowing into my mouth. It felt like shock waves through my nose and into my brain, my eyes watering, the pain like a sting.

Spitting out blood, I tried to get up before looking up just in time to see the short, muscular man kick me in my stomach. My breath left for a moment, causing a surge of panic I've never experienced before. It felt like dying.

I screamed when one of them grabbed me by the hair and wrenched it back, making my scalp feel like it was on fire, I got slapped across the face, forcing me to fall on the ground. I shook my head, trying to clear it, and went to stand up, to make a run for it, but I was grabbed by the arm and yanked back, only to be hit across my temple. My eyes could only see white, before being surrounded by black.

I caught my breath, and heard a smack of a door being kicked opened, and a voice yell, "Hey! Get away from there!"

The men looked up and one came up behind me, dragging me by my arms, his hands yanking at my sockets. He pulled me fast, and I felt the gravel scratch against my legs, before being rolled behind some tree.

"Do you think that's good?" One of them ask.

"Yeah. We better get out of here anyway."

I just laid there. My head hurt. I couldn't think right, I couldn't think straight. I ached all over; I saw them quickly move around me, stepping over me like I was some type of insignificant trash. Weak. That's what I was; I couldn't even stop them, what if they wanted something more? I wouldn't have been able to do anything. I started crying, tears stinging the cuts at the side of my face. I looked up at the sky.

How long would I stay here? I couldn't move, not now.

After a couple minutes of contemplation, I realized I wasn't going to lie in some ally, waiting for them to come back, or have some other creep find me. I ended up thinking about it so much, I was terrified all over again, I even forgot about the pain, at least a little bit. I dragged up, and used my arms, which were unsteady and unstable, standing up, I walked towards the end of the ally, towards a street. Ironically, I realized I knew where I was. Pretty close to my house, just about 15 minutes away. Close to my school too.

The alleyways where behind buildings, some restaurants, where they threw their trash out, other random businesses, like a nail salon, pet groomers, any type of store. I saw the back of a laundry mat my family uses. A guy was looking around and turned to go back inside, the slam of the door very familiar to the one I heard earlier.

I opened my mouth to speak, my lips pulling apart, dried together from blood. I croaked out some pathetic noise. I coughed; the shaking hurt my whole body. I tried again, a moaning noise escaping my lips.

No one could hear me, no one would see me, I would have to walk all the way home, it would get dark soon… and then someone else would have to find me.

I felt an arm on my shoulder, and I screamed as loud as I could, trying to run but arms clasped around my waist.

"Shhhhh." I heard from behind me "Its okay, I didn't mean to scare you,"

I kept screaming, then started crying, the arms released me, and I saw the guy from the laundry mat. His eyes were scared. Not like the other ones. The ones that could kick and hit me, his were brown, with laugh lines at the side.

"I called the police." He said, afraid to touch me, afraid to even look at me. "Are-are you okay?" he asked hesitantly.

I opened my mouth only to let a pathetic noise come forth. I couldn't hold it in anymore; I just started crying, and held on to this guy's shirt. No one would hurt me if I weren't alone right? He wouldn't leave me here. I could tell by his face.

This poor guy. I think I might have scared him. But I wasn't letting go. I stayed with him while he led me to the back room of the laundry mat.

He sat me down, in an office, on a nice chair that swiveled. "I'm just going to get some water okay?" He looked at me but I shook my head.

"Please don't leave me, don't leave me here. Don't leave me here alone." I pulled my knees close to me, hiding my face. So embarrassed. I must look a mess. My lip quivering, not even control what I was saying, couldn't even stop crying.

"Okay." He just sat down next to me. I could feel him watching me. But I wouldn't look up.

My tears started to dry, and I could feel my body relaxing a bit, and I worked up the courage to look over at him. He raised his eyebrows asking a question all themselves.

"Thank you."

"Of course."

"You called the police?"

"They should be here any second." He patted my leg, and it involuntarily twitched. He pulled back his arm, afraid I might start freaking out or something I'm sure.

I smiled at his reaction "I'm fine." I wasn't.

"What did they do to you?" he asked softly, his brown eyes searching my face.

I opened my mouth to say something but closed it soon after, just shaking my head in response. I couldn't answer. I didn't even know.

The knock at the door saved me from silence. Two officers came in.

I had never been in a situation like this. I had never even needed to call 911 before. The officers were calm and composed; one got me water while the other questioned the guy that worked at the Laundry Mat.

"Hello." The man said that got me water. "My name is Officer Parker, we've called an ambulance, and they are on their way to pick you up, okay?"

I nodded, my body aching all over.

"Can you tell me what happened?" He put a hand on top of my own, looking up with kind eyes. Officer Parker was young. Probably not even 30. He was dark skinned with pretty eyes, eyes that were warm and inviting, just a like a cop who wants information should be.

But this was not some assault. Not some mugging or gang incident. I had walked in on something big, I could feel it. "Do I have to talk now?" I asked, my voice coming out a little weaker than I wanted it too. I'd have to work on that.

"It would be best if you did, so that you don't forget anything." He moved his chair a little closer to mine, "I understand this must be very difficult for you, but can you describe your attacker?"

"There was two. No- Three." I caught myself. Starting to explain the story before I was interrupted.

"I see it was a very confusing time for you, just concentrate and try to remember how many people there were."

This got me a little angry. "I am not" I looked at him pointedly "confused."

He gestured for me to go on.

"I got home from school, and when I came inside my house, I heard people talking in the house." I could see officer parker scribbling down what I was saying.

"They were already inside your house?" He asked, his eyebrows raised, a little surprised

"Yes." I said. Now I had calmed down a little. I had time to have anger simmer inside me, and feel a little ashamed. I was ashamed at how they found me. I was ashamed I couldn't fight back, I was ashamed that they made me feel ashamed, and as I looked down at myself, I was pissed they ruined my shirt. I got this in a farmers market in California, it WAS pretty, a silky t-shirt with Indian style designs. One of my favorites.

"Ms…." Officer Parker nudged me to continue. I hadn't realized how much time I spent thinking.

" Van Dauson" I clarified. "My name is Heidi."

"Well Heidi, it looks like the ambulance is here, would you mind if I rode with you and we continued our talk?"

"Sure." I wasn't sure what I should do, if I should even tell them. The whole thing was confusing, and as ambulance people rushed me, and poked and prodded me this way and that, I became exhausted, and I hurt all over.

Eventually, they gave me something, and shooed the Officer away before he could continue to pester me. I slipped off into sleep; the last thing I saw was the inside of the ambulance truck.

"Will you call me when she wakes up?" I could hear my dad talking to my mom, who I could hear having lots of sniffling and fake cries. "Of course."

I mentally rolled my eyes. My mother is so dramatic. "I need to call Shannon, she'll have to hear this. And please call John and Maria too, they'll want to know what happened."

"Lisa," My dad's tone was irritated "We don't even know what happened, lets not publicize this, Heidi may not want us to-"

"Colin, please." My mom interrupted curtly. "This is a really stressful time for me, I need support."

I heard nothing else from my dad, and assumed he left. Meanwhile my mother could be heard on the phone crying to the latest recipient. "Heidi... Heidi honey, are you awake?" She would ask occasionally, conveniently right as the person on the other line would answer the phone.

I honestly could not take it sometimes. And I couldn't sit here and listen to her whine when she had no idea what happened. I had no idea what happened. A part of me didn't want to tell the police, what if they found me? They didn't kill me the first time but I'm sure they would if I caused any more trouble.

My mom dramatically cried a little into the phone " I know. I know. It's hard to come to terms with that no matter how much I protect her, things can go wrong. It's so horrible to deal with. What am I going to do? Now I'm afraid to go for walks!" There was a slight pause before my mother continued, "I know it! Ugh. Well at least they caught the man."

That spiked my interest, and I listened intently.

"Uh huh… yeah, he came forward and confessed. I know, I was shocked too. Apparently he made a plea bargain with the police already. Yes, they found evidence and everything." My mother paused while there was murmuring from the other line "Oh you know. Typical young Mexican gang initiation or something"

… what? They definitely weren't Hispanic. At all. Blonde and blue eyed. Short and dark features… and that red headed woman. Not Mexican at all. I decided my mom definitely wasn't leaving soon anyway. So I opened my eyes.

"Oh sweetie!" My moms voice rang high and shrill. "I've been here for hours waiting for you to wake up! I haven't even been able to do anything else but worry about you- Joan I'll have to call you back, my daughter's awake".

She came and sat on my bed and played with my hair annoyingly. "Now, don't worry about a thing, I'm organizing a little fundraiser for you, and people will bring everything-"

"Mom." I said. Trying not to sound as harsh as I knew I could have, "I don't want people to know."

I saw a 'oh shit' look on her face. Great. "Well… honey. I was so worried, and your school would have needed to know where you were, because I assumed you wouldn't have wanted to go to school today, so..."

"Are you serious?" I groaned.

"What did you expect?! This is really hard for me too you know." she looked at me hotly.

When times like these happen, I usually prefer not to say anything at all. Usually because I'm so angry that I know I'll end up offending her and she'll just do something else even more dramatic before I can even tell her why I'm upset.

"This whole thing is just so horrible." My mom's eyes welled up with tears and her hands went to her face.

Now you need to understand my mom. Shit like this is bait, and you have to take it. I mean, my mom is crying for God sakes, what am I supposed to do? So I reluctantly gave her the attention she wanted.

"It'll be fine mom." I patted her arm.

My mom likes to pretend she's mega-mom in front of people but usually I have to fend for myself. I'm seventeen, I'm a big girl, so it's not a big deal. It's actually kind of nice not to have someone on my case 24/7, but she is can be really fake. It bothers me. She dyes her hair a billion shades of red and blondes, when it's naturally a dark brown, so she needs touch ups every two weeks. Waxes, nails, a new wardrobe every season- you can say she got me into the whole 'buying clothes when you're feeling down' deal. It's a lot to maintain my mother. She's always out entertaining my dad's clients, bragging about something or making others feel insignificant in comparison to our life, luxuries, and problems.

It's a miracle we're not broke, actually. My mom is one of those people that buys things because they have a sale, or a new model car. She gets these ideas in her head that if we don't have it, then our family will be looked upon with shame. It's a little tiring. So as deranged as this sounds, I bet she's really excited that this happened to me. She can drag this event out for months. This is a million excuses to spend more money.

"I don't even feel safe in that neighborhood anymore…that's why I've talked to your father about moving into a gated community." See? There it is. Luckily the door opened and a nurse came in.

"Oh good. Your awake." She smiled kindly. "Here, I'm just gonna move these around. I hope you don't mind. And an officer will be in here for a little bit." She left the room only to have Officer Parker come back in a couple moments later.

"Mrs. Van Dauson, " Officer Parker said politely. "Would you mind if I talked to your daughter a bit?"

"Of course." She gestured to me. More sniffles.

"Um. Mrs. Van Dauson-"

"Call me Lisa, Please."

"Lisa, " He corrected himself, "It's usually easier for victims to talk without family members present."

"Without…" My mom slowly comprehended "Oh. No. Heidi won't mind. I'm her mother. We're very close"

Ugh.

"Mom, its just easier," she looked at me, clearly hurt.

"No! I am not leaving. Are you even allowed to question my daughter without me present?"

Officer Parker looked a little annoyed. Welcome to my world. "I'm trying to help the situation. And I am not questioning her, simply trying to make this easier."

"You have the mugger already, you don't even need to talk to my daughter. I'm very insulted. I suspected that I, as the parent of a daughter who just got assaulted would be treated a little better. This isn't easy for me you know."

I looked at Officer Parker "Why don't I get your card and I'll call you later." I suggested, a nice little solution.

He was reaching into his pocket, obviously liking my idea better, when my mom interrupted, "Excuse me, but no you won't, I'm your mother, and you'll do as I say."

It's embarrassing to fight in front of people, but sometime's necessary. "Mom. Go call someone or something. This didn't happen to you it happened to me."

"Are you joking?!" She exclaimed, feigning shock. I pressed the help button on my bed and a nurse ran in. "My mother is distressing me." I said in the most monotone bored voice possible. Knowing it would piss her off even more.

".Not." She huffed, "Kick me out of my own daughters room."

But the nurse did. Thank god.

After my mom's performance I apologized to Parker "Sorry, she's a little high maintenance at times."

"I can see that." He said, his eyes following my mom while she was being escorted out the door by security guards. Clearing his throat he continued, "Unfortunately, we have to get your account of what happened, as part of clearance, we identified your attacker, and after a brief hearing for finalities we can put him away."

"Um... Officer Parker, I heard my mom on the phone, you said it was a gang initiation or something?"

"That's what it appears to be, yes."

"I don't think you have the right guy." I looked at him intently, I wanted him to know that I was serious, "I told you, there were three people in my house, I walked in on them talking."

"Look, Ms. Van Dauson,"

"You can call me Heidi."

"Okay... Well Heidi, between you and me, I'm supposed to get your account of the story, but the department is a little curious as to how there is a man who has confessed to the assault, knows in detail the place where he allegedly injured you and how your injuries came about, but you claim there was more than one attacker. I noticed you were confused when I first questioned you, you weren't even sure how many people where there."

"You don't understand-"

"No, no, maybe I do, it's often very confusing for a victim of assault, it happens so quickly it may seem as if there is more than one attacker-"

"No, you need to listen to me." I said, very frustrated "Did you ask the laundry mat guy? Because I know he scared them off before they could do any more damage."

"We did, and he hadn't seen anything, just heard someone run away."

I let out an angry breath " Will you listen to me please? Let me tell you what happened. Then call me a 'confused victim'. " I said with a little venom.

"Of course, that's why I'm here," He put his arms up as a sign of peace, "but you have to realize we do have someone who confessed-"

I just started talking over him, too impatient to listen to his doubts any longer. "I came into my house and I heard people upstairs, so I took a big metal pan, went up there, and found three people talking-"

"And what were they talking about?" Officer Parker had his notebook out and was lazily writing a couple words down, pissing me off. He couldn't take me seriously?

"I don't know… they had just found something they were looking for…" I squeezed my eyes shut trying to remember. "I remembered how they were sitting, both the short man and the big guy around the women, talking about…what time to be someplace or something? I don't know, they were going to meet a couple people and trade whatever they had for something else. They noticed me in the middle of talking, and I wasn't really thinking about what they were saying."

He looked at me a little strangely. "And why would they be in your house?"

"That's what I was wondering! As soon as they saw me, that 'ho hurled her little body guards at me!" I shouted. Using my hands to show that I had no idea. He was totally blowing me off!

"Whoa whoa whoa," He started to chuckle before I gave him a glare. He straightened up a bit. "Slow down." He shifted and flipped a new page in his notebook. "I need to know what they looked like, and anything you can remember them saying."

A little happy that he was finally taking me seriously I gladly started telling him "One was really tall-"

"How tall exactly?"

I glared at him. How was I supposed to know? "Like 6'3, 6'4 ish?, He had blonde hair-"

"Short or long?"

"Short, and a little fluffy-"

"What do you mean by fluffy?"

"Will you give me a little time to explain?"

"Go on." He gestured.

"Fluffy as in wispy, feathery, like he was trying to suppress his jew-fro or something" This got a glare from the officer "What? I'm not a racist or anything that's just what they call it."

"It's called anti-semitic, racist is for race"

"Right, whatever, anyway, he had blue eyes, and was kinda buff. Actually…" I took shaky breathe, it was hard to explain some parts "He wasn't really the one that hit me, he just kind of…"

Officer Parker patted my hand. "Take your time."

I shifted in the hospital bed. "He just kind of dragged me around. The other one, the short one, he…"

"Why don't you just keep describing their features? We'll get to that later."

It was a lot easier to describe what they looked like, easier to focus on something else "He was darker-"

"Hispanic?" the officer asked, hopeful that he could match up his guy to mine.

"No." I said, instantly killing the look on his face, "Darker, like Italian or something. He had dark hair, thick eyebrows, and tan skin. And he was really short, like shorter than me short. 5'4 maybe. But he was really… aggressive, I guess? Like when he talked he always shouted in his input, in fact the only time I heard him shut up was when the lady started talking."

Officer Parker was frowning, staring down at his notes. The look on his face changed from confusion, to puzzlement, to realization.

"Did you get any names?" He asked looking up at me intensely.

"Um… just one"

"And?"

"Mickey."

He was silent. Taking a deep inhale, he spoke. "When you're released from the hospital, we're going to need you to come down to the station."

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 3
 

 
 

"Is everything okay? Did I say something wrong?"

"No, no. Continue"

But he still frowned down at his notebook, tapping his pen against it. I hesitantly kept going. "Well, the two men came after me, and when I tried to run one of them grabbed my ankle, and I fell forward." I touched a part of my head, "That's how I got this," wincing as I touched it, "But I kicked him square in the face," I said a little proudly, "I bet I got his nose good too."

"Hmmm." The Officer said

"And then I got up but ran into the short one, when I fell down I hit my head pretty good."

"Yes you have a bit of whiplash from your head snapping back like it did. We thought it occurred when you were on your walk and the attacker first pushed you."

I stared at him "I wasn't going for a walk."

"Then how did you end up in the alleyway?"

I paused, gathering my thoughts together. "After I fell, I was laying on the ground and the women came up and started talking to the men."

"What did she look like?"

"She was older. Like in her mid 40's. She had bright red hair, I bet she dyes it, she can't be that age and not have gray…" I side tracked, not really wanted to think about it. "Um. She thought I was passed out, and one of them called her Mickey, that's how I knew her name-"

"Mickey is a woman?" He asked in disbelief.

"Well…yeah. I know it's a strange name but I bet its short for something."

"Like what?" He asked a little flustered and I could tell kind of angry, but I had no idea why.

"Michaela?" I said in an 'um… duh!' voice.

He frowned, "What did she say?"

I stopped, getting a little choked up, trying to find the words. "One of them suggested killing me. I can't remember what one," I closed my eyes. It was easier to remember this way, "and Mickey got angry… yelling at them."

"And what did she say exactly?"

"She said 'Kill her? Why? So the police can look into this more than they already have?' so she told them to make it look like a mugging, and that's when they threw me in a car and drove me somewhere… and uh… took care of the rest there."

We were silent for a while.

"This is a lot of information." Officer Parker said. "A lot more than expected, thank you."

"Officer Parker?"

"Yes?"

"That guy that's claiming to have mugged me, I think they set that up. Please don't believe it."

"I am not an advanced officer, I'm not really equipped to say anything, and as much as I'd love to stay on your case, I believe that my superiors will be interested in this. We'll definitely be looking into this much more closely, and the man that came forward will be reevaluated."

After that, the officer left. I laid back against the hospital bed, my side hurt, my head hurt. I felt stiff. I felt around and saw bruises forming. I didn't want to do this. It's exhausting. I don't want to think about these people.

The nurse came in. "Sweetie?" she called

I opened my eyes and smiled at her. I like this lady.

"Your mom's back." Hmm. Maybe not so much. "Want me to tell her I have to do a few things and that you're sleeping? I can make her go away so you can get some rest." Scratch that. I love her.

"That would be amazing." It came out a lot happier than it should have. I turned on the T.V and began channel surfing to find something mindless that would help me think about anything else.

The next day at the hospital, when I was starting to get really bored, Emma and Lauren came and visited me, while Katie pulled some strings and snuck in a bunch of yummy gummy worms for me. We always needed to sneak food because my mother… once again, likes to interject herself into my life whenever she see's me eating junk food. Not good for my figure, apparently.

It was a really nice break from the pressure of both of my parents, and the doctors and nurses poking and prodding me. It should have felt almost normal, but I felt detached from it. Almost like, is this really happening? I'm here; listening to the latest on celebrity gossip, while the people that attacked me could be doing that to someone else? Or worse?

"Everyone's been so worried." Emma said, moving over so Katie could sit on the bed too.

"Yeah the whole school was freaking out." Lauren said with a grin. Lauren always made me laugh a little; she was cute, she had beautiful grey eyes, and flawless skin the color of mocha. She was half-black, so of course she was gorgeous. Emma was her opposite, pale, blonde, and preppy, while Katie had light brown hair that was always done in a perfect way. "You should have heard them," she continued, "Making up a bunch of bull on how it was the people from the lock down that jumped you or something."

They were all quiet.

Until Emma looked up and said in her sweet voice, "Was it?"

"As far as I know, no." I shook my head. There was no way I'm telling them anything. We don't get personal like this, it stays strictly on the topics of shallow drama, clothes, and cool things to do on the weekend. "It was all so confusing, it's hard to sort out." I waved my hand like it was nothing.

"Ohhh. I see. I bet it was. We don't have to talk about it." Katie threw me a lifeline. "But you know there are a bunch of True Religion Jeans I found at this one outlet store that's not too far away. We should totally check it out when you get better," She suggested.

I smiled, my mind wandering. "That sounds…nice. Oh! You know that really cool pink Indian style shirt-slash-wrap I got last month when I went to Cali? Totally trashed."

Emma gasped, "That sucks! I loved that shirt."

"Are you kidding me?" Lauren said, "I have a date next week, I was definitely planning on taking that from you."

"You have a date? And you didn't tell us?" Katie shouted in mock anger, "With who?"

She grinned, "Andrew Donohue."

"Oh my god." I laughed. "No. You are not allowed to date him."

"Why not?" Lauren's eyes widened.

"Helloo?"

"Check out his name."

"He is cute…" Emma offered weakly.

"No." Katie and I said at the same time.

We continued to pick apart Andrew Donohue, and I slowly slipped from thinking about all the confusion involved with police offers to stupid day-to-day girl world. A world I wish I could go back to, but I knew as much as I tried, I would never be able to go back to how I was completely.

After I got released from the hospital, my mom luckily went back to her own life, and I got time to myself again. Officer Parker set up an appointment for me to go to the police station, and I drove over, having never been before. It wasn't the cleanest building I'd ever seen; definitely nothing I'd ever been in. I walked in, and was surprised to see the guy who worked at the laundry mat.

I taped him on the shoulder. He turned around and looked at me. His eyes went wide, like many did. I still had a black eye and a pretty swollen face.

"I just wanted to thank you, you really helped me out." I stuck my hand out for him to shake.

He was sweet looking, I couldn't help but notice, at least in hi s early fifties. He had leathered skin, probably from being in the sun his whole life, and definitive wrinkles surrounding his warm brown eyes. He looked a little frightened, and I stared at him curiously.

"Look," He whispered harshly, "I don't know what you got yourself into, but leave me out of it."

I frowned, "What are you talking about?"

"I helped you, I don't regret it, but stay out of my life. Don't talk to me again." He looked at me sternly and turned and walked away.

"Hey, wait a minute!" I called "What's your problem? I'm only trying to thank you."

"Oh you've thanked me enough, trust me. You dragged me into this whole mess." He walked back to me and pointed a finger in my face, "I had to quit my jobs, I'm moving out of the city-"

"Why?"

"Because. I can't go anywhere without being followed. I come home and my apartment is destroyed, they know where my family lives…" His voice started to crack. I stared at him in horror.

"Are you serious?"

"Apparently, the people you messed with are dead serious." He sounded like he was going to cry, completely desperate.

"I am so sorry-"

"Don't." He put a hand up "Do me a favor, don't tell the police, don't tell anyone. I'm leaving tomorrow."

I stood and watched him leave in disbelief. What was going on? I was still standing in shock when an older man approached me. "Are you Heidi Van Dauson?"

"Yes I am."

"I'm Detective Kaiser. Step into this room right here, we have a couple more questions to ask you."

I nodded, coming into a cold room.

Detective Kaiser followed me in, with a bunch of folders and papers, after him another man came in as well.

"Hello," He introduced himself. "I'm Detective O'Connor." Definitely Irish, younger than Kaiser but still probably in his mid 40's. He wasn't bad looking either, he had salt and pepper hair with light blue eyes, while Kaiser reminded me of a stern, stiff, traditional, hard core Russian or something.

I sat down in a chair across from them, the place was a little intimidating, apparently reading my mind, Detective O'Connor reassured me, "You're not under questioning at all, but you're welcome and even suggested to have a parent or lawyer present. "

"No," I shook my head, "It'd be much easier without one."

"Unfortunately, your parents don't see it that way," A stern voice interjected. A lady dressed in a classy suit came and sat next to me, "Hi Heidi, my name is Joan Johnson, I'll be representing you," shaking my hand, "your mother called me." she offered at my confused look.

Ah. Mother. Of course. Needed to spend an extra grand. Couldn't waste all that time not giving it a go while I was in the hospital.

"Don't worry detectives, I won't be interfering with anything you have to say, just making sure she knows her rights."

Detective Kaiser did not look pleased, but continued forward, "We need you too look at a few things here and see if you can identify your attacker, now lets clarify from you description: There was a white male, dark features such as hair, and darker toned skin, around the height of 5'2-5'4 correct?"

I nodded.

"Its better if you say it, for the record." Detective O'Connor nodded encouragingly at the tape recorder.

"Yes. That's what he looked like." I spoke over it, feeling a little silly.

"And…" Detective Kaiser shifted through the folder and put down a piece of paper with a bunch of pictures on it. "Could you identify if any of these men are one of your attackers?"

I looked over it, some faces blended together, they were all similar, but I could easily find the man. That stupid short son of a-

"Do you see him?" Joan asked, interrupting my nice thoughts.

"Yes." I said pointing to the picture, "This one, second row, last on the right."

"Are you sure?" the Detectives asked.

"I'm positive." I said, my voice coming out dead and cold.

"And the second attacker," Kaiser said, pulling out a sheet of paper, "Another white male, height of around 6'3 or taller, with blonde hair, and blue eyes. Can you identify him here?"

I looked over the sheet, and saw immediately. He's such a weird looking guy. There's that hair again.

"Right here. The one in the middle."

"Where exactly?"

"Third row, three in from the right and left, directly in the middle."

The detectives made some markings. "We may need you to identify them in a line up as well."

My head jerked up instantly, "Do you have them?"

"No, unfortunately not yet. But it helps to know who we're looking for. The men you have identified are Christopher Greco, often referred to as "Greco" and Joseph "Joey" James." Detective Kaiser pulled out more papers, articles, and files, all on the men. "They've been involved in drug trade and trafficking for several years now. They've come up quite high in the ranks, and it is surprising to us that they are even in the United States, many of our sources have been looking for them in Mexico, or Costa Rica."

I stared at some of the photos, many blurry, but undoubtedly one of the two, or even both, partaking in some type of activity. On the phone, walking to their car, talking to someone, there were pictures of everything.

"This information is normally kept very quiet, almost classified, but we're telling you so you know how important you have become to the case." Detective Kaiser explained.

"Hold it." Joan said. "Exactly how important? And to what cost of my client? You honestly think you could trick her into doing something," she stood up in outrage, "because you assumed she wouldn't have a parent or lawyer present!"

"No, stop." I said, putting a hand on her, "Let them finish talking."

"Heidi, " Joan sat back down "It is crucial that you make your own decision. It might be better if you brought both of your parents in here before continuing with this meeting." she said with a sneer.

"We actually haven't finished with her." Detective O'Connor said, "There is still a lot to go over-"

"Oh this is over when I say it is."

"Or its over when I say it is. I'll keep answering questions." I told her with a glare.

Joan sat with tight lips, clearly angry.

"We might need you in court. Now, luckily, your testimony will be accompanied by many when it comes to Joseph James and Christopher Greco. When we catch them, we'll have enough evidence to put them away for a very, very, long time." Detective O' Connor was kind and sincere or at least, I hoped.

Kaiser cleared his throat, turning our attention to him, "We do, however, need you specifically for one thing: Mickey."

"Mickey? The red-headed women?"

"Yes." Detective Kaiser confirmed. "You are officially the only person who has seen her, or even been able to get a description of her. In fact, we didn't even know she was women until you talked to one of our younger Officers."

I stared at him in disbelief. Is that why Officer Parker was so shocked?

"You have to understand, Mickey has been profiting from illegal drug trade for over 13 years. All this time we have been looking for a man. He- I mean, she," the detective corrected himself, "has been the central drug lord of not only Arizona, but the entire country, completely unattainable; none of her men would give her up, mostly because hardly anyone has been trusted to see her. Not only that, but you heard information on what they were doing."

"Not really." I said "All I knew is they collected something, and where going to trade it."

"That's all we need to know, now we know that several of the top drug lords in the country will be in one place at one time. The only question is when and where." Kaiser looked pleased, "Its perfect."

"So…" Detective O' Connor continued where Detective Kaiser left off, "You'll need to work with a sketch artist, and need the support of the police. If you become a source of danger you may need to go into hiding."

"Hiding?" I exclaimed.

"Only if it's absolutely necessary," He assured me.

"I have moved around a lot, and I am so done with it. I'm graduating from this high school. I am staying here. I will have a normal life." I asserted.

"We will have an undercover police officer near you at all times, for your protection. We will, of course, get the rights from the court." He nodded his head towards my trusty lawyer Joan. "But you have to know that once you get a part of this, your life is in danger. You need to see this through for any hope of a normal life."

Talk about pressure, I definitely wasn't as enthusiastic about this as they thought. From the looks on their faces, they expected me to be excited. Excited for what? Contributing to society? Making the world a better place? Not likely.

"Heidi." Joan said, sensing my discomfort. "This is all optional."

"Actually," Detective Kaiser said, "We can get a court order for you to testify." Both Detective O'Connor and Joan glared at him.

I remained silent for a couple moments before I spoke. "I need a couple days to think all of this through."

"Well, so you know, the police protection will begin immediately." Kaiser said, the lovely barer of all the things I want to hear.

I got up stuck out my hand for Joan, "Thank you, I'll call you later, "

"Your mom has my number, so you know where to reach me."

"Thank you detectives, I'll be in touch." I felt like a robot. I got up, I left the building, I drove home. I got something to eat. I watched T.V, I sat on my bed, and I fell asleep.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 4
 

 
 

It was almost unreal, looking out my window and seeing a car not parked far away: my protection no doubt.

I had hundreds of questions, hundreds of doubts, and thousands of worries. But what else could I do? I didn't want them to hurt anyone else.

"Heidi?" my dad's voice called out from downstairs. I slid off my window seat and walked down the stairs. "Hi, honey." He smiled when he saw me.

I always really liked my dad. He was a down to earth guy. I'd moved to several places as a child, everywhere from Ohio, to Illinois, to North Carolina, Virginia, and now Arizona, Phoenix specifically. I liked the city. I'd lived in a suburb outside Chicago, and it was very, very different.

Chicago was all hustle and bustle, one of the coolest places I've ever been. But it helped to be of drinking age. Phoenix, Phoenix was less touristy and therefore sketchier. And it wasn't like normal cities, where the sketchy areas and ghettos are clearly defined. You had to learn your way around it. So you knew what areas the celebrities lived in, and what areas the drug dealers lived in. It was a cool place if you learnt where to go.

I was glad my dad brought me here. He got bored easily, with his job, with the place or the scene. And he was good at what he did, so I was always fortunate to have a more luxurious lifestyle. My dad was an investor; he was good at spotting trends and up and coming ideas. When he pointed at something and said it had potential, it became successful; with his reputation, investors and businessmen alike knew everything he touched became gold.

"Hi Daddy." I sent a smile his way. "How was work?"

"Good." He took off his jacket and tie. "I heard you went down to the police station today?"

I nodded. "No offense Dad, but I don't really want to talk about what happened."

"And I'm not asking you to. But we do need to talk about one thing, if this has become more of a situation than we believed, which your lawyer tells me it has, then next time you go down, your mother and I should be there."

"Dad," I said, in a slightly annoyed voice, "I don't want you guys to be a part of this."

"We're your family sweetie; you know we would be no matter what."

"No, it's not that." I plopped down on the couch, a little angry. "It's Mom. You know how she is, you know anything and everything I say will be everywhere in like, two seconds-"

"Your mom knows her boundaries. It might not seem like it…"

"Dad." I said sternly. "She has no idea where to draw the line." He started to speak and I cut him off. "At all. And you know it. I'm sorry, but it's really not something we all need to do together."

"Can you stop talking like a brat? I'm trying to help." I shut my mouth and remained sitting, anger boiling up, I hated getting treated like a child. "Both your mother and I will be joining you tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?"

"Yes. I had the lawyer schedule a meeting for us."

I got even angrier until he started walking upstairs, leaving me downstairs, alone, by myself, in the dark. All of a sudden images filled my head of being grabbed, kicked, punched and pulled. My breath increased steadily while my eyes searched the room rapidly, the largeness of the space seemed to be swallowing me whole. Every corner, every door, held the possibility of someone else, someone else to finish the job, to kill me.

"Um…" My voice came out shaky and quiet. "Dad?...Daaaad?" Still no answer. "DAD!" I shouted.

"What?" He angrily came back downstairs.

"I-I- uhh. I, uh, I have a question."

He gave me the most irritated look. "What Heidi?"

"Why were they in your room?" It really was a question I wanted to ask.

"I have no idea. And it's definitely something I will be discussing with the police tomorrow. Now go to bed."

But I couldn't. Going to sleep when it was light outside was fine, but now I was by myself. Alone. All night, I couldn't sleep. At first, I would try, but I was afraid as soon as I closed my eyes that someone would come up behind me. If they got into my house before, they could do it again.

I paced my room and looked out the window, seeing a police car parked not far from my house. I watched as the young woman shifted in her seat and it gave me comfort, knowing there was someone there. Soon it started getting light out; that, with a combination of exhaustion, finally put me to sleep.

"Heidi." My mother's arm shook my shoulder. "Heidi!" I rolled over and grumbled, looking at my alarm clock. Great. Three hours of sleep. Love it. "Heidi get up, we have a meeting at the police station. They want to ask you more questions."

"Can't they just come here?" I mumbled, cuddling closer to my pillow, only to have the covers thrown back by my mother.

"You look awful. Are you getting sick?" I rolled over and stared at her.

"I'm tired."

"Your hair is a mess." She sat down next to me on my bed, and began brushing through it with her fingers. "When was the last time you got it deep conditioned? I'm going to call Theresa, what you need is a good trim, maybe some highlights."

"I don't want highlights." I was barely awake and she was picking at my hair. I liked my hair. It was strawberry blonde. No one I knew had a color quite like it. It looked like some blonde variation of Strawberry Shortcake's. Mine was long, and naturally straight. But it held curls really well, so I didn't mind.

She sighed. "Honey, you really need to get cleaned up. I will not let you walk out in public looking this way."

"Mommmm." I sat up. "I literally just woke up. Will you give me twenty minutes?"

"Fine. Be downstairs, we leave in an hour." She walked out of my room, heels clicking.

"Ughhhhhhhhh," I let out, completely tired. I don't know how I dragged my ass out of bed. I kept my messy hair, and opened up my closet only to have my eyes glaze over at my wardrobe. It was a good thing I used to preplan outfits; I wandered over to a hanger and put on a pretty cream colored dress with ruffles and pale pink ballet flats. I was pale, having never really accomplished getting tan at all, but it worked with the outfit.

When I walked downstairs, my mother smiled approvingly. "That's so much better dear."

I didn't even bother to acknowledge it. I felt like the walking dead I was so exhausted.

And it definitely showed. Once we were in a room with Detectives Kaiser and O'Connor, Joan Johnson, my parents, and myself, I was practically falling asleep, but Joan nudged me. I snapped my head back up only to see everyone staring at me expectantly.

"Yes?" I asked, more rudely than I should have, but I needed sleep.

Detective O'Connor got up and walked a little bit closer to me, resting his arm on the table. "Thank you for coming out again Heidi."

"No problem." I yawned.

"Before we ask you anymore questions, Detective Kaiser and I would like to know if you have any yourself."

I looked over at Kaiser whose aging face looked ragged and overworked. I guess I wasn't the only one who had a rough night.

"A couple." I looked over at my dad, who was staring at me expectedly. "Do you have any idea why they were in our house?"

"Actually, we do. We have recently discovered a likely motive, and thanks to your information, wrapped up some details that there were mere speculation."

"Ah," I said, "I see. And um, what might this grand discovery be? Does this mean that there is no chance that I would have to leave?"

"Unfortunately, it must remain confidential. And not necessarily, in fact, your testimony is part of the foundation of this case. It's crucial, and you need to be protected."

"Wait-" my mom cut in. Oh Jesus. "My daughter has to go into hiding?"

We all stared at her. There was no mistaking the excitement her voice held. She sounded…eager. Great.

"No. I'm not going. I refuse to go." I turned to my dad. "You promised me I could finish high school. Here. In Phoenix."

"Honey." My mom inched closer to me, lowering her voice to a whisper. "It won't be too long, I bet it won't be that bad. Plus, you're needed."

I rolled my eyes, while my dad actually acted like a parent should and started asking questions. "Is this really that dangerous? First it was just a mugging, then it was a decoy. What exactly is going on? And shouldn't you be having someone protecting my daughter at all times if someone tries to harm her again?"

I felt my heart swell a little. Aw. Daddy.

"There is only so much we can tell you," Kaiser stated. "The less that you know the better. Clearly." He pointedly stared at my mother.

"This meeting is more a briefing than anything else, and since Heidi is seventeen, she is old enough to decide whether or not she wants these answers explained. However, if the time comes when she needs to go somewhere safer for a couple days, we can get a court order from the judge, if necessary," Detective O'Connor explained.

"Without our consent?" My dad frowned.

"It's for her own safety, I'm sure you would have consented," O'Connor assured, continuing to stare at me. "Now, Heidi, the information you know." He turned to look at everyone else. "And anything the rest of you know, must remain a complete secret. No one should know anything. If any information, any at all, leaks out, it could jeopardize our entire investigation and you will be held in contempt of court."

At this point, both detectives stared at us with hard eyes, and I felt like an elementary student in the principal's office over a cheating scandal.

"Is that understood?" Kaiser said stone cold.

I nodded, and everyone acknowledged their understanding.

"Great," Detective O'Connor said, his attitude changing immediately to a more cheerful tone. "Now, I know how hard it is for Heidi to speak about some of these things and it's important to just tie up some loose ends. I think my partner and I would appreciate some one-on-one time with her."

He gave them a flash of his pearly whites, and I could see my mother and Joan staring into is blue-green eyes, glazing over his Patrick Dempsey hair and nodding dumbly. My father just patted my hand. "Would it make you more comfortable if we left?"

I nodded and gave him a little smile. My parents got up to leave and Detective O'Connor/Dr. Dreamy look-alike turned his attention to Joan Johnson. "A lawyer won't be needed. Don't worry; we'll call you in if it gets to a questioning point." And she was ushered out the door.

As soon as it shut the entire atmosphere in the room changed.

"I know you're only seventeen," Detective O'Connor began, "but it's important to us," Kaiser smirked at that, stating his thoughts on the matter, "that you know a little bit about what you're getting into."

"These are very dangerous people," Kaiser spoke up. "They're not your typical drug dealers or crime bosses. There's a huge shipment coming in and they're under a lot of stress, which explains why they were so sloppy when it came to keeping you alive."

Ever the charmer, that one.

"Why were they in my parents' bathroom? How did they get into my house?" I wanted to know if I was safe in my home.

"They broke in and were looking through some of your dad's files."

"My dad?" I asked shocked. "What on earth would they want with my dad?"

"There is a lot at stake here for them. We believe that they have a large shipment coming in from Mexico, but due to the recent increase of security at the border, the trucks are being searched, thoroughly." Kaiser looked at me.

"Where you aware that a bank was recently broken into?"

I thought back. I didn't really watch the news "Oh! My school went into lockdown that day. Yeah I remember, it was the same day I was attacked." My mind started to wander but Kaiser brought me back.

"They are unable to access their accounts, which were frozen when they skipped out on bail. They took large sums of money, that with the collection Mickey is believed to have, the deal is worth over fifty million dollars."

"Fifty million dollars? Of what?" I asked in disbelief.

"Crystal Meth. Our sources let us know they have tampered with the drug and modified it, but it needs to be kept at a certain temperature. Coincidentally, so do photovoltaic panels that will be shipped from Mexico to Arizona as part of the new solar plant being built."

"I'm still… confused. Why where they interested in my dad?"

Kaiser looked at me like I was stupid. "There are several solar companies in Arizona, and more fighting to move here. In order to ensure the success of the shipment of the photovoltaic panels, in which the meth is hidden in the containers of monocrystalline silicon-"

"Mono what?" I asked.

"It's part of the solar panel," O'Connor explained.

"That has to be kept at the certain temperature?" I guessed.

"Exactly." He smiled, while Kaiser let out frustrated breath.

"They broke into your home, to make sure your father was supporting the company. If he was, then it was almost guaranteed to be a success. You're lucky he had already approved it and could stay in the dark. I wouldn't have put it past them to take you as blackmail."

"Anyway," O'Connor cleared his throat, "it is important that you keep this completely confidential. We are letting you know the basics of this case so that you can see the severity of it. We will do everything in our power to keep you safe, but this is a two-way street here. You can't do the same things you normally would. People could be after you, although we've done a good job at keeping this a secret." Detective O'Connor took a sip from his coffee mug. "As far as Mickey knows, your assault has been pinned on their fall-back guy."

"So what do I do now?" I asked, a little frustrated. Was I just supposed to wait there with my fingers crossed hoping that a bunch of angry criminals don't find out that I was the reason they were going to be put behind bars?

"Lay low." Kaiser shrugged. "We'll give you both of our direct numbers, please call if you have an emergency or see anything suspicious. Or even if you get a funny feeling about someone, you can never be too careful."

I nodded, feeling even more exhausted.

"Also," O'Connor put in, "our officer who was outside of your house told us that you were up quite late last night."

I made a face, they both looked at me. Detective O'Connor spoke up, "It's very common for victims to feel scared of being alone, or being in the dark, it's part of the fear of the unknown. It becomes escalated-"

"Please," I interrupted, a little embarrassed that he had even guessed, "I just couldn't sleep."

"I will actually be suggesting a counselor to your parents; I think it's a good idea."

I shook my head. "I'm fine, really. Thank you for your concern, but the last thing you should do is put the idea into my parents' heads that I've gone crazy."

Detective Kaiser frowned. "It doesn't mean you're crazy, it means you're dealing with trauma."

"I really don't feel comfortable talking about this," I said in the most stern, bitchy voice I could muster.

Kaiser shrugged, giving Detective O' Connor a look, "You're free to go, please send your parents our regards." Kaiser motioned towards the door, and I hightailed it out of there, throwing open the door, only to face my parents and our lawyer looking at me oddly.

"Can we go home?" I wanted to sleep. I went and sat in between my parents, resting my head on my mom's shoulders. I didn't think I could handle this. It was too much.

My alarm woke me early in the morning, my mom forced me to her hot yoga class, insisting that I get back into a routine, because I would be going back to school later that day.

When I got home , I shuffled into my room and stared at myself in the mirror, sighing, I put my hair up into a ponytail, not really sure what to do with it. I slipped on some clothes and stumbled downstairs.

"Heidi…" I turned to face my mother.

"Hmmm?" I mumbled walking past her and pouring myself a bowl of cereal.

"Didn't you wear that a couple days ago?" She frowned, her voice sounded puzzled.

I looked down at my clothes. I just wore a flowy top and a jean skirt. "Maybe… I don't know. Did I?"

My mom looked at me funny. "Well, Heidi, why would you wear that again?"

I grabbed my keys and dumped the rest of my Captain Crunch down the drain. "I'll be home later." I ignored her, and walked out the door, shaking my head. Things were different now, I could feel it.

The things I used to care about seemed trivial. I would listen to my friends talk about Andrew Donohue, or make plans to go to the mall, and it just didn't seem important anymore. It didn't have the same value it once did. It wasn't even interesting. It was even a struggle to hang out with them, hearing them drone on about things that just weren't… worth it.

"Heidi?" Emma said, pulling me from my thoughts.

"Yeah?" I asked.

"Um… I don't want to freak you out or anything, because I know you just went through some weird stuff, but that guy is really giving me the creeps."

I whipped my head up from my lunch. "What guy?" I practically shouted, my voice hitting higher octaves than normal.

People had been staring at me all day. The bruises had yet to fade completely from my face, and no amount of make-up could hide the cuts and bruises that ended up randomly on my arms and legs.

"People have been staring, but this one is different. He's a total weirdo."

Lauren turned around. "That one? The fat one with the greasy hair?"

Katie smacked her arm. "Be nice."

"About some creep staring at us? I don't think so," she joked.

But I didn't think it was very funny. He was by himself and I had never seen him before. Our school was a public school, not heavily guarded. I guess someone could walk in there; it wasn't that hard. We all carried our school ID's on lanyards and he definitely didn't have one.

He hovered close to our table, leaning against a wall. The cafeteria was so busy that I was surprised Emma had even noticed him. I took out my cell phone and stood up, already dialing Detective O'Connor.

"Where are you going?" Katie asked.

"I gotta ask my mom to get me something, I'll be right back." I put the phone to my ear and walked outside, my heart started racing when the guy followed me moments after.

"Hello?" I heard the detective's familiar voice.

"Hi," I said, my breathing starting to become shaky and rapid as I quickened my pace. "It's Heidi Van Dauson. And there is definitely someone at my school that is not a student and is following me."

There was a slight pause before his calm commanding voice informed me, "We're on our way now. I need you to make sure you stay in a crowded place, do not go off on your own, or into a classroom, you don't want to get caught somewhere."

I tried to keep my composure as much as possible; despite the fact that I was doing everything he had just said I shouldn't do. I looked back and the guy wasn't there anymore. "That's weird; I thought he was behind me a second ago." As I turned back around, he was right in front of me and I screamed in surprise. While he lunged at me, I smacked him as hard as I could. He stood there, a little shocked, but I took my chance and sprinted back towards the cafeteria with him at my heels. He reached me first, grabbed my shirt and spun me around.

"I have a message for you," he whispered close to my face, his breath smelled disgusting. "They have connections everywhere. And if you even think about saying a word, we'll find you, your friends, your family; we'll make sure they all regret your… choice," he said the last word with a grin and shoved me back into the loud, noisy cafeteria.

I watched him walk away and my hands shook violently as I answered my vibrating cell phone. "H-hello?"

"Heidi?" the detective's worried voice over the phone was kind of comforting.

"I'm okay. He didn't hurt me."

"We are going to come and get you. Phoenix isn't safe for you anymore." And with that, he hung up the phone.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 5
 

 
 

I stood frozen in place while people walked by me, chatting, laughing, and yelling. My life used to be wonderful. What had happened? I couldn't sleep at night. I couldn't be alone. I couldn't even go to school, the only normal thing I had left. What had happened? I didn't know how long I stood there, but eventually Detective Kaiser and O'Connor walked up to me.

"You need to come with me right now; we will take care of everything with your school," Kaiser said, pulling me lightly forward.

I nodded numbly, feeling like those two men were the only people that I could trust. "Why do they do this?" I asked my voice breaking a little; fat tears falling silently down my face.

"You can destroy them. They're scared of you."

I scoffed. "No." I shook my head. "No they're not. The only the reason they haven't killed me… is because they don't know I'm helping you." My lip started trembling. "I really, really don't want to die," I said in a small voice.

"We're not going to let that happen," Detective O'Connor assured me. "We have someone arranging a place for you to go right now. We will take care of everything. All we need you to do is to stay safe."

I found myself at the police station, with the two detectives explaining to me what was going to happen to my life.

"It's going to completely change," Detective Kaiser said. Thanks…don't try to sugar coat it or anything.

Detective O'Connor shot him a look, apparently thinking the same thing. "Your first name will stay the same, but we have given you the last name Risler, since you are Swiss. We don't want to make any change too drastic, just in case you need to talk about your background."

"How did you know I was Swiss?" I asked, a little surprised.

"Ah… your file" He tapped a folder. I didn't know how he found out all of that info and I wasn't sure I wanted to know.

"We have decided to move you to Franklin, Iowa, and while we continue our investigation here, we will have someone stationed there to watch over you, an agent of ours." He pulled out a sheet. "So your story is, because it is nearing the end of fall, which is an odd time to move, your parents are going on a sabbatical, and want you to visit your aunt, a women named Anna Michaels, who you will be staying with."

"My parents won't come with me?" I asked meekly.

"Unfortunately not, it is impossible. It would be too much of a give-away and we need your father to stay here to ensure that our deal goes through. And your mother…." He struggled to find the words.

"Would tell the whole state of Iowa," I finished for him.

"She has quite the mouth on her," Detective Kaiser added.

I looked at him blankly, just to show my displeasure. Only I was allowed to insult her. "She is my mother."

"Right. I know," Kaiser said, pulling out a couple pieces of paper, not even noticing how I could even view that as an insult. "Your story in Phoenix is that you are going to be sent to a mental hospital due to your traumatic experience. That's what we are telling your parents, although they will probably figure out that you have been moved. We recently notified your school and had everything transferred over to George Washington High School in Iowa." He looked at me expectantly but I just stared at him in disbelief.

"You told people I'm going to a mental hospital?" I shouted.

"It was the only way to explain your absence that was flexible enough that you could be gone for days or a couple months." Kaiser glared.

"I don't want my friends to think that!"

"We told the school to keep it private. Your reputation will be fine."

"What am I supposed to tell them?" I was still yelling, completely flustered.

"That you are going away for help, and will contact them when you return."

"This is a joke." I folded my arms across my chest defiantly. "I hate this."

"You have to go. You could be killed. It's for your own safety. This will keep you and the ones you love the safest. It's the best option."

"Actually, we have a court order-" Kaiser stopped in mid sentence, seeing how distressed I had become, because I knew they were right, it was the only way I could ensure that I wouldn't be plagued by Mickey's vicious crones. They were at my school, my house. I was done.

"Be packed and ready to go by tomorrow morning."

The next morning came slowly. I didn't sleep at all, even though I saw two cars parked near my house, extra protection. I had five giant suitcases packed, and although my clothes didn't have the same shine and appeal they once had, they were part of my old life, my normal life; I couldn't leave them. So I packed it all and threw in my make-up, hair supplies, IPod, laptop- everything I used. When Detective O'Connor showed up, he had brought along a friendly looking lady.

"This is our agent Anna Michaels. She is assigned to your case and will be working undercover with you, acting as your aunt."

"Hi." I waved lamely, a little tired from the lack of sleep, it had been days since I had more than a couple hours of sleep. I looked awful and I just wore sweats, not really in the mood to go through my bags for something to wear.

"Hi Heidi!" She smiled, very peppy-like. She was in her thirties, with pretty blonde hair and soft brown eyes. She walked over and helped with some of the suitcases, chatting while she went. "I know this must be really hard for you, but it can also be kind of cool. You can be whoever you want to be. Just think-you can invent a whole new you."

But this was not what I wanted to hear; I was tired of changing. I didn't want a new me. I wanted the old me. The one that wasn't scared of every sound and movement I heard, the one that could go outside and not be paranoid of every person on the street.

"I guess," I said lamely, shrugging as if that could convey a better response.

"Nah. You'll see. You'll have a fun time in Iowa, new experiences and all that, and you'll be back here in no time." She smiled at me, flashing nice pearly whites. I looked over at Detective O'Connor who followed her around with longing in his eyes, smiling whenever she smiled, laughing whenever she did. It was extremely apparent, as I saw him rush to her aid whenever she tried to pick up a suitcase that was the least bit heavy, while leaving me to drag along the biggest one.

I hung back while Anna took my suitcase to the car. I nudged the handsome detective, giving him a little wink. "That your lovely lady friend?"

He stared at me in horror. "No. She just started working with our unit. We've talked a little bit. Nothing else."

"But you want it to be." I grinned, suddenly changing moods from somber to hopefulness. I liked these detectives, even that rude Kaiser, they had grown on me.

"It could never work. I doubt she would ever like me that way. Besides… just look at her. I'm sure she is married." He automatically smiled at seeing her, as she walked in the door.

Anna walked upstairs to grab another suitcase and I grabbed one as well. "So Anna, I really appreciate you helping me out and staying with me in Iowa." I turned and looked over my shoulder and gave Detective O'Connor a coy smile. "I bet it must be kind of a pain, leaving your husband and everything behind."

Detective O'Connor's head snapped in my direction and he sent me a death look.

"Oh no! Don't worry about it. I actually got a divorce about two years ago. It was pretty messy and dragged out, I figured that taking this assignment would be nice, a little low-key for me, but I certainly don't mind."

"I'm glad." I sent a smile her way, loading up the rest of the car.

"Oh and Heidi, I almost forgot," she said as we all packed into the car. "It's strongly recommended that you change your look a little bit. Your hair is pretty distinctive and you have nice light eyes, but you can get colored contacts if you want."

I stared at them. I had to change looks too?

I sighed. It was hard to do whatever these people wanted. But a part of me couldn't fight it anymore. I just wanted peace and solace; I wanted to feel safe around people that weren't police officers. And if I had to dye my hair to do it, I guess I couldn't complain.

"Can we use my hair dresser please?" I asked.

"Oh. Of course," she said. And we drove over to my hair stylist, Theresa, where she sat me in my chair and began dying my hair a light blonde. I loved Theresa; she was friendly, and talked to anybody and everybody. She was the best, one of the only people I could actually stand.

"I'm going to make it look natural," she cooed, clearly excited. "I love your old hair, but this will look great and your face will look perfect with the light color!"

"Can we get it cut as well?" Anna offered. "I was thinking layers."

"No cutting," I said. "I like it long."

"What about a loose perm? Like waves," Detective O'Connor put in.

All three of us paused to stare at him. How could he know what a perm was? Or a loose perm for that matter?

"I have a teenage niece," he explained sheepishly.

"Sure." I shrugged, "Good suggestion, Miss Jay."

But, apparently his extensive knowledge on female culture only extended to hair and he didn't get my reference. Anna did though, laughing lightly while the detective shifted uncomfortably, knowing I was probably making fun of him but not really understanding it.

So about an hour and a half later, I was several shades of blonde, with new, wavy locks. It was surprising, to look at myself in the mirror. I looked… different. But I liked it, a lot. I wasn't sure at first, but as I played with my hair, I noticed it wasn't the same stick straight strawberry blonde. The waves framed my face nicely, my blonde hair looked really natural, and made me look slightly tan, something I had been trying to do for years.

"Do you like it?"

"Yeah." I smiled, pleased with at least one of the new changes in my life, "Yeah, I do."

My dad's curiosity and short attention span has led us to move around a lot, so I never really became close to my friends. It wasn't worth it, when his contract would be up in two years. I wasn't really missing my friends. I mean, they're nice. I have to say, out of all the friends I've made, I especially like the ones I had here. We worked very well together. And I'll end up seeing them again as soon as this whole situation is sorted out, so when I landed in Iowa, and Anna kept bringing it up, I had to reassure her.

"It really won't be that hard, trust me." I inched away from her hugging arms. I guess we were starting to act like family early.

"Oh I'm sorry! Do you not like to be touched?" She asked totally serious. I began to wonder about her ability to 'protect' me. She was petite, bubbly, and kind, not really the gun-reeling type. But, as I noticed our surrounding area, the possibility of anyone finding us in the middle of nowhere is quite slim. So maybe it didn't matter.

"Um. No. Touching is fine. I just am really tired, long flight you know."

She nodded knowingly, and we drove to our new home. It hadn't quite hit me yet, that I was staying here, without my parents, it seemed unreal, that I would be in this small town in Iowa, where there were a lot of fields. I had never seen so many fields, and endless road.

"So, I heard you have some experience with moving around." She huffed, pulling out a suitcase.

"A little," I said, doing the same. When I looked at the house I smiled. It was nice, one of those mid-west houses. I lived in Illinois when I was 7 up until I was 9. It reminded me a lot of that house. The house was brick, white shudders, and a black door. It was small; maybe a ¼ the size of my house in Phoenix, but it was just the two of us. When I walked in, I looked around, noticing the comfortable décor. The inside was painted a warm rogue, and a sunny yellow in the kitchen. My heart ached for a little bit, this house was a home.

That's one thing that I noticed, when moving around. There are places you go, where you can just feel it, that the place is meant for family, it's meant for a home. When I lived in North Carolina, and now Phoenix, it was a house, a piece of property you waited in until the value increased to a point that you sold it. Everything was material, where here, this house was meant to be lived in until you grew old and had grandchildren. The stairs creaked; there was a laundry shoot, and small curvy stairs that led to the second floor.

I continued to explore; the upstairs had three small bedrooms, one slightly larger than the other, which I assumed was the master bedroom. The master bedroom was the size of my bathroom. I had a large bathroom for sure, but I had become accustomed to space. But I didn't mind, I liked it, small rooms and all.

"Sorry," Anna looked apologetic "I know you're used to a much larger… situation, but this is what all the houses are like here."

"I love it." I smiled, looking at the ceiling, which indented to create the pointy roof I had seen outside.

"You do?" She asked in disbelief.

"Yeah." I shrugged "It's… nice."

"Well great!" She clapped her hands together, "I figured we could paint your bedroom, but most of it has been painted and such for us, we even have furniture! Do you like it?"

I peeked into my room, which was painted a pale pink, with a patterned cover to match.

"Its very sweet." I ran my fingers over the quilt.

"I'll let you get settled then." She smiled at me, pushing her blonde hair out of her eyes, and resting her hands on her hips. She reminded me of an overgrown teenager, in a good way though.

"You should probably go get your bags and everything, but just to continue briefing you, we're saying I had a bad divorce, I'm moving out here and working at the law firm not far from our house, and your parents are on a sabbatical, traveling and what not, and you wanted to visit. I am also sure they told you not to have any type of contact with the people back in Phoenix, not even your parents, it is way too dangerous." She reached into her pocket. "I almost forgot. Here's your license, it has all your information redone, and everything else you should get at school on Monday."

"And one more thing, I'll let you know if there are any updates on the case, or if there will be any visitors, but otherwise, try to relax, your safe now."

"Thanks." I smiled at her, and went downstairs to get more of my bags, and opened my door to be face to face with bright blue eyes.

My body jolted involuntarily and I took a sharp intake of breath in surprise, ready to scream before a voice said, "Hi! We live down the street, and wanted to come and introduce ourselves… I'm sorry. Did I scare you?"

I let a shudder run through me as I composed myself. "Oh don't worry about it, I was just lost in thought. Hi. I'm Heidi…" I checked my ID and stuck out my hands, "Risler, Heidi Risler."

"Camdon." Big warm hands enveloped mine, and those pretty blue eyes stared at me. I literally stared right into them, they seemed so deep and beautiful, I felt my body gravitating towards them, almost wanting to lean in and get a closer look.

Anna rested a friendly hand on my shoulder, pulling me back from my thoughts, and saving me from doing anything too embarrassing.

Sitting in a little pulley wagon next to Camdon was a sweet little girl, with the same brown hair as Camdon, but brown eyes instead of his intense blue. She looked three at the most and was holding a plate of cupcakes.

I was never especially into children. I've just never really been around them. They're messy, and demanding, and I had never been the babysitting type. Cute to look at, but not fun to deal with. I stared down at this little girl, who had big brown eyes, looking up at me expectantly.

"I feel like she wants me to pet her or something." I murmured to Anna, who pinched me in response.

Ouch. I rubbed my arm as Camdon gave me a funny look, hoping he didn't hear, I opened the door a little wider.

"Want to come inside? It's kind of cold." I commented. The brisk fall air was not very pleasant. Why couldn't I leave during the middle of the summer? When it hit 120 degrees?

He let out a little laugh. I looked up at him. "This is the nicest weather we've had all week. It was freezing a couple days ago. But sure, we'd like to come in, just for a bit, I have to take Ella home soon." He leaned in and whispered, "She needs a nap."

It was clear as soon as he stepped into our house that I was not in Phoenix anymore. No one ever comes and brings anything to your door to welcome you, and they aren't this friendly, guy's especially, would not tote around little kids. In fact, I don't think I had ever met anyone like Camdon. No guy my age would carry around a little girl so tenderly, as if it wasn't a complete obligation, and wouldn't be so friendly and welcoming.

He looked around and turned with a big smile, "This is a nice place. We had an old couple that lived here before, but went to DeMoines to live with their daughter. How'd you guys decide to move out?"

Camdon looked genuinely interested, and after I thought about it, he probably was. Camdon was by far, the most adorable thing I had ever seen. He had one dimple that appeared every time he smiled. Which he did, a lot. He was almost as upbeat as Anna, always sounding happy and intrigued. But it wasn't peppiness, it was more like…happiness. He had a type of joyful charisma that made the whole room brighter. It worked for him; he just glowed, and was obviously very charming. His personality was one I couldn't help but notice, and it felt like every part of my body was attracted to him. Whether it was his athletic body, cute looks, or personality, I couldn't decide, and frankly, it began to freak me out. I didn't want to come off as a creep though, so moved as far away from him as I could, afraid that I would become entranced by his eyes again.

Anna got out a glass and filled it up with water for us. "She'll be visiting for a couple months, her parents are taking a long sabbatical, and Heidi was nice enough to come help me get settled in." She sent a thankful smile my way.

I flashed one back. Weird. This was so weird.

"Oh yeah?" He turned. "You aren't going to miss home or anything like that? What year are you? I imagine that has to be hard."

"I'm a junior." I said, sliding into a chair at the small kitchen table. "But I think it'll be a nice change in scenery, I don't mind, Anna's not just family, she's a good friend." I nudged her playfully. I'm glad Anna and I clicked. Maybe people would actually believe our lies.

He grinned, his dimple making him look adorable. Ella began to yank on his shirt and he picked her up and put her in his lap. " Me too! When do you start school? I'd be happy to show you around, don't be afraid to ask."

"I start on Monday." I took a sip of my water. Watching him as he subconsciously put Ella's shoes back on, tying them while continuing to talk to me, as if taking care of the little girl was second nature.

"You'll like it. People are pretty friendly here." I can tell, I thought to myself. "And it's a pretty small school, about 130 kids in our class. You'll know everyone in no time." When he was finished fixing the little girls shoes he looked up at me and smiled.

"Is that your…daughter?" I asked, I could only assume it was someone really dear to him, and the age difference was pretty big for it to be his sister.

"Who?" He asked confused. Then it dawned on him, "Noooo," he laughed loudly. "This is my sister. Why would you think it was my daughter? She's almost three." He added, as if it was totally crazy for someone to have a child at fifteen.

Anna stepped in to save me. "She's not from here," She smiled at him, "She went to high school in Phoenix."

"Arizona?"

"Yup. And usually, when a high school boy has a little kid with him, it's his kid. Not his sibling." I cleared my throat. "At least, at my old school." I clarified, not wanting him to think I was being a snob, "Which, now that I think about it, is pretty ghetto." but I couldn't help getting a little defensive, I already felt slightly embarrassed around him, but I couldn't place why.

I really wasn't getting off to the greatest start with this guy. I'm blaming it on the plane ride. It was a long one.

"Well, not out here. That' s pretty scandalous." Camdon shifted a little uncomfortably, and got an odd look on his face, which was unusual, since the whole time he basically was a magnet for all things calm and cool.

"Yeah. We have four girls pregnant in my grade, and its only a couple months into the school year, I'm sure we'll get more." I shut my mouth and felt like hitting my head. Was that information really necessary? I was just going to stop talking. Anna can take over from here; maybe she could protect me from embarrassing myself.

Camdon moved Ella in his lap, who was beginning to drift off. "We brought you cupcakes, but I think I gotta go soon, this one is dozing already."

"Yeah of course." Anna said in her sweet voice. "It's so nice to meet neighbors, and it's good for Heidi to know someone before school." She turned and stared at me pointedly. I frowned, as if to say 'what?' Her eyes narrowed, "Right Heidi?"

"Yeah totally." I said sarcastically, right before taking a bite of a cupcake.

As soon as Camdon left Anna raised an eyebrow at me. "He's trying to be nice, do you have to make things so uncomfortable for him?"

"No." I mumbled, and picked at the frosting of other cupcakes. That wasn't even intentional, I thought to myself. "I'm just not sure yet. You never know at a new school, sometimes they eat nice girls for lunch. I gotta make sure people know that I'm not a doormat."

"But that kid?" Anna sighed, as if I had made things awkward on purpose, which, on another occasion I might have, but not this one. She looked out the window at him, carrying his little sister. "He has to be the sweetest guy I've ever meet."

"Except Detective O'Connor." I added in sneakily

"What?" She asked totally confused.

"Detective O'Connor. He's one of the nicest persons I've ever met. He helped me so much through this ordeal. I mean, what a really classy guy." I picked up another cupcake. Damn these were addicting. And who said I wasn't nice? Detective O'Connor owes me, big time.

Anna's face immediately softened. "I'm sorry. I know how hard it must be for you to go through all this." Not what I was aiming at, but okay.

"I feel safer here, I don't know why they would bring themselves all the way out here."

She slid in a chair next to me. "They won't find you, and I may not look it, but I really am qualified, I can take care of you." She squeezed my hand while I resisted not pulling away.

I sighed. "I know." I could feel our conversation turn towards a more heartfelt area, and quickly moved away, "I hope you don't mind, but I'm pretty tired. I'm going to hit the hay." As I walked up the stairs, my heart ached again, the smell, the sounds, the people; everything about this house reminded me that wherever I went, it was only temporary. Sometimes it seemed as if I could never really have a home. When I reached my room, I went and laid back on the bed, I closed my eyes, letting my thoughts and dreams take me away.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 6
 

 
 

Even with the time change, I woke up early. I looked over at my clock, and it was 6:00 am. That's 3:00 am Phoenix time. But I couldn't sleep, and I was feeling rather restless, so I put on some spandex, a sports bra, and a T, leaving my ipod, I never took it running, afraid of being attacked when I was zoning out. Slipping on my running shoes, I was already excited.

Running was such a relief for me, I could feel any stress or worry I had melt away. I couldn't help but smile, and bounded down the stairs, and saw Anna in the kitchen, assembling a gun on the counter.

"Oh hi Heidi!" She beamed, as if it was totally normal to do that. We are so not meant for suburbia lifestyle.

"Um. Hey."

"You going running?" She asked, looking at it, and putting it on top of the fridge.

"Yeahhh… Hey. Is that loaded?"

She looked up, not quite understanding my question, like it was such a normal thing to do every morning that she didn't even realize. "Oh! The gun." Yes Anna, the gun. "Don't worry, I'm just keeping it here for protection. I have a couple stashed around the house, so don't be freaked if you find one." She pulled another one from her bag and began doing the same thing, "Have fun on your run!"

"Thanks Anna," I inched out of the kitchen to the door, happy to finally be outside.

I took a big breath in and closed my eyes. Air. No smog or pollution. Mmmmm. I shivered. But from the cold, or because of how nervous I got around the gun, I didn't know. I shook it off and began on my run, it was faster paced than normal, and I ran throughout the streets and past several cornfields and beanstalks, quite a change of scenery for me.

I was deep in thought, thinking about Mickey, and if the police were closer to catching her, and when the daunting day came that the truck would finally carry the solar panels and meth over the boarder.

My thoughts were spinning, and I was so wrapped in thought, I almost didn't notice the padding feet coming up behind me. My heart started thumping hard, and I picked up my pace a little bit more, only to hear the other runner do the same. My mind was going crazy, thinking of everything we could have done that led them here. I began sprinting as fast as I could, but wasn't fast enough, I could hear them gaining, and I was dying to know how they found me, we had been so careful.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and I screamed, turning around and thrashing about in a strong grip, trying to hit them in as many places as I could.

"Heidi! Heidi!" I heard a voice say. "Stop! Its me, ITS CAMDON!"

I immediately stopped. He was blinking, and rubbing his face, I got him good.

I stared at him. I would have been embarrassed, but I was so relieved that it was just him, and not some one else, I broke out in a grin.

"It's just you." I smiled. I let out a large breath. "Oh thank goodness." I put a hand on my heart, trying to quiet it, before turning to glare at him.

"What were you thinking? Grabbing a person like that? And chasing them?"

He looked taken aback. "I-I-uh. I didn't mean it like that." He looked pretty uncomfortable. "I only wanted to catch up and talk." He shrugged.

He really was sweet. I sighed, and rubbed my temples, "I'm sorry, it's my fault." I looked up and tried to be friendly, "I live in a city, and I'm just paranoid, sometimes you have to be."

He nodded, slowly understanding. "I've never lived anywhere but here," he said lamely, gesturing to the surrounding empty road and fields.

I couldn't think of anything to do, I had made the situation so awkward. I groaned inwardly, alright: "Do you want to finish the run with me?" I offered weakly.

He smiled, and his face glowed. "Yeah! I'd like that. Your pretty fast, by the way." He winked.

Oh my god he winked at me, I found myself inwardly swooning. Swooning!

I mentally hit myself. I sound like a girl in junior high. My heart was still thumping hard, but that was no longer the product of getting scared.

We began jogging back towards our street, and I found my self becoming more relaxed again.

"I really am sorry about scaring you," He gave me a sheepish smile.

I looked up into his eyes again and tried to give him the most sincere smile I could, but it came out a little sad. "It's not your fault, I'm just a little jumpy."

"Where were you from again?"

"Phoenix."

"Hmmm." I listened to the noise our feet made as they hit the pavement, nice and steady. "Well you don't have to worry about anything here. This place is pretty quiet. And it's pretty. I mean, we don't have mountains, but we do have…" He paused trying to think of something.

"Rain." You could hear the smile in my voice.

He turned his head to look at me. "Yeah" He laughed, "We definitely get that. Lots of snow too; so look forward to that."

"Oh hell no." I ran a little faster to keep up, "Its cold enough outside already."

"You don't like snow?" He ran backwards so he could face me. "You're joking."

"I'm really not. I hate it. It's uncomfortable. And cold." A part of me really wished he would run next to me again, so I wouldn't have to try so hard at not staring at him. He was really athletic. His muscles flexed as he ran backwards, from his toned arms, all the way down to what I imagined was a very, very nice stomach.

"I think it's just because you don't know enough about snow," He smirked playfully, giving me another grin that won me over.

"Oh really?" I smiled. But it quickly left. Had I lived any other place but Phoenix? I technically wasn't Heidi Van Dauson right now.

"Have you ever even lived someplace where there was snow?" He interjected.

"You're going to trip on something. And I'm not going to feel bad for you at all." I shot back at him, not having anything else to say.

"Hey, hey. No need to be harsh." Camdon was too nice. But he turned around and ran normally anyway, whether to please me, or because he wanted to, I didn't know.

We stopped in front of my house, having gotten there already. I was going to make the only person I knew in this entire town hate me if I kept acting this way.

I turned back to him. "Um. Thanks for running with me."

"No problem." He said, I could see confusion cross his face from my mood swing. "And don't forget to find me on Monday!"

Monday…. "What day is it?" I asked hesitantly.

"Saturday." He replied, grinning at me as I let out a groan.

"School… is in two days?" I said more to myself out of disbelief than anything.

"You don't like school either?" He looked at me in shock, "Our school is great, you'll like it, there's so much to do, and all the people are pretty cool. We're a welcoming crowd."

This did not reassure me at all, that's exactly why I hated it, who wanted to do all that work? And deal with all those people?. I started walking up the path to the front door. "I've never met anyone in my life whose actually enjoyed school." I called over my shoulder.

"Well I do, and you will too, I promise." Camdon grinned as he ran to the other end of the street towards his house.

I walked into the house, and Anna had made breakfast for us.

"I made pancakes!" She smiled. "There's blueberry, chocolate chip, and regular. I wasn't sure which ones you would like."

I slid into a seat and took one of each. "Thanks. Where did we even get food?"

Anna rolled her eyes, looking a little cross. "Patrick does too much. I can handle this assignment on my own, I don't need to be babied."

I was a little surprised. I didn't even think Anna had any emotions but pure happiness and delight. It kind of made me feel better; I was afraid I would have to live with the most peppy overgrown sorority girl I've ever met.

"Whose Patrick?" I asked curiously.

"Sorry, I forgot. You know him, Detective O'Connor." She waved her hand as if it was nothing.

"Anna…" I looked at her pointedly. "Can you think of no reason why he would baby you?"

She put her glass down on the table with a little more force than necessary. "Did he tell you?" She was flustered and a little exasperated. "That is none of your business to know, it doesn't compromise my ability to protect you at all-"

"Whoa, Anna. I was talking about his major crush on you."

"What?" She was puzzled. "So you don't know about…."

"No. But I would like too." I flashed my best smile.

Glaring at me, she went back to picking at her one, single, pancake. I looked down at my own mess of butter, syrup and carbs.

"Are you excited for school?" Anna asked, casually trying to change the subject.

"No." It automatically came out of my mouth, before I even had a chance to take it back, because Anna gave me a look of pity. "Relax. It's not because I'm in Iowa. It's because school is boring."

"How about I do your hair and help you pick out your outfit for your first day of school?" She offered hopefully.

I consented. Only because I realized that she was just as unfamiliar with this place as I was. She was the real actress here, not me. She was starting a job that she had no qualifications for. She was used to doing whatever it is she does for the police, and definitely did not want to be babysitting me for an unpredictable period of time. The least I could do was let her play with my hair.

Saturday and Sunday came and went much too fast. Before I knew it, Anna woke me up an hour earlier than I had intended, and yanked the doors to my closet open.

My closet was overflowing with the clothes I had; dresses, skirts, tops, shoes, pants, all found a way to hang up or get shoved ever so neatly into the little cubby under the rack bursting with clothes.

I was not, however, going to be persuaded by this bubbly blonde creature standing in front of my closet.

"Your clothes are amazing! Heidi!" She squealed. How does she work for the police? Or fight crime? If I was a criminal, I don't think I would be very intimidated.

It took a couple more minutes before I gained enough consciousness to drag myself from my bed, and I stood next to Anna, while she pulled out this and that, holding it up to me while chatting lightly about all the neighbors that had come and visited us this weekend, all bringing baked goods.

But one neighbor in particular I couldn't help thinking about. Camdon, with his blue eyes and dimpled smile. I've never met a guy like him before. I had only just met him of course, so he was probably putting on an act. This whole weekend, I considered the possibilities of what kind of guy he really was.

No one, especially not a guy, was that good hearted. Right?

"Heidi…" Anna waved a hand in front of my face. I snapped back to reality and stared at her. "What about this one?" She grinned.

It was a dress I got from urban outfitters, one I forgot I owned, but I definitely loved it. I reached out to the strapless dress, which was a purple and yellow floral print.

"And here," Anna grabbed a gray cardigan to wear for the chilliness I wasn't used to, that worked well with the dress, and I grabbed some strappy sandals.

I admired her style. And appreciated that she was doing all this for me, I wasn't really in the mood for thinking, I just didn't have the same drive to gussy myself up in the morning.

Anna proceeded to blow dry my now blonde hair, and let my loose waves fall lightly themselves. She put some product in, and braided a small piece of hair to clip away from my face, and smiled, proud of herself. I looked good, really good. I couldn't have done it better myself. Which was saying a lot, because I usually don't let people dress me.

"Just let me get dressed really quick and I'll drive you to school." She smiled brightly before going to her room, only to reappear moments later, with a high waisted black pencil skirt and a flowing blouse.

"You look so hot." I commented. She blushed, and I laughed. "I'm serious, I can appreciate a pretty person when I see one."

I was ushered out of the car once we reached school while saying, "I know a lot of your co-workers are going to be hitting on you and all, but just remember Patrick will always love you, even without your push-up bra." I slammed the door before I could see her face or hear her protests, giggling to myself.

I walked up to my new school and noticed several differences from my old school: there were a lot more white people, it was cleaner, and very small. There was one long main building, a cafeteria, and another building, with a little courtyard in between. In Phoenix everything is more open and outside, because it hardly rains and never gets too cold.

At my old high school, everything was all hustle and bustle, no one paid any attention to you, they were all too busy in their own worlds. But not here, the minute I walked out of the car all eyes were on me, like I was some type of intruder on their perfectly harmonized community.

Most people just watched me, some gave a smile, but I guess this small community wasn't used to change.

I got my schedule and went about my day, I was introduced in every class, and did everything right. I've switched schools several times before, I know how to make a good impression, and for some reason George Washington High School didn't care what I did. I was an outsider.

I've never lived in a town as small as this, but schools couldn't be that different, could it? I had never experienced such outward dislike. I was going to bitch out Camdon for lying to me about his school before I realized that if I was treated the way Camdon was, I would want to stay in high school forever.

Camdon could not pass a person without getting complimented, invited somewhere, or flooded with hugs or bro handshakes. It was almost disgusting. What could this kid have done that made everyone love him so much? Teachers adored him, girls had no shame, and every guy tried to be around him.

I had really liked him before, but seeing Camdon so showered with love, I felt as if it was my job to ignore him. Someone had to.

So when lunch rolled around and I had no where to sit, I walked right past Camdon's table and what I assumed to be his entourage, and plopped down next to the first person I saw.

"Hey." I nodded down the table where all the heads leaned in to get a look at who dared disrupt their exclusive social order.

A couple of them shifted uncomfortably, especially the nerdy boy I happened to sit next to. He was tall, lanky, awkward, and extremely jittery. He hardly kept eye contact while he mumbled a hello. I could feel a long school day coming on.

"I'm Heidi." I smiled to everyone, then, when I received no replies, waved my hand in front of the boys face rudely.

He flushed a deep pink. "Dylan."

"Greatttt." I drawled out sarcastically, I turned towards the person in front of me. "And you are?" I raised my eyebrows expectedly, if not a little too forcefully.

"Marcus." He pulled out his phone and began texting. I raised an eyebrow to myself, sitting in my seat fuming. I was not to be defeated however, because I loudly dropped a heavy schoolbook at the table, if only to get everyone's attention.

"How long is this school going to ignore me? Seriously?" I stared at them in disbelief. "I go here now." The group looked at me with blank faces, and blinked in shock. They seemed like the quiet type, that stuck together, for, if nothing else, protection from being alone. I felt a little guilty for acting like such a bitch.

Marcus looked up from his phone. "We've haven't had a new student since the 4th grade. Everyone has their own friends. What are we supposed to do with you?" He had a buzzed head, which I found interesting, and a bored expression.

"Uh… try talking." I answered, "Like normal people do."

Normally, people bend to my attitude. They cave, and answer my question, or acknowledge my presence, but Marcus held his own.

"How can we do that when you're acting like such a bitch?"

"Maybe I wouldn't have to if you acted like a functional human being."

Before he could shoot back an answer, he immediately closed his mouth, and looked up at the figure that was standing next to me.

I did the same, "Hey guys!" Camdon's dimples showed as he graced the table with his smile.

I tried to think of all the things I didn't like about him, but I was too distracted by his forearm muscles, which were defined and tucked in his jeans pocket. Which looked really, really good on him.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, choosing not to answer.

A couple people at the table responded, giddily asking him how he was doing, how was his weekend, etc.

I opened my eyes only to see that his had never moved from my face. I could see his grin shining through the deep blue of his eyes. He bent down close to my face and whispered in my ear,

"How come you didn't come and sit with me at lunch today?" His breath on my ear gave me shivers that I had to fight to control.

I looked up at him, this sweet, gorgeous, genuine guy. But I saw the cockiness that he could no longer hide. He wanted to show off his status at school, he wanted everyone to know that he knew the new girl first, and wanted to show me how much the entire student body bent to his every will.

I shrugged. "It didn't look that interesting."

There was a noticeable shock that came across his face, "It what?"

The bell rang, and I pulled up my backpack and books. "Gotta go." I walked right around him, and headed towards my next class.

I ended up sitting next to shy and awkward Dylan in my next class; Anatomy, and he kept fidgeting the whole time, shifting from side to side, picking up a folder, putting it back, shuffling through papers and rearranging them, and franticly taking notes. Just watching him was exhausting.

I heard a smirk from the seat in front of me. My gaze shifted to a brown haired girl that uses a hair straightener too much. With a flick of her head, she gracefully moved the sleek hair behind her shoulders.

"Wow Dylan, really? Can't you stop moving already?" Her mocking voice was loud enough that the entire class turned to stare at him.

His face turned beat red, and a couple people laughed.

"Turn around." I let my voice come out as a slow, bored drawl, staring at her, completely stone faced.

"Excuse me?" Her pretty face contorted into an ugly scowl.

"Stop being a bitch, and turn around." I leaned forward a little, saying each word slowly.

The whole class was silent, as our teacher continued to lecture, completely oblivious. I could feel all the eyes on the room geared towards us.

She let out one of her smirks in disbelief. "Get over yourself- Look at this girl," She gestured to me, looking at me up and down in disgust, and turning to the person next to her, "She actually thinks she's better than me because she's from a city. "

"No. I think I'm better than you because I have class." I imitated her voice, saying it loudly, and our teacher turned around and looked over his classroom. "No more talking. Now, as I was saying…"

I gave her a fake smile and a small wave, then tuned out any of her dirty looks. I turned to Dylan, and he had a small frown on his face.

"You shouldn't let people treat you that way." I told him "It's not fair."

He shook his head. "You don't understand. I've known these people my entire life. They know every horrible thing that has happened to me. What am I supposed to do? I can't do that…" He clicked his pen continuously, and the noise was starting to bother me.

"So you've basically been taking this shit from people your whole life?" I asked. "Dylan. That is not okay."

He shrugged. "Thanks, but now your public enemy number one."

I sighed. "I don't get it. I actually tried to be nice to people. You all ignored me."

He smiled "We get better."

"You got better." I clarified. "That hoe," I gestured to the brunette, "not so much."

"That's Clarissa. Don't worry about her. She's just bitter because Camdon left her to go say hi to you."

"Is that Camdon's girlfriend?" I asked.

"Not anymore."

"Oh my god Dylan. Are you actually talking?" Clarissa's snotty voice interrupted our conversation as she walked by us.

I just followed her with my eyes. "God Clarissa, are you still talking?"

It was her turn to blush as people laughed at her.

Dylan smiled appreciatively. "If you give it awhile, and act a little… nicer, people will really like you, I can tell. You'll be popular in no time."

"What does that even mean?" I laughed.

"Well you're pretty-" He blushed, "And your kind of funny, and loud, that kind of works with the people here. I'm just letting you know that you won't have to keep talking to people like me." He didn't look at me; you could tell he just voiced something he often worried about.

"Why would I want to talk to people like them? And I could easily talk to them instead, but I'm choosing to talk to you. So don't be so negative. You're better company than anybody like Clarissa will ever be."

My next few days continued like this, and I became surprisingly good friends with Marcus and especially Dylan. Day after day I would sit at their table, and eventually I became absorbed as one of them. I was an outcast with the socially awkward, or in Marcus's case, socially deviant. The rest of the school however, did not become more welcoming, in fact, after the whole Clarissa fiasco, it became worse. I had given them an excuse to show their outward dislike.

Thank god for Anna, she was my only girl company. We would watch T.V or cute movies together at night, while I did my homework and she would file papers. We alternated cooking meals and making lunches, hers always tasting delicious. She continued to pick out clothes for me, after seeing me attempt to go to school in my pajamas.

It was definitely a reflection of my mood. By the end of the week, I couldn't bare it. I missed my parents. My neurotic mother, I was worried of what she was saying, and my father, if he kept with his plan. And what was happening? Why hadn't Detective O'Connor or Detective Kaiser called yet? Why couldn't they tell me if they had caught Mickey, or Greco and James? I was nervous about when the trial would start, how long I would have to stay here, and how long I could take it. Going to a school everyday where you were repeatedly been treated icily was not fun. Dylan and Marcus were great, but I missed my old life.

People liked me; I always had someplace to go, or something to do. Now, I was trying not to wallow in my misery.

I sighed, as I tuned out Camdon's voice over the intercom. He was president of the school, and although only seniors are allowed to run, they gave him special privilege, and he won. He gives daily announcements before lunch, and I could not try any harder to avoid him.

I'm almost positive he had caught on, but was still clueless. I didn't like him because other people liked him too much. Plain and simple. But it was a lot easier to dislike him when he wasn't around. Whenever he stood next to me, or said hello, I felt like I was his best friend. I know his type, and that's dangerous territory. I was better off disliking him than trying to be friends.

My mind began to wander, to what my old friends where doing, it was actually kind of nice to get away from that girlyness. Their dramatic obsessions were starting to get annoying…

The bell rang, and I jumped, but quickly made it to the cafeteria. It seemed more crowded than usual, and very chaotic. I pushed my way through some people in the lunch line to find my table. I sat down and pulled out a salad, Anna's day to make food, and drifted back and forth between wondering what my parents were doing and what was going on in the investigation.

I couldn't help but be terrified that my mother would talk herself into a dangerous situation. She could be stupid, and the detectives could only keep me in the dark for so long. I needed to know what was going on, and if I was safe, or if someone had located me. I shuddered at the thought of someone finding me here. Marcus and Dylan sat on either side of me, and began a loose conversation I couldn't follow.

My throat closed up, and tears fought to spring from my eyes. I was safe, I was fine, I told myself over and over, but I couldn't shake the feeling. I didn't know anything that was going on, Anna was a small, petite woman, even with a gun, how could she do anything if they found us? My parents were in constant danger, and continued to lead their oblivious lives, while I was here, sent to try and continue normally, when some of the biggest criminals in America were trying to keep me quiet anyway they could. They have connections I couldn't even dream of. How was I near to safe? I miss people who know who I am, I'm tired of moving, I wanted to stay in Phoenix until I graduated. I want to be able to share and talk about my life without worrying that it might get me killed.

I blinked, trying to stop myself from bursting into tears, and quickly got up, mumbling an excuse as I rushed out of the cafeteria. The familiar scene made me even more terrified, as I remembered how they had come to my school in Phoenix. I made a beeline towards an empty classroom, but didn't make it in time. I felt my composure completely come apart, and began crying.

I slid down the wall and tried everything to think of something besides Mickey, and whether or not she had been caught yet, but I couldn't. Fear gripped at my heart, and I was unaware there was even anyone around until I felt the warmth of a body leaning against mine.

I had closed my eyes, and refused to open them, although I knew who the person was. Camdon wrapped his arms around me, and pulled me into his chest while I quieted my cries the best I could.

My breathing eventually slowed down, becoming normal, and my tears had dried up while Camdon's soothing presence calmed me down.

I looked up at him and he just stared back at me. I untangled myself from him, and, with whatever dignity I had left, walked towards the bathroom to clean myself up.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 7
 

 
 

"Heidi!" Anna sang, as she walked in the door, and put her purse on the counter. "Oh, hello there." She smiled.

I saw both Marcus and Dylan stare at her as if they've never seen anything so beautiful in their entire lives. Granted, she was gorgeous, but they were beginning to embarrass themselves.

"Marcus and Dylan are friends of mine from school. Guys, this is my aunt, Anna."

Marcus let a mischievous grin appear on his face. Dylan stood up and walked over to her, sticking out his hand politely. "I'm Dylan, it's a pleasure to meet you."

Anna, ever oblivious, took his hand and shook it. "Oh look at how nice you are! What a gentleman."

Marcus, not to be out done, strolled over in her direction and took her hand as well. "Anna, you have such a wonderful home." Marcus, although his eyes stayed on Anna, sat back down next to me. "Heidi, you never told me you came from such a beautiful family."

Anna waved a hand dismissively. "You're just saying that. I'm flattered."

Marcus grinned, and watched her as she walked out of the room. "Heidi! Your aunt is a dime piece." He whistled.

"A what?"

Dylan leaned in and whispered, "A ten, he thinks she's hot."

"Your damn right I do. When you told me you lived with your aunt, I thought she would be some old fat woman."

"Cute, Marcus." I rolled my eyes.

Dylan and Marcus had begun coming home from school with me, eating all my food, and then leaving shortly after. Marcus currently had a cast on his arm, because he jumped from the local grocery store's rooftop and landed on it funny. His rebellious adventurous were always entertaining to hear about. He used his new crippled state as sympathy with Anna, and always got a little more friendly when she would come home.

While Marcus kept up his infatuation with my petite bodyguard, Dylan would entertain me involuntarily.

I had begun a campaign to make him more calm and less antsy.

He would rapidly be bouncing his leg, while tapping his fingers or finding something to constantly mess with. We were in my room and I had him sit on my bed for five minutes without moving, although he didn't make it past thirty seconds.

I got a stopwatch and everything.

"Come on Heidi, this is ridiculous." Dylan whined, pulling at the frays of a jean skirt I had lying around. I ripped my skirt from his grasp and shoved it in my over-filled closet.

"More like pointless." Marcus smirked.

Dylan and I both glared at him. I plopped down next to him on my bed, stretching out and clutching a pillow. I let out a long sigh, "I am so tired." I mumbled from inside the pillow.

Dylan laid down next to me, "It might be because you have to run away from Clarissa whenever you see her in the halls."

Marcus laughed. "Is that skank still out to get you?" Marcus shook his head knowingly, "I wouldn't worry about it, she's looking for someone to blame for loosing Camdon."

"How did that happen anyway?"

Dylan smiled, seeing my interest and I shoved him playfully. "They barely dated. Camdon tends to make girls think they are more important than they actually are." My heart sank a little, "He and her became really close I guess, and he was with another girl at the time. He looses interest fast, and never gets personal. I think that was the main problem for her actually."

"What do you mean he never gets personal?" I frowned.

"Everyone knows a little something about everyone in this town, if you catch my drift. But Camdon's managed to stay under the radar." Dylan noticed my confusion and explained, " Camdon's mom had him when she was still in high school. His dad was the mega star of this town, and took a scholarship to college and left, not supporting them at all. Everyone knew that Camdon's mom was a genius, she had a really promising future, but she had to stay back and take care of Camdon. Never even made it to college." Dylan shrugged. "It's a shame, but you never here of him messing up or getting in trouble, people know about his background, and even though everyone pretends to know him so well, no one really does."

Marcus flipped through some of my homework. "He's actually a really cool guy. I always think how great it would be to have his life, then I remember how much pressure he has to face with his mom and all, and then I feel fine with where I'm at." He got up and stretched his arms. "Imagine trying to be perfect to try and make up for being born. That blows."

We sat in silence, each thinking our own thoughts of what Camdon's life really entailed.

Our thoughts were broken when we heard the door swing open and closed. Marcus grinned, "Anna's home!" and bolted out the door, and thundering down the stairs.

I laughed while Dylan groaned. "He's embarrassing, I'm sorry."

"It's not like you can control him."

Dylan's eyes scanned my room. "Did your other friends ever act like this when they met her?"

I froze up a little bit. "No… They never really met her."

"Miss your parents?" He asked kindly, like any friend would or should, but I wish he would stop.

"Yeah. A little. It was a nice break from them at first, but I don't get to talk to them that much, so that makes it worse."

"Why can't you just call them? Where are they anyway?" Dylan asked.

"Europe somewhere." I answered lamely.

"That sucks."

I shrugged. "It's not so bad. I love Anna; she's awesome. She's so happy I even have friends. You should see how worried she gets."

Dylan smiled. "I'm glad you came to our school, who else would help me find my chi?" I laughed, and he laughed with me. "Have you noticed how much better people have been treating you? Besides Clarissa of course; but still. I'm proud of George Washington High School."

That worried me, I had avoided Camdon even more than usual, and I was afraid he had said something. The day after I had been crying, people started warming up to me. Friendly hello's, smiles, offers for help in class. It was too much of a coincidence. Clarissa was as frosty as ever, but I didn't expect that to ever change.

Dylan and I talked about meaningless things, while we heard Anna laughing downstairs at Marcus' attempts to charm her.

"I feel like I need to go down there and protect her." I said.

"That would probably be a good idea." We both went downstairs, where Marcus was telling an elaborate story about how he ordered over twenty pizzas and had them delivered to his annoying neighbor.

"This just proves how mature and ready for a relationship with her he is." Dylan sarcastically said over his shoulder while rummaging through my pantry.

"That's my poptart." I pointed at the last packet of brown sugar cinnamon.

"There's still a cherry left." Dylan said, beginning to open up the silver crinkly wrapper.

"Ew. No, only Anna eats those." I snagged the poptarts from his hands and delightfully stealing one out.

"Hey!" He cried.

"I'm letting you have one!"

"I let you have one!"

"No you didn't! They were mine in the first place!" I squealed and ran away as Dylan chased me into the living room, and for the first time I didn't like the small size of the house, wishing I had a big one with lots of space to run away from. I got myself trapped in the corner between the front door wall, and the wall in between the entrance of the kitchen.

Dylan poked me mercilessly, as our doorbell rang, Marcus stepped over us like it was nothing and opened it up.

I continued to squeal and kick while trying to pull myself away from Dylan's harassment. I laughed, and begged him to stop.

"DYLAN!" I yelled. "You are such a man whore." I was shouting anything I could think of. Groaning, as I was poked yet again, "My side hurts…." I burst out laughing. "Seriously. Marcus! Anna! Save me!" I yelled.

Dylan stopped. "Okay, only because you're rolling around on that top. Don't want you to ruin it or anything." He said, mocking me. I stuck my tongue out at him.

Dylan was on the ground next to me, and we both looked up at a surprised Camdon. I could have sworn a twinge of envy passed his face, and I couldn't help but feel a little guilty, but I wasn't sure why.

I stood up. Dylan gave me a pinch and walked past us. "Hi, Camdon."

"Hi Heidi..." He seemed hesitant, like he changed his mind about coming over, and looked like he suddenly wanted to leave. "I just wanted to see how you were doing."

I gulped. I wasn't sure what to do. I was attracted to him, and as much as I tried to deny it, it was the truth. I felt a pull, how he looked at me, the way his muscles would contract with simple movements, how he acted like he cared, even though he didn't know me. He never could.

I didn't want to be angry, but I couldn't help it. No matter how much I liked him, or how much I pretended I didn't, he had said something about me. I know he did. I was embarrassed, I didn't need pity, and I didn't want it.

"I'm fine." I gritted my teeth, and took a deep breath. "Why would you tell them?"

He frowned, "What are you talking about?"

"You know what I'm talking about, almost the whole school is suddenly nicer to me, right after I… I… got upset." I made myself look him in the eye, I wasn't weak, he just happened to catch me at a low point in my life.

"I didn't tell anyone…" He reached out to me but I backed away. "Heidi you can trust me. If something is wrong you can talk to me about it."

I felt the blood rush to my head in anger. "I'm not a head case. I don't need a shrink. And I wish you wouldn't have said anything-"

"Heidi", He pleaded, "I didn't tell anyone. I wouldn't do that, it's not who I am. I asked them to lighten up on you, that they were acting ridiculous, that's it. I never realized that moving might be hard for you."

I rolled me eyes and put a hand on my hip. "Moving doesn't bother me. Not knowing-" I immediately shut my mouth.

"Not knowing what?" He asked softly.

I shook my head. "Thank you for you help, but I didn't need it."

He nodded towards my direction. "Alright. I guess I'll just go then."

It pained me a little to watch him leave, and I stubbornly shoved those feelings away. I didn't care about people, I didn't get attached, and I most certainly wasn't going to feel bad about yelling at a guy whose trying to hard to be nice to me. Was I?

I barely slept the entire night, struck between feeling guilty about the way I acted towards someone for what felt like the first time in my life, and being stressed out about the case.

I was curious to know why people liked Camdon so much. All he had to do was say it, and suddenly I was treated with kindness. Just one person having that much influence and power over an entire student body was kind of intimidating. And I thought about what Marcus and Dylan said. No one really knew him. No one could ever really know me. I knew what that was like.

I was restless the entire night. I had been here for over two weeks, what was going on? Why had no one contacted us? As soon as the sun came up, I had already laced up my running shoes, and headed out the door. I inhaled deeply, the chill autumn air filling my lungs, then took off. I ran fast and hard, not paying attention to anything, just trying to forget everything that was going on in my head.

After a half and hour, it seemed to work, I was tired from running, and my mind could no longer concentrate on anything else but the smooth rhythm and pounding of my shoes against the gravel. I felt my leg muscles working, and my breathing increase, as I continued to run with no destination in mind.

A little while later I forced myself to stop and turnaround, dreading school the next day. Iowa was the last place I wanted to be, with its cold environment, uninviting people, and middle-of-no-where feel. I was beginning to get cabin fever, stuck in this place, without any information. What was I to the police force? Put me somewhere on a shelf until they needed me, no kind of thought to what I would be doing, or how I would hate sitting in some town like a lame duck?

All the serenity I had received from running earlier went out the window, and I was frustrated again, angry at anyone I could think of. I was so aggravated I stopped in the middle of an empty street and let out a cry of frustration, and kicked a tree as hard as I could, pouting like some kind of child.

Letting out an angry breath I began to walk back to my house, having no drive to do anything anymore, let alone run. By the time I had reached my street, people were still sleeping, but the morning light had shone over all the houses, looking beautiful, poking in between the trees. I laid down on the front yard of my house, while I reminded myself I would only be here for a little bit longer. No more dealing with this constant paranoia, rude students, or boring town. I would be back in the city, my city.

I was just making a pact to myself that nothing in this town could get to me, when Camdon bounded up the sidewalk in front of where I was laying down.

"Did you run already?" He asked, and I glared at him for forgetting that he was not wanted.

"Yes." I said, not bothering to get up.

"Heidi, about yesterday-"

"Please don't bring that up." I interrupted. "I'm not a pity case, thanks. So you can go and try to impress someone else now."

He sat down next to me, looking at my face. "I don't understand why you don't like me, I didn't do anything. I don't like it."

I got up on my elbows, "Of course you don't like it, you're used to being worshipped. I'm not going to follow you around like a puppy dog just like everyone else. It's the most pathetic thing I've ever seen."

"I'm the most pathetic thing you've ever seen?" He asked, pointing to himself, raising his eyebrows.

"No." I sighed. "It's the way people act around you."

"So you don't like me… because other people like me." Camdon smiled.

"I like you just fine. But I don't know if you know how to be friends with a person." I said honestly, while he shifted closer to me, making my heart race a little.

"I have lots of friends." He grinned, leaning towards me. "Will you be my friend?"

"Only if you can be mine." I wanted to pinch myself, because I swore I wasn't going to like him. But it was almost impossible not to, he was so friendly, and sweet, and he was so good looking, and he made me feel so…wanted.

"How can I prove that to you?" He leaned in a little further, and I lightly pushed him away.

"You can start by stopping that." I missed his presence when he moved away.

"Stopping what?" He genuinely asked.

"I get that I'm interesting, because you've run through all the other girls in this town, but I'm not going to jump on this bandwagon. When I say friends, I mean friends. So say hi to me, and go from there."

"Heidi that's not fair and you know it. People talk, what can I say? And I am trying to be your friend, I mean, I've already been there for you." Camdon's face was filled with honesty.

I shook my head, trying my hardest to suppress all the spiteful things I had to say to him. "Don't mention that. And I was serious Camdon, you can't tell people that I got upset like that. It's not your problem, it's mine, and if I ever find out you did, then our friendship is over."

"I didn't say anything!" He cried defensively. "And I would love to be your friend, if you actually start being nice to me." Camdon got up, sticking his hand out to me.

I took it, and pulled myself up. "I am perfectly nice to you."

He gave me a blank stare. I sighed. "Alright. I will be nicer to you."

That morning happened to be a rough morning for me. All I could do was worry, my thoughts circling in my head over and over, covering all possibilities, no matter how drastic. When I went to school, I pulled open my locker, and grabbed several books, before slamming it closed.

"Good morning." A cheerful voice said next to me.

I turned to see Camdon, loading up books into the locker next to mine. "That's not your locker." I pointed at it dumbly.

"Yeah it is." Camdon smiled, "People usually become better friends when they see each other more often. So this is me, trying to see you more often."

"But this isn't your locker…" I couldn't figure out what he was doing.

Camdon laughed. "Now it is. I asked if I could trade, so now it's mine."

"It's kind of scary that you can do that." At his puzzled look I added, "Just ask for something and get it, even though it's totally inconvenient for the other person."

He shrugged. "Never really thought about it that way." Camdon turned and leaned against his locker, his deep blue eyes searched my face questioningly, "Are you okay? You don't look so good."

At first I was defensive, Anna picked out a really cute outfit for me today, but then I realized how restless I had been, and hadn't thought it would be that noticeable.

"It's just one of those days…" My voice trailed off, as my mind went back to the day I walked in on Mickey, going over and over again in my head to see if they had said anything I had missed.

"Hmmm." Camdon continued to observe me, and I immediately stiffened.

"Why?" I asked "Is it that noticeable?"

"Probably not." Camdon commented, "I'm just a little more perceptive than most people tend to be." At that, he left, squeezing my shoulder in assurance before walking away.

I watched him leave in puzzlement, and the next couple days, I began to relax around him. Small smiles and jokes made me less and less hostile towards him, and I could tell he was trying to treat me like an equal, instead of like everyone else at the school.

One day, when we decided to go running in the morning, I decided to ask him about it.

"Camdon?" I asked, keeping up with his fast pace.

"Yeah?" He replied, and I made my mind focus, but it was hard when he wasn't wearing a shirt. He caught me admiring and let a loose grin slip across his face as I looked away, embarrassed.

"Why do people at your high school worship you so much? It's a little weird." I blatantly spat out, to cover up my embarrassment at being seen checking him out.

"It's your high school too you know." Camdon reminded me playfully.

I shook my head, feeling my ponytail swinging from side to side, "You know what I'm talking about."

Camdon looked up at the sky, and slowed down his jog to a walk, and I walked next to him. "I think they just really like me. Because I'm interesting."

I smirked. "You're so humble."

He lightly nudged my shoulder, "You know what I mean." He shrugged. "In this place, we've been around each other for ages. But me… my family has a story, and they like to act like they know me, because they want to know how my story ends. If that makes any sense."

"None at all." I said. He looked towards the sky again, and he seemed as if he was trying to stay calm, and repress the surge of emotions that were obviously hitting him, I could see it on his face.

"My mother was really smart, is really smart. As in, genius. In high school, she was brilliant when it came to anything mathematical, and she was already looking at all these schools… the majority of them Ivy League of course, and the thing is, she could have gone. She could have gone and done so well, scholarships and everything, but she found out she was pregnant with me. She was less than fifty points away from a perfect score on her SAT." He added, the admiration he had for his mother plain as day.

"She never told me, of course," He continued, "but she didn't have too. She is stuck in Franklin, Iowa, when she could be doing something fascinating and amazing, and have a large salary, and start having kids now instead of 17 years ago. My mom has a gift, and she's in this dead end life, because she wanted to make sure she had enough support to take care of me."

I kept silent, because he seemed like he wanted to talk. Camdon anxiously cracked his knuckles before speaking, "I'm the reason she has a life she tried so hard to get away from, and people in this messed up town are waiting for me to crack. And I haven't. But that's not good enough."

"What do you mean?" I asked him.

He shrugged. "It's not good enough that I'm a normal person, it's not possible for the gossipers in this place to come to terms with the fact that I'm not some delinquent, or some replica of my father." The last word came out with distaste, as if he didn't even want to say them. "So now I go to George Washington High, and people want to know me, because they're dying to figure out what is really wrong with me. Because a single parent cannot possible raise a child 'right'."

We let the silence hang between us, as we stood in the middle of the road we had been running on. Camdon was flustered, as if he had said more than he wanted to, and left my gaze to stare blankly at the sky above him.

I was compelled to reach out to him, and I laced my fingers with his, and gave his hand a light squeeze.

"You care about your family." I stated simply, to let him know I understood.

"More than anything." He replied, his voice just a whisper. I let his hand go and watched him watch me, wondering where this left us.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 8
 

 
 

Something changed between us after that morning. At first, he watched me tentively, as if I was going to go around the whole school and tell them everything he had told me. But after a couple days, he visibly calmed down, as if I had gained his trust or something. And I could tell by the way he acted around me that I had.

Camdon would slide in and sit next to me with Marcus and Dylan, leaving his friends for a little while to chat with us. But he was different with me, and I liked it. He talked to me and asked me legitiment questions, and listened and laughed at what I had to say. It was almost as if he was two different people, and I could watch the transformation between the two.

At first, there was the Camdon I would run with in the mornings, or talk to at school. He was the one that would tell me proudly what his baby sister had done, or something he happened to have watched on TV. Then, there was the Camdon I heard on the announcements everyday, and the one I saw walk around the school. If he came and sat with me at lunch, it seemed like every minute there was someone coming over to 'say hi'. They would say something to impress him, and his face would change ever so slightly. He had a different tone of voice, a smile and a laugh that wasn't as genuine as the one I had become used to hearing. Little mannerism he had such as running a hand through his hair, or rolling his shoulder, which he told me was injured last year when he played lacross, suddenly went away.

To me, he wasn't the same person. But it made me happy, and it made me feel almost honored, that he could be himself around me. But more than making me happy, it made me feel guilty.

"Heidi, Heidi, Heidi," Camdon came over to me, as I was walking home from school. It was only a couple blocks away, and I no longer had a car, so I either bummed a ride with Dylan or Marcus, or walked. He grinned, "Heidi Risler." I physically winced a little, praying that he didn't notice.

"What?" He asked, "You don't like your last name?"

I sighed, of course he would notice. Camdon once told me that he was more perceptive than the average person, and he was right. He caught on to things I often wish he wouldn't.

I shrugged. "Uhh. It's kind of annoying. I don't think it flows well at all."

"Yeah…" Camdon said thoughtfully, "Whenever I think of those really European names like Heidi, or Greta, I think of a last name with Von or Van in it. Like the Von Trapps from the sound of music."

I could feel the blood drain from my face, and felt a little faint. I reached out and he grabbed my shoulders to steady me.

"Are you okay?" He asked, his voice laced with concern.

"Fine." I was kind of panicky and breathless, "Just a little dizzy that's all."

"Here," He took my backpack from me, which I thought was very sweet, and put an arm around my shoulder, to keep me from swaying again. "You shouldn't walk home, I'll take you, after all, we are only a couple houses down from each other." He grinned.

I tried to focus my mind on Iowa, just the fact that I was here, that I had a purpose for all of this, that I was keeping myself and my family safe, that I shouldn't feel guilty, but it was hard. Camdon's sweet demeanor was not something I was used to receiving, and somehow made it worse, made me feel dishonest.

The ride home was short, and I was quiet through the whole thing, and when we got to the house, he turned, worry written across his face, and asked "Is something wrong?"

I shook my head. "Just tired." My mind was elsewhere, and I hardly felt as if I was sitting next to him.

"Alright. If you say so." I thanked him for the ride and then left.

I had been in Iowa for almost a month now, and it was excruciating. I went through the kitchen and made a simple pasta dinner and salad for Anna and I, planning on finally confronting her about the case. It was painful to wait an hour until she entered the home, and even though I went over the words I wanted to say a million times in my head, as soon as she sat down for dinner, they all went away.

"Heidi! How's school going for you?" Anna smiled, pulling out some papers she was going through for her work.

"Its not bad." I answered honestly. Camdon was a good reason to go to school in the mornings. "How's work?" I asked.

Anna smiled "Interesting. I'm learning a lot about commercial law firms. There's so much to organize, but it's manageable. No worries."

I sat a little while in silence, before taking a deep breath. "Have you heard anything from Patrick?"

Anna's initial reaction was to correct me, "Please call him Detective O'Connor." She soon understood the significance the question held to me, and took a sip of her water slowly before putting it back down.

She looked pensive for a moment, as if trying to figure out what exactly to say. "I have," She began slowly, "but nothing you need to worry about."

I surge of anger flashed through me. "I am giving up my life for this. I'm the whole foundation of this case aren't I?"

"Who told you that?" Anna frowned.

"No one had to. It was clear when Kaiser and Patrick didn't even know Mickey was a girl, or even what she looked like. I'm a link for this, and I deserve to know what's going on. Is this even worth it for me? Or can I just go home?"

"You don't like it here?" Anna asked sadly, but I knew it was just a tactic to change topics, probably a trick they teach her for when the people she has to babysit become restless and ask questions that shouldn't be asked.

I let out an angry breath. "It really doesn't matter to me whether or not I like this place, what matters to me is whether or not I can go back to my old life without being killed."

"You're life will never be the same, you understand that don't you?" Anna looked deep into my eyes, " It doesn't matter where you are, or what you go back to, you're apart of something bigger now, and you will always feel the effects of that."

"I don't care!" I yelled. "How long am I going to sit here, in the dark? What am I supposed to do, thinking that at any moment, I could be called into a trial in a case I know absolutely NOTHING about. Help me Anna." I practically stomped my foot in frustration like some five year old throwing a tantrum.

"Heidi, there are some things that just are not appropriate to tell you."

I glared at her. She was probably the most unhelpful person I had ever encountered. I had questions: she couldn't give me a little bit of information?

Anna sighed, and played with the food left on her plate. "I'll try to answer whatever you want to know the best I can. You've been good about this, I know how hard it must be…"

"Have they caught anybody yet? What about this whole meet and greet at the border thing? I don't get it, when exactly is that going to happen, and how does the police even know about it, besides me?"

Anna put out a hand to let me know that was enough. " The police have people working undercover, and have other sources. We have found out a little, and knew what they were planning to do, but you let us know how they were going to execute it. They are going to pay the truck drivers to take the shipment somewhere else, we believe, that or take it by force. We know where the shipment will be coming in, so we will have a tail on the trucks."

"And when will that happen?"

Anna shook her head, "I don't know. They won't give that information out lightly."

"And what about Mickey? And Greco and James? Have they been caught?"

"No. I'm sorry Heidi. As soon as they are I will let you know. It shouldn't take too much longer. She has escaped the police for over 13 years, the police are doing their best, and are closer than they have ever been, thanks to your help."

I looked away, a little embarrassed by my question, "Can I please talk to my parents?"

Anna's sympathy was a bit overwhelming, and she reached out and patted my hand. "I am so sorry. But we can't risk it. If they find out you're in hiding, then they will know that the police are on to them, it would jeopardize everything."

What was I supposed to say? I felt weak, weak that I even missed my nagging, shopaholic mother, and my aloof businessman of a father. I even missed doing the stupid, mindless activities me and my friends had done on the weekends. I vaguely wondered if Emma had found the perfect fall sweater she wanted, or how Katie was doing in school volleyball. But I knew Anna was right, things would never be the same. Even when I go back to Phoenix, it will never be like it was, the previous, careless life I had led would forever be plagued by the fear ever present, lingering in the back of my mind, or the slight paranoia I got every time I ended up being alone.

I sighed, and rubbed my temples, "What do I do?" I asked, whether to myself or Anna I did not know, but I didn't receive an answer.

Over the next couple days, I just couldn't shake my mood, and although I tried my best to hide it, especially from Camdon, it was almost impossible.

One lunch was particularly quiet, and was filled solely with Marcus cracking obnoxious jokes, none of which could bring out any laughter from me. I could feel both Dylan and Marcus' eyes on me, especially when Marcus made fun of Clarissa, one of my favorite people to bash.

Marcus, with his mouth full of notella and peanut butter sandwich, asked "What's up your ass lately?" Such a gentleman, that one.

"What do you mean?" I reluctantly picked at the chilled vegetables Anna had prepared for me.

"You have been silent for almost two days now." He raised an eyebrow, "If I didn't know better, I would say that hell had froze over."

"Funny." I scoffed, and threw a slice of zucchini his way.

"Hey," He glared, indignant, "Don't throw your fancy vegetables at me."

This got a smile out of me, and Dylan and Marcus instantly began cheering, "Finally!" Dylan gave me a sympathetic smile, and in a whisper added, "I'm coming over tonight, so be prepared to spill. Is it about Camdon?"

I could feel the shock come across my face, but quickly hid it as the devil himself strolled over to say hello.

Dylan watched us throughout our entire interaction and continued to question me about it during anatomy class. I lazily filled in the names of different muscles as my mind wandered from the investigation, to Camdon, to my family, and to the diagram I was staring at now.

"So, how often do you guys hang out?" My mind zoned back to reality, back from Arizona to Iowa, as I barely registered what he was saying.

"What?" I asked, momentarily confused.

"Something's different about you two." He smiled coyly.

I shrugged, trying to pass it off as nothing, but my heart began to speed up. Did he really think so?

"What do you mean?" I asked, trying not to sound eager, but Dylan looked right through me.

"You've been here what, a couple weeks? And he acts more comfortable around you than he does with the people he's known his entire life." Dylan shook his head with a smile, "Something definitely happened."

A bit of happiness radiated inside me, the only good feeling I had felt in a while. "He's like that to everyone." I rolled me eyes, trying to be blasé, "Maybe I'm just his latest fad." My heart sunk a little as I spoke my own doubts.

Dylan frowned. "No, no this time is definitely different. I've seen him go through enough girls." He scrambled to explain after seeing a look cross my face. "Camdon is a really good guy, but he's different with you. He isn't constantly around you, but he's always watching you… I don't know it's hard to explain."

"I don't know what was creepier, what you just said, or the fact that you noticed." I smirked.

Dylan scoffed. "Honey, everyone's noticed it."

I grew silent, and watched as Clarissa blatantly texted through out class, letting out obnoxious giggles and showing the girl in front of her the received messages. Dylan followed my gaze.

"Perfect example," He said. "Clarissa not only had his fascination for a couple weeks, but also managed to snag the title of girlfriend. Even though everyone knows she's a brat, he wanted to see what she was really like, and then got bored of her."

This did nothing to help me. I was new to this town, to this school. Obviously, if Camdon has a history of just exploring before he got bored, then what was I doing playing this game?

Anna came home one day, thoroughly distracted, and walked right past Dylan and me. Her pretty face was condensed into a frustrated frown, and she threw down her work bag, grabbed her phone and walked right out of the room.

"Whoa." Dylan raised an eyebrow at me. "What's up with that?"

My mind instantly honed in on all the things it could possible be, and practically went crazy, working into overdrive.

"I don't know…" I said, distracted.

"Your parents are on a sabbatical?" He asked.

It startled me out of my thoughts. "Yeah. Kind of like a second honey moon." The lies rolled easily off my tongue.

"So, what are they like?" He asked.

"My parents?" I blurted out in disbelief. "Why?"

He shrugged. "You never talk about them."

"It's not always on our topic of conversation." I laughed lightly, trying to steer away from this one.

"Yeah… but we know that Marcus' parents think he's going to jail and have given up hope, and you know how neurotic my father is about my grades, but I never hear you mention yours. I mean I know you live with Anna and all, but still."

If I didn't like Dylan so much, I would have told him to leave my house for being so nosy. I couldn't help the irritation at being questioned about my parents, but seeing him subconsciously fiddle with something at the table, and the nervous tendencies that always escaped, I couldn't help but grow soft.

"I like them, as far as parents go." I spoke honestly. "I like them a lot more now that I'm gone actually, I didn't realize how much until now. They're still annoying as hell though." I added as an after thought, "But they're not like yours or Marcus'."

"How so?" He asked.

I leaned back against my chair, curling my legs up against my chest. "Well… it's hard to explain, but they always let me have my independence. I don't think they wanted children really, I just kind of happened. Not to say they don't adore me, they totally do."

"So basically, you're really spoiled." Dylan laughed.

"A little." I cracked a smile.

Dylan opened his mouth to say something else, but Anna burst into the living room and instantly began rummaging through stacks of folders and pulled out a file.

"No." She said over the phone curtly. "Everything is fine here."

We could hear the harsh tone of the person on the other line.

"Don't you dare blame me for your mistakes! I've been here this whole time." Anna's eyes widened as she saw us and briskly walked past us outside to the backyard.

"Maybe I should go…" Dylan gingerly crept to the door while I followed Anna outside. After searching for several minutes, I finally found her pacing at the side of our house.

I was just getting close enough to hear more than bits of the conversation when I heard the doorbell ring. I sighed and went back inside.

Thoroughly irritated at whoever it was that had drawn me away from Anna's conversation, I yanked open the door to look up at Camdon.

His eyes never failed to captivate my attention, and the relaxed position his toned body always took made his feel-good attitude almost contagious.

Almost.

"Can I help you with something?" My voice sounded tired and slightly annoyed even to my own ears.

For the first time in a while he wasn't all grins and smiles. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine." I answered curtly, feeling guilty about my attitude, Camdon being the last person on the planet to deserve it.

"My mom wanted to know if we could borrow your cooking thermometer, apparently, you can't make good turkey without it." He sounded a little annoyed himself.

I couldn't help but smile at the normalcy of this life. I opened the door a little wider and let him in.

"Here I'll go look for it." I was ever aware of how close Camdon walked to me, and how intense his eyes were.

I turned around and I leaned against the counter, tilting my head to the side as I tried to think of where we kept a cooking thermometer, when Camdon took a step forward, tilting his head so his eyes could stare directly at mine, and putting one arm on either side of me. His fingers stroked my arm lightly, coming up to play with my hair.

A smile slowly formed on my lips. "How am I supposed to look for a thermometer, if I can't get out of this little position?" I teased.

He leaned a little closer, lightly pressing his body against mine. Dipping his face down to my lips, he confidently asked, "Do you want to get out of this position?"

I took a moment to steady my breath; two could play this game. I took my hands and slowly ran them up his arms, and wound them around his neck. I gave him a sly smile and pressed myself against him, my smile widening as I felt him tense. "That depends."

"On?" He asked, the strain in his voice evident.

I shrugged my shoulders, and leaned away from him, but he put his hands on my hips, pulling me back towards him. He rested his head in the crook of my neck and I could feel the deepness of his voice with each word he spoke, "I like you Heidi Risler."

My breath caught, but not for the reason he thought. He pressed his lips to my neck and I felt him smile. I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensation he had on my body, and focused on the way his lips moved up my neck until finally reaching my own lips. I wound my hands into his hair and pulled myself closer, deepening the kiss, wishing to forget everything else, when he slowly pulled away, resting his forehead against mine.

"What are you doing next Saturday?" He asked, our closeness making it hard to focus.

I opened my eyes and looked at him, wishing to tell him that I would be waiting impatiently around the house, trying to hound out information from Anna. "Nothing." I answered instead.

He grinned, "Perfect. Clarissa is having a Jacuzzi party, and I really don't want to go alone."

I raised an eyebrow. Going somewhere with Camdon wouldn't be so bad. And going with him would drive Clarissa insane. Double bonus.

"It's the end of October." I frowned

"That's the best time to go, when everything is cold, and the Jacuzzi is so warm."

"Alright." I agreed, moving away from him so I wasn't tempted to continue to kiss him, Anna was still somewhere around the house. "Now help me find this thing for your mom."

I began opening random drawers, while Camdon just leaned against the wall, arms folded over his chest, with a cocky smile on his face.

"What?" I glared at him.

"You like me."

I rolled my eyes, "Obviously." I added, on second thought, "You could make a good friend, I guess."

He raised his eyebrows, "Is that what friends do? Because if so, why don't we just become best friends." I threw an oven mitt at him, which did nothing but make him laugh.

I yanked open a drawer, and instantly closed it, but it was too late.

"What the hell was that?" Camdon was instantly at my side as I stepped in front of the drawer.

"What was what?" I asked innocently.

He gently pulled me away and opened the drawer for himself. "Holy shit Heidi. Who keeps a gun unlocked in a house? Is this thing loaded?"

Seeing the gun in his hand made me a little dizzy, and I had to take deep breaths to calm myself down. I hated when Anna took out those guns in the morning, I had never had a problem with them before, but after Mickey, I never realized how quickly they could end a life.

I pulled myself together and silently took the gun from his hands and put it back in the drawer, and grabbed the thermometer that was coincidently next to it, and placed it where the gun had been in his hands.

Camdon just stared at me in disbelief. "Do you know how dangerous that is? Its just sitting in your kitchen drawer."

I tried to rack my brain to come up with a solid explanation, but simply shook my head. "It's just me and Anna around here, and she leaves them around the house just in case."

"Just in case of what?" He frowned, the skepticism clearly written on his face.

"A burglar." My voice had finality to it, demanding that there were to be no more questions.

Camdon, however, did not receive the message, "People don't even lock their doors here, you're not living in a city anymore," He smirked "and I hardly think you lived anyplace that wasn't a wealthy area."

I stood firmly, giving him a completely blank stare, trying to mask my irritation. "Camdon." He looked at me. "If I don't want to tell you something, I won't. So stop prying."

He sighed and leaned towards me, taking my hand. "I know there is something bothering you, I can see it. You can trust me. Come on, I told you about my mother."

If this was meant to be comforting, it was anything but. I yanked my hand from his, "Is the only reason you told me anything because you thought I would tell you some huge secret in return?" I demanded.

"No, it wasn't like that." He tried to speak to me calmly but I just shook my head at him, and took a step back.

"Not every person is going to have some tragic back story. Did you ever think that maybe I just miss my parents? Miss my friends?" I was lying, but it was anything to get him off the subject. "Do you remember how you told me people couldn't deal with the fact that you were just normal? Have you ever thought about taking your own advice for once, and maybe considering that I'm here with my Aunt, missing my old life in Phoenix?"

I could tell that what I had said stung, but he wasn't one to back down. "Actually I have, and it doesn't add up."

"What are you talking about?" I glared.

"Why are there no family photos around? Why do you never hear from your parents? Why do you look absolutely nothing like Anna?"

"You sound ridiculous. And a little crazy. Please shut up, and… and get out of my house." I said curtly.

He blinked. "Are you serious?"

"You sound psychotic. Do you hear yourself? Now leave." I was at a breaking point, and if he didn't leave now, I was going to freak out in front of him. "We just moved in, so excuse me if we don't have family photos. And I don't know why my parents don't bother to check in that much." I could see guilt play across his face, so I ran with it. "Its not easy being here you know. Why would I want to talk about it all the time, if it would just make me feel worse?"

I tried to look as calm as possible, but internally, I was barely holding it together.

He ran a hand through his hair. "Look, Heidi, I'm sorry. Maybe you're right. All I know is something is bothering you. I just wanted to be there for you like you where for me, that's all." He gently gave me a hug before leaving quietly.

As soon as I heard the door shut, I sprinted upstairs and into Anna's room.

"ANNNNNA!" I yelled, more than a little panicked. "ANNA!" I ran back downstairs only to find her instantly at my side.

"What is it? Is everything alright? Did you see someone?" She began berate me with questions, and pulled out a gun stashed somewhere on her body.

"No." I shook my head, "Camdon knows."

Anna's eyes hardened. "How." It wasn't a question; it was a demand.

"He's really perceptive. He called me out on the weirdest shit. Like the fact that we don't have family pictures, and I was looking for something for his mom, and we found one of your guns…" I looked at her with desperation "Its too easy to figure us out."

"Is he still suspicious?" She asked, completely calm.

"No." I sighed at the memory. "I guilt tripped him into thinking I was just really bothered by my family never calling and that he sounded like a lunatic."

"Stick to that." Anna said. "Everyone in this town has a completely clean background, so there is no way he is connected, he's just smart. If you stick to your story, you'll be fine."

At this, Anna rushed off, her mind obviously preoccupied. My mind began to spin, the worrying had seeped into every pour of my body, and the feeling of being alone would not escape me.

I just needed to forget. I needed to forget it all. The waiting, the worrying, the mystery behind Anna, being kept in the dark, I couldn't live like this. I grabbed my jacket, and slipped out the front door, and found myself walking to the one place I thought would bring me solace.

I walked up to the house, and pushed back any apprehension, knocking on the door.

"Hello?" A beautiful young woman stared back at me.

"Is Camdon home?" 






Chapter 9
 

 
 

The woman looked hardly older than Anna; she had big brown eyes, and the same chestnut brown hair Camdon had. She was obviously Camdon's mother, her smile was glowing and captivating, just like his, and she had the friendly aura that I always found so inviting in him.

"I'm sorry, he just went out for a run. Are you the niece of Anna Risler?" She asked sweetly.

"I am. My name is Heidi." I stuck out my hand to shake hers, and couldn't help but peer into the house a little.

"Jane Holland,"

"It's nice to meet you Mrs. Holland."

"Oh please. Call me Jane, I feel old. Come in, its chilly outside. Would you like something to eat? I just made some turkey." She pulled out a plate for me, "I believe with your kitchen ware assistance as well." She let out a small laugh. Her voice was sweet and musical, and her laugh was almost girlish.

Camdon's house was not as I had pictured it. It was small, and very cramped. The whole house, every room, was covered in books. So many books I didn't even recognize, many well-known authors popped up; Plato, Shakespeare, Freud, Dickenson, Austin, the list went on and on. And it wasn't just literature, they had books on Quantum Physics, Calculus, tons on the sciences, and in the kitchen, many cookbooks. It was hard to concentrate on one thing, because there were so many stacks of books, titles and names my eyes all grazed over.

"Have you read all of these?" I asked in amazement.

"No." She stated simply, putting a plate of turkey in front of me. "That stack right there just came in, I haven't finished Gaia Theory or Paradisio, I'm reading it in Italian this time, have you read Paradisio?" She asked casually.

I shook my head, never hearing of it before. "It's the third installment of Dante's Divine Comedy. It's beautiful, especially because the verses flow so much better, having the original rhyme scheme and iambic meter."

She began to explain to me the premise of the story, and why it was such a great poem, and "Italy's greatest piece of literature", and all I could do was sit there in awe and listen to what she had to say. Everything that came from her mouth was enlightening; she not only knew what she was talking about, but unlike a lot of brilliant people I met, she knew how to convey to me its appeal and best of all, she said it in normal English, not some wordy vocabulary to stuff a speech.

"Are you a teacher?" I asked, still marveling at how much she just knew things. 

"No." Sadness crossed her face for a fleeting moment. "I work in the office of the elementary school, and part time as a nurse. It gives me more flexibility with Ella," She explained. Her eyes gazed over slightly, thinking into a distant past, "Maybe someday, when she gets older, I'll get my degree, and hopefully come back and be an educator."

"You'd be a brilliant teacher. I learned more from you in ten minutes than I did any of my English teachers in my three years of high school." I spoke honestly.

"Thank you," She laughed, "I'm not exactly sure when Camdon will be home, he left a little upset. You guys run in the mornings don't you? You know how it helps clear the mind."

I nodded silently. Camodn's mother seemed to be quite a chatterbox, taking no notice in my quiet disposition, instead, continuing to push the subject, not unlike Camdon himself.

"I'm assuming something happened between you two today, because as soon as he walked through that front door, he looked all angered and upset." I was a little surprised at these words, Camdon always seemed so unfazed to me. "He gets all emotional and flustered when he feels guilty. You should have seen what he was like when he was younger." She let out a small, twinkling laugh, "I would take him with me to my jobs, and he was so mad at me, for one reason or another," She waved her hand airily, " He threw a temper tantrum, and about five minutes later had picked a bouquet of flowers from the offices garden to give to me."

I continued to watch her chuckle at memories of Camdon when he was young. I could see how close they were, and I could see how different their entire family dynamic was from mine. This house was a home; everything in it from pictures, kindergarden drawings, to the cluttered stacks of books. It was extremely personal, I finally understood what Camdon was saying, every thing about my old house seemed so cold in comparison.

I was right in the middle of trying to withdrawal myself from this setting, it was a bit overbearing, when Ella's voice could be heard crying from upstairs, and the phone started ringing.

"Oh goodness." Jill blew some hair from her eyes, and picked up the phone, "Could you go get Ella honey? Thanks."

I was momentarily stunned. I hated children. They were so annoying and demanding. The crying gave me a headache, and I could not keep up with their constant needs. Cringing, I walked up the stairs with dread, and followed the cause of my growing headache to stand above Ella's crib.

Ella looked exactly like her mother, but with darker skin tone. She had her brown hair and big brown eyes, with an olive tone completion. She was holding onto the bars of the crib, big tears rolling down her face, as she opened her mouth and absolutely wailed.

I hesitantly reached into the crib and picked her up. I wasn't exactly sure how I should hold her, but Ella took care of that problem for me, instantly wrapping her arms and legs around me, clinging to my neck.

I let out a choking noise, but Ella only stared at me, like I was trying to amuse myself. I sighed and brought her down the stairs, her grip tightening with every step. I was just grateful she stopped crying.

Jill looked up at me from the phone, worry lines etched on her face. "Heidi, I am so sorry, but I have to go pick up my husband, his car just broke down… Camdon should be home any minute, could you please watch her for just a little while?"

The stress practically oozed off her body, and as much as I wanted to pry off the little girl and just give her back to Jill, my conscious tugged at me, warning me not too.

I could do nothing but nod; afraid I would let out an angry huff and a rude remark.

The relief that displayed on her face was worth biting my tongue, "Thank you, and don't be worried, Ella doesn't talk, but I'm sure you'll manage to find everything just fine. Camdon should be home soon. Don't be too hard on him, I'm sure he didn't mean it!" She ran out the door and I heard her back out of the driveway.

What had I gotten myself into?

The minute Jill pulled out of the driveway, I attempted to pry Ella from my body, with no success.

I let out a cry of frustration. "Can I please put you down?"

She just stared at me blankly. I frowned, "You should be talking by now shouldn't you? Aren't you two or three or something like that?"

Still no answer. I grumbled and walked to the coach and awkwardly sat down, while Ella adjusted herself so she was curled up in my lap, and stuck her thumb in her mouth.

She snuggled herself closer and her eyes flittered up to stare at me. I sat there, looking down at her, my arms hanging limply at my sides, unsure of what else to do with them. "You're actually really cute. Just don't start crying, or I'll change my mind."

Ella gave me another one of her blank stares, and I briefly wondered if she had some type of problem. She wasn't nearly as responsive as I thought a child was supposed to be.

After several moments of her clinging to my side, she finally released her grip, and slid off my lap, going into the other room, only to reappear several moments later with crayons and a coloring book.

She plopped on the couch, snuggling next to me, handing me crayons and began coloring a picture of Belle from Beauty and the Beast. I stared at her in amazement.

"You're like a little person." I spoke outloud, with wonder. I took a couple crayons and helped her color the page.

For some reason, I started talking to Ella, "Your brother is something else." She continued to scribble on the book.

"I've never met anyone like him before. But he's definitely gotten around. And what am I supposed to do? I'm not going to be here forever." I bitterly sat and thought, what would it be like when I left? I felt comfortable in Iowa for sure, it made me feel safe. Frustrated, but safe. I wasn't worried that walking somewhere at night could get me mugged, and I could go to sleep without being terrified of the thought of someone finding me. And Dylan is the most sincere friend I've ever had… and Marcus knows just how to make me laugh. And Camdon. Camdon's voice made my heart swell, and whenever he touched me I could feel my whole body heat up. He trusted me, confided in me, and just wanted me to feel the same way, and I threw it in his face. How can I wreck the best thing about this place? No one has ever acted remotely interested about how I was truly feeling, or noticed when I was upset. So why was I throwing away the one person who actually did?

Guilt flooded my whole body. I could never tell him… but I wished with every molecule in my being that I could. It would be such a relief, to explain how angry I was about being kept in the dark, how nervous I was to see them again in court, and how I was still scared. I would never be able to have the same naivety that I once had, the world was different to me now, there were people out there who were destructive, evil, and merciless.

If only I could make him understand.

At that moment Camdon opened the door violently, and Ella, startled, gave him a wide-eyed look. He thundered past us, so focused he didn't even notice me. But I noticed him; the frustrated look on his face, and how he lifted his shirt up to wipe the sweat off his face, his abs glistening after the work out. My heart pounded at my nervousness, and just stared at him with a guilty look on my face, as he did a double take upon re-entering the room.

"What are you doing here?" He asked suspiciously.

I got up and walked over to him, his eyes searching my face curiously. I closed the distance between us by gently wrapping my arms around him and pulled myself into a hug.

"I'm sorry." I murmured into his chest.

He wrapped his arms around me and sighed.

I could have stayed there forever, just like that, but I needed to give him some explanation, "Now's just a really weird time in my life." The statement hung in the air, as if waiting for him to take it, until he finally responded.

"Okay."

He offered nothing else and I relaxed my body into his, relieved just to admit that something was going on, even if I couldn't quite tell him.

Camdon seemed to realize this and gently pulled me in front of him, so he could take a look at me. I felt squeamish; his strong blue eyes pierced right through me.

"Let me say something," I instantly tensed up, and he shook his head, feeling my weariness, "Just listen."

My eyes couldn't break away from his as I heard him say, "I know there is something wrong, I can tell. I have no idea what it is, but you don't want to talk about it, that's fine. But I know what it's like to have a problem gnaw at you like that, so please, please, if anything gets bad, just come talk to me."

I treated his words with silence, until I finally gave in, and nodded.

"Good." He said, shifting his gaze from my face to something behind me. "Why are you babysitting Ella?"

I looked at the girl, harmlessly staring at us, and holding a broken crayon in her hand.

"Um… Your mom had to go pick up her husband, your…"

"Stepdad." He said firmly.

"Right. Anyway. I said I would watch her."

He looked up at me curiously, "She just came and got you?"

"No." I said defensively. "I was already here."

He grinned, "Why?" He asked in mock curiosity.

My face flushed and I turned away, but he turned me back to face him, laughing.

"My face is red." I said embarrassingly.

"I like it, it's cute." He sat down on the couch and pulled me on top of his lap.

"No it's not. " I tried to duck my head under his chin but he put both hands on my face, looking at me with those deep eyes again.

"Yes it is." He leaned in and kissed me full on the lips.

I closed my eyes and leaned into him, eagerly starting to deepen the kiss before pulling back.

He stared at me questioningly.

"Your sister!" I said.

Camdon rolled his eyes, "Look at her," we did, she was across the room, digging through a chest of toys, "She's pretty oblivious to the world around her, and she doesn't talk."

"Why is that?" I asked curiously.

He shrugged. "I don't know, I guess she'll talk when she's ready. She's a little different."

I heard the car pull in and I slid off of his lap, just in time for his mom and stepdad to walk through the door.

"Oh good! I see you guys patched things up." Jill said in her blatant careless manner.

Camdon turned and looked at me grinning, "You and my mom had a nice talk?" He said quietly.

I rolled me eyes, and lightly smacked his arm.

"Oh that hurt." He smirked.

The man who came in had brownish blonde hair and red merry cheeks. He was dressed in a maintenance uniform, and as I looked out the window I saw the words Air Conditioning Service, on the side of a large van.

He was bald, medium height and slightly robust. Jill was beautiful, from her hair to figure, and standing next to him, she became more beautiful, not because of his average looks but because of the obvious affection they had for each other seemed to make her shine.

It was sweet actually, this brilliant, young woman, rapidly talking to her husband, who just looked at her and nodded, listening intensely to everything she had to say. He introduced himself as Joe, which fit perfectly in my mind, already dubbing him Average Joe, because he seemed like a really good, down to earth, normal guy.

Ella was also a daddy's girl, I discovered, as soon as she saw him she ran and jumped into his arms and he swung her around effortlessly. She tugged on his arm to show him the drawings she did, and he acted excitedly for each one.

"I'm going to walk her home, mom." He called.

"Okay!" She called sweetly from the living room, pulling out one of her books.

He led me out the front door, and the walk to my house was filled with unspoken tension. Holding his hand and walking so close to him in the cold, and the way he stroked my face with his thumb made my heart pound.

He was still dressed in his running clothes, and when we came into my house, I stepped inside and dragged him with me. He didn't say anything, just stood in front of me looking at my lips with a small smile on his face.

"Anna's not home." I said breathlessly, as his hands started to roam my body, from my face to my shoulders, and down to my stomach, his fingers moved lightly, sending tingles all over.

I inhaled sharply when he pressed his body into mine, and lightly grazed my fingers across his chest. His breath caught for a moment, before he started sliding up my shirt. I began kissing and lightly nibbling at his ear, the sensation giving him goosebumps on his arm, and then moved down to his neck. My hands roamed down his shirt and tugged at the bottom, and pulled it over his head.

My fingers traced down his chest to his ab muscles, I traced swirls with my fingers, and moved farther down his stomach before his hand caught mine. I looked up at him, wondering if he wanted me to stop.

His eyes were hazey and he placed my hand around his neck and pressed his lips to mine. I didn't even try to stop the moan that escaped my lips and it only seemed to drive him even more crazy. He hungrily attached my lips sucking, biting, pulling, and moved down my neck. I arched into him a little bit and he groaned, steadying his breath.

"Camdon." I breathed, not wanting him to stop.

I began kissing him again, much more slowly this time, and pulled him up the stairs and towards my room. I laid on my bed and he eagerly climbed on top of me, taking off my shirt and kissing my neck to my collar bone to my stomach. I was breathing heavily, my hands in his hair, when we heard the front door open.

Camdon sighed disappointedly, but didn't move. He laid his head on my stomach, and I continued to play with his hair.

"That feels good." He said, while tracing circles on my bare stomach with his fingers.

"So does that." I laughed.

He kissed my stomach once before handing me my shirt, and I quickly put it on, as I heard Anna roaming around downstairs.

I straightened up and leaned against the headboard of my bed, and Camdon put his head in my lap.

I ran my hands through his chestnut brown hair, noticing the different shades and highlights it had against the light. Camdon's eyes stared up at me, and he had a smile on his face. I stared down at him, unsure of what was actually going on between us, but not really caring, I liked it anyways.

"I think my mom likes you," He said offhand.

I smiled, and said confidently, "Of course she does. Why wouldn't she?"

"She doesn't always like my friends. Especially girls."

I raised my eyebrows, "Oh?"

"It's just her." He explained, as if there was nothing else that could really be said.

"I like Joe. He seems like a really good guy." I genuinely thought he was good with Ella.

"Yeah he's great for my mom. He treats Ella like a princess. I like him." He shifted a little uncomfortably, ready to change the subject. "Don't you think we should go see what Anna is up to?"

I shrugged. "I don't know what is going on with her lately. But sure."

We walked down stairs together and I approached her in her usual sexy business attire, with a brief case thrown on the kitchen counter, and with a frustrated expression on her face.

She looked up and sent a nod of acknowledgement towards Camdon and me and then continued to flitter through stacks of papers.

"What are you looking for?" I asked curiously.

She glared at me, knowing that I was just hunting for information, and swiped a piece of paper quickly out of my eyesight.

"Some very important business information." She stressed the very.

"Do you want me too look for it? What is it? Me and Camdon can keep an eye out for it." I asked sweetly.

"No. I'll find it." Anna's eyes narrowed and walked crisply away.

"What's wrong with her?" Camdon asked.

"I honestly have no idea." I stared off to the side, my mind beginning to wander, when Camdon pulled me close.

"Hey." He tilted my chin to look up at him. "Don't worry too much about it."

I gave him a weak smile, when Anna came thundering back into the room, "Shouldn't you be going home soon?" She asked sternly.

Camdon and I broke apart, I gave him an apologetic look as he warily left my side and went out the front door.

"Did you have to do that?" I asked her in despair. "I really like that kid."

"Yes." She answered curtly.

"Whoa, Anna, what's wrong?" I frowned. "You're really starting to freak me out."

She stopped walking and let out a deep breath. "The drawer…" She muttered, and spun around and took the stairs by twos to look for whatever she was missing. Moments later, I heard a cry of relief.

"FINALLY! I have been looking EVERYWHERE." Anna's voice exclaimed from upstairs.

I raised my eyebrows even though she couldn't see me, and smiled to myself. Finally is right, maybe both of us could be happy now.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 10
 

 
 

Camdon and I were becoming increasingly close; I could feel it. He would wait by our lockers to talk to me at the beginning of every day, even if we had just seen each other earlier that morning on our frequent runs. He always came and visited me during lunch, would sneak out of his sixth period class to walk by mine and frantically wave making my whole class laugh while making me blush, then meeting up later to take me home. We were almost inseparable. I often found myself sneaking away from Anna and her late night working disasters to be with him. He would sneak in through the side window so much that Anna eventually got a lock for it, and we even went so far as to find a small ladder that belonged to Camdon's stepdad, Joe, and hide it in the bushes so he could take it out to come and see me whenever he wanted.

It was Thursday night, and I could barely concentrate on homework, only thinking of the weekend and Clarissa's party Saturday night. I had promised Dylan and Marcus I would hang out with them Friday but I was becoming a little agitated at Clarissa's get together. Only because I didn't know what it meant. What exactly had Camdon and I been doing lately? Were we dating? Did I even want to date?

No. I definitely wanted Camdon.

As if he knew my thoughts, a heard a quiet tap on my bedroom window. I quickly got up and shut my bedroom door, and went and let Camdon in.

He stood up with a big grin on his face. "Hey there gorgeous."

I gave him a small smile, "Why are you so happy?"

He sat down on my bed and pulled me on top of him. "What? I can't be happy about seeing you?"

I giggled. "You just saw me a couple hours ago."

"Mmm. That's too long." His hands gripped my thighs firmly, so I was straddling him, and gave me a long kiss.

I leaned into him and felt my heart grow warm as he broke our tender kiss. I couldn't help the grin that escaped from my lips. He smirked, and his deep blue eyes had a twinkle to them.

I narrowed my eyes. "What…"

He began tickling my sides as I let out a burst of laughter and squirmed, desperately trying to get away from his grasp.

"Camdon!" I yelled at him, pushing against his strong shoulders. I hit his arm when he put a finger to my lips.

"Shhhh." He said quietly. We were extremely still for several tense seconds, as we heard footsteps coming from out side my door. We instantly sprang apart, and Camdon jumped up from the bed and sprinted towards my door and skidded to a stop in front of it.

"Wait!" He whispered and ran back to me sitting at my bed and gave me quick kiss. "I'll call you when I get home."

"Okay. Hurry up!" I shoved him lightly.

"I'm hurrying!" He laughed and quickly climbed out the window, and I heard a soft thud as he landed on the ground.

Camdon left just in time, as Anna opened the door slightly and poked her head in.

"Hey, Heidi." She smiled.

I tried to control the goofy grin that happened every time I thought of Camdon, as I flipped through a math book. "Hey Anna. How was work?"

She slid into the room and walked over to the window and closed it. "Aren't you cold? It's freezing outside. It's almost November." I avoided her eyes and shrugged.

She sighed. "How about a girls night tonight? I'll go rent a movie and do your hair. Could you paint my nails? They are really chipped and I'm horrible at doing my own."

"Sure." I nodded, and the bright smile returned to Anna's face. Ever since she found whatever it was that had been lost, she was back to her old, sorority girl self.

"Great! I'm going to change into some sweats and get the movie." She bounced out the door.

I heard the phone start ringing and I pranced on it. "I'll get it!" I called out to her, as a faint, "Okay!" was heard through her door.

"Hello?"

"Hey, there." Camdon's voice said from the other line.

I smiled to myself and eased back into my bed and leaned against the headboard. "Did you get home okay?" I asked.

"Yeah. My mom didn't even notice, she's really into this new book she's reading." I heard background noises of him messing with something.

"What are you doing?" I laughed. "You sound like your having trouble with it." I smirked.

"I'm not." He grumbled. "Hold on. I'm making Ella her sippy."

I rolled my eyes even though he couldn't see me and put on a sweatshirt, it was getting cold outside.

"Okay, I'm back." I heard on the other line. "What are you up to tonight?"

"I'm making Anna her bottle. Then putting her to bed." I joked.

"Funny." He mocked my girlish voice.

"Hey!"

"You were asking for it." Camdon said.

"You have no heart."

"I do when it comes to you."

I felt my face flush and felt a little flustered. I didn't really know what to say so I just changed to subject.

"Doubtful." I faked a laugh. "Me and Anna are just going to watch a movie."

We talked for a little bit longer until Anna came back with our movie and promised to meet tomorrow at school. I hung up the phone and just stared at it dumbly.

"Who was that?" Anna asked as she made us popcorn.

"Uh… Camdon." I answered softly, my mind still dwelling on our conversation.

Anna gave me a little wink, "You've been spending an awful lot of time together lately."

I curled up on the couch and ate popcorn as Anna chatted happily away about new friends she made at the office, and we talked about Camdon for a bit, how sweet he was, how much everyone really liked him. She began talking about his dad and my ears perked up.

"Apparently, he was this huge football player. Like a really, really good athlete. Did every sport, whatever." She took out nail polish and shook it, handing it to me as I began painting her nails, listening intently to every word. "And Camdon's mom is supposedly a genius. His dad, his name is Thomas I think, something like that, was the pride and joy of the town, and everyone loved Jill and Tom as a couple, they did everything together apparently, she was at all his games and they had been together all throughout high school. Well she was a senior, and ended up getting pregnant. She had a full ride to Stanford and Princeton, and was trying to choose between the two when she found out."

"Isn't that awful?" She shook her head, "And Tom of course, got a football scholarship, and took it. Jill wouldn't give Camdon up for adoption, and asked Tom to stay, but he wouldn't. So she just took some nursing classes or something. And lived with her parents until they died a couple years ago. Apparently her new husband isn't that bright, but he's really good to her. So everyone is happy."

"Where is Camdon's dad now?" I asked.

"I don't know. California or something like that. No one really knows. Apparently he used to be really good friends with this guy that works in the office. He was telling me how Tom tried to get back into contact with people, but no one has heard from him in years."

"Has he ever even met Camdon?" I asked timidly, afraid for the answer.

"I don't know." She gave me a sympathetic look. "I'm sorry. He's a really nice kid though. You can tell he cares a lot about his family."

I nodded. "I know. This place is so nosey though. I feel bad. Like we shouldn't even know this information at all, unless he wants us to know."

Anna shrugged, "That's why we live in cities. Well, usually."

We laughed at the joke, and for a while, I found our predicament a little funny.

I sighed and fidgeted with the bikini I luckily took with me from Phoenix. It was the end of October and freezing outside, and I was weary about being in the cold. I always wore white bikinis, because they made my skin look slighter tanner, and I pulled on my favorite pair of jeans, grabbed a top, and put on a jacket and boots to stay warm. I heard the doorbell ring and rushed downstairs.

"Hey Anna!" I called up the stairs, "Me and Camdon are going out, I'll be back later!" I quickly slipped out the door and took Camdon's hand and led me to his truck. We hoped in and shuttered from being in the cold.

"Ohhh man." I laughed, rubbing my hands together to stay warm. "I don't think I have ever been so cold in my life."

Camdon grinned. "It's only October. Wait until January, you'll wish you would never have to step outside."

I looked at him pitifully. "Why are we out here again?"

"Because. I can't go in there alone, and if I don't go, everyone is going to bug the shit out of me, wondering why I wasn't there."

"So? Just tell them Clarissa is wretched."

Camdon rolled his eyes at me, "I can't do that, she isn't that bad. She can just be a little overbearing."

"She is that bad. Trust me, you're lucky you don't have to be assaulted by her stupidity."

Camdon let out a laugh but quickly covered it up by coughing. "Clarissa isn't-." He sighed. "Nevermind."

"You don't have to defend everyone around me, I'm not going to judge you if you don't like someone." I felt sorry for him; he didn't have to stick up for everybody, especially those that don't deserve it.

He looked away awkwardly, and put the car in drive, pretending to focus on the empty street ahead of him.

"Hey." I said softly. "Camdon." I reached out and touched his hand, "Don't beat yourself up over nothing."

"I'm not beating myself up." He said.

"Really?" I asked sarcastically. "Then why do you have that look on your face?"

It was true; you could see the muscles in his face contorting into different emotions, wrestling with himself over something.

"It's not-" He hesitated, and stopped at the stop sign at the end of the street and put the car in park. "It's not Clarissa. It's just, this is different for me."

"What is?" I raised my eyebrow, completely lost.

"I've never admitted that I don't like someone before." He frowned.

"Oh don't worry, it's not that big of a deal, I do it all the time." I assured him.

"No, I've never felt- I've never felt comfortable enough around a person to admit it. I don't know, it's just different, is all." I felt my face warm slightly as he looked at me, his eyes seeing completely through me, "I've never felt this way about a person before."

My heart soared as my eyes widened in surprise.

Camdon looked down as he nervously clenched and unclenched his hands, " All I mean is, you're the most real person I know, and it's great that we don't have to pretend to be people we're not."

I ignored the guilt I felt creeping up inside me and stared at him. He was the sweetest person I had ever known, and I didn't deserve him one bit. But I couldn't stop thinking about him, and I had never ever been so happy as I was when I was with him. I had never wanted anything so much in my entire life.

"Can you please say something?" He asked anxiously, a hint of sadness in his voice.

I leaned forward and whispered into his ear, "I don't normally care about people." giving him a kiss on his cheek, "But for some reason, all I can even think about is you." I gave him a small kiss on his lips and pulled away slowly.

Camdon leaned forward and pulled me back, crushing his lips to mine. My heart started racing and I let my arms curl around his neck into his hair as his hands cupped my face. We pulled apart, our breaths heavy, and I pressed my lips to his neck, not wanting it to end. He groaned and leaned back into his seat and pulled me on top of him. I grinned into his neck as I sucked on it lightly and ran my fingers up and down his chest. His breathing began to steadily increase before he stopped my hands from roaming.

"Hold on." He said breathlessly.

I smiled deviously at him and intentionally moved my hips as I shifted my weight. "Yes?" I asked innocently

"I really wish we didn't have to stop. But we are in the middle of the street, and we were supposed to be there a while ago."

"Be where?" I asked teasingly as I continued to kiss him.

"Mmm." He kissed back slowly at first, then it picked up again before he pulled me away. "You are so distracting." He grumbled

I giggled. "Okay, I'll go back to my seat then." I moved off of him before he tugged me back to kiss me some more.

"We are really late." He said in between kisses.

"So?" I said into his mouth. He gave me a quick couple kisses before giving me one last slow hot kiss and stopping.

"I need to go step outside in the cold." He mumbled into my neck.

I laughed and slid back into my seat as he opened up the car door and sat there.

"Close the door!" I yelled, "It's freezing!"

"No! You don't understand." Camdon pleaded. "I need this."

I pouted and crossed my arms, but the steamy car needed to be aired out a little. I waited as patiently as I could as Camdon let the cold air seep into the car before I put the car in drive myself.

"Now we're really late, so let's get this over with."

Camdon sighed and drove us a whole five minutes until we reached Clarissa's house. Things were so much closer in small towns.

I hopped out of the car and met Camdon at the end of the sidewalk leading up to her house.

"I really don't want to be here." I said, my voice a little dull.

"But you are here. And you will stay here because you won't walk home in the cold." Camdon sent me a smirk.

My eyes narrowed at him. How dare he! "Was that your plan all along? I thought you should said we could leave when I wanted!"

"Within reason!" He exclaimed. "If we left when you wanted we wouldn't be here at all." He gave an exasperated sigh at my frown. "Oh just go with it."

"Fine." I walked up to the door with him, pressing the doorbell harder than necessary. "But only because I hate this chick."

Clarissa opened the door, dressed in nothing but a bikini, and let out a squeal of delight as her high pitch voice drawled out "Cammmdonnn!" She gushed. "Guys!" She shouted behind her, to no one in particular, "Camdon is here." She swayed lightly on her feet, and burst into a fit of giggles, getting a little too close to him.

"Someone's plastered." I said a little rudely, so she noticed I was there.

Camdon glared at me, and I caved under his gaze and mouthed 'Sorry', while Clarissa blinked, giving me a blank stare.

"I didn't invite you." She said matter of factly.

"Great." I replied.

"But you weren't invited." She spoke again, slowly, as if trying to figure out the words herself.

"I think we've covered that." I rolled my eyes and Camdon started snickering.

She took a long sip of her drink. "So how… wait. Then what are you doing here?"

"I'm not really sure." I spoke. "I was actually just asking myself that, but its cold out, so can you please move?" I didn't wait for her to stand there and try to figure out what I was saying, so I just moved past her into her house.

"Please don't say anything to me. That was me being nice to her. She's totally wasted." I gave Camdon a look.

He slid his hand in mine, "It's not like she wouldn't be worse to you if she was sober, and I suppose not everyone can be as nice as me." He grinned at my playful indignation.

"So… what do we do now?"

He shrugged. "Want a drink?" I nodded. "Alcohol?"

At that I enthusiastically nodded. "Please. If I'm going to deal with these people-"

"Come on, they're not that bad."

I rolled my eyes. "Some of them are. Dylan and Marcus are the only ones that I actually like." I took my drink, coke and rum.

"Any good?" He asked, watching me carefully.

I let out a little laugh. "Yes. It's great. Why, what's wrong?"

He shook his head, "Nothing. Ready?" He led me to the backyard, past bottles and to a big Jacuzzi with about five people in it, and a couple venturing out into the chilly pool connecting to it.

"Camdon!" the boys all yelled out and exchanged one of their weird bro handshakes. I sighed to myself, taking a sip of my drink and putting it down at my feet. I began to unbutton my lovely True Religion jeans, wiggling out of them. I folded them gently and put them a bit off to the pool, and paused, noticing an eerie silence. I flicked my hair behind my back, and suppressed a smile. I looked up to see the group staring at me curiously. At first, I was worried that I was doing something weird, then I noticed the proud look on Camdon's face. I couldn't help but roll my eyes, and began to lift my shirt over my head slowly, and put it next to my jeans, going to sit at the edge next to Camdon.

"Is that a belly button ring?" A curly haired girl I knew from school was the first to break the little moment of silence.

I looked down at my stomach, and the crystal ring in it. "Yeah it is." I smiled at her, trying to be a little friendly.

"That's cool." A fake looking girl next to her said. "There's like, no place to get it done around here."

I shrugged, "Just go into Iowa City on the weekend or something."

The ice seemed to be broken, just like that, and they no longer stared at me like I was below them, but included me in the rest of the conversation. It also helped to have Camdon's arm around me the whole night, and with Clarissa passing out after only being there a couple minutes, things were looking up.

Until the group's curiosity of 'Heidi, the new girl', kicked in. I had a couple drinks, and was a little tipsy, but I was never one to loose control, so I was taking it slow, and was glad for it too, because they began firing away with questions.

"Where are you from again?" One of the guys asked, I sighed, recognizing the signs of the beginnings of such moments.

"Phoenix." I said, boredom in my voice, hoping he'd get the hint.

Nope. "That's cool. Wait. So why did your family move to this random place?"

"They didn't. My aunt just went through some shit divorce. And my parents are on a sabbatical. They're traveling the world, going through some mid-life crisis. So they sent me to live with my aunt and help her get settled."

"That sucks. Did you even want to move here?" The curly haired girl asked.

"No. The weather sucks, and Phoenix is way cooler than this place. It's close to everywhere, Vegas, California, Flagstaff, so I miss that. But it's not so bad."

"Are you kidding me?" She said, "This place totally blows. I can't wait to get out of here."

I shook my head, "You guys don't even realize how lucky you are to grow up here though." That got everyone to perk up and look at me, especially Camdon, but I purposefully avoided his intense gaze.

"What do you mean?" The girl asked.

I took a long sip of my drink and shrugged. "To grow up somewhere safe. It can be dangerous to live in such big places. It's nice to leave a house and not have to watch my back all the time."

"I guess I never thought about that, but still, you've got street smarts and everything."

"That can't save you from everything." I was antsy, really ready to change the subject.

"So… have you even heard from you're parents?" This guy in my math class asked.

"Not really. They're off across the world remember?" I was a little snippy, but I was irritated about talking about myself so much. This was getting way too personal.

"So what are you going to do about thanksgiving?" He asked.

I could feel the pity in the group come out and glared at them all. "I'm not living on my own you guys. I have my aunt."

The conversation gradually changed from me to someone else, and I was relieved.

About an hour later, when my skin was pruny, and everyone was really drunk except for Camdon, Camdon whispered in my ear, "You ready to go?"

It was like the heavens opened up and Angels started to sing. "Basically since that girl puked over the side of the pool."

"Her name is Kelly." He whispered back at me.

"Okay." I said. And instantly burst out laughing seconds later.

"What's so funny?" Kelly asked.

"I am." I declared. Making myself laugh again. I tried to stand up but Camdon put an arm on my shoulder.

"Let me help you up." He got out and gently pulled me to my feet.

"I'm fine, I swear." I tried to reassure him, but he gave me that look he gave me earlier and was feeling temperamental. "What?" I yelled exasperated.

"Nothing!" He yelled back in the same voice, laughing at me. "I just don't want your drunk ass to puke in my car."

"Whoaaaa." Kelly said. "Did Camdon actually say something that wasn't nice?" She stared at us in disbelief.

"Oh chill out. He was making a joke." I instinctually defended him.

Camdon grabbed my clothes and ignored the teasing calls of the obnoxious group. "Let's get out of here please."

We walked out together, hand in hand, and I went out of my way to step over Clarissa's unconscious form, as I cheerily hopped into his truck, not even noticing the cold.

Camdon stared at me. "Aren't you forgetting something?"

"What?" I asked sweetly, giving him a smile.

He held up my clothes. "Oh!" I gasped. "Thank you, I totally forgot." I tried as gracefully as I could to get my jeans back on, but needed Camdon's help to steady me. I looked up at him curiously, he didn't even try to take advantage of my state. My heart kind of swelled a little at his kind gestures in making me look presentable.

"Thank you for always being so nice to me." I said softly. Not really realizing the words had come out of my mouth.

He sighed and pushed the hair out of my face, kissing my forehead. "Will you do me a favor?"

I nodded. "Of course."

"Eat Thanksgiving Dinner with my family."

I groaned. "Camdon-"

He put a finger over my mouth to silence me. "I'm serious, my mom adores you, she would love to have you and Anna over. Please? For me?"

"This is not out of pity." I said sternly.

"In no way is it out of pity." He was lying through his teeth, I could see it clear as day, but at least he was trying to cover it up.

"For you." I repeated, mulling it over in my head.

"For me." He asserted.

"Fine."

He pulled me in for a big hug and spun me around until I was woozy.

"Stop. I'm going to puke on you." He immediately put me down.

I stumbled into the house, feeling a little more intoxicated than I would have liked. Anna had fallen asleep on the couch, and sprawled across the floor were dozens of papers, some large photographs, others looked like charts, and some just looked like regular documents.

I turned and looked at Anna, who, even in her sleep seemed weary. I immediately felt guilty, Anna was doing a lot for this case, and held a normal job too. The stress of it all had definitely affected her, bags were under her eyes, she always seemed a little frazzled, and she anxiously shifted around in her sleep, as if her mind was constantly thinking about it.

I grabbed an extra blanket and threw it over her, and picked up the dishes she left on the ground. I came back, curiosity drawing me to the papers on the floor. I clumsily sat down and picked up a picture. It was the face of a man, beat and battered, his eye swollen shut, and cuts across his face. Another picture was that of an abdomen, with a bullet hole in the side, and the picture under it was what I assumed to be how the man got shot, an empty warehouse with several men encircling one.

I shifted uneasily and put it back, looking at one of the documents instead. But they were no better, it was all times and dates and descriptions of what happened, and I started feeling sick. I put it down and went upstairs to crawl into my bed, holding my knees to my chest and squeezing my eyes closed, trying to forget the image of the man's face, beaten and bloody.

 
 

 
 






Chapter 11
 

 
 

Camdon continued to pester me about eating thanksgiving at his house, always asking if I had asked Anna yet.
 

It had kind of been a sensitive subject with me since we went to Clarissa's, because now I knew he knew that I had no contact with my parents. I rolled my eyes at his approaching form and slammed my locker shut, turning to face him.
 

"No I haven't asked her yet." I said before he had even opened his lovely mouth.
 

"Heidi come on, Thanksgiving is in two days. What if she is already making plans?" He actually looked worried.
 

"Trust me, she's not." I fiddled with my books, avoiding eye contact. "She's been really busy, so I don't think she's giving much thought to it."
 

"With what?" He asked frowning, but after looking at me he just sighed. "One of your don't ask don't tell things?" I shrugged, growing quiet. "Look," Camdon began again, "that's even more of a reason to come over, she wouldn't have to plan anything."
 

"Okay, okay. I'll ask her tonight."
 

"You promise?"
 

"Yes! I swear."
 

*  *  *

I gently pushed open the front door of my house, slipping into its comfy quarters and instantly threw myself on the couch. Dylan and Marcus were not far behind me, shoving me over and squeezing onto the couch with me.
 

"I brought Fast and Furious!" Marucs cheered. Holding up the DVD with gusto.
 

"Which one?" Dylan asked, while I, at the same time, said, "Good. That blonde haired guy is so hot."
 

"Tokoyo Drift. That's the best one." Marcus replied, and added, "and that guy's not in this one," just for me.
 

"Ugh. Are you serious? " I pulled myself up to look at him. "That girl isn't even Japanese, she's like, Pilipino or something. They have the whole movie wrong."
 

"Wow." Marcus said, "How do you know what she is? She wears a school girl's uniform that barely covers her you-know-what. I'm hoping they did something wrong with editing, because this kid in my Spanish class told me that there is this scene towards the middle where she bends over in the background and-"
 

"STOP." I put a hand out in front of his face. "That's disgusting. I don't want to hear anymore."
 

Dylan smacked me in the head with a pillow, "You guys both need to stop. Put in the movie already."
 

I grinned and pulled the movie out of Marcus' hands, "You know, I feel like we haven't done this in forever."
 

"We haven't." Marcus called from the couch, "You've been to busy sucking face with Golden Boy."
 

I turned around and raised my eyebrow at him, "Jealous?"
 

"A little." Marcus winked.
 

Dylan pointedly ignored Marcus, "You guys are getting pretty serious. I've never seen him hold onto a girl this long."
 

"That's true." Marcus put in, "I think a month is the longest anyone has ever lasted. For someone so nice, that kid sure is a heartbreaker."
 

"Aw. Look at her. She's embarrassed." Dylan said, referring to my flushed cheeks.
 

I rolled my eyes. "Just press play please."
 

"Oh no. Let's not leave this subject. Everyone wants to know what is going on between you two." Marcus grinned as I fidgeted.
 

"What are you guys, girls?" I said a little defensively. "What, you want to know what I'm wearing to Thanksgiving or something?"
 

"Why would we care what your wearing at Thanksgiving-"Marcus began,
 

"OH MY GOD." Dylan shouted. "Your spending the holiday with his family? Are you guys getting married or what?"
 

"No way." Marcus looked at me weirdly. "He shields his family from everybody. Especially that sister of his. I can't believe you even know them. Even his friends never come over."
 

I rolled my eyes. "It's not that big of a deal, he's just being his nice self. He pities me, that's all."
 

"Right. He pities you." Marcus said sarcastically, finally pressing play.
 

I plopped down next to them, a little uncomfortable at the weird looks they were both giving me. I kicked them out once they raided my fridge and ate all 4 bags of popcorn, just looking for time to lie down by myself.
 

Anna came in just as they were leaving, and Marcus gave her a little wink, and Dylan shoved him out of the house.
 

"Hey Heidi," She said, oblivious to such advances.
 

"Hi." I mumbled, all the sudden very sleepy, and not at all wanting to talk to her about Thanksgiving. "How's work?" I asked.
 

"Oh you know," She sighed, "The usual." She began to say something else when there was a knock at the door. Anna pulled open the door, and I heard from my lazy position on the couch, "Oh hi, Camdon!"
 

I groaned. "Seriously?" I said out-loud.
 

"Hey Anna!" I yelled from the living room.
 

"Yes?" Her sweet voice answered back.
 

"Want to eat Thanksgiving dinner at Camdon's house?" I grinned to myself as I imagined him shaking his head with a knowing smile, which I was sure he was doing.
 

"Um… now that you mention it, that might be nice. I've been so busy, I just haven't been able to plan anything."
 

I walked over towards her, "It's not a big deal, Camdon was nice enough to offer. Right?" I looked at him, giving him a fake smile.
 

"Yeah." He said, having that knowing smirk on his face, "I was just checking how many plates my mom needed to set on the table."
 

"Oh, I see." Anna said. "Well, that is very nice of you. Did you put in those potatoes I asked you to?" She turned to look at me.
 

"Uh…" I looked at her sheepishly. "I forgot. Dylan and Marcus were over…" I gestured towards the living room. "I'm sorry." I really was sorry, I felt bad that she had to come home to no dinner.
 

"Don't worry about it, I'll just go put them in now." She wandered into the kitchen and I turned to face Camdon.
 

"Were you checking on me?" I glared playfully, putting my hands on my hips.
 

"Nope. Just came over to say hi." He smiled
 

"Really? Well, I don't think Anna is going to like you coming over and keeping me up. It's a school night you know."
 

He just leaned in and gave me a quick kiss before whispering in my ear, "I'll meet you in your room."
 

I felt a little flustered by his sudden closeness, "Okay." I whispered back, and just like that he was gone, walking around to the side of my house.
 

I walked into the kitchen, making a quick salad for Anna, "Did Camdon leave?" She asked. I nodded. "Oh good, he's a really sweet kid and all, but I would have had to kick him out, it's getting kinda late. I have to be kind of responsible for you."
 

I laughed. "You're an amazing body guard." I joked, but quickly dropped it, remembering Camdon upstairs.
 

Anna shook her head at me, trying not to laugh.
 

"I'm going to go upstairs okay? I'm gonna start on some homework, I'll be down in a little bit."
 

"Okay." She answered with a mouth full of salad.
 

I practically ran up the stairs and flew into my room, jumping on Camdon. He tried to laugh quietly and squeezed me into a tight hug. "It felt weird not taking you home today."
 

"I know. Marcus and Dylan were making fun of me for it the whole time." I laughed into his chest.
 

He gave me a quick kiss that started to turn into something more, and before I knew it, we were on my bed and our shirts were discarded on the floor. I broke away, panting, to shift under him when I heard Anna coming up the stairs.
 

"Hey Heidi!" She called, "I brought you potatoes."
 

I quickly put on my shirt and threw Camdon his, while bracing for her to open the door any moment.
 

"What should I do!" Camdon asked, the oh-shit look on his face was probably matching mine.
 

"Under my bed! Hurry," I jumped on top of the bed as he hit the bottom of it with my fist.
 

"Don't do that! I'm under here."
 

"What?" Anna asked, opening the door.
 

"Hmm?" I asked innocently, grabbing a book at random and having it opened in my lap.
 

"Why are you reading your math book?" She looked at me skeptically.
 

"I have a test coming up." I said coolly, taking the potatoes from her hands. "Thanks. Sorry I forgot to put these in, I totally blanked."
 

"Its okay." She waved her hand like she wasn't starving when she got home, "It's part of the body guard duty."
 

I laughed hollowly along with her, trying to decide how much of an overreaction it would be to start panicking.
 

"Um. There's actually a reason I came up here, it wasn't just to bring you food, I wanted to talk to you." I waited, extremely tense, hanging on to her every word.
 

"I know you've been gone for a couple months now, and I can't imagine how hard it must be not to be able to contact your family, especially around the holidays, and I just wanted to let you know, if you're not feeling up for it, we don't have to go over to Camdon's."
 

"It's okay." I said, a little relieved that was all she had to say. "I want to go, I don't want to sit around and mope about it." I paused for a moment, and practically whispered, "I really miss them."
 

"I know." She said, patting my leg in comfort. It was more than awkward, knowing Camdon was under my bed, probably listening intently to what Anna was saying. I couldn't blame him though; I never talked about my past. If only he knew it was for a good reason.
 

"If there was anyway that you could contact them safely…" She sighed, and the muscles in my entire body froze. "Its just not a good time right now. I know I'm not supposed to say, but things haven't been going as planned, and there's nothing we can really do but wait."
 

"I understand." My voice came out strained, as I was gritting my teeth, but I was ready for her to leave, so this conversation didn't get any riskier than it already has. I didn't want Camdon to be cramped under my bed like he was, and I didn't want him to listen, hanging on to every word like I knew he would.
 

"What you're doing Heidi, its worth it. Its incredibly brave, you're going to save-"
 

"You a lot of time moving in, I know." I said over her words. "You don't have to keep reminding me, I don't think its brave you know, I love spending time with my aunt." It all came out in a rush as I motioned to under my bed, and mouthed 'He's here.'
 

Anna's eyes instantly hardened. She gave me a look that said "Are you serious?" and I shrank back and shrugged hopelessly. She shook her head, but went with it. "I guess not. But I don't know how many teenagers would uproot themselves during the school year with such little fuss. I know you didn't really have a choice, but you have done so well, and respected my rules and everything."
 

She added that little end just to bother me. '5 minutes' she mouthed, with a stern look on her face. "I'll leave you alone. Enjoy your dinner."
 

As soon as the door closed I was off my bed and pulling Camdon out from under the bed. "I am so, so, so, sooo sorry." I pleaded. "She kept talking and I didn't know what to do."
 

"Its okay." He laughed. "I'm just relieved she didn't find out. She would have been so mad. I feel like she has an ass kicking side that I never want to see."
 

"I know. That would have been bad." I said, mentally kicking myself.
 

"Hey." He pulled my chin up to look at him and gave me a sweet kiss. I grinned and pulled him a little closer to me. He moved from my mouth to my neck and I sighed happily, his kisses making my toes curl.
 

"My mom is going to wonder where I am." He stated in between kisses. I stood on my toes and gave him a quick kiss on the lips.
 

"I'll see you tomorrow then?" I held his gaze a little longer than normal.
 

"What?" Camdon asked, a little smile on his face.
 

"Nothing." I just don't want Anna to kill me.
 

He began climbing out the window before he paused and poked his head back up one more time, "Don't forget to have sweet dreams about me!" He whispered.
 

I couldn't help but laugh as I saw him jump down to the ground. Hesitantly heading towards Anna's room, I poked my head in.
 

"Can I just say, I am sorry, he just wanted to see me, because I didn't really see him today, but it was late…" I trailed off, not even bothering to defend myself anymore.
 

"Heidi. I don't care that you were sneaking a boy in your room."
 

"You don't?" I was a little surprised.
 

"Well, I mean, I do, but its not that, its that you're getting pretty close to him, and it worries me." Anna sighed.
 

"Why?" I crossed my arms, frowning.
 

"He can't know." She gave me such a stern look, I momentarily froze. "At all. You cannot tell him anything. This is very serious. You could endanger his life."
 

"I would never tell him that. Ever. It's too late for that type of honesty anyways. I'll ruin the best thing I actually have going for me." It was a little spiteful, and plenty bitter, but the minute the words were out of my mouth, I knew it was true. I whirled around and hurriedly went to my room, quickly shutting the door behind me, but Anna was kind enough to leave me to myself.
 

Anna dressed me up and made me look pretty for thanksgiving dinner, as she brought over wine and some dessert, while I was ambushed by Jill.
 

"Heidi! Look at you, you look beautiful." Jill had her hair in a clip and was wearing jeans and a soft pink top and cardigan, such a young outfit making her look even more young and beautiful. Joe was forced into kakis and a collared shirt, while Ella was dressed like a doll. She wore a puffy dress and even had on Mary Janes.
 

As soon as I walked in she had attached to my side, looking up at me with her big, brown doe eyes.
 

"Oh my goodness, who is this!" Anna exclaimed, absolutely adoring Ella, as I attempted to shake her off towards Anna, and Anna glared at me so I immediately stopped.
 

"I'm not exactly sure how to act around children." I whispered to her, after Jill and Joe had went into the kitchen, with Ella still staring up at me.
 

"I noticed." Anna smirked. "Try to be nice. She's just a little kid." Anna bent down next to her, "I love your dress, you look so pretty in it."
 

Ella just gave her a blank stare back, "She doesn't really talk much." I explained to Anna, looking down at Ella, "Don't worry, I got you covered," I told little Ella as Anna left us alone.
 

"Where's your brother?" I asked her smiling form.
 

"Upstairs." It came out as a little whisper, but I did a double take.
 

"Uh… where?" I stared down in disbelief.
 

"Upstairs." She repeated, more confidently.
 

"Oh. Okay. Well I'm going to go get him." I told her, while she just gave me a nod and went off to find her mother.
 

I walked up the stairs and saw Camdon come out of his room, "Hey." I naturally smiled at the sight of him, "Uh... has your sister started talking yet?" I asked.
 

"No, not yet. Why?" He looked at me, a little confused.
 

I shrugged, "Just wondering." Something told me that I shouldn't mention it.
 

"You look nice." He said.
 

I looked down at the outfit I was wearing, a flowing skirt that hung off my hips, coming a couple inches from my knee, I wore thick tights, as it was cold out, and a light sweater that fitted me perfectly, tucked into my skirt with a thick belt. I was really proud of the outfit actually, as I had never thought to put it all together, and Anna had to scrounge to find something this warm.
 

"Thanks," I looked up at him. Noticing how good he looked, with a Ralph Lauren dress shirt on, his sleeves effortless rolled up with his hands shoved into the pockets of kakis. "You're not looking too bad yourself."
 

"But not as good as you." He said giving me a slow kiss.
 

I shrugged, "Yeah, but that's hard to do."
 

He laughed, and said sarcastically, "Okay princess, whatever you say."
 

"I'm ignoring that comment, and I'm going to go downstairs where the people are that will truly adore me." I easily escaped his grasp and hurried down the stairs, where he quickly followed, attempting to poke my side, making me laugh.
 

"There you are!" Jill came around from cutting pieces of the turkey off. "Camdon, honey, I need you to go set the table, Heidi would you help him? And where is Ella?"
 

I looked down, and, not surprisingly, she was by my side, and took my hand. "Right here," I pointed down at her.
 

"I'll go grab the plates and hand them to you okay?" Camdon gave me a kiss on my cheek. "I'll be right back."
 

"Want to help set the table?" I looked down at Ella as we walked over to the dining room. "I bet your brother is really bad at that stuff, and he secretly makes you do everything huh?" I asked her.
 

She giggled a little. "No." She spoke again, "He thinks I'll break the glass."
 

I stared at her, in shock again. Not so much that she was speaking, but that she was speaking so well.
 

"How old are you again?" I looked at her in disbelief.
 

"Almost four!" Her quiet voice said excitedly.
 

"Huh. You're really smart." I said, "Where did you learn to talk like that?"
 

She looked up at me, concern on her small face, "Is it bad?"
 

"No. Not at all." I felt strange, talking to someone so small like they were an adult.
 

"That's how mommy talks, and that's how they talk when she reads me stories."
 

"That would do it." I said more to myself than her.
 

I frowned, wondering where Camdon went and turned around and looked at him as he stood behind us, with his mouth hanging open. I hurriedly looked down at Ella, but she was oblivious. "Oh look, I think your brother's coming." I said forcefully, sending Camdon a look.
 

He snapped his mouth shut, and walked over to us slowly. Apparently he was speechless, and gave the plates to me, as I began setting them on the table.
 

"Here Ella," I gave her a plate, "You won't break it will you?" I grinned at her, our little inside joke, and she gave a small giggle, carefully taking it from me and setting it in front of the chair next to her.
 

"Do this one too." I almost forgot Camdon was there, as me and little Ella set the table, sharing little laughs, and she silently was at my heels, offering me silver wear or napkins as we went around the table.
 

"I think we're done." I said proudly. Ella stood next to me, her hands on her hips, a big smile across her face. She gave me a high five and silently skipped off, to go wordlessly observe whatever else was going on.
 

"Thanks for helping by the way." I teased, trying to keep the mood light, but apparently there was no chance for that.
 

Camdon knows that one of my favorite things about him are his eyes, and he loves to use them against me to get what he wants. He figured it out pretty quick, as I would become so enthroned in the deepness the color of his eyes held that I would loose sight of whatever our conversation happened to be.
 

He was doing it now, I could tell. It was like I became transfixed, I couldn't look away, and there was nothing I wanted to do but look at the blue of his eyes and the different speckles of light I often saw in them.
 

He stood in front of me, holding both my hands, his thumb lightly caressing my skin. He gave me that stare of his, the one that was so captivating. "My sister talks to you?" His voice was soft, full of hope, disbelief, and something that sounded a bit like amazement.
 

I was so close to just nodding my head, but I stepped away from him and closed my eyes and put my hands behind my back, pulling me out of my hypnotic state. I shook my head. "Nope, nope, you are such a conniving little human being."
 

I could feel his hand cupping my cheek and his other hand running through my hair, all soft and straightened from Anna this morning. I kept my eyes closed though, knowing I could stay strong as long as I didn't have to look at his beautiful eyes and cute face.
 

He laughed, "Why are your eyes closed?"
 

"You know why." I stated frankly.
 

"No I don't." Camdon's fingers traced the lines on my face, sending me little thrills throughout my body.
 

"Yes you do."
 

"No, really, I don't." I could hear the smile in his voice as I squeezed my eyes shut tighter, as if that would really do anything. "Does my sister talk to you?" He asked again.
 

My heart sped up as his fingers lightly traced up and down my thigh, playing with the hem of my skirt. "Um…" I tried to speak but it came out as more of a sigh.
 

"What was that?" He whispered into my ear, his breathe sending more tingles through me, and I was starting to feel a little weak in the knees. I shook my head, my eyes still closed as I enjoyed the feeling of his light touch, "No," I finally said, my voice was surprisingly normal, "I don't know what your talking about." I let my eyes flutter open only to shut them again seconds later.
 

"Ugh!" I put my hands in front of my face. "Why do you have to do that?"
 

"Do what?" He, once again, mockingly asked me.
 

"I'm getting you back for this." I mumbled into my hands.
 

"I look forward to it." And with one last squeeze of my hand, he left me standing there, in the dining room, all hot and bothered.
 

Later, I ended up sitting next to Ella at dinner, and I felt like we had made a new connection. I didn't feel like I needed to shake her off my leg anymore, and I started to see her as more of a little person than this cute plaything Jill had birthed.
 

Jill would chat away about some new medical advancement that was being installed at the hospital, then would sidetrack and change subject to something really random, like a Shakespearean play or something. She was very high maintenance.
 

In the mean time, Ella would pull on my sleeve and pass me a carrot, while I would give her some of my pie when Jill wasn't looking. "This is a very unhealthy tradeoff." I whispered too her as Anna was enthusiastically talking about something to Jill, as they explained it to Joe.
 

Ella looked around cautiously before sneaking in a couple words, "But I'm growing."
 

I laughed, "Good excuse." She just grinned, proud of herself for the amount of talking she was doing.
 

I looked over her at Camdon who was looking at me and Ella with a raised eyebrow. I leaned back against the chair slowly and he frowned questioningly. I looked over at the distracted parents and Ella who was busy eating her pie. I flipped the hair behind my shoulder and rubbed my hand behind my neck slowly letting it fall across my chest and move down my stomach and slip inside my thick belt into my skirt.
 

I watched Camdon as he shifted in his chair and visibly gulped. He openly stared at me as I pulled my hand from my skirt and moved it up to my chest, over my left breast, giving it a good squeeze.
 

There was a loud clang and Camdon snapped back to reality and I stretched out my arms, acting as if nothing happened. Jill looked at Camdon, "What happened?"
 

"Uh…um. Uh.." Camdom stuttered, the most flustered I had ever seen him.
 

"He hit his hand on his plate, I think it just hit his glass or something." I shrugged, my eyes never leaving Camdon's face.
 

He gulped again, and nodded, apparently not trusting himself with words.
 

"Oh. At least you didn't break anything." Jill said.
 

The rest of dinner was uneventful, but I grinned successfully the rest of the night, even when I was stuck drying dishes, I was blissfully happy at the fact that I definitely bested Camdon.
 

It was time to leave before we knew it, and I was saying good bye to Camdon, I gave him a hug, and as I stepped away I grinned evilly and said "I hopped you enjoyed yourself tonight."
 

His face went a little red as I spun around and walked back to the house with Anna.
 

"That was really fun." Anna said happily. "We should do that again sometime."
 

"Agreed."
 

*  *  *

It wasn't long after I was in my room that I heard a tap at my window. I smiled to myself and walked over to it, opening it slightly.
 

"Yeah?" I asked, looking at Camdon, half way up the side of the house.
 

"That was so unfair." He pulled himself up and over, landing on the floor next to me.
 

I kept a straight face, "What was unfair?"
 

"Do you know what it's like to watch you do that with my family around? I didn't even know what to do with myself." His face had a pink tint to it.
 

I openly laughed at his discomfort. "That is so cute."
 

"It's embarrassing." He muttered.
 

I went over to my dresser and grabbed sweatpants and slipped off my skirt and tights before slipping them on.
 

"You have got to stop doing that." Camdon said, now laying on my bed, watching me.
 

I was in the middle of taking off my sweater, "What?" I asked, my voice coming out muffled and agitated as it tried to pull the tight thing over my head. "Ugh." I threw it down in disgust and took out a shirt to slip on.
 

"First you touch yourself, and now your changing in front of me. I think I'm going to go crazy." He laughed to himself. "I like your belly button ring by the way." He put in as a little side note.
 

I smiled, remaining quiet, and pulled on my sweats before plopping on the bed next to him, I inched closer to him, happy to enjoy his kisses for the rest of the night.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 12
 

 
 

Fall slipped into winter faster than I could have ever imagined. I spent my time goofing off with Dylan and Marcus, having girl nights with Anna, and enjoying the hype the town felt the closer and closer it got to spring. Out of everything I did though, I spent my time with Camdon. Whether we were running in the morning, walking to class, going to dinner, babysitting Ella, hanging out, or him insisting that we 'explore' little Franklin, Iowa, we always seemed to be together.

It made me nervous, if I thought about the principle of it all. In all honesty, I tried to forget about everything that happened. I no longer felt like I was lying when I told people I lived with my aunt. I wanted Anna to be my family, she was caring and sweet and like a big sister to me. I no longer felt like I was lying when I told people my name was Heidi Risler instead of Heidi Van Dauson. The words even sounded foreign on my lips. Van Dauson? Phoenix? What was that? The truth was, I had built a new life here, I was comfortable, and I had never felt safer. I had slipped into such a dream state of happiness, where Camdon made me happier than I had ever been, that I almost forced myself to forget there was a trial going on somewhere, thousands of miles away that would dictate my future. Sometimes I missed my parents more than I could bare, especially my dad, but I would get a kiss from Camdon, and all the sudden, not being able to see them wasn't so bad.

I lived in this little world for months, my world of normalcy and falling in love with Camdon. I only assumed that was what it was, it wasn't everyday you could feel so strongly about a person.

Winter break was long over, and the snow began to melt, and I was finally able to stop wearing giant coats and sweatshirts. It was early March, and I merrily skipped to Camdon's truck, sitting on the hood waiting for him to get back from talking to someone about Prom. Being the president of the school as a Junior, he had never been, as only Juniors and Seniors were aloud to go. This served as a problem, because he had to take lots of advice as to how to help set up the event, or whatever he does, to make sure it didn't suck like it apparently did last year.

"Hey, Heidi!" Kelly, a girl I learned to like, called from across the school parking lot.

I waved back at her, and chatted to someone in my English class walking by, complaining about the horrendous amount of homework we had to do.

"Its obnoxious." I groaned, "I can't believe he would assign 50 pages of reading to do in three days. Or that we're going to have our test next week."

"Its such a joke." The boy smirked. "I'm not doing it. He can't make me."

I rolled my eyes at him. "Good luck with that. If I don't do well on the next couple tests, my grade is going to tank."

I felt a kiss on my cheek and an arm around my waist, pulling me into Camdon's side.

"Hey, man." The kid smiled at him. "Alright, I'll see you around Heidi."

"Bye." I waved, and turned to Camdon, giving him a long kiss.

"Hey love." He whispered into my ear.

I closed me eyes for a moment before opening them to find his staring back at me. I could feel the smile slipping onto my lips.

"So…? How's Prom going to be this year?" I asked.

He let out a frustrated sigh, throwing his backpack into the back seat of his truck. I ran my hand through his hair because I knew it always made him feel better.

"Its undetermined." The aggravation clearly coming through his voice. "I don't understand how hard it is to pick a name to go with our theme. I mean, we need to start making posters soon, and ordering the tickets, we can't hold off from this for much longer."

I squeezed his hand reassuringly. "It will be fine. Tell them they need to have a list of five possible names by Monday the latest, and choose the best one. That way they feel like they have to do it, and you can just order the tickets Monday after school."

"That's a good idea. See," He grinned, "That's why I keep you around."

I laughed. "Oh, right. Well it's a good thing you do, I basically run the whole student body for you."

He teased me the whole way, home, about my 'sas' and 'attitude'. "Hey. Maybe you should drive the truck home, you basically do everything else for me." Or "Can you find a radio station? You basically control my music choice for me." He did that the whole ride home, and I was trying to keep a straight face, until I couldn't help it and started laughing.

"OKAY ALREADY! I get it." I huffed. He was looking pretty proud of himself when he turned down our street. I looked at my house and my smile instantly disappeared.

Camdon said something but I didn't hear him. I felt like I had started to fall, and was in that moment, where you haven't hit the ground yet, but there's no chance you'll ever recover your balance.

Dread.

It flooded my body, because as soon as I saw him standing in my driveway, I knew my time had ended. I was almost brought to tears, but I swallowed the lump in my throat and looked at Camdon.

"Heidi?" His whole face was full of concern, his beautiful eyes searching my face with questions. "Heidi what's wrong?" He held my face in his hands, "You don't look so good." When I didn't answer, he tried again, "Come on, talk to me."

I blinked a couple times and regained what I could of my composure. I looked back at Detective O'Connor. Camdon followed my gaze. "Whose that?"

I didn't know what to tell him, because all I could even think about was how much I missed him already.

"Um…." I croaked out, my voice thick. "It's an old friend of Anna's."

"So what is he doing here?"

I shook my head and shrugged, "I don't know." It came out softly. I turned back to Camdon, who was still watching me. I cupped his face in my hands and kissed him right on the lips. Our mouths moved together perfectly, as they always have, and I concentrated on the feeling of the softness of his lips before I pulled away slowly.

"I have to go." I slid out of his car, and steadied myself as I walked towards my house, Detective O'Connor finally looking up and noticing my presence.

"Wait!" Camdon put his car in park and ran around the side to stand in front of me, blocking my view of the handsome detective. "What was that about?"

"Nothing." I closed my eyes; it hurt to much to look at him, because I knew what was coming.

"Look at me." He said softly, but I shook my head.

"I can't." My voice broke. "I'll call you." With that, I swiftly moved past him and practically ran to the detective, halting abruptly in front of him.

I held my breath, and his gaze. His eyes shifted behind me, trying to assess the situation between Camdon and I, but I had waited too long for this.

"Patrick." My voice came out strong, almost protective, I had grown accustomed to Anna's first name basis, and it worked, his eyes snapping back to my face.

"We should talk inside." He walked to the door, holding it open for me; I looked back one more time, at Camdon before he sped away. It suddenly became harder and harder to breathe, and I forced myself to think of anything but leaving him.

Stepping through the door, something seemed to change inside of me. Just for a couple moments, I needed to stay strong. In no way was I going to break, not yet. I pushed the feelings of wanting to cry back, choosing to focus on Anna instead.

She and the detective sat in front of me, watching me closely, assessing me. I was still wary about Patrick, I had always liked him, but I didn't like the way he had looked at Camdon, and I knew he was working something through in his mind, something that wasn't going to be in our favor. I saw Anna, who, I could tell was crossed between surprise and relief. She was beautiful, as always, and this did not go unnoticed by Patrick, who, when we first walked in, couldn't leave her side.

He did not look well. He was thinner, his face gaunt, the stress of the case and, I assumed, being so far away from Anna, had really taken its toll on him. He had hardened, but I know the caring detective was still under there.

I wonder how their reunion was, because they already seemed well acquainted when Patrick and I had first walked in.

I was silent, waiting. My feelings were anxious; I wanted to know what would happen to me already.

"I flew in first thing this morning." Patrick cleared his throat, opening the conversation up.

"Where's Kaiser?" I hadn't seen that old man in ages.

"He's back at the station, we need everyman we can get. Which is why I can only be here for a little while. I'm leaving tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?" I raised an eyebrow, "That's awfully early."

"Yesterday night, we intercepted the trucks, and arrested Mickey." He let the statement hang in the air.

What was I supposed to feel? Relief? Gratitude? Was it wrong that I felt sad? Not yet. I didn't want to leave yet.

"Heidi." I looked up at Anna, the only person who knew. I could tell by the look on her face that she knew.

Detective O'Connor reached his hand out, and patted mine. "You get to go home." He whispered happily, as if he was delivering the greatest news in the world. "You can see your parents again, all your friends, go back to school."

I felt sick, go back to school? To what? I didn't know those people. Not like I knew my friends here. No, those people weren't my friends, that school wasn't my school. And my parents, sure, I wanted to see them. But what would that be like?

"You've done such a great job here." My detective friend went on, "I'm really proud of you. After your testimony, this will all be over, and everything will go back to normal. You've been through a lot, but you have really pulled through. You should be proud of yourself."

I looked up at the pretty face of the detective. Patrick O'Connor. What an Irishman. His dark hair and light eyes held true joy, the weariness that dragged on his whole body seemed to lighten slightly, as if just being able to say that they had finally done it, finally captured Mickey, was a weight being lifted from his shoulders.

"I know that this is a lot to take in," He continued to speak in response to my silence, "But we can talk about the trial once you get home. I'm sorry that we have to rush you like this, but me and Anna will help you pack, and we can get everything done in no time…"

I frowned. "Wait. Am I leaving with you?"

He blinked. "Of course. We will have security with us at the airport, just for extra protection. Anna is coming with, as she as done a great job keeping you safe."

Anna wasn't speaking, she just gave me a look of sorrow.

Patrick blabbed on and on about preparations for tomorrow, where I would meet my parents, that they were notified I was safe, my protection once we got back to Phoenix, but I just sat there stunned.

I had one night. One night left until I was gone. What about Dylan and Marcus? What do I tell them? What about Camdon? One night left. I couldn't bare the thought of this.

"What do I tell my friends?" I asked, my eyes had glazed over, as I stared off into space, thinking about how I could tell Camdon I was leaving.

"You can't tell them about the case. It must be kept completely confidential, when the trial is over, then you can contact them again." He gave me a serious stare. "Heidi. If you tell them, and for some reason someone finds out, their lives could be endanger. If you really love them, you'd keep them in the dark about this."

I just sat there, letting his words sink in. No way. I shook my head. I needed to get as far away from them as possible.

Anna, the beloved soul she was put a hand on Patrick to quiet him, "You should go say goodbye to your friends. I'll pack; don't worry about it. Or curfew. Just get home."

Patrick looked at us questioningly, noticing our exchange, but not knowing what she was talking about.

I got up silently, and walked past the two sitting figures outside the door. First thing I did was pay Dylan a surprise visit. The walk was a good way to clear my head. The minute he opened up the front door I burst into tears. Dylan was always the more sensitive of the two, I think it had something to do with him having sisters. He immediately pulled me into a hug until I calmed down and I told him that I was leaving tomorrow.

"What?" He looked at me in disbelief. "You're joking. Tomorrow?"

I nodded, tears still running down my cheeks. I hiccupped. "I don't know what to tell you." It was true. I couldn't lie to him, so I just worked my way around talking about my parents coming back.

"Can't you stay for the rest of the year?" He asked a little weakly. "We…we were having a really good time." Dylan finished lamely, the sadness coming from his voice.

"I want to. I want to stay so badly. But I have to take care of some things in Phoenix."

"Like what?" Dylan asked.

I just looked at him pitifully. He seemed to know that I didn't want to talk about it, and I realized why I couldn't help but become friends with him and Marcus. Dylan called Marcus, and he explained to him what I couldn't, and they let me cry.

"Have you told Camdon yet?" Marcus handed me glass of water.

I started to cry harder.

"I'll take that as a no." He exchanged a worried glance with Dylan. "Well, what are you doing here?"

"Wh-what?" I asked, my eyes were such a red puffy mess I had to rub them to see him clearly.

"Look, if you think that you're just going to go back to some desert and forget about us, then your delusional. I know, and Dylan knows, that we will be calling you and filling you in on all the boring events of this stupid town. Daily. And you can count on that. Plus, I hear a bunch of the girls are getting their belly button pierced, so I'll have to tell you about all my hookups. And Dylan will probably need some girl advice, as I won't have the time, because they throw themselves at me so willingly."

"I think what Marcus is trying to say, is that your one of our best friends. And it's going to stay that way. You need to go spend your time with Camdon. We get it." Dylan gave me a comforting hug, "Go. Seriously."

"I love you guys." I sniffled.

"I'm visiting, if all the snow isn't gone by next week." Marcus added in.

I smiled, despite my sadness. Seeing these two gave me hope. "Here," I grabbed a pen and paper from inside Dylan's house. "This is my house number, I'll call you guys." I stood still for a moment, before both of them smushed me into one giant hug, and I started crying again.

"Stop crying." Marcus grunted. "You're going to scare the shit out of Camdon. He's going to think you're pregnant or something."

I hit him, and with that, they shoved me onto the street, where I calmed my self down, letting the cool air hit my face.

After I felt like my face was probably somewhere back to normal, I passed by my house quickly, and rushed to Camdon's. Suddenly, all I wanted was to be near him, at least for a little while.

I stood in front of his house, and nervously looked around me, as if I was going to find some type of encouragement. I walked up the sidewalk, and the door opened before I got there.

I expected to see Camdon, but little Ella fluttered out to meet me.

"Hi." She smiled, her voice as soft as ever.

Seeing her little figure again made me want to cry. I used to think kids were some sort of nuisance, until they had reached an actual age of intelligence. And this girl was a little person, with a past and a future all her own. I knelt down so I could be at her height.

"Hi," I whispered back.

"What are you doing here? Its late." She stated simply.

"I have to leave tomorrow."

"Why?"

"I promised some people I'd do some things for them."

"Oh." She said. "Will you come back?" Her brown eyes looked at me.

"I want to. But I don't think so. At least not for a while."

Her little face contorted into a frown, "No, you should come back if you want to."

"I'll try." I waited patiently for her to say something else.

"So are you going to say bye?"

I nodded. "I'm going to miss you."

She gave me a short hug, "Come back soon. I won't talk until you do."

I sighed, "Ella, your family would love to hear you talk, you have such a pretty voice."

She shook her head forcefully, "No." Now she sounded like the child I knew she was. "Not unless you come back. You make things better."

I laughed. But she just shook her head again. "Promise me you'll come back. You make Camdon better."

"I promise." I took her hand and led her back inside her house. "He makes me better too you know. Can you go get him for me?"

She nodded and walked off, her small figure disappearing into the darkness. A couple moments later, I heard a frustrated Camdon speak. "What is it Ella?" He sighed loudly, "I know you can talk, just tell me what I'm doing, I'm tired."

He paused at the foot of the stairs. Ella let go of his hand and walked over to me, pulling on me to bend down. "Make things better." And was off before I could even think of a response.

"She does talk to you!" Camdon exclaimed. "What did she say?"

I took a moment to memorize him, trying to remember how he looked forever, before I had to break the news to him. While right now, everything was perfect to him, as it was to me a couple hours ago. He was wearing sweat pants and a loose shirt, where I could see his lightly defined muscles, and his scruffy brown hair and eyes that could see into my soul. I was going to miss him so much. His kind demeanor, and slight overconfidence, the way he made me laugh, and the way he kisses me whenever he first sees me in the morning. I'm going to miss running with him, and going on walks with him, I'm going to miss his family, but most of all, I think I'll miss being able to talk to him.

I don't know if he'll talk to me after I lied to him so badly. I knew Camdon, and I knew what trust meant to him. He told me about his family, was completely honest with me, but I held back. To him, you can't have a real relationship with someone if you hide who you are. The whole school, his friends, dying to know little details of his life, only for gossip, he would think that I was putting him in that category of people. I could only hope that he understood.

"So…" I began, swallowing my words and starting over. "I have some things to tell you. I was wondering if you would listen."

"Okay…" He gave me strange look. "Is this about that guy at your house today? Because that was kind of weird."

"No. I mean yes… not exactly." I sighed. "It's a long story. Is there a place we can go to talk?"

"Uh, yeah. My room?" He suggested, pointing behind him.

I nodded, suppressing the memories of the last time we were alone in his room together, his parents had gone out and Ella was at a friends. I let out a breath, trying to get the heated memory out of my mind.

I sat down on his bed comfortably, already familiar with the inside of his room. He sat down next to me and took one of my hands in his, playing with my fingers absentmindedly.

I hated this. I knew eventually I would have to go back, but I couldn't imagine how I was going to tell him. I owed him the truth, but I didn't know what he would do with it.

"I really like you, you know." I started off saying.

He chuckled in response, "Oh good. I was kind of hoping that that was the case."

"I'm serious!" I couldn't help but smile a little. "Which is the only reason why I'm even considering trying telling you this, even though I shouldn't."

He seemed to notice the shift in my tone and stopped playing with my hands, straightening up a little bit. "Telling me what?"

"That man, that was outside my house today, his name is Patrick. He's a police officer." I said quietly, not really sure how to start this.

"Okay… Heidi, I have to be honest, I don't really know where this is going."

"And so is Anna." I said with finality, holding his gaze.

"I thought that Anna worked at the law firm." He frowned, his brain not putting the pieces together yet.

"No. Not really." I sighed, trying to figure out a way to try this again. "A couple months ago, I saw something that I shouldn't have, it ended up being… important. So I have some information that some people don't want me to share. Patrick-, that detective, was nice enough to keep me safe…By sending me here."

I saw in his face that it clicked a little bit, but he still looked confused. "Do you remember how you were always wondering why there was no family photos around the house? Or how Anna stashes all those guns everywhere?" He nodded slowly, what I was saying slowly beginning to dawn on him, "Anna's here to protect me."

"From what?" Camdon's voice was stiff, and he still had that frown on his face.

"Bad people. Some really, really bad people. But it's okay. Because they found them now."

"Is that what the police officer came to tell you?"

I nodded my head. I could see his eyes searching my face for more answers, "Why are you telling me this?" He knew, I knew he had to know, but I didn't want to say it.

"Because Patrick is taking me back to Phoenix. They need me to testify." My voice was low and quiet.

"So… kind of like witness protection program?"

"I guess." I shrugged.

Camdon didn't say anything for a really long time. "What's your real name?"

"Heidi Van Dauson."

"And your parents…?"

"Aren't really on a sabbatical. I had to leave suddenly. It was an… emergency I guess you could say." The atmosphere became really still.

"Who else knows?"

"Only you." I lifted my head to look at him. "You're the only one. You can't say anything. I told them I wouldn't tell you, but I had to-"

"Why didn't you tell me earlier? Instead of making me feel like shit for questions about the guns and pictures? I laid off of it, but you always acted suspicious, it took you weeks to not jump every time someone first touched you. I thought it was my fault."

I looked out his window, at the sun going down, "I had to. It's a miracle they didn't find me. I couldn't tell anyone."

"Yeah, but I thought I would be a little bit different." His voice sounded angry. "I'm not everybody else." Camdon looked away, "Or am I?"

"You are different, that's why I'm telling you now." I reached my hand out to touch his face but he pulled back, shaking his head.

"So you kept me from knowing who you actually were, this whole time? I told you everything about my dad, I let you meet my family, hell, Ella actually talks to you, I completely let you in, and now…" He gulped, his voice cracking slightly, "Now I feel like I don't even know you at all."

"Camdon. Don't say that. Please don't say that. You know that's not true at all." I said hurriedly, suddenly scared that I was going to loose him even more than I already had.

"I didn't even know your last name. I've never met your family, any of your old friends. You avoid telling me anything about your past… Heidi. I don't know you." Camdon's voice sounded so pained it hurt my heart.

"Stop it." I said forcefully, putting my hands in his hair, he closed is eyes, but the look of hurt didn't leave him. I kissed him, and he kissed back eagerly, almost aggressively, and pushed me back on his bed. I curled my legs around his and pulled him closer to me. He let out a groan that seemed to pull him back to his senses and he pulled away suddenly, and my body instantly missed his touch.

I wasn't going to let him leave like this so I pulled him back slowly. "Please, please please, promise me you won't think like that."

"I can't." His hushed voice was ragged and hurt. "All I can think about is all the time we spent together, and I can't separate from what was real and what was you pretending to be someone else."

"It was all real." I affirmed. "Stop talking like that." My voice broke at the end, and I couldn't help tears from leaving my eyes.

"I need time to think," he whispered and pulled away from me.

I got up off his bed, and tried to wipe the tears away quickly, even though I knew he had already seen them. "That's why I'm telling you this now." I said just as quietly as he had. "I don't have any time left." My tears couldn't be contained as I barely got out without choking on a sob, "I'm leaving tomorrow."

He was silent, and just watched me. I wasn't used to this, normally he would already have his arms wrapped around me, and I felt very alone with out him. I only stayed for another moment, before I turned and hurriedly left his house, after realizing that he didn't have anything more to say.

  
 






Chapter 13
 

 
 

"I need you to focus," Patrick told me sternly. I made myself turn my head and look at him. "This is serious. They are going to be grilling you left and right, trying to make it seem like its your fault, that your words are questionable, anything to make you testimony seem illegitimate."
 

I sighed, and nodded, everyone was starting to feel the pressure as the trial was coming up in a daunting couple of days. The police had all the evidence, testimonies, warrants, and charges ready and lined up. By the time they had actually caught Mickey, they worked for a speedy trial, normally it could take months, but this was cut short. The danger of the situation was felt by everyone and the anticipation of the entire police department was so electric, I could feel it. It passed between different officers, prosecutors, and the federal agents that were now involved. I felt it, and I also felt the pressure.
 

Every single person in the building knew who I was. The pain I felt in leaving Camdon was so much, I didn't think I could do it. I wanted to shout and scream, and tell Patrick and everybody that I wasn't going to do it, they didn't need me to testify, it wasn't worth it. Not for me.
 

But then I saw all these people, who had dedicated years of their lives to capturing these people. How could I not? I thought about all the lives lost or corrupted because of a power-hungry lunatic. As much as I hated leaving Camdon, as much as I didn't want to get on the stand and reveal to everyone how weak I was when Mickey's men had attacked me, I couldn't not do it. I was here, in Phoenix, whether I liked it or not. I might as well make sure that the woman who messed up my life so badly suffered for it.
 

And I wanted her to suffer, badly. Because my mind is so turned around, half the time I don' t know what to feel, say, do, or even think. During the past couple days I had been in Phoenix I had come to the conclusion that it was all her fault. When I thought about my situation, it always ended up being on one of the extremes: I was in a comatose state, I missed Camdon so badly it hurt every part of me, and it was like my body shut down, and I would either cry or mope around like a zombie. The other involved having my whole body humming with anger at this despicable woman, who, because of her, I was sent to Iowa, because of her, I left my wonderful, normal, slightly shallow life and was thrown into one where Camdon existed. It was literally two different worlds, and I was beginning to be torn apart. I was angry or depressed, I was in a city or a small town, my mind couldn't take it, my body physically couldn't take it.
 

Someone snapped their fingers in front of my face and I jumped three feet in the air, almost falling off the chair I was sitting in. "What?" My voice snapped, annoyed at whoever had done that. I glared at Detective Kaiser. We would never be on first name basis. That was reserved especially for Patrick.
 

Patrick rubbed his hands over his face, long and warn as it was. Sighing, he said, "We'll take a break." He pushed his paperwork in front of him roughly, looking at the end of his rope.
 

"You should go sleep." I offered, my mind already wandering to the room and bed I missed so much. I hadn't really slept since we landed.
 

Kaiser shook his head, his old self still as bitter and energized as ever. "There is way to much to do."
 

"Patrick is never going to be productive if he doesn't get some sleep. He'll get more done with a rested body in an hour than he would with a tired one in a whole day." I said truthfully.
 

Kaiser persuaded him to go sleep, and when I got up to leave he stopped me. "That place changed you."
 

"What?" I asked, my annoyed tone returning. "What are you talking about."
 

"Since when do you give a rats ass about anyone but yourself?"
 

"Excuse me?" I exclaimed, putting my hands on my hips in some type of teen protest.
 

"The girl I met at the beginning of this year would have never shown any type of concern like that for anybody. Let alone some Detective you haven't known for longer than a couple months." His gaze was stern, "This is probably the best thing that's happened to you." I started shaking my head but he cut in, "You may not realize it now, but someday you will."
 

I opened my mouth to give him a piece of mind, because if anyone could bring out some of the old fire in me, this aging bastard could. "First of all, that's incredibly insulting. Patrick has helped me a lot; I credit him to being a major part of protecting me. And I have never been such an ice queen as to not care about someone's well being." Even as the last couple words came out of my mouth I knew they weren't true. The fact that I openly recognized someone else's problems was a new thing with me, as was giving some type of solution.
 

"Right." The officer smirked. But I just rolled my eyes and stormed past him, entering a little room they had full of bunks. I had assumed Patrick had gone home, because I didn't see him in here.
 

Lucky for me, the department decided that going back to school and going home was still not safe for me, so I was camping out here all day until Anna came and picked me up and I stayed with here at her apartment. It was so enjoyable, being stuck in an office all day.
 

At first I was really angry at the arrangement, because come on, they make me come back her for what? So I can be a sitting duck, just like always, but in a new place? Great.
 

But after a little while, I was relieved. I couldn't go back to school. What was I supposed to say to my friends? I didn't even really consider them friends, I hadn't talked to them all year, and, to be honest, I wasn't really into people anymore.
 

If they weren't Anna or Patrick, then I didn't talk to them unless absolutely necessary. The only people I talked to besides them were Marcus and Dylan, who I called at least once a day. I hadn't even seen my parents yet, that was my decision though. I was going to see them after the first day of the trial. But I wouldn't be testifying until later.
 

I crawled into one of the bunks and curled up into a tiny ball, it was all too overwhelming. I thought about Camdon and cried myself until I fell asleep, even though it was still midday, just letting the aching feeling in my heart wash over me.
 

*  *  *

"Heidi." I heard a sweet soft voice say, as I was shaken ever so gently, "Heidi," it came again. I was in that half dream state, and for a couple moments, I almost thought it was angel. I smiled at the thought of something so nice.
 

"Hey honey, it's time to go home." I recognized Anna's voice. We had started referring to home as wherever the two of us ended up. Anna had become a sort of lifeline of mine. The only person to count on, that I felt I could trust, and the only person I felt really knew me, or the things I had been through.
 

I made a noise of protest, and curled up into an even tighter ball. She sighed, "I know you're awake. Come on, if you hurry, we can get food on the way home. Your choice."
 

Mmmmm. Mexican food. Can I please acclaim that Taco Bell is never, and will never be considered Mexican food? In one of my moments that I actually shared about my past, Camdon asked what was one of the things I missed most about Phoenix.
 

"Mexican food," I replied honestly.
 

"Really?" He asked, kind of surprised. He let out a small laugh, slinging an arm around my shoulder and pulling me close. "We have really good Mexican food here too actually."
 

I frowned and gave him a skeptical look. "Doubtful."
 

"Yeah, I swear." Camdon proceded to convince me to go into town with him, and when we parked at Taco Bell I thought he was joking.
 

I started to laugh. "Your cute."
 

"What. This is totally Mexican food."
 

"Oh my god. You're serious." I looked at him in disbelief.
 

He just stared back at me, totally clueless. "What's real Mexican food then?"
 

"It's not Taco Bell."
 

"So take me to get some "real" Mexican food sometime."
 

It was one of the closet times we came to talking about me leaving. He never brought it up, and I didn't ever mention it, so it just stayed, silently between us.
 

At the thought of this my tears came back, and Anna sighed, she had become used to these over the past couple days.
 

"Let's go Heidi." Her voice was comforting and soft, and it took a huge effort to pull myself from the bunk.
 

I wiped the tears from my eyes hurriedly, attempting miserably to cover them up.
 

"What do you want to eat?" Anna was trying to make conversation.
 

"Anything but Mexican," My mind wanted to be far away from that memory. I honestly wasn't sure how much more I could take.
 

"That's fine." Anna spent the next half an hour finding food and getting me back to her apartment, all settled on her pull out couch. She tucked me in, like a mother would do for a small child.
 

"Have you talked to Camdon yet?" Anna asked, adding an extra blanket on me.
 

"No." I sniffled. "I haven't been able to bring him up to Dylan or Marcus yet either. So I don't know how he is, or what he's been doing…" My mind wandered off to all the girls at school that would be trying to get Camdon, now that he was free. I instantly got insanely jealous, and incredibly sad.
 

"You should really give him a call. You guys were too close to let this just die." At her words I burst into tears and put my head into the pillow, tired of crying. Anna continued to talk. "I know how much you cared about him. And I know how much this hurts, and I'm telling you this as general advice. Focus on the trial, I know that's hard to do," she put in, as if she sensed my groan, "but its important for your life and so many others. This is personal for you now; you got a little taste of how these people have changed so many lives. I'm sorry you had to get pulled around like this, but if you can put these people away, think of how many others you will save from suffering."
 

"I didn't ask for this." I whispered, my tears were quietly falling, my pillow soaking up the wetness. "I hate it."
 

Anna paused, and sat down next to me. "Do you know why I decided to become a detective? Or even join this case?"
 

I shook my head, turning my body look at her. Her usual smiling face took on an almost somber tone.
 

"I had an older brother, who was… difficult, I guess. I was only a couple years younger than him, and I always had a soft spot for him, even when people told me he took a turn for the worst. I did anything he wanted. When we were little, it was cover for him, where he would go. When we got older, I gave him money. Eventually, I just couldn't do it anymore, and it was the one of the hardest things I ever had to do, and I felt like I gave up on him, but I turned him away once, and I never saw him again." She was looking off to the side, revisiting a past that hurt her so much. "When we were in high school, he started getting into heavier and heavier drugs, heroin usually, and would disappear for days at a time, only to come home really strung out." I listened in a respectful silence, as she continued, "He eventually started getting some big money, and, as I later found out, was working for Mickey's people." I was a little shocked, but tried not to interrupt her. "He did something, I'll never know what, but it ended up getting him killed."
 

We sat there in silence. She added, "For a long time, I blamed Mickey, this drug lord, who I figured had tipped my brother over the edge, but he was already there. I just couldn't see it."
 

"I'm sorry Anna," I sat up and gave her a hug. She gave me a squeeze before getting up, "Get some sleep, I'll wake you in the morning. " At one final glance, she said "I know being away from Camdon is really hard, but you could have to deal with things so much worse. If you put her away, they'll be nothing there to stop you from going to see him."
 

It was a comforting thought, and it helped, as I drifted off to sleep.
 

*  *  *

"We have a surprise for you." Patrick said cheerfully.
 

"What." Was my reply, completely void of all emotion. The first day of the trial was tomorrow, and if I wasn't being grilled by someone, they were freaking out as to how to make me look most innocent, or coaching me on how to present myself. The whole office was buzzing with activity, and yet time was still found to send someone over to bother me.
 

This time it was Patrick, and even though he was one of the few people I actually was being warm to, didn't mean he wasn't bothering me.
 

Anna's talk had made me slightly better, if by better you mean functional. Which was more than I could have hoped for. I no longer cried endlessly, because I actually focused on something, and wanted to try and help out, instead of wallow in my endless misery and heartbreak.
 

"You'll have to wait and find out! Otherwise, it wouldn't be a surprise. Stay here." He told me, as if it was normal of me to be up and moving around in this mayhem.
 

Anna rushed up to me once Patrick left my side. "Has he told you he has a surprise for you yet?" She asked hurriedly.
 

"Yes… But not in the same manner you have." It was true. She had a worried, angsty look on her face.
 

She let out a sigh of frustration. "Are you serious? I told him not to-" Her voice was angry. "Anyways, they are going to get your parents now. I told them not to make it a surprise, that you needed some warning; you haven't seen them in months-Heidi? You okay?"
 

I automatically started panicking. "He WHAT?"
 

"I know! I know! I told him not to, but by the time he had told me it was too late! You hate these type of surprises." She looked up nervously, "I have to go, or he'll know I warned you. I know it's not much of a warning, but its something. Good luck!" She darted away quickly.
 

I sat in the chair, frozen, for
 

One…
 

Two…
 

Three…
 

Four…
 

Long seconds before I heard a voice scream.
 

"OH MY GOD YOUR BLONDE."
 

Yes mother. I am blonde.
 

Her hands instantly went to my hair, "And look, Colin, she's even got waves. Did you do your hair this morning? Or is this a loose perm."
 

My dad, being the sensible and loving man I know he is, shoved my mother out of the way and picked me up in a stifling hug. "I missed you so much." His voice was shaky as he squeezed me tighter, not letting me go. "We were so afraid, we had no idea where you were, we weren't allowed to talk to you," His voice broke at that.
 

"Oh Daddy," I said, my eyes getting teary again, I hadn't thought about how much information they had been given. I gave him a kiss on the cheek and hugged him back. "I'm fine. Anna kept me safe." He pulled away to see whom I was referring to.
 

I was then bombarded by my mother, who seemed to have found her tears. Because we had an audience, it was a little on the theatrical side, but I knew it was real when she hugged me, snagged her dress and didn't even notice. Mom. You do care.
 

I smiled to myself, feeling happy for the first time since I left Iowa. I had tears for a different reason now, as the entire police department started cheering and clapping, they were as happy for us as we were.
 

They gave us a nice room to talk, not wanting me to go home yet.
 

My dad was the first to speak, "Are you okay? What happened?"
 

It seemed so long ago; it was like reaching into another world to find answers. "How much do you guys know?"
 

"Nothing." My mother huffed. "They wouldn't tell us anything except that you had some important information that you needed to testify about, and that they were taking you somewhere to keep you safe."
 

"I tried to get you back, but it was a court order." My dad explained, as if worried that I thought they had abandoned me.
 

"I can't really tell you." I said.
 

"Honey." My dad's voice was tense, "Now is not the time to keep secrets, your mom and I deserve some answers."
 

"Its not that, I've had an exhausting couple of days. I hope you understand. I can't really fill you in on months worth of time. I just want to get through this trial, and figure things out."
 

"When is this trial?" My mother's voice held her unbelieving tone. As if this was all a joke, and there was really no such thing.
 

"Tomorrow is the first day. I testify either the third or fourth day, depending how time goes." I explained calmly, it was easy to talk about simple facts.
 

"We'll be there," My dad grabbed my hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. I smiled in thanks.
 

"Where did they take you anyway?" Her forehead crinkling ever so slightly, as she wondered out loud.
 

"Um. Iowa. They sent me to Iowa."
 

"Iowa?" My mother sputtered, she burst out laughing. "How in God's name did you survive in little ol' Iowa?" She shook her head and shuddered, "Ugh, I bet that place was wretched. It's so flat. There is absolutely nothing, and I mean nothing, there."
 

"Actually," I said, my voice a little icy, "There's a lot of really great people there."
 

"Oh sweetie, I wasn't trying to insult the friends you made, I'm sure everyone there was very… nice, I'm just saying its so different than from what you're used to,"
 

"Lisa," My dad put out a hand to stop her, "I think it's time you stop there."
 

"Well, that's fine." She shifted uncomfortably. "We have your room exactly the same as it was, I only changed it a little. You'll like it don't worry, now, lets find someone so we can take you home."
 

I suddenly panicked. I couldn't leave Anna. I didn't want to leave Anna. I loved my parents, but I didn't want that much change…
 

As if sensing what was happening, Anna came into the room. She was stunning; her honey blonde hair was flowing down her back effortlessly, as she had on a blue blouse that brought out her eyes and a pencil skirt fitting enough to make anyone drool. Both my parents looked at her, dazzled by her smile, friendliness, and her beauty.
 

Good. Maybe she can convince them to let me stay with her; it can become a full time thing.
 

"Mr. and Mrs. Van Dauson, it's a pleasure to formally meet you," She shook their hands and sat down across from them, next to me. She took my hand under the table and I held on tight. "My name is Anna Michaels, I'm the one who was watching over Heidi when she went under our protection. I just want to thank you guys for being so cooperative in this situation." Like they had a choice, I couldn't help but think.
 

"We are trying to have the trial as quickly as possible, no one wants to drag this out any longer than it has already, but it is a very important case." Her bouncy personality had dimmed over the past week, and it made me slightly sad. I had never seen her so serious. "But it's also crucial you both understand that this is dangerous, and we believe it would be the safest if she remained in our care."
 

My parents were instantly angered. My mother, because she hated being told what to do, and my dad, because he honestly wanted me back home.
 

"Dad." I reassured, "I want this."
 

"You do?" He was a little hurt.
 

"I'll feel safer this way, and Anna can help prepare me for testifying. I'm really nervous about it." The last part was a lie, but I hated to see my dad hurt. Plus, what if they went after me, and went to my house? Anna I knew could handle herself, but my parents? No, I couldn't risk it.
 

"I just don't understand why the police can't watch our house like they did earlier this year." He said, weary and sad.
 

"It's a much more serious situation than before, she's much more of a threat to them now. This needs to be treated with great caution." Anna's professionalism shone through the words she spoke, and her calm, almost authorative demeanor, It was weird to see, I was so used to her bouncy, youthful personality. I missed it, as it had left her the past couple days.
 

After several more minutes of persuasion, my parents agreed to let me stay at Anna's, and I couldn't help but be relieved. She knew when to give me space, I knew when she needed to vent; we just seemed to work with one another. It was still good to see my parents, we got dinner together before I went back to Anna's apartment, and prepared myself for a long day ahead.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 14
 

 
 

Under the prosecutor's sharp instructions, Anna got me ready the morning of the trial. It was apparently very public, and I had begun getting very anxious. They wanted to present me to the jury as innocent, young, more like a girl than a woman. I am seventeen. I was furious when the prosecutor wanted to, and I quote, "Make her look much younger, fourteen maybe? I think it can be done." Correction, I do have a body that most fourteen year olds don't. Thanks.

Anna just smiled at him tightly, probably thinking along the same lines. There are some things you just can't do. She decided to focus on the innocent part. We found this beautiful yellow dress, perfect for the spring. Paired with pearls and little ballet flats, she transformed me into this adorable little doll. My make up she left rather plain, some blush for my cheeks, but she let my hair naturally wave, I actually did look quite nice, and I was very happy I did too, because as soon as we pulled up to the court house, I noticed news stations had arrived, camera's and all. It was only a couple local news reporters, but still.

"It's a good thing Anna dressed me so cute," I voiced my thoughts out loud to Kaiser and Patrick, who weren't really listening.

"What?" Kaiser asked, a little short, they were all so nervous about this day. It was the beginning of the end for all of us.

"All the reporters, maybe I'll actually get a pretty picture of me in the newspaper."

"Are you kidding me?" Kaiser asked, incredulous.

"We would never let you be put in the newspaper before you testified, they don't even know you are testifying. That would be far too dangerous." Patrick frowned, looking at me as if I was stupid.

And I had been hearing the word dangerous far too much lately. It was getting annoying. "Fine." I mumbled back.

We entered the court house, and I sat in the back, next to Anna, Patrick, Kaiser, and a couple of other officers I had gotten to meet over the past couple days.

The first days of trials were long, and usually boring. There was a lot of terminology I didn't understand; the defense and the prosecutors each had their opening argument, they didn't even get to evidence or anything. It was almost like a school lecture, with each lecturing their side of the story. But I waited patiently, and I looked at the jury.

Nine people. Nine people to decide the fates of Mickey, Greco, James, and all the other people charged. It was obvious, even to me, when the charges were read, that Mickey was in deep shit. They went through each person by name and the charges associated with them, and the list for Michaela Sullivan was a mile long. Everything from murder to conspiracy, possession, intent to sell, and kidnapping, along with many others I didn't understand. But she kept her composure.

Mickey didn't see me, as I suspected she wouldn't, She didn't look for me either, and a part of me wondered if maybe she forgot who I was. Maybe if she was too busy to even think of me, she wouldn't follow up on any of her threats. But I knew as soon as I got up there on the stands, and looked her in the eye, all hope of her forgetting about me would be lost. But I had to be brave, I had to suck it up and deal with whatever came my way, because I couldn't continue to let this woman control my life.

The morning of my testimony came faster than I ever imagined. Months I have been waiting to do this. Either to get it over with, or because I hated Mickey, I really didn't know. But in the morning I woke up before Anna, and sat on the pull out couch, unsure of what to do with myself. I knew today was special, but it was acting out like any other day.

Anna was unusually quiet, and helped me pick out an outfit. I already knew what I wanted to wear though. I wore the same outfit that I wore to Camdon's house at Thanksgiving. This didn't go unnoticed to Anna, but she let it slide, even though the Arizona heat had already started to sink in, I refused to trade the sweater in for something lighter, it reminded me of why I was doing this. I wore a little make up, and my hair was curled lightly at the ends, and I put in gold hoops and bangles that tinkled every time I moved my arm. The noise was comforting, I always liked that sound, and I tried to focus on that instead of my nerves.

We were picked up in a police car, just like yesterday, and I hugged myself tightly in the car. "What if I say something wrong?" I asked Anna.

Anna just shook her head, "Nothing you say will be wrong. Just say the truth, and answer everything you remember."

I nodded, but that's not exactly what Patrick and Kaiser have been trying to make me do. I was supposed to tell the truth, of course, but they wanted me too look as sympathetic as possible.

"Everything counts." I distinctly remember Kaiser telling me one day, "The way you sit, the way you walk up to the stands, the sound of your voice, how you address us, everything."

"What do you want me to do?" I asked him.

"You need to be sympathetic. Your attitude is a little… spicey." Kaiser threw out there, which sounded ridiculous at the time, even now, as I recalled the way he shrugged, trying not to say anything too offending to me. "So change it." He affirmed, "Sound a little timid, choke up, cry a little, look afraid of the woman, she's a mass murderer. Don't let the defense downplay what happened to you."

This stuck in my mind. Downplay what happened? Would they do that? Could they do that? The more and more I was around this whole thing, the more I realized it was like a game.

As we pulled up in front of the courthouse, I nervously got out and was immediately rushed inside, as I was meant to be a big surprise. I honestly wasn't sure how much more of this hiding business I could take. It was getting a little ridiculous.

We all settled into our respective places, as I was smushed between some officers towards the back corner, where I would be must unnoticed but still watched by the police. A lot of large, unknown vocabulary was spoken back and forth between the judge, our prosecutor, and the defense. Finally, after about an hour of what must have been a review of everything that was said yesterday, the prosecutor, a lovely man named Daniel, stood and said,

"The state would like to call forth Eric Damien for testimony."

I huffed and glared in front of me. As if Kaiser knew I was looking at him he turned around and gave me a look. "You didn't think you would be first would you? We need to develop a base first. You're the foundation, but we need to have a little bit of information for the jury to go on."

I guess that made sense, but my patience was quickly tested as I sat for three boring hours, waiting for the testimony of people who merely talked about stupid actions Mickey had been up to. That Eric Damien, he mentioned that during his undercover work, Mickey was planning on creating a different kind of meth, one stronger, that wouldn't be detected, and that she was trying to figure out how to get large shipments into America. They showed several documents and phone calls that were mentions of something like it, but nothing actually concrete.

Right as I was giving up on testifying that day, figuring I would actually have to wait even longer and do it the next day, the friendly prosecutor announced,

"The state calls Heidi Van Dauson to testify."

My heart stopped and I found it hard to swallow. I got up slowly at first; it wasn't hard to be timid now, in front of the whole courtroom, which had definitely filled up since the first day of the trial. But then I did what I always did when I was nervous; it was a nasty habit of mine that I liked to blame on my mother.

Whenever my mom got embarrassed, flustered, or nervous, she got this tendency to be really annoying. I could always tell when I was little, because she put on this air of arrogance, like she knew more than you did. It was beyond aggravating. I didn't even realize I did it until I got to high school and I made a girl cry because she looked at me funny, and I thought she was making fun of my spray on tan. She wasn't, but that didn't stop me from being extremely frosty and rude to her all day, until she was so flustered by a comment of mine she burst into tears. It wasn't one of my finer moments.

I stood up straight and tall, and slowly walked down the aisle, letting my heals click in what I wished was a daunting noise. I briefly paused in front of Kaiser, "What are you doing?" He asked lowly, almost menacingly and I said quietly, a little icily, "Sorry, but I'm a bad actress."

I continued to the front of the room, and locked eyes with Mickey. She clenched her jaw as if I was an irritation she couldn't wait to get rid of. I raised an eyebrow and raised the corner of my lips slightly, so only she would know it was a smile. I raised my right hand and swore to tell the truth, and nothing but the truth, and then proceeded to slide into the cold seat and adjust the microphone in front of me.

Daniel got up and smiled, attempting to be friendly, but I was already in bitch mode, and I was going to have to struggle to keep it dormant until Mickey's lawyer started questioning me. Then I was going to have free reign. I wanted to rip this kid to shreds. Months of aggravation and anticipation would not let me get stomped on by a courtroom full of people.

"Can you please state your name for the jury?" His voice was kind, and nice, but addressing me like I was twelve.

"Heidi Van Dauson." I smiled to myself as I heard my voice come out clear and strong, not at all "meek", as was suggested.

"Great, well Heidi, we'd just like to ask you a few questions, it shouldn't take too long. But can you start off describing the day, several months ago, when you entered your home to find that it had been broken into?" He had gray hair, and a sharp suite, looking to be in his early forties, he seemed fit, youthful even.

"Of course." I paused, before shifting in my seat to speak into the microphone. "There was a lockdown at my school earlier that day, and I just wanted to get home, so I drove back to my house right after school-"

"And around what time would that be at?" Daniel asked, his face having 'I am interested in what you have to say' plastered all over his face. It was a little weird.

"My school gets out at 3:00 pm. So I would have gotten home around 3:15, 3:20." I remembered to never say anything as a question or with any type of uncertainty.

I proceeded to give my account of what happened. I described what I heard them speaking about, how they were talking about receiving a shipment of something, and that they were planning on meeting up to receive it.

"And you heard Michaela Sullivan say all of this?" Daniel asked again, for clarification.

"Yes."

"And could you point out, for the jury, who she is?"

I gave him a look but didn't argue. There was dumb, state the obvious things about this, Mickey was the only woman in the defense, who else could it be?

"Thank you for your cooperation in this Heidi, you've been so helpful to the police." Daniel walked slowly back over to his desk before briefly glancing over some notes. "Now, while you were in your home, and you heard all this, what happened after?" He gave me that piercing stare, and I immediately felt uncomfortable.

I had been so strong, throughout the testimony, and I tugged on my sweater, to remind me of Camdon and I listened to the tinkle of the bangles on my arms to calm my nerves.

I sighed deeply, and started off slow, "I remember being so surprised, that I dropped this metal pan I was holding-"

"Why were you holding a metal pan?"

I glared daggers at him and his mock concern- I was getting there. "Because, I don't know, because I heard people in my home and thought I could hit one of them with it or something." My voice sounded annoyed even to my ears.

"Okay, continue please."

"It all happened so quickly, I turned and tried to run away, but…" I remembered that I wasn't supposed to address the men by there names. "The big guy, right there," I pointed to refrain from being interrupted again, "grabbed a hold of me, and I got away for a little while, before the short man right there, began kicking me, and I got up to run away again, but ran into him and fell back and hit my head."

"What happened after?"

"I-I woke up to the red-haired woman standing over me, and they were trying to figure out if they should kill me or not."

"And what did they decide?"

"The woman had authority for sure, because the other two's ideas where instantly shot down. She didn't want the police to look into a murder, said it would be too suspicious. Then, the two men hit me over the head, and all the sudden they were dragging me along an ally."

"And what did they do to you in this ally?"

I gulped, and my breath was shaky. I didn't want to relive this, "I couldn't tell who was doing what. But one dragged me by one of my arms, and the other kicked me in the stomach. I couldn't breath." My last sentence came out in a whisper. "They began hitting me and hitting me, so I tried to crawl away…" My voice died out.

"One of them pulled me back again and hit me in the head, so I blacked out for a little bit. But I heard a door open, and they were gone. Eventually I went to the nearest store and the man who worked there called the police."

It was eerily quiet. Daniel didn't say anything. He walked over and grabbed some large papers from his desk. They were blown up pictures, of me, all beaten and bloodied. The camera's that were present in the room instantly zoomed on them.

Daniel showed them to the jury, speaking a few words to the judge but remaining relatively silent.

"Was this the last time you ever had trouble with Michaela Sullivan or any of the people that work for her?"

I shook my head. "No." I paused, before beginning to speak again. "I told the police everything I knew, and went back to school after I healed somewhat. I was in my school cafeteria and noticed someone who didn't look like a student, and he was watching me."

"You noticed he was watching you?"

"No, actually my friend noticed first, and from then on I noticed him."

"What did you do after you noticed this man watching you?" Daniel was leaning against his desk now, all cool and collected.

"I walked outside of the cafeteria to call the detectives working on my case. The man came up and I tried to run away from him, but he grabbed me and threatened me."

"He threatened you? What did he say exactly?"

"It's hard to remember exactly, but mostly that I shouldn't speak, or they would hurt my family, that I would never be able to get away from them."

"And am I correct when I say that it was at this point the police took you into their protection, moving you to a safe location?"

I nodded at the prosecutor, as he continued, "And what was it like, being uprooted, during your school year, Junior year, one of the most important years of high school, and forced to live in a completely different environment, with no contact to your family or any of your friends for months?"

I blinked dumbly at him. I didn't want to answer this. This was not part of the deal. I looked over at Kaiser and the smug look on his face. You can't practice heartbreak. He knew how I felt about leaving, and I'm sure it was all over my face, for the whole jury and camera's to see.

"It was hard." I stated simply.

"Can you give us a little more detail than that?" Daniel gave me an encouraging smile.

"At first, I hated it, and I wanted to come back, but after awhile, I got so used to staying, I thought I wouldn't leave for another couple of months… So I made a new life for myself."

"Did you like this new life?"

"Parts of it. I loved my friends, and my-my boyfriend." There was a painful pause, "But I missed my parents a lot."

"And how did it feel, when you had to leave, again, after you were just getting used to your new home?"

"Not good." I don't know where it came from, but I burst into tears. "I hate this feeling. I never know what's going on, one minute, I can't live in my home because it's not safe, because people can find me and hurt me or my family…" I let out a little sob, "Then I fall in love with this town and all the people in it, only to be ripped away, only to have a couple hours notice to say goodbye."

I put my hands over my face, embarrassment seeping into my core.

"Thank you Heidi, that will be all."

I tried to stop my sniffling long enough to nod back at Daniel's retreating form.

Mickey's lawyer stood up after him, and walked towards me. "Hi Heidi, I'm Corey Sullivan, Mickey's lawyer." I raised my eyebrow at him, "Are you guys related?"

He chuckled, "I am a distant cousin, yes. I'd like to ask you a couple more questions if that's alright with you."

"Okay." I said, suspiciously glancing at him. He had a much more real, friendly demeanor than Daniel, whose concerned looks I felt were more for effect than reality.

"I know what you've been through has been traumatic, I'm not trying to undermine that in anyway. But you said you fell and hit your head?" He asked me, "Just clarifying," He put his hands up, in defense.

"I ran into one of the men when I was trying to get away, and I fell back and hit my head on the ground."

"Just yes or no is fine," He spoke, giving me a smile. "And when you awoke, you found these two men discussing your death?" He turned and pointed towards James and Greco.

"Yes." I replied.

"But not Michaela Sullivan?"

"No." I gritted my teeth.

"And, when Anthony Greco suggested to kill you, Michaela Sullivan ordered him not to, is that correct?"

"Yes, but-"

"Ah, ah, yes and no answers are fine." He gave me another smile and I began seething, I hated getting interrupted. "So," He walked towards me, "one could argue that Michaela Sullivan actually saved your life, could they not?" A triumphant gleam showed in his eye.

"No."

"Right!" He snapped his finger enthusiastically, before pausing mid motion, fully processing what I said. "Come again?" The lawyer's friendly demeanor briefly left his face, as he menacingly raised his eyebrows at me.

"No, one could not argue that she saved my life." I repeated back at him, mockingly, my voice holding all the venom I physically wanted to poison him with. "If they hadn't broken into my home, then I wouldn't have been physically harmed at all, and my life would have no need to be saving. In fact, if anything, Michaela Sullivan put my life in danger. She had Thing 1 and Thing 2 beat the shit out of me, drag me into an ally, and leave me there, for whatever, and whomever to find me. She might as well have sentenced me to death. She had no idea I wouldn't be killed. For all we know, the only reason she stopped me from being killed in my home was so I wouldn't get blood on the carpet."

There was a person in a corner, typing up everything I said, and a sketch artist, drawing me franticly, those were the only noises anyone could here for several seconds before Corey Sullivan regained his speech.

"No further questions." He mumbled, before walking back to his seat. I gave him an icy stare, and the judge sitting beside me spoke, "You may step down now, Ms. Van Dauson."

I walked steadily back to my seat and slide in next to Anna. Kaiser turned around and gave me a wink, "Look at you, all fired up on there."

"The press is going to have a field day with you," One of the officers spoke to me, chuckling. "What a performance."

"What?" I whispered to him.

"You're testimony, Corey Sullivan's a pretty successful attorney. You just beat him at his own game." He gave me smile and patted my arm.

I was in disbelief. It hit me as I was sitting with Anna. I didn't have this responsibility anymore, this horrible burden wasn't on my shoulder's any longer. I was free of this. I did my part, and there was nothing more I had to do.

I looked at Anna and a smile crept on my face. "You did it," She grinned at me. I nodded in reply. "I know. Hey do you mind if I go back to the apartment? I'm so tired. I just want to rest."

"Yeah of course, I'll drive you back at the recess."

As soon as the judge had called a recess, I flew out of my seat, with Anna close behind me. She borrowed the keys from someone and took me back to her apartment in the police car. I was practically squealing with delight, happiness was radiating through me.

"Anna!" I grinned at her, "Annnnnnnnaa! I FINALLY testified. For months, and I mean months, I have been anxious about this, and its over. My part in this is over. No more being drilled by Kaiser, or shipped off to random places, or staying in hiding. I am here, and I testified, and now things can be normal. I can be normal."

She just shook her head at me knowingly, "Oh honey, things will never be the same, and never go back to normal." She patting my hand sympathetically, " You'll just have to make your own normal now."

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 15
 

 
 

Even with Anna's cautious words, nothing could distract me from my feeling. As soon as I opened to door to her apartment I flew threw my stuff, looking for my phone. I immediately pulled it out and called the last number that I had dialed.

"HEIDI!" I heard Dylan yell over the phone, "It's been to long!"

I rolled my eyes, even though he couldn't see, "Puh-lease, it's been a day."

"And I already have so much to tell you." He teased.

"Like what?"

"Guess who Marcus is going to ask out on a date this weekend?" His voice was gleeful; he couldn't hold back the smile that was penetrating his words.

"Who?" I began jumping up and down.

"Clarissa."

I immediately stopped. "What?" I said in disbelief. "Are you serious? Making fun of her is one of our favorite past times. This is a joke, isn't it? She's like, a bitch with half a brain."

"He thinks she's hot." Dylan said as an explanation.

"She's not that hot. Not hot enough to listen to her talk for longer than five seconds." I smirked.

In the background I heard some mumbling voices, and a voice I recognized as Marcus, "Why are you smiling?" Silence. "Whose on the phone?"

"Heidi," Dylan said, into the phone, so I heard loud and clear. "Oh cool," his muffled voice said, "Wait… Did you tell her?" He shouted.

Then there was a lot of rustling and grunts before I finally heard Marcus's voice clearly.

"I like her!" He screamed into the phone.

"There is no need to shout. I can here you just fine," Was my reply.

"You're so pissed about this, aren't you?"

"Actually, I'm in a really good mood, so you and your 6th grade crush will have to make me angry another day." It was true: I was on cloud nine. I had testified.

"Legitimately, she can be kinda cool, when she's not…"

"A total bitch, which is when, never?" I asked sarcastically.

"Heidi." Marcus sighed, "I don't want to convince you as to why I like her. And at least I know she actually likes me, and I'm not just her shiny new toy, she'll stop liking once I move away."

It was a classic Marcus comment, sarcastic, rude, but not malicious. I knew he didn't mean for it to hurt, but I certainly felt my heart wrench a little.

"What does that mean?" I was afraid of the answer.

I heard more rustling and I'm sure the phone was yanked out of Marcus' hand.

"I actually wanted to talk to you about something." Dylan said into the phone. "Its not a big deal or anything, and its nothing to freak out about, in fact, I wouldn't even mention it if Marcus wasn't such a…" I could imagine Dylan's twitchiness on overdrive.

"Just tell me." I closed my eyes, "It's Camdon, he has someone else, doesn't he?"

There was a pause on the other end of the phone, "Do you remember Kelly?"

"Of course." Oh please no, not Kelly, of all people. I liked her, but still, was I that insignificant, to replace me with Kelly who is so incredibly phony the only worse possible choice would have been Clarissa.

"They've been hanging out a lot, and apparently… I don't know if this is true or not, but I just thought you should know, but I guess they have hooked up a couple times."

"I only left two weeks ago." I said softly.

"I know." Dylan said. "Look, if that's true-"

"No Dylan, don't. We ended…badly. Horribly actually, I wouldn't be surprised if he never wanted to think about me again."

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard, stop sounding like such a girl," Marcus called from the background.

"I'm gonna go." I told them.

"Are you sure? Are you going to be okay?"

"I'll be fine, just a little sad that's all. I'm tried so I'm going to take a nap. I'll call you later okay?"

"Alright. Don't be too worried about it. We're here if you need us. And don't forget, we need to finish talking about Clarissa, Marcus is like a love struck puppy." Dylan whined.

"Gross." I scoffed, laughing a little, before hanging up.

I sat in silence for a full ten minutes. There was no way Camdon did that, no way he just went and did anything with Kelly. We didn't even officially break it off.

I never got to tell him that I loved him.

Tears threatened to ruin my precious day. But I made myself focus on all the good things that had happened today. I was done with Mickey. After the trial, and they would have to get her on something, I would be free forever.

Thoughts of Camdon plagued me though, and he was always in the back of my brain. I finally got his home number from Dylan, because I was too afraid to call his cell, and called it, hoping, if anything, to talk to Jill.

It rang several times, and I was about to hang up when I it stopped ringing. There was a pause on the other end, and no one spoke.

"Hello?" I asked, confused. Maybe they hung up…

"Heidi!" I heard an excited Ella's voice come through the phone.

"Ella." My whole face broke out into a smile. "I miss you! How's my favorite girl doing? Chatting up a storm yet?"

"No." She giggled. "I'm waiting for you to come back home! When will you come back? Camdon's been so sad without you."

That's not what I heard, I thought to myself. "He's been sad? Are you sure?"

"He even cried a couple times." She said a matter of factly. "Mommy called it love."

I couldn't help but get chocked up. "I love him a lot. I think your mom's right." I hugged a pillow to my chest as I sat down on the pull out couch. "Is he home?"

"Yes. He's in his room. Want me to get him?" Ella asked, hopeful.

"Can you? I really, really want to talk to him, I have some good news!"

"Oh what is it?" She sounded so giddy and sweet.

"I might be able to visit soon. It'll be okay for me to go back."

"Did you keep your promise to those people?" She asked,

"Yeah." I said, her words bringing me back to the day I left.

"Okay. I knew you would. I'll go get Camdon." I heard a soft shuffle on the other end of the line, and a soft knock on a door. A muffled "What?" was spoken. "Whose on the phone Ella?" Camdon sighed tiredly.

"Hello?" His voice sent thrills through me, and I almost started crying, I was so happy to hear him again.

"It's me." I paused. Hoping he still remembered my voice. "I have some good news." I said, my voice light.

Camdon sighed into the phone. "What are you doing calling here?"

I bit my lip, "You don't want me to call?"

"No. I want to be angry at you. I trusted you with everything." His voice was quiet, but when he spoke again, it was stronger, angrier. "Things I never told anyone, ever, and you didn't even trust me enough to tell me your real name. Or what was going on in your life. I didn't need all the details, but you didn't have to lie."

"You don't understand."

"I do understand. You thought if you told anyone, you might somehow have been found. I wouldn't have said anything Heidi, that's not me." He was voice was stern.

"It wasn't about you telling other people. It was about if they found me, and knew you had information. I don't know what they would have done." I stopped, not wanting him to hear my quivering voice.

"Whatever Heidi. I thought I loved you." His voice broke this time. "Actually loved you, even though I knew I didn't know much about your past, I thought it didn't matter. But I find out all this… and I don't know what to think or feel anymore."

"Camdon-"

"Just let me be angry. I can't talk to you right now." Click.

The dial tone set in, and I stared at the phone in disbelief.

When Anna came home she found me laying on the couch, listening to the saddest songs I could find, eating out of a tub of Nutella. Screw Ben and Jerry's, I only eat it for the chocolate anyways. She walked in the room and raised her eyebrows at my speakers, a Hootie and the Blowfish song filling the apartment, soothing my broken heart.

"Is something wrong?" She asked, her voice a little comical at my dramatics.

"I think my heart just shattered into a thousand pieces today." I commented dryly, putting a spoonful of the delectable chocolate, hazelnut spread in my mouth. She sat down next to me, and was silent, waiting for me to speak. "I was having such a great day today. After I testified, I was so happy, it was a milestone marker, you know?" I turned and looked at the blonde-haired, doe-eyed beauty I had learned to love like a sister. "It's amazing that I can feel so good, and he can make it seem so insignificant. Like if I can't be with him, I can never truly be happy. Ever." I smacked the Nutella jar on the table in front of me.

"Why is this song playing?" I snapped. "Its way too happy for this play list." I grumbled some more and turned on another song. I looked back at Anna, "Oh! And guess frickin' what?"

She looked startled, her wide doe eyes watching me, "Guess who Marcus is dating?" I exclaimed, throwing my hands up in the air.

"Who?" She asked frowning.

"Clarissa. That witch, Clarissa."

"But I though Clarissa didn't bother you so much anymore?" She asked sweetly, I glared at her and her accurate memory.

"She does when she's dating one of my best friends, I don't want him to be corrupted. This is horrible. I feel like complete shit." I started crying in front of her, and I felt like I was back to the first couple days I had been here.

Anna came up and put her arms around me and pulled me close. "Let me make you some real food, first of all, second of all, you need to tell me exactly how your conversation went."

I nodded and sat down at her little dining room table. I told her how I called Dylan and Marcus, then how I called Camdon, but I didn't mention talking to Ella. I picked at the chicken she made me, and looked up expectantly, waiting for her words of wisdom.

"Heidi, I'm disappointed in you," My head snapped up, and I gave her a confused look, "I cannot believe your moping around. That conversation wasn't that bad at all."

"Anna!" I shook my head, "He is basically with another girl!"

"He said he loved you. That he was mad at you, and couldn't talk to you right at that moment. It's only been two weeks since you've been back. He just needs a little time that's all." Anna shook her head knowingly, "Give him time to adjust, you just testified, your emotional enough already. You're just a little overwhelmed, that's all."

I stared at her, blinking, "Are you okay?" She asked me, I nodded numbly.

"Anna…" I smiled, "He said he loved me." She rolled her eyes and grabbed the plate in front of me to throw in front of the sink. "He said it! He said he loved me. To me! And I quote 'Actually loved you…' I mean, he was angry, but whatever… ANNA! HE said he loved me!" I started jumping up and down, "CAMDON! CAMDON LOVES ME!" I was so giddy, "I'll give him time, I'll let him call me."

I was practically walking on air in the morning, and bounced outside, in a cute flowery skirt and heels, ready for the next day of trials. Anna came in a pant suit, looking like a man's fantasy, with a low cut blouse capturing even my attention.

I raised my eyebrows at her, "How's Patrick?" I asked suggestively.

She chose to ignore my tone, however, and answered, "He's doing well, really busy lately, so we haven't had much time to talk." I could tell by the air in her voice that she was trying to make it sound like no big deal. But I definitely caught them coming out of a mysteriously empty room all panting and rustled. I'd get it out of Patrick later.

We slid into the police car, and I eagerly talked to the officer driving, "So how long do you think the trial will continue?" I asked.

"A couple months, if we're lucky." He added. Kill joy, I won't talk to you again. I turned to continue to grill Anna on Patrick.

"I bet it's really good to see Patrick again huh?"

She glared at me. "Yes. It's nice to see all of my friends."

"I was just wondering, you know, when you were going to make a move on him, because a guy that good looking does not stay single for long. Especially with that Christina girl, I would get on it soon." I completely made it up, well, not completely, but Patrick was one the phone with his 'friend' one time, named Christina. I don't know why he didn't do this earlier. Nothing springs a girl faster than jealousy. And he was way too in love with Anna to actually get in any type of functional relationship.

She knew I was baiting her, she had too, but it became too much for her, after a minute, she asked, "Whose Christina?"

I rolled my eyes, "Just this girl he's taken out on a couple of dates. She's called a couple times while we were prepping earlier."

"Oh." She said. But it wasn't just any 'Oh', it was a defensive 'Oh', an Oh that starts relationships, you could see Anna wrestle with being irritated, not knowing how to express it on such a sweet pretty face. It was cute.

"What-" Anna began asking me a question but her mouth fell slightly open. I frowned at her, "What's wrong? Is there something on my face? Because I look really good today," I noticed the far away look in her eyes and turned around to see what she was staring at, and I stared out the car window in disbelief.

 
 






Chapter 16
 

 
 

I opened the door hesitantly and got out and was immediately rushed on both sides of my body by people and cameras. Microphones were shoved in my face and people kept snapping photos of me, blinding my vision. Finally, a couple people had come and parted the sea of reporters to grab my hand and pull me towards the front of the courthouse.
 

"Heidi!" A voice shouted too close to my ear, "What does it feel like to put the biggest drug lord behind bars!"
 

"How are you adjusting to life back in Arizona?", "Where did you go when you went into hiding?", "Do you have an official statement yet?"
 

"What is all this?" I screamed at Patrick O'Connor, the kind detective that led me through the doors and quickly into the courtroom.
 

"Did you even watch the news last night?" Patrick asked, I shook my head, "When you get back to Anna's place, make sure you do. Where is she by the way?"
 

"Right here," I heard her say, on my other side, "That is ridiculous, what's their angle?"
 

He shrugged, "They keep playing parts of her interview, making her out to seem…"
 

I glared at him, "Making me seem what?"
 

"They just are showing all the hardships Mickey has put you through, and then clips of the testimony, making it seem like you have a personal vendetta to put criminals behind bars or something."
 

I rolled my eyes, "That's so stupid." But I couldn't help but be antsy throughout the rest of the day, until everyone pilled out of a pretty boring day of the trial. The stupidest evidence was shown and explained, and although everything was crucial, it could still be boring. And add onto that the thought that somewhere on TV they were playing my testimony, where I started crying and snapped at the defense lawyer all within the same hour was embarrassing.
 

Anna could sense my anticipation, and when she got back to the apartment, invited my parents over. I didn't want to leave Anna, but I knew the end of the testimony meant that I would need to move back in with my parents… and school…
 

I quickly pushed those thoughts out of my mind and clicked on the TV. There was nothing on any of the news channels, and I was pretty disappointed. "I'm not on TV," I whined jokingly, "Those camera's had me all excited."
 

Anna shook her head; "They get tons of footage of court cases all the time and hardly use them. I wouldn't worry to much about it, maybe they'll have a little clip tomorrow."
 

"But I thought Patrick said they were showing clips last night?" I looked at Anna but she just shrugged, opening the door to let my parents in.
 

"This is… nice." My mother gently stepped into the apartment, her eyes sweeping over the area, judgment clear in her eyes.
 

My Dad, forever her opposite, didn't even look at the room, just came right over and gave me a hug. "We were in the court when you gave your testimony, you did great honey."
 

"Thanks dad!" I smiled at him, and I stood up to help Anna set the small table for four, "How are you guys doing?"
 

The distance between my parents and I was apparent, and I know my mom especially didn't like me being with Anna. I'm sure she wanted me home to show off to all her friends, her daughter who just got back from helping the police. Yatta yatta yatta. And I knew it bothered my dad because of the whole 'I'm your parent, she isn't' thing, he had already addressed it several times, and it was starting to become a problem between them.
 

I finished setting the table, "Did you ever get find that bottle of asian salad dressing we got?" I asked absentmindedly, rummaging through the refrigerator.
 

Anna let out an annoyed sigh, "No. And I'm so bummed; it looked like such a good kind too. I haven't found it anywhere. Are you sure you put it in the cart?"
 

"Positive! I put it next to the pack of fresca, remember?" I sat next down to my mom, who was flicking her acrylic nails.
 

"That's right," She just shook her head, "I have no idea where it could have gone. Its like that one time we got that lamp-"
 

"And the shade totally went missing." We both started laughing. "That was so weird!"
 

"I swear it was one of your friends, Marcus probably. He would do something like that." Anna scoffed, jokingly.
 

"Whose Marcus?" My dad asked, "One of my friends from Iowa." I explained to him. I turned to look at my mother. "That's a really annoying noise. Can you stop that?"
 

"Heidi." Anna said sternly, I turned back to my mother, and mumbled "Sorry." Both of my parents looked at me strangely, and Anna shifted awkwardly. Whatever.
 

"When will Heidi be able to move back in?" My mom asked curiously.
 

Anna's face contorted into a sad smile, "Whenever you guys like, she knows who to call if she feels in danger. Her part of this is over with, so technically, she's all yours."
 

I instantly choked up, and I saw her do the same, it wasn't going to be the same, Anna would be busy with the wrapping up of the trial, I wouldn't get to see her nearly as much…
 

"But Anna, I don't-" She put a hand over mine and squeezed gently, shaking her head as if to say, Don't have this conversation now, I swallowed my words, and ate the rest of my meal in silence, the permanent shift in mood apparent. My parents left after dinner, excited to have me back and I reluctantly told them we'd make arrangements soon.
 

Anna stood in awkward silence for several moments before speaking, "You know you can't keep staying here, you're parents would never allow it, and you're going to need to go back to school, you need to get back to some type of normalcy."
 

"But I like living with you. It's so much easier than living with them." I paused, "I'm gonna miss seeing you all the time."
 

She pulled me into a hug, which I would only let her do, "I'm going to miss you too," She tightened her grip, "But we're still going to see each other all the time, I promise." She started to get teary eyes and gave me one last squeeze before letting me go. "I'm wiped. Your parents are exhausting to entertain. Girls night tomorrow?"
 

"Course." I smiled, knowing I was going to need her more than ever, if I was going to be going back to my parents so soon.
 

*  *  *

I moped into the kitchen, pouring myself a healthy dose of cinnamon toast crunch and skim milk before plopping down on the seat in front of me. "Its so frickin' early," I mumbled to myself, even though I knew Anna couldn't here me. I was already in a sullen mood, knowing I was going to be leaving Anna soon, it just made everything so final. That it was all coming to an end. I sighed as I thought about my foggy future and continued to mope until I was interrupted by Anna's loud gasp.
 

Her apartment is so small, I heard her exclamation from the other room before she anxiously called my name. "Heidi… you need to come see this. Quick."
 

Curiosity gripped me, and I was instantly by her side on the pull out couch, now back to its original form.
 

"What?" I hissed, staring at the television. Anna was watching to the Today Show, as per usual, and I stared in horror, as the moments of my testimony were played back for me on national television.
 

Clips instantly began to play, little parts of my testimony, with Matt Louwer voicing over my story, with a tragic, somber, voice.
 

"And what did they do to you in this ally?" Daniel's figure asked, as he walked slowly towards me, giving me one of his intense stares.
 

On the TV screen, I did look beautiful, but extremely uncomfortable. "I couldn't tell who was doing what. But one dragged me by one of my arms, and the other kicked me in the stomach. I couldn't breath." My last sentence came out in a whisper, my body visibly shaking. "They began hitting me and hitting me, so I tried to crawl away…" My voice died out.
 

It phased out to a different clip this time, one where Daniel was especially grilling me, throwing my heart wrenching pain to the jury. "And what was it like, being uprooted, during your school year, Junior year, one of the most important years of high school, and forced to live in a completely different environment, with no contact to your family or any of your friends for months?" and then again, with him asking, "And how did it feel, when you had to leave, again, after you were just getting used to your new home?"
 

"Not good." I watched my self burst into tears and cover my face in shame. It took a moment, but I pulled my hands away and saw myself stare intently in front of me, into the camera, oddly enough. "I hate this feeling. I never know what's going on, one minute, I can't live in my home because its not safe, because people can find me and hurt me or my family…" I let out a little sob, "Then I fall in love with this town and all the people in it, only to be ripped away, only to have a couple hours notice to say goodbye."
 

I sat next to Anna, horror seeping through my body. "Oh my God." I murmured, over and over again. "Is it on any other news station?" It was useless to ask, of course it was. I made CNN, Fox News, MSNBC, all the local news stations, and as we flipped to a news station, there was a phony newscaster giving a statement.
 

"And even with her heartache, her strife, she still finds strength, as shown in her trial, when she defends herself gallantly. Only seventeen, Heidi Van Dauson sets an example-"
 

"Ugh." Anna clicked back to the Today Show, where I heard my voice, angry and mocking, coming through the speakers. I groaned. "Seriously?"
 

"No, one could not argue that she saved my life. If they hadn't broken into my home, then I wouldn't have been physically harmed at all, and my life would have no need to be saving. In fact, if anything, Michaela Sullivan put my life in danger. She had Thing 1 and Thing 2 beat the shit out of me, drag me into an ally-" 
 

I snatched the remote from Anna and immediately shut off the TV.
 

We sat in silence, when the phone rang and we both jumped, "Hello?" I picked it up.
 

"Hi honey!" My mother's chipper voice rang. I waited for her to continue, she wasn't one to call me much, and I found it too much of a coincidence for the trial to hit mainstream and all the sudden get a call from Mommy Dearest. "Um… so, darling, please don't be upset, but I know how much this trial has taken out of you, and I thought it would be a good idea to tell your story, and there have been so many people calling the house-" I closed my eyes.
 

"Mom, you didn't," I groaned.
 

"Just a couple interviews! With the Today Show, and MSNBC, and 60 minutes was interested…" I felt like hanging up on her.
 

"No." I said.
 

"But I already told them you would…"
 

"I don't care. I'm not doing it. Now I have to go, I'm getting stuff ready to go back to school." I lied.
 

"Heidi, listen to me," My mom's voice complained, but I interrupted her, "No, I really have to go, sorry." I hung up and tossed the phone away from me.
 

Anna raised her eyebrows, "I don't want to talk about it."
 

"Are you coming to court today?" She asked.
 

"I feel like I have to now." I sighed, and shuffled into my room, pulling out a random dress and pumps, leaving my hair and lightly applying make-up, I didn't feel like trying to look good today. My phone rang again, and I picked it up, seeing it was Marcus.
 

"What the fuck Heidi?" Marcus yelled over the phone.
 

"Why are you yelling?" I shouted back.
 

"My mom recognized you on the news and woke my ass up this morning to watch it." He growled.
 

"Oh."
 

"Yeah, Oh. Why didn't you say anything?" He asked, sounding a little hurt.
 

"Because, legally, I wasn't allowed, and if they found me, and found out that anyone knew you guys would have gotten hurt." My voice got louder, getting defensive.
 

"Okay." There was a slight pause, "That's all I wanted to know."
 

"Really?" I asked in disbelief, "That's it?"
 

I could picture him shrugging, "What can I do about it? And obviously, it was a big deal, I saw what you said in court. I'm sorry about what happened to you, by the way."
 

"Thanks Marucs, that means a lot to me." I whispered to him. Fiddling with the hem of my dress. "Seriously."
 

"It's cool, just, next time, if something like that happens, know I got your back."
 

I laughed. "Thanks Marcus. I miss you guys so much. It sucks. I'm cooped up here, because they wanted to make sure I was 'safe', I haven't even gone back to school yet."
 

"That sucks, you know what you should do? Just finish up the year on online classes or something, because going back is going to be hell. I don't know about your school, but here, all the sudden you have a lot of best friends, if you know what I mean. Don't worry though, I told Clarissa she wasn't allowed to talk to any reporters, and me and Dylan are trying to act like we knew the whole time to chill everyone out."
 

"Thanks," I breathed a sigh of relief. "That might actually help. I wish my mom felt the same. She kind of has her own agenda, she was scheduling me for interviews and I was like, uh… that's a joke right?"
 

"Wow…." Marcus whistled, "Don't do interviews unless its for a cool magazine. Like get on the cover of Time or something, hold on," I could here a door slam, and rustling in the background, "Sorry, some of us still have to go to school." He joked.
 

I rolled my eyes even though I knew he couldn't see me. "So, have you met up with any of your friends yet?" Marcus asked.
 

"No." I groaned. "I barely ever get to leave Anna's apartment. I'm not even living with my parents, which is fine by me, because I love Anna, but still. It totally blows. And with my interviews on TV and everything, I'm totally stuck. My friends were great, but I haven't seen them, or talked to them, in forever. Since the beginning of the year, so I don't know how that's going to go down."
 

"Yeah, they'll probably hate you."
 

"Way to soften the blow." I muttered.
 

"Just sayin'" I could here his smile, "Hey Camdon! What's up?" I heard the murmurings of Camdon's voice on the other line and my heart instantly started thudding. "Oh cool, hold on. Alright Heidi, gotta go, stay real, don't let TV get you down. I expect a call later, I'm sure Dylan is freaking. You looked really hot, by the way. Did you see her Camdon?" Marcus laughed, "He's blushing, so I'm taking that as a yes. Oh chill out Kelly. By Heidi, say hi to Anna for me."
 

"Bye Marcus," I laughed, hanging up.
 

"Ready to go?" Anna stuck her head in. "We are allowed to drive ourselves today," Anna's voice held a light, teasing air to it, and dangled the keys in front of her.
 

"Ohhh goodie."
 

As Anna and I pulled up to the courthouse, we instantly saw the amount of reporters and attendees double from the day before. I looked at Anna and gulped. She turned to me and raised her eyebrows at the scene before us. "It's going to be a long couple months for you."
 

*  *  *

"Hey Heidi!" My former friend Katie waved to me awkwardly. I briefly looked up and gave her a forced smile. She stood in front of my desk, looking pristine and beautiful as ever. Now, living at my parents again, with no Anna to dress me, my roots needed to be touched up, my hair was straight again, and at best, I wore jeans instead of sweatpants. "Do you want to come sit with us at lunch today?" She asked meekly.
 

I stared down at the paper in front of me, contemplating the thought. I had been sitting by myself; it was only my first couple of weeks back. But we only had a month left of school. I often wondered what I was even doing here. "Sure." I shrugged.
 

"Okaaay. Um. I'll see you later then?" I just gave her another smile, and twirled my pencil around my fingers.
 

The trial was coming to a close, and the press's interest slowly but surely was lost in the never-ending tragedies of the world. I never interviewed, I never gave any information away, and mostly kept to myself. Dylan, Marcus, and I still called each other regularly, but hadn't talked as much as I hoped. They were avoiding me, I could tell. Or more like, avoiding the situation. The only situation I could see was that Camdon and Kelly were becoming official.
 

Thinking of this sometimes made it hard to breathe. It made me question everything that ever happened between us. Sometimes in my head, I would think about how he told me he never felt this way with a girl before, or how I was the only one he told about his dad, the only one to become close to his family.
 

I wondered if Kelly had met his family, ate dinners over there as I had, or even talked to Ella. I missed Ella, Jill, and Joe. And I ached for Camdon. It was the only way I could even begin to describe the feeling. I thought about him, and my heart literally wrenched a little bit, and began to ache. My mind would wander, and I would imagine explaining everything to him, and then we would all be okay.
 

When I wasn't so hurt about everything, I was kinda angry at him. Usually it was a mix, I missed him like crazy, I was hurt by the silent treatment, and I was pissed that he was upset in the first place. I mean, for a little while, fine. But its been what? A month and a half since I've been back? He's had time to think it over. A call would be nice. I tried desperately not to talk too much about it to Dylan and Marcus, because I knew how much it would annoy them. But, like all my relationships after I've moved, they begin to fade. And I go back to hurting again.
 

As I shuffled into the cafeteria, a sick sense of dejavu hit me. I remembered being chased out of here by some creep that Mickey sent. I was hoping the school invested in some type of security. I sat between Lauren and Emma, and Katie sat across from me. They all stared at me for a little while before Emma finally was brave enough to speak.
 

"So... You're blonde now?" She pushed her salad around with her fork. Quickly putting the lettuce into her mouth when she noticed I wasn't answering right away.
 

"Yup. I'm thinking about going back to my natural color." It reminded me too much of what the past year had been, I was ready to move on. Even Dylan and Marcus, I could tell, was tired of answering the constant questions and curiosities of the town that had seen me on TV.
 

"I like it blonde. But I kinda miss your reddish hair. Not many people have strawberry blonde. It's so unique." Katie put in, smiling.
 

I smiled back. "Thanks. I miss it too. What have you guys been up to?"
 

The atmosphere shifted, and it became less tense. They would all three continue to give me a play-by-play of their lives for the next couple days. It made me feel less lonely, but I still felt empty. These people didn't really know me. Eventually, Lauren got this great idea in her head.
 

"Okay," She announced, and sat down with an air of authority. "I have an idea of what we should do this weekend."
 

I raised my eyebrows. I hadn't officially been able to hang out with them on the weekends yet. Maybe they felt I had finally 'earned' my place back, once I had my hair dyed back to the natural color and started wearing semi-normal clothing again. I couldn't help but scoff at the thought.
 

"I was thinking, since you keep moping around the place," She turned and told me, "And you just broke up with Andrew," She then looked at Katie, who flushed, "I contacted a couple super hot seniors that go to that private school, and got us all dates. We are going out Friday night." She beamed.
 

I rolled my eyes, but knew I would be dragged into it anyways. "My parents won't be home," I offered.
 

"Seriously?" Emma's eyes lit up with joy. She loved planning parties. "We could have a little kick-back!"
 

"Fine by me." I mumbled. My mom had my dad move into a different 'safer' neighborhood, and by safer she meant richer. Our house had gained some square footage. And a pool.
 

I wasn't too happy about being called mopey. I went out to dinner with Anna one day, and asked her about it.
 

"Its not bad, its okay to sulk, and be sad over what you lost. You just need to learn to let go. Or move on." She said comfortingly.
 

I got a little choked up but breathed deeply to make it go away. "All I've ever done is move on. I just want to stay. And with Camodn… it wasn't like other relationships. I know it was different. It's never been so easy to be around a person as it was with Camdon. It was special, at least, for me it was."
 

Anna gave me a sad smile. "Honey, sometimes our first relationships are so intense, so real, that the pain of it ending seems a lot greater than it actually is. It will get easier, and if you want my honest opinion, Camdon's an idiot for not talking to you. You're a good person. You deserve someone who makes you happy, not sad all the time."
 

I shook my head, "I'm a good person around Camdon. He makes me better. I can't even understand how he's just dating Kelly," I bitterly said.
 

"Have you thought about dating someone new?" She quickly backtracked at my look, "Not anything serious, just to keep your mind off of Camdon. You never know, it might work."
 

I frowned at the thought, thinking hard. If I dated someone, maybe it would be a distraction, hopefully it would be. But if Camdon loved me like he said he did, he would care if I started dating someone, he would be interested. And I could totally get Marcus and Dylan to talk about it, maybe make him jealous. That would work.
 

Right?
 

*  *  *

Getting a boy can be easy, getting a quality one is not. But I wasn't really out for quality. I just wanted arm candy. So when Friday night rolled around, I looked decent for the first time since going to the trials. With my hair different, less people recognized me, or it took them much longer. Which was very, very, nice.
 

Katie, Emma, and Lauren bounced into my new home, with about 15 or 20 other people I didn't know, and before I knew it, things were getting broken, people were hooking up, and drunks were puking. I didn't really care though. Call it acting out, but I didn't care what got broken. I wasn't cleaning up anyone's puke though. I practically humiliated this one kid to tears, as his sober friend got some towels and a sponge, and got on his hands and knees and cleaned my floor.
 

I stood over him with my hands on my hips, "That should teach you to hold your liquor you little-"
 

"Heidi!" Emma came and slid her arm through mine, pulling me away from the embarrassed group of friends. "This is Ian." She pinched me lightly, telling me that this was the guy they had picked for me. This was the guy that was supposed to stop me from mopping around.
 

"Hey." His eyes grazed over the scene behind us. "You handled that well."
 

At first, I got defensive, before I realized he was joking. "I'm definitely not going to clean that up."
 

"This your house?" He asked. I nodded. "Ah. Nice place you got here."
 

I shrugged. "It looks like a museum to me. That's why I invited my friends, maybe my parents will like it now that it's… warn in."
 

He laughed at my attitude, and I reminded myself that I had to remember to be nice, a warmer person. I couldn't just shut him off, if I wanted to find out how Camdon felt, this seemed to be the only option I had, with him not answering my phone calls and all.
 

Ian looked older than Camdon's boyish charm; he had blonde hair, and light blue eyes, so different from the deep blue of Camdon's. His voice was deeper, he spoke less, and wasn't as friendly. He was kind of nice, but only talked to some people. He was one of those people. Only talked to people of "his kind", the ones he felt were cool enough, where Camdon talked to everybody. I mentally shook my head. I needed to stop comparing them. That would be ridiculous.
 

Ian wasn't hard to play though, all I had to do was show him around my house, make myself known to people, and touch his arm a couple times, and I knew he got the picture. I wasn't positive I got him though, until people came up to talk about seeing me on the news.
 

"Heidi!" A tipsy guy slinked his arm around my waist, pulling me towards him. I let him get a little close, but pushed away from him after he started stumbling backwards. "I saw you on TV. Why didn't you stay blonde? I like blondes. Wouldn't she look better as a blonde?" He asked Ian, he was the third person to ask about me being on the news, and I could tell it spiked Ian's interest.
 

Ian just gave him a blank stare, before shrugging. "I don't know man, I don't really think about hair that much." Making him feel incompetent, and gay. Nice.
 

I smirked at his response, and Ian sent me a little wink, putting his arm around my shoulder and steering me away from the too-loud Sophomore behind us. "Why were you on TV?" He asked casually, but I could tell he was impressed that I was recognized.
 

"I was helping the police out with a court case. I testified for it, the case got pretty big, so I got some air time."
 

"Nice." He said appreciatively. "What are you doing next Saturday?"
 

I smiled to myself. "I'm not sure. Why? Have anything interesting planned?"
 

He gave me a sly smile, "Maybe." Ian pulled me closer to him so he could bend down and whisper in my ear, "Why don't you join me and find out?"
 

I rolled my eyes. "I'll think about it."
 

"You'll think about it?" He raised his eyebrows jokingly.
 

"Yeah. Call me sometime, and that might help speed along the process." I took a sharpie from the kitchen drawer and wrote my number on his hand. He stared at me for a long while before I raised my eyebrow at him. "What?"
 

"That's kind of hot. I always wanted a girl to do that." His gaze was light, and a crooked smile played on his lips.
 

I laughed, "I'm glad I could help with that fantasy." I moved a little closer to him and tugged on his shirt. "Maybe… you could help me with some of mine?" I asked quietly, feeling the heat between our bodies.
 

"Heidi!" Lauren ran in, "Oh… uh." She couldn't help but smile at us.
 

Ian sighed in disappointment, "What?" He asked grumpily.
 

"Someone else is puking."
 

I took his hand and traced my phone number, "Don't loose this." I stood on my toes and gave him a quick kiss.
 

"Trust me, I won't," I heard him mutter as I walked past him, ready to kick out some more idiots.
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 17
 

 
 

"And it's finally getting to be perfect weather, no more chill spells, nothing." Dylan took a breath. It had been a couple days since we talked, and he had been talking for ten minutes straight, filling me in on everything that had been going on to his life, including the mundane topic of the weather.
 

"Ugh. It's so hot out here. Finals are in two weeks, then school is oh-ver. I am so ready for it to be done. I asked my mom about it, used my begging skills, and pulled out the whole 'I had to go through a traumatic experience this year' card, and she was eager to spend money, so I planted the seed into her head about a vacation. And you and Marcus are totally invited, and I'm sure I can get my mom to pay for tickets out here. I think we'll go to California. I miss the beach."
 

"Are you serious?" Dylan stuttered in disbelief. "I can't let her to that."
 

"Trust me, she wants to. Oh! I can't believe I almost forgot to tell you." I clenched my hands eagerly, trying not to make it sound like too big of a deal.
 

"What is it?" Dylan asked, absentmindedly.
 

"I met a guy."
 

His attention instantly snapped back. "What?"
 

"He's really hot. And he's a year older. He's staying instate, if it becomes anything more than a summer fling, but still." I exaggerated a little bit. We had only hung out a couple times. But whatever.
 

"Heidi! You can't!"
 

"What?" I frowned. "Why not?"
 

"You and Camdon belong together!"
 

"Obviously Camdon doesn't think so, he's dating Kelly."
 

"Yeah," Dylan groaned, "as his play thing. It's not serious at all. And he's still totally whipped over you. Marcus brings you up just to mess with him. You should see the look of pain on his face when he does, it's so depressing."
 

"I'm sick of having a broken heart, Dylan." I said softly.
 

He sighed, "Some things are worth hurting for."
 

*  *  *

"Hey there, sweetheart." Ian came and pulled me into a tight hug. "What are you doing tonight?"
 

As a second semester senior, I feel like Ian forgets what it feels like to be a second semester Junior. Between SAT's and finals, I was sick of staring at words and numbers. But I didn't want to be in high school any longer than I have too, so passing was kind of important to me.
 

"Studying for my math final tomorrow. What are you doing tonight?" I ignored the looks of Emma and Katie who were watching us closely a few lockers down, whispering excitedly. It seems my relationship with Ian was a little more public than I intended, and people tended to over exaggerate it. Ian wasn't one to squash any rumors though; he loved the attention.
 

"Waiting for you to finish studying. Afterwards, do you want to grab a bite to eat?" I agreed, only so that I wouldn't have to talk to him any longer than I would have too. Ian was a little annoying. He was pretty good looking, but was an overall snob. He talked to impress, and always had an air about him that others found intimidating but I found ridiculous. Whenever we went out, all Ian tried to do was make everyone around him feel inferior to himself. Half the reason he was with me was because when we went out, people recognized me from being on the news. I couldn't wait to drop him, but it helped, being in a relationship. My parents and friends seemed to think I was back to my old self, I was accepted back into the school more easily, and I was hoping it was bothering Camdon.
 

I could have made up the whole relationship to Dylan, but I couldn't lie to him. And being with Ian was easy enough, all I had to do was kiss him a little, and just respond when he spoke, he talked the whole time we hung out anyways. If conversation ever died, I just asked him about himself, and it was back for another couple hours. It didn't distract me from thinking of Camdon, and I felt lonelier than ever. Even with all these people back in my life, no one really noticed or knew me anymore. It just wasn't the same, and I couldn't help but think that this loneliness would only get worse.
 

After a solid two hours of studying, I peered at my phone and grumbled to myself, watching it vibrate against my desk. I picked it up and answered, "Hello?"
 

"Hey baby," I heard Ian's cocky grin come through the phone.
 

I refrained from rolling my eyes, even though he couldn't see, "What's up?"
 

"You still up for dinner tonight?" He asked.
 

"Sure." An awkward silence ensued, where I waited for him to say something interesting or intelligent, but of course, nothing came. "What time?" I offered a bit to keep the conversation going.
 

"Uh… I'll pick you up in a half hour?"
 

"Okay." I began looking over more of my notes, thinking about how to convince my mom to let to boys come with me to California.
 

"Sweet." He chuckled, "Make sure you wear something that makes you look good."
 

I pulled the phone away from my ear and looked at in disbelief. "Right." I told him, before hanging up. A year ago, Ian would have been completely perfect. I would have loved to have an older boyfriend. That guy that was tall and muscular, good looking, and relatively easy to hang around. But now, to me he was just agitating. Wear something that makes me look good? What does that even mean? I suppose, he's kind of funny, except he's only funny when he's making fun of someone else. It's totally unnecessary, and his shallowness was getting on my nerves. He was one of those people I only wanted to see in small doses.
 

Ian came up to my door and knocked on it, like a gentleman, but in vain, because my mom was out looking for new cabinets for our kitchen and my dad was at work. I opened the door and forced a wide smile on my face, looping my arm in his, to go off to dinner. I wore I simple short jean skirt and tank top, showing off my arms and legs. I was comfortable, it was best to wear less clothing, it had begun to be too hot out.
 

We sat across from each other in a cute diner, frequented by many people of our school, and Ian talked about going to college the whole time. All I ever thought about whenever Ian talked is how Camdon would never say that, Camdon would never act like that, or do that, or be that way. Camdon and I had conversations, you know, those lovely things involving two people. Ian was basically talking to himself. I just nodded my head and laughed sometimes, said 'totally' or 'yeah', and we were good. It was hard though, Ian didn't seem to distract me from thoughts about Camdon, he only seemed to make them worse.
 

When the night ended he pulled into the empty drive way of my house, and leaned over and gave me a kiss. Kissing Ian was almost difficult. I normally just let my body take over when I kissed, but I had to consciously think about what to do, because everything about it seemed so wrong. Those weren't the lips I should be kissing, those aren't the eyes I should see, or the hair I should feel. I often wondered how Camdon found it so easy to kiss Kelly. Those were the things I thought about, while Ian assaulted me with his tongue.
 

After several minutes, I pushed him away, "I better go." I gave him another quick kiss and slide out of the car, walking back to my house, my mood now somber.
 

*  *  *

I pulled out my phone and checked the time once again, and tapped my foot impatiently. "Moooooom!" I yelled up the stairs. "My flight leaves in an hour, and my cab is here. I'm leaving!"
 

"Okay honey!" She called back; "Have fun!"
 

I dragged my rolling suitcase out of my house as the cab pulled up the driveway. I threw my suitcase into the trunk, and told the cab driver where I wanted to go, and before I knew it we were on our way.
 

School couldn't have ended fast enough, and I was going to Mission Beach for a week to stay in a condo my parents had rented. Originally, it was going to be a family trip, but my dad got caught up in a huge deal and my mom wanted to stay back a few days to finish the plans for remodeling the downstairs. So she was going to fly up Thursday, while Dylan and Marcus were coming up for Friday and Saturday. Sucks for them, they still have a month of school.
 

I was more than excited to see my best friends, and even more excited to get away from pesky Ian, and my giggly school friends who did nothing but tan all day. I just wanted a couple of days to mope by myself, I haven't been able to in a while, finals kept me too busy. I wanted to drink all the alcohol in the condo, and imagine Camdon's lips on mine, without being bothered about pretending to be happy.
 

So San Diego, with its gorgeous sunshine and dirty streets, was calling my name. It would be my safe haven for a whole week. And I had four whole days to myself, to do whatever I pleased.
 

The condo was gorgeous-small, but gorgeous. It was a five minute walk from the board walk, and had three rooms, a kitchen, and a living room. There was Smirnoff, Captain Morgan, and Jack Daniels as well, until Marcus and Dylan came here, these would be my new roommates. I smiled appreciatively as I walked through the door, I could see myself having a very, very nice vacation.
 

My phone started ringing, and I pulled it out and sighed as I saw the caller id. "What?" I asked annoyingly into the phone.
 

"Hey baby." Ian's voice cooed.
 

I rolled my eyes, "Please don't hey baby me. I told you we ended. Officially. As in, now I don't want to hear from you."
 

Ian had given me the perfect opportunity to break up with him. He cheated on me, with some girl he met at his ASU orientation. I didn't really care, but it was a credible enough excuse to break up, and it gave my friends more drama to dwell on.
 

He sighed, "Can't we still hang out? We can still be friends…" I could almost here the "with benefits" at the end of his sentence.
 

"No." I said curtly. "I don't really want to talk to you. You're kind of annoying." I snapped my phone shut and turned it on silent. No more pesky messages from that boy.
 

I grabbed myself a coke and some jack, making myself a mixed drink and taking delectable sips before slipping into a swim suit and pulling on some shorts. Stepping out of the apartment I closed the door gently, and began walking towards the beach.
 

The beach has always held my heart. It's so beautiful, and the sound of the waves are so peaceful at night, and walking down the crowded area at dusk was pleasantly refreshing. It was relaxing, not having to do anything or keep up any appearances.
 

I walked barefoot, my toes spreading out in the cool sand. I started humming to myself and walked mindlessly across the beach, until my moment was interrupted by being hit in the head with a frisby.
 

This is one of the only faults I have with the beach. On perfectly nice days it's so crowded, with people rollerblading and skateboarding on the boardwalk, while others have pick up volleyball and soccer games in the sand. Balls are everywhere, frisbies are everywhere, and its embarrassing, getting hit in the face by one. And it hurts.
 

"Ow." I said, rubbing my head and pouting. I was careful not to spill my drink, or get sand in it. I took a sip, to make sure it wasn't so full that it would spill over the edge when I bent down to pick up the frisby.
 

"Sorry!" I deep voice shouted from afar. I couldn't help but glare at the five figures running my way. They interrupted my moment of peace: I couldn't help but be bitter.
 

They were all in their late twenties or early thirties, and all relatively attractive. Three boys and two girls. One girl was beautiful, curvy and cute in her small bikini, the other was rail thin, but stood a little too pompously for me. The guys had nice bodies, and I tried not to stare as I could feel the alcohol starting to set in. I forgot how good looking people in California where, or maybe it was just because they were barely wearing clothes.
 

So I was getting a little tipsy. Sue me.
 

"Here, I'll take that," One of the guys came up to me and took the frisby, he was decent looking, I noted, but nothing to special. "Yo! Tom! Maybe you should learn how to throw next time."
 

I didn't open my mouth, just stared curiously at the Tom figure. The one who was speaking turned to me again and smiled. "So what's a pretty little thing like you doing out and about?"
 

I raised an eyebrow at him, trying to get him to stop staring at my chest. "Just out on a walk," I answered lightly, continuing to stare at the Tom character. He was average height, maybe six foot, muscular, with blonde hair trimmed short.
 

"Like what you see?" He opened up his arms, making the whole group laugh.
 

"You look really familiar…" I squinted at him, trying to place where I recognized him from.
 

"What's in your drink there little darlin'?" The third one asked, taking a whiff. "Damnnnnn girlie. Someone's been boozing tonight."
 

"How old are you?" Tom asked, laughing.
 

I just shrugged at them, "Go back to playing frisbey," I turned and walked away, back to the condo, ignoring their calls and whistles.
 

That night I had strange dreams of Camdon, with his arms out wide, saying "Don't you miss me?" In the same voice that Tom had joked with his friends. I restlessly turned back and forth.
 

That morning I went running on the beach, enjoying the quiet serenity of the early morning, and after I began exploring shops. By ten my stomach began to interrupt my beach dress fetish, and I switched to looking for good restaurants. Did I want the greasy, amazing hamburgers and french-fries off the boardwalk? Or did I want one of those cute little diner places off the side of the road?
 

I passed by a fancy looking place, right on the beach, with its deck open, and people in dress attire dining and chatting with one another. I stopped, and looked ahead as I saw Tom leaving the restaurant. I watched him walk towards me, in khaki pants and a nice oxford shirt, with his sleeves rolled up. He was holding a business folder in one hand, and talking on the phone with the other, and flashed a smile that revealed a dimple. His face was boyish, looking misplaced with such a professionally dressed body, he laughed on the phone, saying something I couldn't quite here. As he passed by my still form, without even noticing me, I heard him say, "Yeah, I'll be at the bonfire, tonight right? At six? Cool, cool. Yeah, right where were tomorrow. Alright, I'll see you later."
 

I froze, maybe it was out of boredom, although I hadn't even been in San Diego for more than a day, but his words haunted me. It was all I could think about, I obsessed over why I was obsessing with this guy. His voice was slightly familiar, his smile too. At first, I thought he may have worked with my father at some point. He was obviously a well to do business guy; that sounded like the type that started out with my dad. But it didn't quite fit. He was practically still a frat boy. I was too intrigued not to make my way down at the beach around six fifteen. It was still light out, the sun shinning pink in the sky. I made my way over towards a group of guys, before stopping and watching Tom walk my way. He was obviously not a very observant guy, because this was the second time today I had gone unnoticed. I wasn't even thinking, in fact, I must have been possessed, because one minute I was watching him walk passed me, and the next, I had stepped in front of him, blocking his way. He knocked me down of course, not quite ready for me to suddenly be in his way.
 

"Are you okay? Sorry, I didn't see you there." He bent down to help me up, and when I looked up at his face I almost fainted.
 

My sharp intake of breath had startled him much more than his presence surprised me. Those eyes. Those beautiful blue eyes. I'd know those eyes anywhere. "How old are you?" I blurted out, my voice demanding.
 

"Uh…" He chuckled, a little taken aback, "33, I turn 34 next month." He gave me a strange look.
 

His eyes were captivating, like Camdon's, but different. Camdon's were inquisitive, and searching, full of kindness. I never understood how his eyes could hold so much emotion to me. Tom's were different. They were pretty, but suspicious, and you could tell by his body position he was a little aggravated.
 

"Look, I'm sorry I ran into you, but I really have to go," He stood up to walk away but I sprang up and grabbed his arm.
 

I honestly don't know what had come over me, but my whole body was fired at up as I stared at the man in front of me. "Do you have any idea who I am?" I asked him, in a very demanding tone.
 

"What?" He stared at me. "No... Why, should I?"
 

"Yes." I said, my voice filled with malice. "You should know exactly who I am." I wasn't exactly sure where I was going with this, but I couldn't let this man walk away. I was furious, this man tortured the love of my life, left Jill empty with a son to raise. "But you don't, because you're a selfish prick who doesn't know the first thing about anything."
 

"I think you have me confused with someone else."
 

"No I don't, you're the bastard that walked out on his kid, and left Jill to raise him all on her own." My words were like ice through his veins. At the mention of Jill his body went completely rigid and he clenched his jaw, as if waiting would make this moment go away.
 

"What?" He hissed. "Who are you?"
 

"You have the same colored eyes as him you know. Your son." I folded my arms across my chest, shaking my head. "I knew you looked familiar."
 

"You're crazy." His voice was not convincing, and he started to walk away. "I've never met you before."
 

"So you didn't grow up in Franklin, Iowa? You didn't bolt out on your girlfriend, leaving her there to give up all of her dreams, just so you could chase your own? Did you ever think of calling? Huh?" I practically yelled. A part of me realized that if I was wrong, I would be locked away in a psych ward because of my crazy behavior, but I knew the color of Camdon's eyes better than I knew my own. I had been dreaming of them every night since I left.
 

Tom angrily stalked towards me and started yelling in my face, "You don't have any idea what you're talking about. You don't know anything about why I did what I did."
 

"I don't need to know. In fact, I don't want too. Because there is no justifiable reason to leave a child without a father."
 

"I was seventeen! How was I supposed to be a father to him?" His face was heated and flushed, and I stared at him in disbelief.
 

"He would have loved you either way, you idiot."
 

His face contorted into several different emotions I couldn't read before his shoulders slumped. "It was a boy?" His voice cracked.
 

I stayed silent, before my anger slightly subsided and reality started to sink in. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe Jill wanted to keep him in the dark after he left. I didn't know too much about the history there.
 

"What's his name?" He asked again, pitifully.
 

I still didn't respond, I was suddenly very aware that this was an extremely personal situation between people. Camdon would kill me if he saw me doing this. I stared at the man and assessed him one more time. I always thought it was the color of Camdon's eyes that had me so transfixed, but maybe it was just Camdon himself. As I stared into Tom's eyes, I admired them, sure, their color was so different, but it wasn't nearly as captivating as I found Camdon's. He was tan, and healthy. He obviously had a nice life here, living out and acting so youthful. Jill's life in comparison was so different. She acted middle-aged, never had a chance to have these experiences. This was a mistake. I didn't want him trying to contact them; that would only disrupt the serenity their little family unit now had.
 

"I'm sorry to bother you-" I got out slowly, walking backwards, back to the Condo, "You're right, I don't know anything about this, it isn't my business." I turned and began hurrying down the boardwalk.
 

"Wait! Don't leave!" He came after me and I started to run back to the condo, not wanting to deal with this any longer. Tom followed me all the way back to the condo, and I refused to answer any of his questions. I got to the front door and hesitated, deciding to pass it, not wanting him to know where I live, but it was too late, he had caught on. "This is where you're staying?" He gestured towards my door.
 

"No." I said curtly. I knew he was harmless, I didn't feel threatened by him at all, but that didn't mean I wanted him to know where I lived.
 

"Please." He begged, for the hundredth time. "I just want to find out about my son, and about Jill."
 

"No!" I shouted at him, "You screwed up! You left! You chose not to find out about him. I'm sorry I did this to you, you just surprised me." I looked at him guiltily, "I should have controlled my temper better. It wasn't my place…"
 

He gave me the stare of a man filled with pain; torturous, horrible pain. After several moments of silence, he finally turned and left, walking back towards the beach, his head down, as if in mourning.
 

 
 






Chapter 18
 

 
 

I went back into the condo and restlessly moved around, until I broke and called Anna.
 

"Heidi! How's San Diego? I miss you already." Anna's sweet voice was at one end, and I heard a distinct male murmur on the other line.
 

"Is that dear Patrick?" I asked teasingly, my moment of distress slightly forgotten, "Damn Anna! Get it girl!" I laughed at the thought of her hushing the man beside her.
 

I could practically see her blush; there was a rustling movement, then I could no longer hear the detectives voice. "Don't be silly," She said to me, "What's up?"
 

"I did something bad," I blurted out, nervously picking at my nail polish. Guilt over confronting Camdon's father beginning to eat at me.
 

Anna was silent for several moments "Like…"
 

"Like, found Camdon's dad in San Diego on accident and bitched him out on the beach."
 

"Heidi you didn't!" She gasped.
 

"I know! I was caught off guard! You know how Camdon looks like Jill? Yeah well, I kind of changed my mind. He looks like him. He's like, exact same height, build, eyes… and his name! I remember you telling me his name, that one time, when those people in your office were gossiping."
 

"You shouldn't have done that!" She sighed, "His dad? Really? How does that even happen?"
 

"I know! I feel like the universe just shrunk a little bit." I banged my head lightly on the wall in front of me repeatedly, as if it would make the whole situation go away. "That's not even the worse part," I groaned, "I realized what I was getting into a little too late, and stopped talking, but now he's obsessed. He wants to know all about Camdon, but I don't know if Jill or Camdon wants him to know…" I looked up to the ceiling, "Ughh, Anna, what do I do?"
 

"You can't deny that man information about his family... He obviously cares now, and regrets his decision. He has to be miserable, imagine how shocked he was. Its up to Camdon if he wants to forgive him, but his father has a right to know." Anna sighed, "He has a son, he should at least have a chance to know who he his."
 

"Does it have to come from me?" I asked meekly.
 

"You're the one that started this, you have to finish it." Anna always knew what to say. Even if I didn't want to hear it, I knew she had a point. No one should be able to deny someone access to their child, if they wanted it.
 

I sighed, knowing Anna was right, and for the next two hours I waited anxiously, because I knew there was no way he would be able to stay away. I eventually heard a knock on the door. I got up and yanked it open.
 

"Before you say anything, can I just say, I will do anything, and I mean anything, if you just tell me about my son." Tom stood before me, his eyes red and face drawn; he looked like the last couple hours were complete hell.
 

"You look like shit." I told him.
 

"I feel like shit." He responded.
 

"Good." I opened the door a little bit wider and let him in. "The only reason I am doing this is because I fucked up, and started all of this."
 

He didn't say anything, I assume because he didn't want to push his luck. "I'm not going to tell you anything super personal." I told him.
 

He gave me a torturous look, "Anything you tell me about him will be personal. He's my son. And I don't know anything about him." He paused, "I literally think about them ever day. I ache to know what they are like now, to know what it would be like to have a family, I wish I would have brought them out here with me."
 

Curiosity started to stir in me, and I was interested as to why someone who claimed to have wanted to know his kid so badly, never tried to get a hold of him before. "I'll answer one of your questions, if you answer a question of mine."
 

"Okay." The look of happiness that washed over his face was clear. His whole body lit up, and when he smiled, my heart hurt a little, it reminded me so much of Camdon. "Can I go first?" He asked, after my confirmation, he spoke, "What's his name?"
 

"Camdon. Camdon Holland."
 

"Camdon," He smiled, "Good name, I bet he's a looker huh?"
 

I just raised my eyebrows at him, "He looks a lot like Jill, but he has your eyes."
 

"Jill, she still as beautiful and brainy as ever?" Tom chuckled to himself, a far away look in his eyes, lost in his own memories.
 

"Course. She knows everything. Anyway: my turn. What do you do now?"
 

"Do? Like, as in work?" I nodded, "I'm a lawyer for a company based out of San Diego. That's why I live here."
 

"You went to law school?" I frowned.
 

"I played football at UCSB, got my undergrad there, and went to UCLA for law school. I've been working ever since." He hesitantly sat down on a chair. "Who are you? Are you from Franklin?"
 

I slumped into a chair myself. "It's a horribly long story. But I'm not from Franklin. I lived there for a little while. Camdon and I sort of… dated. I guess." He raised his eyebrows at me and I shrugged. "I really love him, a lot." I blushed, "It's hard to explain, he feels like I lied to him, so he's not talking to me right now. And, after all this, he'll probably never talk to me again."
 

"Why?"
 

"Because he hates your guts." I told him bluntly, and the man visibly flinched. "You walked out on him. You didn't want him. You never bothered to contact them, at all. And in Camdon's eyes, you ruined Jill's life. You know how smart she is, who knows what she can accomplish in life."
 

Tom put his head in his hands and shook his head, "I regret that everyday." He started shaking and I realized he was crying. I was a little freaked, because he was still a grown guy and everything, so I just watched him. "Jill was so great, she was the whole reason I could even get into UCSB, they weren't going to let me in because of my test scores." He stared at the ground for a couple moments, swallowing back tears and I'm sure a lifetime of guilt, before wiping his face. "I did ruin her life."
 

"Now hold on." I got really defensive, staring at the man in front of me. "You didn't ruin her life." He looked up at me curiously, "You screwed her over, for sure, but Jill has a great life. She has the sweetest husband I have ever met, who adores her. She has two great children; and I mean amazing kids. She has a good job that lets her spend time with them, and allows her to read the thousands of books that take up her whole house. That whole town loves her; she's surrounded by people who care about her." I shook my head, seeing that even though he was broken, he was arrogant. "And look at you. You're alone. You have obnoxious friends, you missed out on knowing and raising one of the greatest people I know, you work at a boring job; the only good thing about your life is you live in California."
 

"You are alone." I said again, with finality. He started crying again, a little harder this time, and I felt a little bad but not really.
 

"I had a girlfriend for three years." He sniffled, after finally stopping to cry. "She wanted to get married, but all I could think about is Jill." He gulped, and turned his pretty blue eyes onto me, "She has a husband?" He asked, the sadness not hidden from his voice.
 

"Yeah. He's amazing. They give me hope for marriage, I swear."
 

"Is he as good looking as me?" He asked.
 

"What? Are you serious?" I was a little agitated, "You are such a little-"
 

He started laughing and put his hands out, "I was joking. Can you tell me about Camdon. Does he play any sports? Theatre? I'm assuming he's quite the charmer if he can get a girl like you to go soft." He grinned.
 

I pulled my knees to my chest. I thought about how Camdon told me that people in his town were always waiting for him to screw up, to blame it on growing up without a father, how they always gossiped and speculated about him. "I don't think Camdon would like me sitting here and gossiping about him."
 

"Please. Just tell me anything."
 

"Okay…" I thought for along time on what to say, something that Camdon wouldn't be mad about me telling. "He's the president of the student body, as a junior. Which never, ever happens. I don't know if you remember, but only seniors get to run for executive board, because they monitor all the other class officers. But because he's Camdon," I rolled my eyes and shook my head smiling, "They let him run, and he won of course." I laughed, remembering the day before I had to leave, "He was having a hard time figuring out what to do for prom, because he had never been before, and he has to plan it."
 

"People like him that much?" Tom's face was delighted; his smile was wide and bright.
 

"Yeah. It's annoying actually. Everyone loves him," I laughed to myself, "I don't like to share. But, he's the most genuine person I know. Honestly, I don't know how he got to be so nice. And I mean, he's sweet to everybody, no matter who they are or how they act. I've almost never seen him angry…" My lip started trembling slightly and held my self a little tighter, hoping I would stop thinking about that night. I left, and he didn't stop me, he wanted me to go…
 

"He doesn't play football?" Tom asked, a little disappointed.
 

"No." I said sternly. "He doesn't like to be associated with you at all, I think that's why he's so nice." I wish I could have taken back the last couple of words but it was too late, I was already crushing this man's heart into bits. "He plays lacrosse, and does baseball sometimes, and I think he does track, I can't remember. He didn't do baseball this year because student council kept him too busy."
 

"Is he smart?" Tom was hanging on to my every word.
 

"Yeah, he's pretty smart. Not Jill smart, but he does his homework and stuff." I was starting to get a little bit uncomfortable, questioning whether or not I should stop talking. I don't think Camdon would like me sitting here and telling Tom all of this. He would either want to do it himself, or not tell him anything at all.
 

"What about colleges?" Tom looked at me eagerly, his vibrant blue lighting up. "Maybe he could come out here, and I could get to know him."
 

"I don't know," I spoke softly, "We never got to talk about it."
 

He just sat there, as if he was absorbing all that I had told him. "Thank you so much. I have so many questions… What about Jill's family? You said she had two kids?"
 

"Camdon and Ella." Talking about their family was not part of the deal. Camdon was very protective about Ella. That I would not do.
 

"How old is she?" Seeing that I remained silent when he asked, he brought it up again, "Do you think I could go see them?"
 

I froze. "I- I- don't know." Camdon was going to kill me. He resented his father way too much. I don't know how he's not dying of curiosity though. I would want to know my father. Maybe it's the part of me that wants to be a long-lost princess or something, but I would at least want to know who they were.
 

I asked him about it once, to which he replied, "Why would I want to know somebody, who didn't want to know me?"
 

Oh if only he knew. "What changed?" I asked him, "Why are you now interested in Camdon, or haven't contacted them before."
 

"I have. I called her old house phone, but they moved out my sophomore year, which was when I realized what a mistake I made. And after that, I was never brave enough to just show up there and look for them." He looked up at me hopefully, "But maybe I will be now."
 

"Oh no no no no," I put my hand out, "Look, you could have looked for them, gotten their number somehow, you just didn't try hard enough. Don't try to play this off as one big misunderstanding. Because it's not. And they're living a good life. They won't necessarily want you to just show up and say 'Hey! I'm ready to be a dad now!'"
 

"But I need this." He pleaded.
 

"Isn't that what got you in this situation in the first place? You're only thinking about what you want, what YOU need. I can't speak for Camdon's family, but I don't exactly think that this is a good idea."
 

"Just give me their phone number, or address, or something." He begged again.
 

"No! That is not up to me-"
 

"I won't tell them where I got it, I swear I won't, I'll say I got it from a private investigator or something."
 

"I'm not going to lie to Camdon! I'm done doing that." I put my head in my hands, what a mess. "If you really think you should do this, you're doing it on your own. You show up to Franklin. Ask around about them, or contact one of your old highschool friends or something. But I can't be apart of this. I'm not going to help you turn that families life around."
 

"You already did," Tom looked at me, shrugging, "What's done is done."
 

I felt the blood drain from my face. I wasn't sure how Camdon would take this. As betrayal? Would he ever even call me again? Not to mention the distance between us. I felt an ache in my heart as it broke again. I wonder if I'll even be able to feel after this whole thing.
 

"I think I need some time to myself." I spoke quietly, already regretting the whole day.
 

Tom just stared at me for a little while before nodding. "Can I come back tomorrow? I'll take you to lunch or something. As a thank you,"
 

I shrugged, "Sure."
 

"I never got your name by the way."
 

"Heidi." I mumbled curling up on the couch, waiting for him to leave so I could drift off to a sleep, where hopefully my heart would stop hurting so badly, and maybe the guilt would be gone when I would wake.
 

"Well thank you Heidi. You did a lot for me, and if my son can't see what a true person you are, then maybe I should have stayed around to knock some sense into him."
 

I smiled to myself, but didn't respond, curling up into ball and sinking into a deep sleep.
 

*  *  *

Tom and I walked into a nice restaurant and the hostess lead us to the best seat in the place, perfect view of the beach, outside, but not too close to the boardwalk.
 

The pretty hostess smiled deviously at Tom, "It's good to see you again Tom," She set down our menu's suggestively, something I didn't even know was possible, and sauntered away from us, looking back at the good looking guy sitting across from me.
 

I raised an eyebrow at him, he looked at me, "What?"
 

I smirked but didn't answer, looking at a menu. I immediately found the most expensive thing on it, and decided to order that, a smoothie, and a sprite. I was going all out.
 

"So, Where are your parents? Where are you from again?" Tom looked a little bit like a frat boy, an older one that was still in his law school days filled with keggers and whatever it is they do. He currently was at ease, and he was radiating joyfulness. It was gross. He was so happy, he was obsessing over what to do and say, he had officially made up his mind that he was going to see his son.
 

"I'm from Phoenix." I watched as he captured the attention of a lot of the younger ladies in the room. "And my parents are busy."
 

He sighed. "Come on, there's no need to be so frosty towards me. I'm trying to make conversation, get to know the girl who's in love with my son."
 

My Son. He needed to stop referring to Camdon as his son. I don't know if Camdon would like it. Joe's a good guy; I don't think he would like it either. "My mom comes up in a couple days, and so do some of my friends. I get some time to myself, which is really nice, I've had a pretty hectic year."
 

Tom nodded knowingly, "Yeah, junior year is a tough one."
 

I didn't respond, and instead talked to the waitress who appeared in front of us. "Would you guys like some drinks?"
 

"Yes, I'll have a glass of wine, thanks." Tom smiled at the young woman, who flushed and continued to eye him suggestively.
 

"I'll have a mango smoothie, with whip cream, and a sprite please." I looked at the menu, "Oh! And an appetizer would be good, we'll have the brie cheese and apple biscotti."
 

The waitress scrambled to write everything I had to say down, and I flashed Tom a snide grin.
 

He shook his head and laughed, not saying anything, until the waitress came back to take our order and I asked for the lobster, and the scallops.
 

"You literally ordered the two most expensive things on this menu."
 

"You literally abandoned the love of my life."
 

Tom chuckled a little bit before realizing that I wasn't joking. "The love of your life? Really? You don't think you're being a bit dramatic?"
 

I glared at him over the apple and brie cheese biscotti I was eating. "Don't bite the hand that feeds you."
 

"I'm not trying to insult you." Tom took one and began eating it too. "I'm trying to explain that you're young. Really young. You have no idea who else you might meet, when you go to college, your whole world changes." He shrugged, "And, you're in high school in Arizona, he lives in Iowa, and even though you love him, I don't doubt that… but the love of your life?" Shaking his head, he said, "It's a bit unrealistic."
 

I thought for a couple moments about what he said. "I'm not going to say that I'll never meet anyone that I like as much as Camdon, but I have never met anyone who makes me such a better person. And I know that some people say it's just a phase, first love or whatever, but I don't think so. Camdon's someone whose going to be in my life forever, I can feel it." I stared at Tom, "I don't know if we'll still be together, but we'll always be drawn to each other, its weird." I shrugged.
 

"Okay, if that's what you really believe."
 

Tom continued to pester me. But he would take me out to really nice restaurants, for almost every meal, lunch, dinner, ice cream, whatever. I was probably gaining weight. But I knew it would be awkward, to explain to my mom why a thirty-something-year old man was taking me out to eat. It did come off as a little weird, but I got it. He thrived on anything and everything I said about Camdon or Jill, even Ella or Joe. I was really careful not to say anything, I never did give him more information after that night, but I would mention Jill teaching me about Dante, or Camdon during a lacrosse game, and it had an immediate affect on Tom.
 

He was nice to me, but I still felt a little bitter towards him, but I couldn't stop his plan of coming to Franklin, and I didn't want to tell Camdon he was, because Camdon never called, and I assumed he didn't want to talk. Dylan and Marcus were coming soon, and I was trying desperately for Tom to leave me alone.
 

Its not that I didn't like him, he was fine, I just didn't want him coming by. They weren't idiots; they could put two and two together, and I'm sure they would notice Tom's eyes. It was causing a lot of anxiety on my part. I told Tom that he wasn't allowed to be around Marcus and Dylan, because I didn't want them recognizing him, but he didn't think they would. I finally told him I would pretend like I had no idea who he was, and tell them he was a stalker or something, before he agreed to stay very, very, far away from the condo. After that was cleared up, my mom had called to let me know she wouldn't be there at all. The bamboo wood she imported was the wrong color. It was causing quite the disaster. So the morning Marcus and Dylan came in, I cleaned up the house and proudly set up the guest rooms for them, excited that we had the weekend to ourselves.
 

I took a taxi out to meet them at the airport, and walked down to the front gate, waiting impatiently.
 

The first person I saw was Marcus, and I couldn't help but break out into a big grin and run full speed at him, jumping into his open arms. He lifted me up and spun me around and hugged me tight. I sighed and relaxed into my friends hug, already feeling better.
 

"I missed you so much! Please tell me that you dumped that skank." He set me down and I smiled up at his tall form.
 

"Nope. Still going strong. Guess it just took a real man to tame the beast." He flexed his muscles and I just shoved him playfully. I was absolutely glowing; I had missed them so much.
 

"Hey, where's Dylan?" I asked curiously, trying to look over his shoulder, Marcus stepped in front of my view. I tried to move to the other side and he did it again.
 

"Heidi." Marcus said, his devilish grin on his face, I instantly stopped.
 

"What…?" I turned my head questioningly, squinting at him. "What did you do?"
 

"Nothing! Nothing. Chill out. I'm just asking you, if you would please, keep an open mind." He put out his hands hesitantly.
 

"What?" I asked again, I was not understanding him at all. "I don't get this. Can I just see Dylan please?" I stood on my tip toes to look over Marcus's shoulders but he was too damn tall. "Ugh, Marcus! Are you serious? Move." I laughed and had to do a little move to maneuver away from him and looked up to find Dylan and froze.
 

Camdon stood a couple feet away from me, watching me with weary, sad eyes.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 19
 

 
 

I was pretty sure the world stopped. My heart definitely did. I was so stunned I couldn't speak.

"Surprise," Marcus said meekly. I didn't look at him, I couldn't. I was vaguely aware of Dylan coming up next to me, but Marcus pulled him away. "We're going to get something to eat, we're starving."

Camdon stood in front of me, and it was like I hadn't seen him in years. He looked even better than the way I remembered him, if that was possible. My whole body was jerking, wanting to be near him, and I had to force myself to stay put. I imagined myself doing what I had dreamed of the past weeks, and run up and hug him, being able to feel his arms wrap around me, knowing that we were okay. I blinked, trying to bring myself back to reality. I wasn't sure how long we stood there, but it was past the awkward stage. Camdon, always being the one to smooth things over, cleared his throat, as if he was going to say something, but didn't.

A man hurriedly walked past me, knocking me to the side, simultaneously taking me out of my trance. My eyes quickly found Camdon again, unable to leave his form, and I took a couple steps forward, hesitantly at first, before we were only a couple inches from each other.

That was as brave as I seemed to get, that or I was just content at being so close to him again. I was so close, all I had to do was lift my arm, and I would be able to touch him. My body hummed simultaneously with electricity and serenity. For now, just being near him was enough. I saw him gulp as he hesitated at first, before reaching out and taking a strand of my hair into his hands, twirling it around his finger. He stared at it, mesmerized, before turning his gaze towards me.

"Your hair is different." He said quietly. "Its straight… and not blonde."

I smiled weakly. "Its my natural color." I had to look away from him, "My hair is normally straight."

"Did you change it because of the-the-" He couldn't seem to get the words out and I nodded, not wanting to bring anything up.

We stood there for a little while longer, and it was clear that he wasn't going to say anything else, and I was too flustered to do anything but marvel in our proximity to each other. I was used to him being hundreds of miles away, unreachable. And here he was. I wondered if Dylan and Marcus dragged him here, the thought made an overwhelming amount of sadness move through me. "We should probably get back to the condo-"

"Right." Camdon nodded, following me as I got Dylan and Marcus.

I thought the ride back to our place would be more awkward than anything I'd ever experienced, but it wasn't. We just talked about Clarissa the whole time, and I finally realized why Marcus was the one to come out and greet me. Dylan was practically seizing he was fidgeting so badly. It would have been too easy to spot that something was up; I don't even know how he kept this a secret from me. I would have to talk to them later. But as it was I could barely concentrate, with Camdon sitting in the seat in front of me. A part of me felt pathetic, I had a backbone, I knew I was stronger than this. I could survive a malicious drug lord, but when it came to a guy, I crumbled into some type of…girl. But I needed him more than I had ever needed any one. When I was with him I felt whole, he brought out a side in me I didn't know I had. He made me realized what I valued in life, what came to be important to me. I left my shallow life behind; he showed me a new one, with friends and family, even love. It was worse, being near him and not having things right. As if a temptation was in front of me, constantly making my mind think of how we could be, if things went back to normal. How happy we all could be. It was hard for me not to start crying over the fact that he wouldn't even look at me, or that I couldn't ask him how he was doing. I wanted to know how he had been, how Ella was, and Jill and Joe. Just thinking about it all sent me into a tizzy. By the time we got back to the apartment, Dylan definitely noticed my state.

He gave me worried looks, before soothingly squeezing my hand. Dylan tugged on Marcus, being glaringly obvious, "Do you care if we check out the beach? I've never seen the ocean before."

I wasn't even focusing straight, but I appreciated what they were doing, "Don't get lost," I told them absentmindedly, I wasn't fully paying attention to anything but the person that held my heart, standing right in front of me, I only had eyes for Camdon.

Camdon sighed heavily as he watched them walk away; it was apparently obvious that they were trying to get us to work things out. I stepped into the condo, Camdon right behind me. I shut the door and turned to face him before bursting into tears.

He seemed a little surprised, but I didn't care, I wrapped my arms around him and pulled myself to him tight. I officially lost all control of myself. The last couple weeks had been a hard one, emotionally, and I really had needed him. Being able to feel him only made it worse, I couldn't stop the tears from coming. "Please stop being mad." I sobbed into his shoulder, "Please."

He tried to gently pull me away from him, which only broke my heart more. I stepped away, "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have done that." I instantly felt embarrassed, and I tried to breathe to make myself calm down. "You don't have to be here if you don't want-" I couldn't bring myself to say anything else. After a couple moments I, humiliated that I had just sobbed on his shoulder, asked in a small voice, "Will you say something?"

Camdon's eyes stared at me, and I knew I must have looked pathetic, but honestly, I couldn't have our situation be like this. "You can be with Kelly," I began, attempting to smooth things over, anything was better than this silence, "I won't bother you about it, I just want to be able to talk to you again…I miss you." My lip started trembling, but I bit it, hard, waiting for an answer.

"I feel like the biggest jackass in the world." I had to blink a couple times to comprehend that he was speaking to me.

"What?"

He went over to me, and ran a hand through my hair again, staring at it curiously. "It looks so different." I remained still and silent. "I saw your testimony on T.V. I must have watched it a hundred times." He laughed darkly to himself. "I read every article, every report about that whole case." And finally, what I had been waiting for the whole time we had been apart, was those beautiful, beautiful eyes, staring into mine. The way he looked at me, really looked at me. "I'm so sorry you had to go through that. I have no idea what that must have been like."

I started crying again. I honestly can't remember anyone actually saying that. Saying it to me so truly, like they actually cared, and wasn't just interested in some nitty gritty detail I could tell them. He pulled me with him as he sat down on the big chair we had in the front room. I curled up into his lap and closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. I ran my hand through his hair, which had gotten longer. I gripped it and let it go, letting my fingers trail down his face lightly. He just watched me, as if I was the only thing he ever wanted to see.

I never wanted to move, his arms wrapped around me, I fit perfectly, I felt perfect. But our faces were so close, I missed him so much, and I saw the way his eyes kept drifting to my lips. It was like I was transfixed, in some type of trance, I took both of my hands and roughly ran them through his hair, he closed his eyes and sighed. I let them fall from his head down his neck to his chest, and ran my fingers along his shoulders, down and up his arm, back to his face again, to lightly run my fingers along his lips.

"Heidi," He breathed, his eyes still closed, seemingly in a haze.

I was wide-awake though, and I immediately slid off of him and was on the other side of the room. Camdon's eyes fluttered open. "What's wrong?" He sounded concerned, "Did I do something?" Then something dawned on his face.

"Oh." He mumbled.

"What?" I asked meekly, I was hugging myself, still frazzled and upset, not quite sure what to make of our situation.

"Your with that Ian kid right?" I heard a distinct anger in his voice that made part of me really happy.

"What?" I practically laughed.

"That guy, Ian, Marcus showed me on Facebook. He looks… older."

"No." I rolled my eyes at the "fond" memories I had of Ian, "We're not together anymore. He cheated on me."

"What?" Camdon stood up from the chair, his face getting a little red. "Are you kidding me? Tell me you kicked this guy in the balls, Heidi," He looked totally distraught, he opened his mouth to speak, but ended up letting out a huff of anger, he was so mad he couldn't get anything out.

"Its okay-" I began, but was interrupted by a raging Camdon.

"It is not okay!" He practically yelled. "Cheating on you is definitely not okay!"

"I didn't like him anyway. Like, at all. I just did it to get back at you for hooking up with Kelly."

"You-, you-," He was clearly flustered as he comprehended my words," You WHAT?" He glared at me. "Oh Jesus, that asshole actually kissed you," His voice was revolted, protective, "I think I'm going to be sick." He propped himself up against the wall, facing away from me.

I had never seen him like this, never seen him get mad like this, except when I told him I had to leave. This was different though; he was just pissed off. And Camdon never got mad at people. "Hey! I would never have done it if you didn't start hooking up with Kelly. Do you know how shitty that made me feel?" I stood by his side so he would have to look at me. "Do you?" I asked again, to let him know I was expecting an answer.

He shook his head slowly, his eyes growing sad. I hope he didn't think that just because I had been a blubbering mess, I was going to forget what he did, "It made me think I was interesting to you because I was someone new. That you were tired of me and moving on to another girl like you always do."

"It wasn't like that." He put his hands on either side of my face.

It felt so good that I didn't pull away. "Really? Then what was it like?"

"I just wanted to stop thinking about you." He whispered, "Because you hurt me so badly."

At this I did pull away, ready to argue, but he took my hand, "I know you didn't meant to. I know I shouldn't have gotten angry, but I couldn't help it. And I kissed her a couple times, but it never went further. I ended it… but Dylan and Marcus started telling me you were with that guy, and I figured I missed my chance."

I scoffed, "You'll always have a chance." I looked right into his eyes, "Forever. And that scares me."

"You mean that?" He asked. I started to nod my head in confirmation, but Camdon had already started kissing me.

He picked me up and pressed me against the wall. His kisses were all over, first my mouth, then my neck, my temple, my forehead. I was starting to get dizzy, and I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling us closer.

He kept sighing contently between our kisses, and clutched my thighs, gripping them tight. "I've missed you so much." He mumbled into my lips, "I'm sorry." Our kisses were more intense than anything I had experienced, our bodies slowly starting to move against each other.

"I'm glad you guys patched things up." My eyes snapped open and Camdon set me down on my feet like I was a hot potato.

I usually don't blush, but my face was as red as it would ever be. Marcus and Dylan stood in front of us, Dylan smiling in relief and Marcus laughing. "You left the door unlocked, nice going champ."

"Shut up," I mumbled, but I felt Camdon's hand grab mine, I looked up at him and he pulled me back for one more long kiss.

"Okay stop." Dylan said, "If I knew it was going to be like this, we would have never agreed to let Camdon come along."

"You asked to come?" I asked, surprised.

He nodded, burying his head into my neck, mumbling, "I was going to convince you to leave that bastard and come back to me." I grinned at his words.

"So, what do we do in dear old California?" Marcus stretched. "I'm ready to go out."

I dragged Camdon with me, as I showed them the guest rooms, glad my mom wasn't going to be coming. She would freak if she knew that there was three guys staying at the Condo.

"Uh… when does your mom come?" Dylan asked nervously.

"She's not. Good thing too." I squeezed Camdon's hand.

"How is she cool with you chilling with a couple guys?" Marcus wondered, checking out the rest of the place. "You're parents can't be that neglectful."

"I told her that you were gay, and said Dylan was a girl." I said, totally nonchalant, as an outburst of anger came from Dylan and Marcus, I ignored them, and went to bribe them with drinks.

Camdon chose not to have any, and I didn't either, but Dylan and Marcus took a couple shots and brought a mixed drink on the way. We all walked down to the beach together, splashing into the water, and I dragged them to beach shops, as corny as they were, they were kind of a right of passage. We also got Henna tattoos, and rode some rides at a local theme park.

When it was apparent that Dylan was a light weight, and Marcus finished off the rest of Dylan's drink and his own, Camdon and I were practically dragging them up the stairs of my Condo.

"Heidi. Your lucky you have me and Dylan as best friends." Marcus slurred, throwing his heavy arm across my shoulder. I bent a little from the weight of it, and laughed, "Yeah, I know." I shoved him on the bed, "Now go to sleep already."

Dylan was already out, Camdon was literally keeping him upright, we took him to the next room and set him down gently. I kissed Dylan's head, "Night Dylan," I whispered into the room shutting the door.

I shook my head, laughing lightly at my friends. I looked at Camdon, who was frowning, staring at Marcus's door.

"What?" I asked him.

Camdon shrugged. "You guys just seem pretty close that's all."

"Oh come on." I said.

"I'm only saying, you were really happy to see him at the airport, but when you saw me-"

I pressed my lips to his to make him stop talking. I kissed him roughly, pulling him to my room. Camdon closed the door with his foot, and then pushed us back on the bed. He settled himself on top of me, and gave me a wicked grin, his hands slowly slipped inside my jeans and a moan escaped from my mouth.

He smiled, and continued to unbutton my jeans, gradually pulling them off, kissing down my legs as the skin became exposed. I wasn't nearly as patient as he was, and ripped off his shirt and pulled off mine. He laughed before coming back to lean over me, and I wrapped my legs around him, moving them up and down his own leg as he kissed me. His breathing was getting heavier and heavier as I continued to move under him, and I gripped his shoulders tight as his body grinded into mine.

Out breathes hitched as he stopped kissing me, repeating his movements, keeping his eyes locked on mine. Our grinding became faster, his hips dug deeper, and I started breathing heavily, gripping his arms tightly.

"Mmmmm." I couldn't help the noises I made, and neither could he.

"Holy shit." He panted. "We need to stop."

I shook my head, wanting more, I met his movements this time, and I wanted so badly to take away all that was keeping us apart. I began pulling down his boxers but he put his hand over mine, bringing it behind his neck.

He pressed himself to me one last time, and put his mouth over mine to quiet our soft groans. "We can't do this here," He whispered, still panting.

"Yes we can," I moved my hand down his stomach and slipped it into his boxers, running my hand over him, "You can't be this hard and not-"

He groaned and started kissing me with so much force, I forgot where I was. He pressed his body even closer to mine and pulled my hand away again. "Seriously." Camdon pleaded. "I don't want us to end up in a situation…like my mom." He kissed my neck gently, not trying to untangle himself from me, but still making a safe distance. I stayed there wide-eyed, and I felt dread creep up through me. Camdon's presence was so distracting I practically forgot about Tom.

How could that slip my mind? How, the moment I saw him, did I not think to tell him I met his father the other day?

"You okay?" He asked worriedly. I traced circles on his back mindlessly, as he tried to roll off from on top of me, but I shook my head. "I just want to stay like this." Enjoy your company while I can.

"Okay." We stayed like that for a long time, him continuing to kissing me lightly, filling my heart while hurting it at the same time. My eyelids became heavy, and my breathing even, as he laid beside me, pulling me into his side. I curled up happily, "I missed you." He whispered in my ear.

"I love you." I whispered back, not even realizing what I was saying. I was sleepy, and sad, and it wasn't meant to slip out, but I didn't regret it, even when I felt him tense beside me.

"Really?" He asked.

I turned to look into the depth of his eyes. "Of course. Always."

He started kissing me again, and things were starting to get heated, my tiredness forgotten, and just as I was sure I would be able to make Camdon cave, my phone started going off. It startled us both and I turned to look at it, glaring. It was Anna.

I sighed, looking at Camdon. "That was probably a good thing." He smiled, offering something positive, even though all I could think of was how nicely things were ending up, and how as much as he claimed that the phone ringing was a good thing, his actions spoke otherwise, as he continued to connect his lips with my skin.

"Hi, Anna." I said quietly into the phone.

"That's Anna?" Camdon asked, surprise in his voice. "Is she really your aunt?" His question was mere curiosity, nothing resentful behind it. It made me happy, then scared as I thought of what was ahead for me to tell him, he obviously was not the best at handling new information.

"No," I kissed him softly, "She was assigned to protect me." I put the phone back up to my ear, "What's up?"

"Just making sure you got Dylan and Marcus okay," Her bubbly voice rang out.

"Yeah I did. They're doing well. They miss you." I told her. "You sound really happy. You and Patrick get it on?" Camdon snorted at my words, knowing all to well my intrusive attitude. His head was next to my stomach and was kissing it, sucking and biting at the skin.

My free hand was in his hair, clutching it, letting him know to keep going. "Heidi." Anna's voice was embarrassed.

"I saw you guys go to…" I suppressed a moan, and Camdon kissed down my stomach, "I mean, I saw you guys come to work together." I took my hand out of Camdon's hair and put it over my mouth, to cover my heavy breaths. He ran his tongue over the skin above my panty line and I had to pull the phone away so Anna wouldn't be able to hear me.

"What?" I asked, into the phone, holding my breath, so she wouldn't know I was panting.

"I was calling to let you know that our lawyers are in contact with Mickey, trying to make out a deal, so we can finally end this thing." I blinked a couple times, trying to concentrate on Anna's words, but it was hard, when all I could feel were Camdon's fingers, and tongue, pulling my underwear off.

"That's great." I said, my voice excited for an entirely different reason. Camdon laughed against my skin. He kissed the inside of my thigh, his mouth moving over the tender skin. He kissed from the middle of the inside of my thigh, up. Running his tongue along my edge. "Ohhh my god."

"What?" Anna asked.

"Nothing. I'm just super tired." I quickly spat out, "Can I call you tomorrow?" I asked. I barely waited for her answer before throwing the phone across the room. My hips unintentionally moved. Camdon looked up at me, smiling.

"I need you to be quiet, okay?" He asked me, I nodded, I was pretty sure I would agree to anything he would have to say at this point. I closed my eyes as I enjoyed the rest of our night.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 20
 

 
 

I woke up with Camdon's arms around me, and I snuggled a little bit closer to him. He grumbled in his sleep, adjusting his arm around me, and I couldn't help but smile wide.

This is how it should be between us. I should wake up like this every morning, and then panic and sneak out back into my room before any of our parents came in. I sighed sadly at the thought, knowing that would never happen, and wondering where we would go from now.

As if on cue, my phone vibrated violently against the floor, still where I threw it last night. I squirmed out of Camdon's arms and picked it up so it wouldn't wake him. It was a text from Tom.

Make sure you ask your friends how Camdon is doing! Thx-Tom

I almost passed out then and there, deleting it quickly, even though I knew Camdon was still fast asleep. I curled up beside him again, about to fall back asleep, when I heard someone stumble throughout the hall, and start wrenching loudly.

"Gross." I sighed. I gave Camdon a kiss, before getting up and slipping on a t-shirt and sweats. "You are nasty." I told Dylan, as I watched him hurl one more time into the bathroom sink. "The toilet is that way." I put up the seat for him and he just moved over to the floor, sitting besides it, waiting for the next wave to hit him. "Hold on, I'll be right back." I went and got a glass of water and some advil, and came back to sit beside him.

I rubbed his back as he threw up into the toilet one more time. "You finished?" I asked.

"I think so." He rinsed out his mouth and took a sip of the water. "How much did I drink?"

I giggled. "Um. Not much."

"No way." He glared at me.

"Yes way. Try like, five shots worth." I smiled

"That's not a lot?" He asked, frowning.

"Not really. Especially not for a guy who's probably six foot."

"Yeah but my legs are the size of that toothbrush." Dylan leaned against the wall. I laughed at him, giving him another advil. "How are things with Camdon?" He asked.

I sighed. "Better, for now."

"What does that mean?" Dylan raised an eyebrow at me.

I shook my head, "I just… have to talk to him about something and I'm totally dreading it. I don't know. Things are so great now, I don't want to ruin it. But I have to talk to him."

"About?"

I squirmed a little bit. "It's complicated… I'll tell you all about it after I tell him."

"You better." Dylan took a sip of his drink. "How's Arizona treating you?"

I shrugged. "It's alright. I really miss you guys. Nothing's the same as it was, not that I was expecting it to be, but still. And I can't wait to graduate already," I shook my head. "Actually, compared to being in Iowa and the way it was before, it sucks."

Dylan gave me a hug, "It sucks without you. Marcus is obsessed with Clarissa and I feel like the only one left not in her fan club." I shuddered and he laughed. "Let's just go to college together. We can make it one more year." His eyes lit up, "Hey! I bet you can spend the summer with us, just tell your mom I'm a girl still."

I laughed. "That could totally work! I would love that. Sounds like a deal to me."

We heard a laugh at the doorway and Dylan and I looked up to see Marcus smacking his knee. "You puked this morning?" He laughed. "Are you serious, man? Learn to hold your liquor!"

I threw a towel at him. "Shut up." I wrapped my arms around Dylan defensively. This only made Marcus make fun of him more, but Dylan was used to it, and stayed next to me, breathing deeply and trying not to throw up.

Marcus poked his head out of the bathroom and looked down the hallway. "Hey," He asked, coming back into the bathroom, his mouth in a full grin, "Did Camdon sleep with you last night?"

Dylan rolled his eyes and I gave Marcus a blank stare. "So?" My voice was defensive.

"Just wondering." He said, still smiling. He waited for a moment before bolting out the door towards my bedroom.

"Don't wake him up!" I hissed.

"Why? Pretty tired from last night's activities?" Marcus smirked, pausing at the entrance of the door.

"Please Marcus! Leave him alone, he's sleeping."

Marcus slowly backed up in to the room, picking up Camdon's shirts and shorts that were discarded on the floor, "Nice."

"I hate you." I told him. "Do not wake him up."

Marcus's eyes swept over the room, assessing the scene. "I'm not going to." He left the room as slowly as he crept in and disappeared into the kitchen.

"Where are you going?" I asked, "What are you going to do?" I was about to follow him when I heard Dylan start puking again. I sighed and went back to help my friend. A couple moments later I heard Camdon yell, "SHIT!" There was a loud thud, and then a, "What are you DOING?" He yelled again.

I rushed into the room and Marcus was rolling on the floor laughing, "Just giving him a cold shower Heidi, no need to stress out."

Camdon stood on the floor completely drenched in water. "Ohhhhh." I cooed, coming over to him. "I'm so sorry. I tried to stop him but Dylan was throwing up, and I thought he wasn't going to do anything-"

Camdon's face immediately relaxed once he saw me. "It's okay." He smiled. His arms were out to his sides, water dripping off of them. I stepped closer to him and hugged him, even though he was soaking wet and only in boxers.

He kissed the top of my head, and wrapped his arms around me. "I hated waking up without you next to me." He whispered in my ear.

"You guys are sick." Marcus said in disgust.

"Hey!" I told him. "You got my floor all wet!"

"The sun will dry it." He walked out of the room, moving back towards the bathroom.

I looked back up at Camdon, who was staring at me. "What?" I asked, smiling.

"Nothing." He said, bending down to kiss me. I sighed into his mouth, standing on my tippy toes to deepen our kiss. My tongue grazed his bottom lip and he opened his mouth, letting our tongues touch. He put me on the bed again, and I easily matched the pace of his kisses.

"Where did you go this morning?" He asked against my lips. His hands were holding onto my hips, before caressing the inside of my thigh.

"Um…" I struggled to find words again and Camdon kissed me harder, his hands moving faster. I didn't want Dylan or Marcus to walk in on us so I squirmed away. "You're so distracting." I couldn't help but blush.

He laughed. "I just missed you." He gave me a quick kiss. Oh what I wouldn't give to spend all day in bed with this kid.

"Mmhm. Sure." I smiled, pulling him out of bed with me. "Dylan's pretty sick. I think he might have started throwing up again."

"Is that where you went?" He asked,

"Yeah." I sighed. "I felt so bad for him."

Camdon slipped on some swimming trunks, but left his shirt off, grinning as he noticed me looking at him. I rolled my eyes and walked into the bathroom. "Are you done yet?" I teasingly asked Dylan, who was brushing his teeth.

"Are you?" He shot back, and I gave him a triumphant smile.

"Where's Marcus?" Camdon asked, "I think I'm going to go punch him in the face now." Dylan gestured towards the kitchen, "Thanks," He said, and bent down to kiss my cheek. I watched him go.

"He's so cute." I sighed.

"Stop." Dylan rolled his eyes. "You need more friends that are girls."

"I have friends that are girls. And they are annoying. And pretentious." I crossed my arms over my chest.

"When are you going to talk to him about that thing?"

I banged my head against the wall. "Today. It has to be today. If I don't tell him soon I never will."

"How mad do you think he will be?" Dylan asked.

I shook my head. "I don't know. I have no idea how he will react. It scares me." I looked at Dylan, "I don't think I can loose him again."

"Marcus and I can give you guys some more time, don't worry about it. We're happy just hanging out at the beach. We'll get to see you all summer." He nudged my shoulder.

"Thank you," I gushed. "I'm so, so nervous."

"What is it?" He asked, "I won't say anything to anybody, I swear."

"It was an accident, I didn't really realized what I was doing-" Dylan just watched me worriedly. "I," I looked at him, "I found Camdon's father." I said very quietly.

Dylan's mouth dropped open, "Where? How does that even happen?"

I shook my head, "I have no idea. It has to be the weirdest coincidence in the world. He lives here, and I ran into him… and just... I messed everything up. I was so mad at him. And now he wants to meet Camdon, and then, Camdon showed up here." I shook my head, "Oh no, no, no."

Dylan looked at me, "You need to tell him."

"I know!" I sighed, "I'm going to."

"Does his dad know he's here?" Dylan asked; I shook my head. Camdon reappeared in the hallway.

"Hey there," He wrapped his arms around me and rested his head on my shoulder, kissing my cheek. I looked at Dylan in desperation.

"Marcus told me he wanted to look for a present for Clarissa and I need to find some for my sisters." Dylan wiped his mouth with a towel. "I think we're gonna head out."

"Want us to come with?" Camdon turned and asked.

"Nah, you guys go to the beach or something." Dylan kept his cool, but quickly left the room.

Camdon shrugged, "Okay. That sounds good to me." Camdon turned and kissed me before I broke away.

"Camdon." I said his name. He must have picked up on the tone of my voice.

"What's up?" He frowned.

I watched over his shoulder as Dylan dragged Marcus out of the room. I took his hand and led him back to the chair we were in yesterday. I sat in his lap and leaned against him, tucking my head under the crook of his neck.

I could feel the tension in his muscles ease up, him thinking that we were just snuggling up together, but me knowing I was making sure he wouldn't be able to get away from me. I gently moved his face towards mine, so we were facing each other. He smiled sweetly, and I let him have the couple moments of bliss before I changed his world forever.

"I love you." He told me.

I could have started crying. Of course he would tell me that. "I love you too. I really do." I wanted to forget about it, but I couldn't. "Camdon, if I tell you something, will you promise to just listen to me?"

"Sure." He frowned.

I grabbed his hand tightly. "I'm not really sure how to tell you this…" I let my thoughts run through my head, how trying to best tell him. "I did something I shouldn't have, I should have told you the minute I saw you, but I couldn't," I started to get choked up but stopped myself. "But everything was going so well, I couldn't do it."

Camdon looked at me sadly, "You slept with Ian didn't you?"

I froze momentarily. "No." I couldn't help but laugh. "No, nothing like that." I took his face in my hands. "I love you way to much. Kissing him was practically a chore." To reassure him, I kissed him, "Nothing like the way it is with you." He broke out in a smile and pulled me closer to him.

"Okay." He grinned. "Keep going."

I looked down at our intertwined hands, "I came to San Diego, and the first day I went down to the beach. I ran into a group of people, but I didn't, well I wasn't really paying a lot of attention, so I didn't notice this guy-"

"Another guy? Seriously?" Camdon groaned.

"Stop it. It's not anything like that." I gave him a serious stare. "Like I was saying. I saw this guy, and he seemed really familiar, but I couldn't place where I saw him." I looked down at our hands again, "I saw him the next day, walking around the boardwalk, and it was really starting to bother me. There was something about him that was so familiar, and I couldn't figure it out, so when I saw him that night, I was kind of an idiot, and stepped in front of him on purpose so he would knock into me." I didn't know what Camdon's reaction was, because I couldn't look up at him. "And when he went to help me up, I noticed his eyes…" I couldn't help but look up at Camdon. "He had your eyes."

Camdon looked confused, as if he didn't quite get it. "I-I kind of yelled at him, calling him out on it, once I realized why he looked so familiar, and who he was. It was impossible, not to know who he was…" My voice trailed off. "You guys were so similar…" But Camdon's face was unreadable.

"It was your dad." I whispered.

"You found my father." Camdon said.

I put my hands over my face; I couldn't bear to look at him. "I'm sorry." I mumbled. "I'm so, so, sorry, I didn't mean to, I didn't even realize what would happen," Camdon pulled my hands away from my face.

"You found my father?" His eyes searched mine desperately.

I gulped, and nodded slowly.

"How? How do you know it's my father?" He demanded.

"He has your eyes… and I kind of yelled at him. Told him that he was a bastard who abandoned his girlfriend. And I could tell by the way he reacted, and when he denied it, I asked if was from Franklin, Iowa, and he kind of," I shrunk under Camdon's gaze, "He kind of freaked out." I whispered.

"What do you mean, freaked out?", Camdon's voice sounded cross.

"He flipped. I didn't know how much he knew, but I didn't say anything at first, I swear, he just started asking me all these questions, he didn't even know your name." I whispered.

Camdon dropped my hands and fell back against the couch. I stayed still for a moment, before I kissed the back of his hand. "Please Camdon, I don't think I can take loosing you again. I really am sorry I started this whole mess."

"I'm not mad at you." He said softly. Relief flooded my body, "You're not?" I smiled. He shook his head, staring at me. "No, I'm mad at him."

I sighed. "Don't be mad at him."

"What?" Camdon's voice came out deadly.

"No, no," I sighed, snuggling against him to try and make him less upset, "That's not what I meant, be mad at him, for sure, but at least meet with him,"

"How do you know he even wants to? He didn't my whole life." Camdon scoffed.

"Yes he did. Trust me, he hasn't left me alone since I found him." I grumbled.

"What do you mean? He hasn't left you alone?" Camdon's voice sounded angry. I closed my eyes. "Heidi?" He pulled me away from him to look at me.

"Imagine if you found somebody who knows your kid, someone you haven't ever seen. All he does is come by this place; he won't leave it alone. He wants to see you."

"He knows where we are?" His eyes widened.

"He doesn't know you're here."

"So what's going to stop him from walking through this door right now?"

I shook my head, "I told him he wasn't allowed to come by while Marcus and Dylan are here. They would recognize him for sure."

Camdon closed his eyes, rubbing his temple. "I can't believe this." He grumbled. "I just can't believe this is actually happening." I was silent. There was nothing you could say to someone who just found out his father was only minutes from him. "I don't know if I want to see him." He confessed.

"What are you feeling?" I asked him.

"I don't know. He's nothing to me." Camdon frowned, "Apart of me wants to know why he deserted me, deserted my mom. But the other part doesn't care, at all. He's just biological. I never knew him. He could have died and it wouldn't have affected me."

"Don't say that." I whispered.

"It's true. I guess, now that I know he's around, I'm curious. But I don't know if it will help anything, by meeting him. It will probably only hurt my mom. And I don't want to do that."

"Let me know if I can do anything." I offered, not knowing what else to say.

"Just stay here with me?"

"Okay." I snuggled up against him, "I can do that."

Camdon and I fell asleep against each other, and I briefly was aware that Dylan and Marcus came back, watching T.V. and doing something. But I was comfortable, sleeping lightly against Camdon, until my phone went off. I grumbled and ignored it.

"That thing is so frickin loud." Camdon complained. "Where is it?"

"I don't know." I said, still half asleep. "Answer it. Or hang up. Something."

Camdon reached into the side of the chair and pulled it out. "Hello?"

I heard a murmur on the other line but Camdon was completely silent. I turned my head and looked up at him, his face was completely white. "It's Tom." He whispered.

I pulled the phone from his grasp, as he sat there in silent shock. "Hey." I said into the phone, kind of irritated that he was upsetting Camdon, even if it was unintentional.

"Did you ask those boys about Camdon?" Tom asked, loud enough that Camdon heard. I felt his body tense against mine.

"Can I talk to you about this later?" I told him.

"Just say yes or no, is he doing okay?"

"Yes, he's doing fine. I'll call you with any news." I hung up the phone, turning it off. I watched Camdon, "Are you okay?"

"I just talked to my dad." He said. "This is so weird. I can't deal with this." He shook his head.

I held his face in my hands, "Of course you can." Whenever Camdon gets really bothered about something, he checks out of reality for a little bit. He grows quiet, and you can tell he's over thinking everything. For the rest of the day, Dylan and I were too aware of how quiet he was. He seemed to be totally lost in thought. We spent the whole day in the water, boogy boarding and laying in the sand, but it was hard to relax when Camdon was tearing himself to pieces, trying to decide what to do.

We all headed back to the condo late that night, after roasting marshmallows and having a little campfire. We were tired and all retreated to the different corners of our rooms.

I looked at my phone as Tom called again. I sighed, and pressed ignore. Camdon came and walked through my door, laying down beside me. He rested his head on my stomach, and I absentmindedly played with his hair.

"If you were in my position, what would you do?" He asked me.

I contemplated what to say to him, knowing he was in such a tormented state, "I know what I would want to do, but I honestly have no idea if that would have changed or not. I didn't grow up with a single mom raising me, and I never had to see her sacrifice so much for me. I never felt the way you feel about your father, and I don't think I'm the best person to…reference for this." I shrugged, even though he couldn't see it. "We've had totally different situations. It's easy for me to say one thing, but I have no idea what it's really like to be in your position."

"So?" He said, relaxing into me as I continued to play with his hair. "Just tell me what you would do, or how it would have played out, if this were you."

I sighed. "Well, from my standpoint, I'd be dead curious. I would have probably googled his name a hundred times to try and find him. I would want to see him, if anything, to curse him for being such a douche bag. But I don't know… I think a part of me would really want to know what he's like, if I was anything like him, if he liked the same foods, or music. If I had any half-brothers or sisters, I would have a lot of questions I would want answered."

"Do I have any other siblings?" Camdon asked.

"Not that I know of. He once said that he had a serious girlfriend, but she left him because he didn't want to be married." I frowned, trying to remember, "Or something like that."

"Go figure." Camdon scoffed. "I do want to know about him. For awhile now, I didn't, but I had come to terms with the idea that I would never know who he was, or what he looked like. I used to imagine walking into a room, and him being there, and having no idea that the person sitting next to me was my dad."

"Trust me, this guy is your dad. You're eye color is the same. You look more like Jill though, I think. But the resemblance is more than apparent."

"Thanks. I love being told I look like a girl." Camdon chuckled. "Are our eyes really the same? Do they hypnotize you like mine do?" He grinned deviously, getting up to turn around and look at me, fixing me with his stare.

I hate it when he does this. He does it on purpose, because he knows how much I find his eyes interesting. "No." I smiled at him, unable to look away. "I always thought it was the color of your eyes, but may be its something else."

Camdon looked a little bit confused, but kind of relieved. I don't think he liked the idea of me staring at his flighty dad the way I always looked at him. "Like what?"

"Like… maybe its you. Maybe it's because you're you."

The smile on his face was genuine, "Thank you," He murmured, as he kissed me.

"Do you think I should talk to him?" Camdon asked.

"I think you should do whatever you want to do." Camdon sighed at my response and stared at the ceiling, still trying to figure out his life.

 
 

 
 






Chapter 21
 

 
 

I slid out from under Camdon's sleeping form to walk into the kitchen. I was hungry, and couldn't wait any longer. I stopped by Marcus and Dylan's rooms, but they were both asleep, it had gotten pretty late. I pulled open the fridge, and took out everything I needed to make a sandwich.
 

"You don't get up as quiet as you think you do." A voice said from behind me. I jumped, startled, but Camdon wrapped his arms around me. "Sorry," He laughed, "I didn't mean to scare you." He kissed my cheek and pulled me into him.
 

I took deep breaths and tried to slow down the pounding in my heart. My hands were shaking so bad I had to put down the turkey and lettuce I was holding. I turned around to face Camdon, smiling, "No worries, I'm just a little jumpy." But the look he gave me was intense, as if he was trying to see something through me. "What?" I asked him, as he took my hands in his to steady them.
 

"Do they always do this?" He asked quietly, frowning.
 

"Um… my hands? I told you I'm jumpy. You remember that." They were finally starting to settle in his warm grip.
 

"Is that because of what happened to you?" I froze up, and this did not go unnoticed by Camdon who tugged on my hands lightly, pulling me back to him, I hadn't realized I had stepped away.
 

"I guess so." I said, steadying my voice. "Just a normal reaction now, it's actually gotten a lot better."
 

"I am sorry for how I acted, I didn't realize how serious your situation was." He turned his head, as if he couldn't even bear to look at me. "I was too caught up in how I was feeling, I wasn't thinking straight."
 

"It's okay." I looked at the ground, hating to talk about our stupid fight.
 

"No it's not. When I saw you on the news, I felt like such a dick. I left you when you needed me most." He scoffed, "I guess that runs in the family." I frowned at him, to let him know I didn't think that, "What ever happened to those people that did that to you?"
 

"They're still on trial. I'm not sure when it will be over. I hope soon, I used to go everyday, but it got to be too much. I want to put it behind me. I hated having the pressure of testifying, they needed it to link them to a bunch of other crimes-" I shook my head, "I'm glad my part's over."
 

"Was testifying that bad?" He frowned.
 

"It was hard, but it wasn't that bad. It was having to do practice questions and to tell so many people what happened over and over again. I was tired of reliving it, that's why I didn't do any interviews. It sucks, to have to describe in detail everything about one of the most painful moments I've had. And to have to do it for an audience… it's like a game to them. The whole court system. I hated it." I shrugged, "I just felt played."
 

Camdon reached out to tuck my hair behind my ears, "Heidi…"
 

There was a knock at the door that interrupted us. I looked at the clock, "Who would stop by the condo at eleven at night?" I asked out-loud. I immediately went pale.
 

"What?" Camdon asked.
 

"It's probably your dad. He and his friends are usually down at the beach for awhile, and he stops by afterwards." I stepped away from Camdon and walked for the door. "That little shit. I told him he wasn't allowed to come around here, I'm going to kick him in the-"
 

"Wait." Camdon held onto my arm. He looked extremely panicked, his eyes wide.
 

"I'll make him go away, don't worry," I kissed him.
 

"No. I want to see him." He shook slightly.
 

"Are you sure?" I asked, as Tom knocked on the door again.
 

Camdon nodded, "Yeah, I want to see him, I want to see if he recognizes me. I can't not… with him only a couple feet away…"
 

"Okay." I squeezed his hand and Camdon went back to the kitchen, hopping up on the counter. I yanked open my door, and glared at Tom's tall form. Camdon wasn't nearly as tall as the former footballer, but their lean muscular bodies were among the same type.
 

"Heidi!" He said in relief, stepping in and enveloping me in a tight hug.
 

"Let go of me." I grumbled.
 

"You haven't answered your phone." He returned my glare after his warm welcome.
 

"That's because you called like a psycho." I folded my arms across my chest.
 

"Of course I did, you're staying here with two boys and no supervision. I'm going to call and check in on you. I can't believe your parents are letting you do this."
 

"They think Dylan is a girl and Marcus is gay." I explained.
 

"You shouldn't lie to them." He frowned.
 

"What are you doing? Practicing for future parenthood or something?" I grumbled.
 

He grinned, "Hopefully. Where are they anyways?"
 

"Sleeping." I told him.
 

"Ah. I see." Tom stood there, in his swim trunks and wife beater. He looked extremely young. He could definitely pass for under thirty. His sun-bleached blonde hair and blue eyes shone merrily against his tan skin.
 

"Oh. Um. Hey Tom?" I turned back to the kitchen where Camdon shrugged, watching us, as if to say, 'why not?'
 

"Hmm?" He asked, looking down at me.
 

"I have something to show you. But you have to behave. Or I'll kick your ass out faster than you can say parental abandonment."
 

He frowned at my joke, but ignored it, and smirked, "You'll kick my ass? You, the little girl who's probably drunk, since that's all you seem to do here?"
 

"Actually," I defended myself, "I didn't drink today, and I'm 5'5. So suck it." I rolled my eyes, "Anyways. It's in the kitchen. Oh, and you can't be mad, or too gushy either."
 

"What?" He laughed, following me as we walked through the kitchen door. Camdon sat on the counter tops, leaning against a cabinet. I hopped up next to him, and he took one of my hands, caressing my thumb.
 

Camdon looked up at his father, his face as if it was made of stone. No emotions shone through it. It was odd, because Camdon was always so happy and smiled all the time. I hadn't liked how somber he had been looking lately.
 

But Tom wasn't so bad, I had realized over the past couple days. Annoying, yes, but I understood where he was coming from. He finally felt connected to his past that he wanted to get back. He really did love Camdon, I could tell. He was friendly, and handsome, and charming. Not unlike Camdon in that respect. But as he entered into the kitchen, and saw Camdon, I think it threw him for a loop, he no longer held that flashy smile, that was slightly manipulative and conniving, with a hint of humor and intrigue.
 

Interesting.
 

Camdon didn't say anything, but Tom stared at him, his eyes widening, and looked at our connected hands then at me.
 

"Is this-Is this Camdon?" His wide eyes asked me, pointing to Camdon.
 

"Ask him yourself." I smiled encouragingly.
 

Camdon watched us curiously. I leaned into him, whispering into his ear, "He's harmless," I kissed his cheek, "You guys should talk alone." At this he clutched my hand tighter, shaking his head. I sighed, but stayed.
 

"Hi." Tom said nervously, adding in a wave. I laughed unintentionally.
 

"Way to be, Tom." I told him. "Act like you haven't been calling me everyday to ask about him. Well, here he is."
 

Camdon glared at me at this. "Sorry," I mouthed to him.
 

"So… you guys got back together." Tom said.
 

"How much did you tell him?" Camdon continued to fix me with his stern stare. I felt like I was going to be scolded later.
 

"I had to explain to him how I knew you." I ignored his question, giving him instead a general answer.
 

"Yeah…. That was interesting." Tom chuckled nervously, "You sure know how to pick 'em. I think she was on the verge of attacking me when I ran into her and she-" Tom shifted uncomfortably. "She put… things together."
 

"I was not 'on the verge of attacking you' " I rolled my eyes.
 

"If I remember correctly, you made me cry." Tom stared at me pointedly, hanging me out to dry. "More than cry, I was a blubbering mess, I didn't eat or sleep. I was pretty much inconsolable, all because a seventeen year old redhead bitched me out."
 

I didn't have red hair. I was no fire crotch. It's strawberry blonde. Get it right. But I didn't get to say anything because Camdon started laughing. "You made him cry?" He started clapping. "Oh classic." He laughed some more. "I love you." He kissed my cheek.
 

Tom was not as happy with Camdon's response, you could tell he was hurt. "You guys should go sit on the couch." I nudged him, trying to make him take this seriously.
 

"No, no." Camdon shook his head, finally calming down. "I'm fine here." He looked at Tom, "So I hear you're interested in me?"
 

I tried to pull away from Camdon, but he looked at me with pleading eyes. "Interested doesn't really cover it." Tom said darkly.
 

"I don't understand, why, if I'm so damn interesting, you never bothered to find me. To, I don't know, send me a birthday card." Tom flushed a deep red. Camdon shook his head, "You don't even know my birthday do you?"
 

"No." Tom said quietly.
 

"It's September 17th." Camdon said. "And I'll be expecting more than a card."
 

Tom looked up at him, hopeful, and I slide away from him, Camdon finally feeling comfortable enough to let me go. I walked out of the kitchen, and moved passed Marcus' door, where he was snoring lightly, and onto Dylan's.
 

I entered in and shut the door, coming to lay down next to him. "Dylan." I whispered.
 

Dylan moved, and grumbled something in coherent. "Dylan," I tried again, and shook him.
 

"What?" He said grumpily, his face completely smushed into the bed.
 

"Camdon is talking to his dad right now." I said, not being able to contain the giant smile that spread across my face.
 

Dylan's eyes snapped open, "Are you serious? Where?"
 

I giggled happily. "In the kitchen."
 

"Here?" Dylan looked shocked.
 

"Yeah." I smiled proudly, nodding in conformation.
 

"Cool." Dylan said in approval. "Now leave me alone-I'm trying to sleep."
 

I glared at him. "Who else am I supposed to celebrate with?"
 

"Go wake up Marcus." Dylan had already laid his head back down, and was drifting off to sleep.
 

"Are you kidding me? He would do something crazy." I sighed at Dylan's form. "Fine." I grumbled, and left his room to be antsy and wait on my bed.
 

At first, I was anxious, pacing around the room, but eventually, the night seemed to seep into me, and tiredness overcame my body. I tried waiting for Camdon, but I felt like the talk was going to be a long one, and ended up drifting off to sleep.
 

I was gently awoken by Camdon shaking me. "Hey, Tom wants to go say goodbye."
 

I felt like I was still asleep as Camdon led me towards the front room, where Tom was standing in front of the door.
 

"Hey." He smiled at me. I looked at the clock to notice that it was approaching 4 am. I was still coming to terms that I was awake, so I didn't speak, just gave him a slightly delirious smile.
 

"He's…" Tom struggled to find the words, searching his head. "Not what I expected."
 

"What do you mean?" I felt a defensive edge creep up from inside of me.
 

"He's nice." Tom shrugged, "He actually gave me the time of day. I don't know, he's just different. Doesn't trust me worth a lick though."
 

I raised my eyebrows, "What did you expect?"
 

Tom just shrugged again. "I thought… that maybe we would fight a little bit, and bond or something. I realize its not going to be that simple, but I thought that if I got a chance to explain myself, maybe it wouldn't be the same."
 

"Is it the same?" I asked him.
 

"I'm not sure. That kid's hard to read. He's courteous and everything, but I feel like I wasn't getting the real thing."
 

"Why do you say that?" I frowned, trying to figure out what was going on in his head.
 

"Something about the way he was acting around you. It was different than the way he was around me, and I mean obviously, you're his girlfriend." I smiled at his words, "But he kind of put up a wall."
 

"It's not just you he does that too. You have to understand, he's the center of a lot of town gossip. I think he feels a lot of pressure, because everyone talks about him and Jill and everything that happened between you guys. And you can't expect him to be okay with everything. Especially not right away."
 

"I know." Tom sighed, "Its just a lot to take in. I'm happy though." He smiled.
 

"That's good." I yawned. "I hope you don't mind, but I'll be going to bed now."
 

Tom frowned, "With Camdon?"
 

I raised an eyebrow, but didn't say anything. Tom fixed me with a look, but came up and wrapped me in a hug, "Be safe, and thank you. I'll be seeing you around."
 

"Alright." I gave him a sleepy smile and locked the door behind him. I trudged my way back to my bed, sleep fighting to overtake me. I drowsily cuddled next to Camdon, who lay on his back, staring at the ceiling.
 

I hugged his middle and sighed in contentment, lightly starting to drift off to sleep, as Camdon rubbed circles into my back.
 

I woke up that morning feeling like I was in a dream; I was warm, wrapped in fuzzy blankets, and soft lips were kissing my neck. I couldn't be sure how long Camdon was trying to wake me up, but I could pretend to sleep for a little while longer, if this was the sort of treatment I would receive.
 

His lips traveled up my neck to my ear, his tongue lightly tracing the outline of it, moving down to graze over my earlobe gently, whispering "Good morning, beautiful." His warm breath hitting my ear sent shivers of pleasure down my spine, and I pulled his face towards mine.
 

He grabbed my leg and wrapped it around his hips, both of us now laying on our sides, facing each other. His fingers hypnotically moved up and down my thigh, making me moan. I felt him in between my legs respond almost immediately to the sound, and I let out another small moan, this time against his lips, as they pressed more forcefully against mine, and he grew a little harder. I unintentionally squeezed us closer together, my body already responding. "What do you want to do now?" I asked him, "Since, you didn't want to go any further last time, I'm assuming you'll want me to stop again. Right?"
 

Camdon wasn't even trying to play my game, he grabbed me and pulled me back to him, kissing me to a point of oblivion.
 

*  *  *

I bit into my sandwich, careful not to get sand anywhere in it. Tom took the day off of work and was taking Camdon out to lunch, so Marcus and Dylan and I were lounging around the beach, and I was soaking up some much needed sun.
 

Marcus was, as usual, discussing Clarissa. I had been tuning him out, but I went back to listening to his rant, smirking and rolling my eyes to show Dylan how ridiculous he was.
 

"Clarissa's really into birds." Marcus commented as we watched a seagull flying over head.
 

I laughed, a little shocked at his blunt, and very odd, statement. "What?"
 

"Yeah." Marcus nodded, matter-of-factly, "She knows the different bird calls and stuff for them. Her grandparents have a summer house on a lake somewhere, and she knows all these different kinds." I was about to say something snarky when Dylan pinched me and shook his head. I contained myself. "She'll be excited to know there's a bunch around here."
 

"Seagulls are kind of like rats. They are everywhere, always feeding on things." Dylan sighed dramatically at my comment. "But that's cool, about Clarissa- didn't know she had… interests."
 

"She's actually pretty cool. Not as mean as you'd think, only a little out of place. She wants to go to L.A for college."
 

"We should all go to college together." Dylan said.
 

"Definitely." I nodded, "It would be awesome, we could have so much fun!" I clapped my hands together, "I'm so ready for high school to be over."
 

"One more year," Marcus said, "And then we are outta there."
 

We all silently nodded in agreement. My phone was getting a lot of action this weekend, as it started vibrating from inside my purse somewhere. I practically had to go fishing for it, pulling out a million different things before finding it.
 

I checked the caller ID, seeing it was from Anna, and answered it. "Hey there," I greeted my peppy friend. She and Detective O'Connor were doing well, Patrick proved to be quite the charmer, and as I knew, a hopeless romantic for anything Anna.
 

"Heidi," I could here her wary voice on the line. "When do you come home again?"
 

I instantly frowned, noticing the strain in her voice, devoid of its usual cheeriness. "Tomorrow," I looked at my friends, lazily napping, spread out across the sand, "Why? Is everything okay?" Dylan's eyes popped open at this and I shrugged my shoulders at him.
 

"I have some news," She spoke, ignoring my question. "Do you remember me telling you we were trying to make a deal with Mickey?"
 

"Yeah…."
 

"Well, she agreed to a sentence of 30 years in a high security prison. She's even giving us the names of some of her associates. She actually asked for the high security, I think she's a little afraid that someone's going to come after her, since she's been ratting them out."
 

"That's great," I said, relief flooding my voice.
 

"She'll be helping out the FBI a little bit, and probably get a shorted sentence, but at least we got her." Anna sounded a little relieved as well.
 

"I'm so happy for you guys." I couldn't help but smile, "You and dear Patrick should take a vacation. That would probably do you guys some good. You were getting pretty stressed there towards the end."
 

"Yes," She sighed, a little sadly, "The reason I'm calling is that part of her negotiation is that she wanted to speak with you, before she officially agrees."
 

I was silent. Anna continued, "I know, you've helped out the investigation so much, and the court process, and it is a lot to ask, but you would be perfectly safe, there is no way anything could happen to you. She simply wants to speak to you, I think she's a bit curious." I could only imagine Anna nervously waiting for my response, but honestly, my mind was pretty blank.
 

"I'm trying to get past everything, to put it behind me." I began, "But I wouldn't go through everything this past year, and have everyone else do so much, to back out on you guys now. I want her gone just as much as the rest of you, and as long as I'm not in a room full of knives with her by myself." I bit my lip nervously, "Just make sure everything is safe."
 

"Of course! Of course, you don't have to worry about any of that." Anna was exuberant, "I'll let everyone know. I miss you, by the way. We need to get pedicures when you get back. We haven't had a girl day in a while."
 

I smiled, "I miss you too, I'm glad everything is going to be finished." I closed my eyes, feeling the sun, "That's all I want."
 

"I know sweetie," Anna's soothing voice said, "You've been so great through this. I know it's been hard, but I'm serious when I say you helped a lot of people."
 

I shifted uncomfortably, "Thanks Anna." Dylan sat up next to me curiously, as Marcus started snoring lightly. "I'm gonna head out, but I'll talk to you later. Let me know when and where, and all of that." I said my goodbyes, and hung up the phone.
 

"Everything good?" Dylan asked
 

"Mickey made a deal with the police," I told him, "But she wants to speak to me first."
 

Dylan was quiet for a little bit, "Are you scared?"
 

"No." I told him honestly. "She can't hurt me." I laid back down, "I'm not really sure how I feel about it. I don't know if I should want to yell at her, or ignore her, or feel excited or nervous." I frowned, "I just don't know."
 

"Whatever happens, you came out okay. So I wouldn't stress too much about it."
 

I smiled up at my best friend, comforted by his words. "I'm honestly more emotional about not seeing you guys for the next couple weeks."
 

"Only until you come stay with me!" Dylan hugged me.
 

I laughed, "Of course! I wouldn't want to stay in that Arizona heat. Or with the people from my school, ugh. They are annoying. And I'd miss you guys way too much to stay away for long."
 

"I'm glad." Dylan said, "This vacation has been awesome. I feel like I'm in a different world, I don't want to leave."
 

I sighed, "Me either, I wish I could stay here forever."
 

But we couldn't, and before I knew it, all four of us were off to the airport. Camdon held my hand, stroking it with his thumb. I leaned against him, and couldn't help but be sad. I didn't want to leave him. I knew he was still confused, and frustrated over meeting Tom, and I couldn't be there for him if I was in a different state.
 

In turn, Camdon was nervous about me, and wanted to stay with me until I finished talking to Mickey. But I knew he had way too much to go over with his mom, it was much more important than this one conversation. With my friends leaving, I felt alone, and it made my heart ache a little. The closer and closer I got to knowing I wouldn't see Camdon for a couple weeks, I got teary eyed, and knowing that Dylan and Marcus would be in Iowa, getting one of Dylan's sisters rooms ready for me made start crying. But I knew I was going to be able to spend the summer with them, and that, at least, made me so grateful.
 

"Here you go." The cab driver announced, dropping us off outside the airport. I handed him some cash, before sliding out after my friends.
 

"I love California." Marcus said. "It's got perfect weather, the ocean, and hot girls."
 

"I bet your girlfriend is really excited to know how much you appreciate it." I told him sarcastically.
 

Throwing an arm around me, he said, "I'm simply stating what I have observed."
 

"Uh huh." I laughed, "Sure you are." For several moments we stood outside the airport, all of us looking back on the nice couple days we had. It was pretty perfect, and I couldn't help but feel like we sort of worked, the four of us.
 

I begrudgingly looked down at my boarding pass. "My flight leaves in an hour." I tried not to get choked up. "I should probably start heading that way." I was on a different terminal than them, and didn't want to get stuck in the security lines, which were always unnecessarily long.
 

At my words, Camdon picked me up and twirled me around, before pulling me close to him. "I'm going to miss you so, so much." He whispered into my hair, holding me close.
 

I practically melted into his arms. "I'm going to miss you more." I said, clutching him tight.
 

"I love you." He kissed me, before pulling away, "And I'll call you as soon as I land." I had a goofy grin on my face, because I was pretty sure that knowing that would make anything bearable. He kissed me again, "I'll miss you every second of every day, until I get to see you again."
 

Dylan and Marcus said their goodbyes next, and Camdon held onto me until I really had to go, or else I would miss my flight. I couldn't help but feel waves of emotion wash through me, as I missed my friends and Camdon already.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






Chapter 22
 

 
 

I waited for Anna to pick me up, because I wasn't too keen on driving to a prison. It was kind of far away, and I was not going to try concentrating on the road. My mind was surprisingly clear. If I was told that I would have to meet Mickey a couple days after I found her in my house, I would have been beyond frightened. It would be tortuous and I most likely would have been really afraid. A couple weeks after, I would have been angry, bitter about having to leave, and would have most likely wanted to get into a shouting match. But now its been several months, and I knew I was no longer terrified of the idea of her, I knew I was still angry, but it wasn't a rage; I felt much more at ease, and happy that I got away as good as I did. I know from the trial how truly awful she could be, and I was happy that I was unharmed and safe.
 

Anna, however, did not seem to understand the emotional progress I had made, and walked on eggshells around me, constantly asking how I felt about it, as if it would have changed from seconds earlier- the last time she asked how I was doing.
 

"Are you sure your okay?" Anna asked me nervously.
 

"No." I said, sarcastically, "You should probably keep asking me every two minutes, just in case I change my mind."
 

She gave me that look, that one that made me shrink a little, and I grumbled an apology, before wondering about Camdon and how his mom was adjusting to the news. He was supposed to talk to her about it today.
 

"Alrighty. We're here!" Anna smiled, if I wasn't in the desert, near the female prison, I could have mistaken our destination as Disneyland, with the constant peppiness that seemed to ooze out of Anna's pores.
 

It was more than surreal, seeing how much my life had changed around in the past year. Just being at a prison was proof of that. I walked up numbly through the gates, and got checked by the guards- it felt like a more intense dose of airport security. After being padded down and searched, we were walked through several rooms that were heavily locked down. The walls around us were stone, and the doors were a thick metal. I couldn't even imagine escaping a prison. How do you get through steal, cameras, and guards? It seemed impossible. And I thought that in prison, you had nothing to do, but there was a library and a game room, a TV room, a medical center, and an outside area. It seemed like a sweet deal to me, except you know, spending your whole life here.
 

The guards took us to the visitor's room, which was literally an empty room. They held it open for me to enter, and I panicked, slightly, seeing as I would be going in alone, but I kept my breath calm as my heart pounded in my chest. The room was once white, but now had a grimy layer of gray permanently fixtured on the walls. It was small, and extremely cold; there was simply a table and two chairs placed in the center of the room. I walked in and frowned, seeing it empty. I jumped when the guard shut the door, realizing just how alone I was, and hesitantly sat down in one of the cheap, tin-like chairs.
 

The door opened several long moments later, and Mickey walked in, wearing a jumpsuit, her feet and hands handcuffed. Her red hair was unkept, and she wore no makeup, making her face look much older and haggard than its normally done up form. The prison guard roughly pushed her forward, and she unmistakably scoffed, a prideful look of stone coming across her face as her gaze fell on the guard. He stood next to the doorway, as an observant, or protector, I'm not really sure. Mickey sat in the chair across from me, and smiled coyly.
 

"You know, I don't believe we ever truly got the chance to meet." Her eyes were a hazel color, and had a certain humored gleam to them. She watched me for a moment, slowly looking me up and down. "I'm Mickey, it's a pleasure to finally meet you." She laughed a little at the end.
 

She was coming off a bit weird. She behaved so normally, that it wasn't normal. It was out of place. I didn't know what to expect, but she seemed at ease, lounging in her chair as if it were the seat of a queen, as if she wasn't forced to be here, but choose to be here.
 

"It's rude to stare you know." Mickey cocked her head to the side slightly, leaning back in her chair, her arms resting lazily to the side.
 

"There's nothing else to look at." I commented. Not really sure what to say. "These rooms are kind of…bleak."
 

Mickey scoffed once again. "Understatement. I find this place very unbefitting, and," She turned her head towards the guard, her words dripping sourly off of her tongue, "Very, very unwelcoming."
 

I didn't say anything in response. I didn't want to drive all the way out here to chat. She obviously wanted something.
 

Sighing, Mickey continued, "I see your no fun. I haven't had one interesting person to talk to since I've been here. It's driving me crazy." She leaned forward a little bit, "So, tell me about yourself." I frowned, and crossed my arms in front of myself. Her eyes literally squinted a bit, and she sat up straight. I was instantly reminded of the command she had over her men. Her body gave off a sense of power, her posture somehow showed her authority. She was one of those people that by simply being near her, she made you feel like you were in the presence of something great, someone who wasn't just a normal individual.
 

"My name is Heidi Van Dauson," I began, "I'm seventeen."
 

"Why did you tell the police about me?" She asked, looking like the little things such as name and age weren't the aspects of me she wanted to hear about.
 

"Because you hurt me." I replied simply.
 

She laughed at my words, "I saved you." She spat, "And how do you repay me? By getting me into jail." Mickey shook her head; "Of all the things I've done, and covered up so well, a seventeen year old sends me to jail. I knew I should have just killed you."
 

Hearing someone talk about the end of my life so easily made me shudder. "But I suppose," Mickey went on, "I did ruin your life." She smiled a satisfied smile.
 

"Not really." I said, offhand.
 

"Not really?" She raised her eyebrow. "Because if I remember correctly, you're the one with the sob story, about how your life was torn apart, when the police hid you from me."
 

I paused, before staring her directly in the eye. "That's true, I suppose. But it's not all like that. My life was torn apart, for sure." My mind wandered to the past year, "But I know how lucky I am, I know how fortunate I was. The hard part was going back to my life before."
 

She watched me speak, curiosity showing on her face, but I continued to speak, attempting to explain, somehow needing to explain. "All my friends go on and talk about this trivial drama that used to be so important in my little world. And I would sit there, the first couple weeks I came back, and listen to them speak and just think to myself, 'What am I doing here?' I mean, there are people who are battling for their lives, or working themselves to the bone to make sure that people like you stop hurting others, and there I was-listening to my friends freak out about something their parents wouldn't buy for them, or some guy that rejected a date from this girl."
 

I shook my head at the memories, "It was so incredibly insignificant." I smiled grimly, "I feel like I matured a lot. There are parts of my personality that I don't particularly have that much… control over, like I wish I could. But at least now I feel like I understand what's really important."
 

I looked deep into her eyes as I spoke, "The people I have relationships with, the life I have, that's what is significant. The clothes I own, or the car I get: in the grand scheme of things, it won't mean anything to me. It's like a quick fix of satisfaction, and I no longer need that." I struggled to find the words, "I guess, what I'm saying, is my life was torn apart, but its better than it was before."
 

"How interesting." Her voice came out faded and pensive, Mickey seemed to be deep in thought, and didn't speak for several moments. "This is going to sound desperately unoriginal, but it's true." She smiled at me, the gleam in her eyes, "You remind me of myself. And don't think I'm only saying that, because if I didn't see myself in you I would have had you killed right after your testimony."
 

Her eyes hardened and I fought not to flinch under such an intense gaze. "You spited me. I gave you your life and then you aided those naïve cops that think I'll be in here longer than a couple years." She chuckled, "But it's no matter. I like you. I knew you were a feisty one when Greco tried to pick you up and you kicked him in the face. That memory still gives me joy. Unfortunately, I'm in here, and you're out there."
 

Mickey looked around the room, eyes lingering on the security guard, and leaned in and whispered to me, "I'll be out soon. It's only a matter of time. They need me; I told the FBI a bunch of names, and the whole drug cartel will be out of sorts. Then I'll be released, and have absolutely no competition." She laughed quietly, "I'll take it all." Pausing, she continued, "A girl with some spunk like you, we're gonna need those in this world. How do you think I control so much? You say the relationships you have with people is important, but keep them at a distance, they'll always disappoint you on a personal level."
 

"Sometimes it's worth the disappointment." I told her, "You run drug cartels, even though you could go to jail. It's all what you think is worth it. And for the record, you'll die alone, if you keep up your manipulating schemes. You have to have some close relationships, don't you?"
 

She ignored my question, "Would you want to work with me sometime?"
 

I was a little taken aback. "Um. No." I said, rudely.
 

She smirked, "Think on it. I'll need someone to inherit my position someday. I'll gladly give it you. We need more women in illegal smuggling, it's sickening how stupid men are."
 

I rolled my eyes at the redheaded woman, "People in general are stupid."
 

She laughed, "I agree."
 

"That's why, though," I said, "when you find one who isn't, it's actually worth your time to get to know them."
 

She sighed, "You haven't lived long enough to know that."
 

I frowned, and started to say something, but the guard walked forward. We both looked at him, his sudden movements seeming strange.
 

"Time's up," The guard the said sternly; his voice booming and echoing across the empty room. He walked over to Mickey, "Get up." He commanded, standing over her sitting form, looking down at her.
 

"I can't wait until I get out of here." She told me, being yanked up by the arm. "Come visit another time, I know I intrigue you." Mickey looked back at me, before leaving, "Oh, and tell that police officer friend of yours that I'll take the deal." She winked, "It makes no difference, I won't be here much longer."
 

I sat for a couple moments, a little stunned by our relatively normal conversation. No shouts, no tears, no threats? I was a bit confused, I figured there would be. I figured she would bring out the worst in me. Mickey was right though; she did intrigue me.
 

I walked out of the room and back to Anna, who sat at a chair, staring into the glass, where she had been watching our interview.
 

"What is it?" I asked her, referring to her facial expression.
 

Her eyes turned up to me, staring at me with inquisitive eyes. "You guys got a long pretty well."
 

I didn't have anything to say to that, so I stood there instead, shrugging. Mickey seemed okay. She was interesting, that's for sure.
 

"Hmm." She said to herself. "Are you ready to go?" She seemed to come out of the daze that she had been in.
 

"Very much so." I told her. Anna smiled her bright smile at me, her former dazed demeanor gone, and pulled me into her side.
 

"Heidi, you did it!" She glowed, "You're done."
 

*  *  *

6 Months Later
 

Both my parents shifted uncomfortably besides me. But most of all my mother, who hated the cold with an intense passion. She looked down longingly at the pair of boots I was wearing and then back at her thin, elasticy heels.
 

"I told you it was cold." I told her.
 

"It's freezing." She glared at the snow surrounding us, "Cold doesn't quite cover it."
 

"Come on, honey," My Dad tried to sooth her, "This isn't so bad, we get to have a white Christmas, and spend it with our daughter and her friends and their family."
 

"Why don't we just buy a house in this horrible place? Heidi spends enough time here anyways." She continued to pout.
 

I turned to my dad and we shared secret looks, then rolled my eyes, "Mom." I sighed, "I already told you, its my summer and winter breaks, I can do what I want with them."
 

"Hi!" Anna came out of the room we were staying in. It was one of the only places little Franklin had in terms of hotels or inns. Anna looked gorgeous as always, wearing a sweater that only Anna could look good in. Patrick followed suit, "I liked this place much better in the spring time." He told us, being in the same boat as my mother, a native of the Arizona climate.
 

Anna laughed at him and kissed his cheek, "Awww, my poor baby." He took her hand and smiled sheepishly. The looks the detective give her almost always made me jealous, they made me miss Camdon, but I was giddy, knowing that I would be seeing him shortly.
 

Anna and Jill became increasingly close, their personalities and sweet demeanors seemed to click, and they were often in conversation with one another. Anna is originally from Chicago, and stopped in Franklin to make sure she got to see her friend. Patrick was so in love with Anna he reminded me of a puppy dog, he adored her, and caved to whatever she asked. He's been asking me how to ask her to move in with him, and he's been nervous about it for weeks now. But he's extremely happy, because Anna wants him to meet her family, and I think when she asked him that, it made his whole year.
 

Although Anna and Patrick could only stay until tomorrow, we decided to celebrate Christmas Eve together, and after much begging and pleading, and some added schmoozing on Anna's part, my parents finally agreed to spend 3 days in Iowa, anything more was too much for mommy dearest, as we would 'loose an arm due to frost bite'. I was ecstatic, however, and could barely contain my joy. Dylan and Marcus came and picked us up at the airport, and I got to hang out with them for most of the day, but I had yet to see Camdon. I already faced the wrath of my father, once he found out, around the middle of summer, that Dylan wasn't actually a girl. That was slightly disastrous. But no harm done, all is well now, and he caught on that we were best friends, and completely platonic, although he still doesn't seem to approve.
 

My relationship with Camdon made my parents nervous. They had never met him, this would be part of the reason they agreed to come, and were more than uncomfortable with me spending so much time talking to people who I only got to see every couple months. They didn't like it at all. Sometimes, I would spend my entire weekends at my house, having skype dates with Camdon. I would be on the phone with them several times a week, and texted them if I wasn't. It made me happy, to know that we hadn't lost touch, like so many long distance relationships, friends or otherwise. These were people that meant the world to me, and there was no way I was letting them go.
 

I suppose it was a bit unhealthy, my senior year of high school, to spend most of my time talking to people living miles away. I did hang out with some of my old friends, just for the company, and made some new, but I only had a couple months left before college.
 

Marcus, Dylan and I had decided to attend Iowa University together, and were all waiting on our letters, which we weren't too worried about, we had the grades to get in. Camdon was waiting to see where he got the most scholarship, and was considering signing for lacrosse at Iowa, Iowa State, University of Illinois, and a small but pretty expensive private school in Colorado. He made me nervous, because even though I knew we would be important to each other forever, I wasn't sure how we would survive college if we went far away from each other. And I couldn't ask him to try and make it work, long distance for this long is hard enough. It was sad to even think about, I only wanted to be with him.
 

"Heidi, please hurry and get in the car, it's freezing out." We all piled into a car we rented and drove off to Camdon's. It was crazy bizarre, driving down the roads I used to run, by the school I used to go to, and finally, down my old street, passed my old house. I missed it, I missed it all dearly, but I knew at least I would be able to be with the people I loved, and my friends I missed so much, soon.
 

We pulled up to Camdon's house, and I was absolutely giddy. Anna turned around from the front seat to smile at me, "Are you excited?"
 

"What kind of question is that?" I laughed, "I can't wait to see Camdon." I turned to my mom, "You'll love him for sure, just wait and see."
 

Ella pulled open the front door before most of us had gotten out of the house. She sprinted out and jumped into my arms. "Hi sweetie," I whispered in her ear.
 

"Hi Heidi!" She whispered back, "Do you like my dress?" I set her down and she spun around for me, wearing a cute little dress with white leggings and mary janes. She was like a baby gap model, Ella was going to be five soon, and I had been trying to coax her into talking more, I felt like I was starting to make some headway.
 

Jill greeted me next, "Hello Heidi! Finally, you're here, I was wondering why you hadn't come by yet, I don't think you need to build up my son's frustration any longer." Heat filled my cheeks at Jill's familiar mannerisms, and I hugged her, "Oh! Where is your father? I have been reading about the correlation between this fascinating mathematical formula and success of certain type of investment businesses. It went into great detail about the way-"
 

I stopped her, "My parent's are right here," I turned around, "Mom! Dad!" They were by my side, instantly gravitating towards the heat from the house. "This is Jill and Ella,"
 

They introduced themselves before Jill spoke, "My son is helping out my husband, they're setting the table for us. Come on in."
 

After a wonderful dinner, and Ella opening presents, everyone was getting ready to leave, and I clutched Camdon's hand tighter than I had been already. We had never really gotten anytime to talk to each other, and it wasn't enough, I wanted to be able to kiss him and curl up against him without worrying about my parents watching. As everyone was saying their goodbyes, Camdon gave me a hug and whispered into my hear so no one would hear, "I have a present for you, meet me outside your hotel, at around midnight?" I nodded into his shoulder, before parting, and giving him a secret smile.
 

My parents got separate rooms for us, so I had my own room, while they shared one down the hall. I paced the room restlessly, and did everything, including recurling my hair and doing my make up, unpacking the clothes I brought, surfing the web, and watching T.V., until midnight finally came around.
 

I silently slipped out of my hotel room, leaning my ear against my parent's door, the lights were off, and the only noise I could hear was my dad snoring loudly. I practically ran out of the hotel lobby, where the clerk stared at me strangely, and into the parking lot, where Camdon was parking his truck.
 

He came out and quickly walked over to me, putting his lips on mine. Our kiss was slow and deep, and made me lose focus of everything else. I couldn't concentrate on anything but how good it felt to finally be kissing him, and I didn't want to think about anything else. I smiled into his mouth, enjoying our proper reunion.
 

"I missed you." He said, the air so cold you could see his breath in the air.
 

I put my hands on either side of his face, to try and warm his cold, red cheeks. "Missed you more."
 

"Not likely." He chuckled, leaning in to kiss me again. I stood on my tippy toes, meeting him half way. I lightly took his bottom lip between my teeth, and let it go, before slipping my tongue in his mouth, our kisses falling right back in sync.
 

He let out a satisfied sigh against me, and I laughed, breaking our kiss. "Okay, maybe you did miss me more."
 

"Ha ha." Camdon's cheeks got a little bit redder. He was adorable, with his self-assured smirk and blue eyes gleaming at me, I couldn't help but love this kid.
 

"It's cold." I told him, "Can we please go inside now?"
 

He laughed, "What? Forgot how to take the snow?"
 

"Yes." I tried pulling him towards the door but he shook his head.
 

"Aren't you sharing a room with Anna or something?"
 

I shuddered, "No. I never will never share a room with those two lovebirds. They're so sappy its gross, God knows what they get up to in the middle of the night."
 

After Camdon realized he wouldn't have to share my company with anyone else he was all up for going to the hotel room, and as soon as we got there I shed my layers of coats and scarves.
 

"Warm enough there?" He raised his eyebrows at me. I made a face at him but curled up against him as he laid down on my bed. I snuggled closer and put my head on his chest, and drew circles with my fingers on his stomach.
 

"I wish I could see you more." I told him quietly.
 

He pulled my chin up so I had to look at him and gave me a very serious stare. "I wish I could see you more too. Talking to you on the phone just isn't enough."
 

I nodded in agreement, my eyes starting to get teary, and I buried my head in shoulder, not wanting him to look at me while I was putting my self together.
 

"Hey," He said, his voice full of concern, "What's wrong?"
 

"Nothing." I sniffled. The truth was it wasn't nothing. Sometimes it terrified me, thinking of being away from Camdon for so long. What were we going to do in college? Wherever he went, I would hope we would try and make it work, but long distance relationships were hard, and I would hate us to start slipping, the physical distance putting an actual emotional distance in our relationship.
 

"No," Camdon held me tight, "Tell me."
 

"I'm scared." I confessed. "I'm scared what will happen in the future. Because I love you so much, I can't imagine not-" I even struggled with the words, "not being with you. Or you not feeling the same way anymore, or finding someone else." I started to shake my head at my own doubts. "I just really, really, love you, and I know this can be hard, but I wanted you to know I want it to work out, somehow. In whatever way we can."
 

Camdon pulled us up so I was facing him, he rested his forehead on mine and soothingly ran his thumb across my cheek. "Sometimes I worry about that too," He whispered, "I wonder what the distance will do to us, or what college will be like. But I can honestly tell you that I can't imagine a future without you in it. I don't know what the next couple years will bring. I don't know if we'll meet other people, but I know we'll always have each other, in one way or another. You'll always be apart of my life."
 

At this, a couple tears ran down my face, "Do you mean that?"
 

Camdon nodded, kissing me. "I cannot even fathom what it would be like to be with someone else," He nuzzled his head into my shoulder, making me smile at the sensation, "because nothing compares to the love I have for you," Camdon kissed up my neck and finally whispered in my ear, "and they way we are with each other… It's unexplainable."
 

I sighed contently, hugging him tight. "I love you."
 

"Love you too." He smiled, "And, I have a surprise for you."
 

"Oh?" I raised my eyebrows at his sudden bouncy demeanor.
 

He hopped off the bed, and I sat a little glum, waiting for him to come back so I could hold him close to me again. He went over to his jacket to fish something up, and when he pulled out a wrapped present, and turned to face me and I couldn't help but admire how adorable he looked. He was wearing a signature blue Ralph Lauren polo, and with the color popped slightly, and khaki pants; I personally thought he looked super hot. The blue in his shirt brought out his eyes, and his hair was like it always was, effortlessly tussled, messed up because I had been running my hands through it.
 

He walked over and playfully tackled me on the bed, and began to tickle my sides. I pushed my hands against his solid chest, and squirmed helplessly as I began laughing loudly.
 

"Shhhh." He shushed me, stopping so we didn't wake anyone up. He found it funny, the embarrassingly obnoxious laugh I had when I got tickled. I hated it.
 

He pulled out a present, wrapped in pretty pink paper, an ivory bow wrapped around it. I admired how beautiful it looked, "This is pretty." I looked at him suspiciously, "Did you wrap this?"
 

"I do hold some special talents." He grinned.
 

"Really?" My eyes widened in shock, it was the most beautifully presented gift I'd ever seen.
 

"No." He looked disappointed. "My mom did it." I smirked at him and he pouted, "Are you going to open it?"
 

"Okay, okay. You're so demanding." I teased, while I began to unwrap it. It was a plain white box, and when I opened it, I could only stare at it in awe.
 

"This is for me?" I smiled goofily. It was a beautiful silver necklace, and I adored it.
 

"Look," He leaned over to me, and held out the heart at the end of it, and flipped it over. Engraved on the back in beautiful script was 'To Heidi, I love you, Camdon'. He looked up at me and smiled a little nervously, "Is it too weird? I wasn't sure if you'd like it, but I wanted you to have a part of me close to your heart-"
 

I practically threw my arms around his neck, "Camdon, I love it so much." A bubbly laughter escaped from my lips, "I love you so much. It's perfect." I pulled back and kissed him intensely. Right as we were starting to get heated, Camdon moved away.
 

"There's still one more." He watched me, a satisfied look on my face as I put it on.
 

"I'll wear it always." I told him, "I can't imagine you having anything else. And I have one for you too." I smiled, happy I decided to bring it.
 

"You didn't have to get me anything-" He began to protest but I shook my head at him.
 

"Neither did you."
 

"Fine," He said, but I could tell he was excited to see what I got him. Camdon handed me another square present, this one a little bit larger, and heavier.
 

"You don't actually get to keep what's inside, but I wanted to make it special when I showed you."
 

I scrunched my eyebrows together, a little confused at what was inside. I couldn't figure out what it could possibly be, and decided it would be best if I just opened it. I eagerly took off the wrapping paper and stared curiously at the picture frame, a piece of paper inside.
 

My eyes grazed over it, not really sure what it was. "It's my copy of my letter of intent." Camdon explained to me, waiting to see me catch on. My eyes widened and I saw the Iowa Hawkeyes logo on the corner, and quickly read over the words, and saw him and the coach's signature. Camdon continued, "I won't get as much playing time freshman year as that school in Colorado, but they gave me more scholarship, because they're trying to keep kids in-state, and they have a big senior class graduating, so I'll get more time next year."
 

I looked up at him in awe, my heart soaring, happiness practically coursing through my veins. "You're going to play lacrosse at Iowa?" I asked in disbelief.
 

He nodded eagerly.
 

"So… you're going to go to the same school as me?" My voice cracked.
 

"Yes." He smiled, and began to give me a kiss.
 

"Wait!" I said excitedly, "I have your present. Which isn't nearly as good, but here you go." I rummaged through my purse and took out a wrapped gift and handed it to him.
 

"That I did myself." I said, gloating.
 

Camdon laughed, "It's very nice." He unwrapped the gift and stared at it in shock. "How… how did you get this?"
 

I watched him stare down at the football tickets I had given him. It was too the Rose Bowl, one of the best college football games of the season. "I kind of correlated with Tom. I hope you don't mind." For Christmas, Tom sent Camdon a plan ticket out to visit him, with a layover in Phoenix, so I could see him for a little while before he went back to Iowa. "I put two tickets in there, so you and Tom could go together. But if he gets to be overbearing, make sure you kick him out."
 

"You got me tickets to the Rose Bowl?" Camdon said, his voice almost a shout, "Heidi! That's amazing!"
 

"I know. I bought those things way in advance. Their really hard to come by." I shrugged. "Oh!" I told him, "And one more thing. Check your voicemail."
 

"My voicemail?" Camdon looked at me skeptically. I nodded eagerly, watching him go through his missed message.
 

I took Ella away that night at dinner, and had her call him off of my phone when I knew he was busy, and leave him a message. She had yet to really speak to him, so I had her wish him a Merry Christmas and tell him how much she loved him.
 

Watching the emotions run through Camdon's face reminded me of how much I love him. He looked at me in shock while listening to it, his eyes wide, but clearly elated. "Ella?" He asked me.
 

I nodded, "Yes."
 

"I really do mean it when I say I love you." And at that, he leaned in and kissed me.
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THE END
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