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Chapter 1

Nia
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I was drunk at the time, and I should have known what I was doing. Now, just 20 years old, it seemed that I had a pregnancy to care for. Never thought the day would ever come, but it was right here. The pregnancy test tube I was holding in my hand confirmed that to me.

I stood in front of his house, turning my head from side to side. I looked for some kind of confirmation that he was going to care, but I wasn’t with him because of his matureness. I didn’t choose him because I thought he could give me a life of glamour and a family.

I fell in love with him because all the other girls in high school sucked up to him. They surrounded him when he was playing his guitar. They murmured sweet things to his ear, and he kissed them in return.

I wished so much at the time to be like those girls to him. I guessed I should have seen it coming a mile away. When he offered me that threesome with his best friend, I couldn’t resist it.

Now, still standing in front of his house and holding a shoulder bag, I could only hope that his reaction to the news was going to be positive. But ever since our time in high school, he’d never changed.

He’d always been the care-free kind of man, watching football and smoking dope most of the time. Studying wasn’t for him. Working wasn’t, either, but he did make some money. Enough to keep paying the rent of his house, that was.

It wasn’t the kind of house I’d like to live the rest of my life in. If he wasn’t here, I wouldn’t even be at this place. I would never search for a house to buy in this kind of neighborhood, that’s for sure.

I put the pregnancy test in the shoulder bag, with the word Yes highlighted on it. I was pregnant with his baby, or maybe it was his friend’s. What was his name again? I didn’t know him well at the time, about two weeks ago.

He was handsome, though. Chocolate skin, just like mine, buzz cut, clean-shaven, black hair, coconut eyes... Just remembering the moment we shared was enough to make me feel like doing it again.

But he’d been here for nothing more than a couple of days. I guessed that, at the time, I thought it would be nice to show him some Lost Hope hospitality. This city and its residents weren’t known for that, but still... it didn’t matter.

I was horny, had a crush on him, and it was my boyfriend that brought it up. He made the offer. We were kind of drunk, alcohol flowing through our veins, and at the time I couldn’t care less if the guys were going to use condoms or not.

It turned out they didn’t, and now here I was standing, in front of his door. My hand was shaking. If his best friend was the father, I had no idea how he would react. I didn’t want to piss him off. That was one of the reasons I’d been holding this back. I didn’t want to confront him.

I still knocked on the door slightly with the knuckles of my hand. I hadn’t wanted to tell him over the phone that I was coming here. I needed this to be as natural as it could be. I was going to show him the test tube, and then he would tell me what he thought about it.

He was in love with me too, right? If anything , he would tell me that it was the best news of his life and that he couldn’t wait until him or her was born.

“Coming,” I heard his voice from over the other side of the door. It was slow, a little weak, too. He’d been smoking his weed, as I’d thought he was going to. Out in the distance, the shot of a gun made me perk up my ears. It didn’t make me afraid of it, but it made me remember this was not a kind neighborhood.

As if I needed further proof of that. The houses were all falling apart, as were the sidewalks and the road full of potholes.

The door swung open, Brayton standing in front of me. His eyes meeting mine, they widened in an instant. He hadn’t thought I’d be here, in front of his house, without warning him first.

Even though his mind was under the influence of the alcohol and the dope – and I could smell both of their stenches in the air – I could tell he was shocked by my sudden appearance. It just wasn’t something that I did often.

“Nia? What the hell are you doing here? Why didn’t you warn me first?”

“Can I come in?”

“Uh, sure,” he said, stepping aside and closing the door after I stepped in. I stood in the middle of the living room, unsure what the best words that could describe my thoughts were. I needed to apply some nuance to them. If I didn’t measure them right, he’d snap at me, and that was the last thing I needed.

“Brayton, there’s something important I need to say.”

He wore a bandana that perfectly complemented his buzz-cut. He was a tall man, and he also wore a sleeveless white shirt that went really well with his pair of jeans, when they were on him, that was. At the moment, he had just his boxers on. He didn’t need to be well-dressed for anything inside his own house.

His weed cigarette was sitting on a small table by his worn couch, alongside his cheap beer bottles. The light of the living room had been turned off before I showed up, but now it was on. Half of it didn’t work, giving the place an eerie look that made my bones feel brittle. I wished to bolt away from here, but I had something much more important to do first.

“Well, then say it already. I am not in the business of waiting around for nothing.”

After we finished high school together, he decided to continue doing his thing. Growing weed inside his house and selling it. There was a large room dedicated just for that. Part of me was already waiting for when his ‘clientele’ was going to show up here. I was hoping they weren’t going to, but it was one of those many things about him I could do nothing about.

Now that I was thinking better about this, I should never have approached him. There was just no way Brayton would ever have become someone more responsible. He could never give me the kind of life I needed.

I still hadn’t thought he was going to be that direct and cold with me. Brayton abhorred me showing up unannounced at his place, didn’t he?

“It’s that... I think I’m pregnant, Bray.”

“What? You gotta be kidding me. Did it happen after the threesome?” His eyes were bulging out, his skin getting paler by the second. Brayton wasn’t the kind of man that was ready to become a dad.

I nodded. “The symptoms have been showing up already, for the past two weeks.”

“Jesus, this whole time you’ve been keeping it hidden from me?”

“I know it’s wrong, but I didn’t have another choice. I thought I was on my birth control when we did it.”

He put his hand on his forehead, pacing in front of me. “You should have told us you weren’t.”

“You didn’t ask,” I insisted, clutching the strap of my shoulder bag more tightly.

He just kept pacing in front of me, looking more and more concerned. I knew his reaction wasn’t going to be a good one, but I hadn’t thought he was going to be doing this as well. I didn’t know what was going on in his mind, but he looked ready to spout out words that were going to pierce my heart.

“You need to abort,” he stated all of sudden, halting in front of me and making me feel small.

I stepped away from him as fast as possible, my heart skipping a beat. “I’m not going to do that. I’ve always wanted a baby.”

That was true, but I had never given the thought the weight it deserved. I’d always treated it like a distant dream that could happen one day. I was still pretty young. I thought that college was the thing that I would have to worry about the most for the next few years. It never occurred to me that my life was going to be shaken up this way.

“What? You think this is some kind of joke, that this is Narnia and you can live a happily married life with me?”

Vines were beginning to squeeze my heart. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that I’m not going to take care of no baby. I already have enough on my plate as it is.”

I opened my mouth, but shut it again right away. He was crossing every line possible. I was aware he wasn’t the most responsible kind of man here in Lost Hope, but I still hadn’t thought he was going to be this cold about the baby, too.

Abort it? Really? I couldn’t follow that route. I wasn’t going to kill my little one.

“I’m not going to do that. I’d rather kill myself.”

“Then, you’re going to have to live alone, and don’t bother me about the baby ever again.”

“What?” I shouted, but he was already putting his hand on my shoulder and pushing me out of his house.

“Come back here after you make the right choice. Otherwise, don’t bother.”

I whirled around on my heels, ready to confront him once more, but he just kept regarding me with coldness. His eyes looked at me as if I wasn’t the woman he’d been dating for years since we were 17, but as a cheap whore.

“Do you have anything else to say?” He asked, his hand ready to shove the door closed right on my face.

I opened my mouth again, but I couldn’t come up with anything to say. I didn’t even show him the pregnancy test. He didn’t even ask for it. I guessed that was one good thing about all this. He didn’t need it. Despite treating me like trash here, he trusted me. Brayton knew I wasn’t lying.

“No, I don’t. I didn’t think you were going to be such an asshole to me,” I said, refusing to turn around and leave.

Part of me was hoping he was going to see reason, tell me that he wanted the baby and was kidding when he said he’d rather kill it. I knew the little one was nothing more than a conglomerate of cells at the present moment, but still... killing it. I couldn’t do that.

“Then, leave. You should have known the kind of man I am from the very beginning. I don’t have time for a baby right now.”

“Right, because you’re busy smoking pot all the time,” I shot back.

His eyes narrowed.

“If you’re looking for a fight, Nia, then you’re going to find one. I’m not in the mood for a discussion.”

He shoved the door closed all of sudden, making it bang against the wood panels of the doorway. Some snow fell off the roof of his house. I contemplated it in curiosity for some seconds before turning on my heels and hurrying back to the other side of the block, where I was going to get a taxi and leave this place for good.

Tears were rolling down my cheeks, but I still didn’t consider the option of insisting on the matter with Brayton. The truth was, I knew the kind of man he was from the very beginning. Nothing more than a weed addict.

Nothing more than that, really.
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Chapter 2

Steven
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I lifted my feet and rested them on the table, putting my hands behind my head. I lived a good life. I was the CEO of my own company, and I didn’t need my family anymore for anything. Still thought that I needed to do some things according to their wishes, though.

I didn’t know what being poor was like, and my office alone was bigger than most houses out there. There was just one thing that was missing in my life though, and that was a wife and some kids. I was pushing forty and still hadn’t settled in with a woman.

It wasn’t my fault. I just found it difficult to find time for dating. Time passed and, before I knew it, here I was. I wasn’t a virgin or anything like that. I’d had sex before, but these last few years I’d been paying for it more often than I should be.

I’d been paying for high-quality, ‘top of the line’ hookers that could fill some of the void in my nights, but they were still nothing more than prostitutes. They were always the worst.

I lived in an apartment downtown. It wasn’t in the same building where my office and company were, of course. I liked having to walk from there to here, and then from here to there. Some people would think that was weird, but I couldn’t care less.

There were only a handful of people whose thoughts worried me.  My parents and the rest of my family. They’d been living in Germany for a pretty long time, and they hadn’t come here in more than a decade.

It was high time they came.

In here, in my office, I didn’t have to do much. There were some contracts to look over, but other than them... Not much. I was kind of bored right now, my hand covering my mouth when I yawned.

Dammit. I needed to do something about that.

Now that I was forty, I was beginning to think it was going to be impossible for me to find a woman that cared enough about me. I had some pretty high standards, so I wouldn’t date just any kind of woman.

Even the ones I did date during my college and teenage years were handpicked by me. That was just how it was. Now that I had the time to find a girlfriend and then marry her, I didn’t think I had the skills anymore.

Most women my age were already married or just taken by another man. Was there a solution to my problem, or could it be I’d been thinking too hard about it? Maybe there was a viable solution for it, but if there was, I couldn’t find what it was at this moment.

The phone in my office room rang all of sudden, making me gasp and almost fall off my chair. As if by chance more than anything, that didn’t happen, though it did raise a flag of warning in my mind. I needed to be more careful every time this phone rang.

My hand flew to it, eager to come across something that would kill my boredom right now. The snow outside reminded me of better times, when I could just play outside in the front yard without a worry in the world.

Now that I was rich, there was this one more preoccupation in my mind. Building my own family. If I didn’t do it, I’d feel I failed my father. I couldn’t let that come to pass.

Putting the phone near my ear, I said, “Hello?”

“Oh, my son. It’s so good to hear your voice. I was almost thinking you weren’t going to pick it up.”

“Mom? You’re calling me at this time of the day?” It was the afternoon, when I should be working, and she remembered my work made me busy. Or at least, she was supposed to think that of it.

“When else would I be calling?”

I cleared my throat. “Is there a specific reason you’re calling me?”

“Why yes, there is. Me and your father, we’re traveling to Lost Heaven!”

I stood up in a wink, pacing behind my desk.

“What? Why?”

“Why? Because we miss you and we want to see you again.”

Talk of the devil, or more like, think of him. Of all the times they could have chosen to come back, now was it. Now as in ‘next week’, but still, that didn’t change much of anything. They were still going to come here at a pretty inopportune time for me.

“Did the cat eat your tongue, son?” She asked, the tone of her voice still tainted with a tone of amusement. She was always so happy.

“Oh, no. It’s just that it’s great you’re going to come. It’s really great. It’s the best news I’ve gotten the whole day.”

“Then that just means we need to get there as soon as possible. I’d been thinking about doing this, and I thought I was going to make it a surprise, but now that you mentioned how great it is that we’re going to see you again, then I think we should book an earlier flight.”

I almost said the words that were plaguing my mind. Please don’t do that. She meant well, but the thought of them showing up and finding out I was still single... It destroyed the deepest sections of my mind. It made me feel as if I were some kind of aberration.

Seconds later, I knew what her words were going to be before she even spoke them. She always asked me that every time she talked with me, be it on the phone or in person.

“Have you finally settled in with a woman? I know it’s a pretty long time since the last time I asked that, so I was wondering if that already changed.”

My heart was beating so fast. I’d rather be meeting a potential client of mine right now. I’d rather be talking about latent business opportunities, or solving something in my company that needed to be solved or that else the whole enterprise would go belly-up because of it.

I had to make a decision, and regardless of which I made right now, I didn’t think I was going to like it.

“Yes, I have, and I am so happy with her. It’s the life I’ve always been asking for.”

“Wow, really? Then, I can’t wait to meet her.”

I was glad she didn’t ask for more details about my ‘wife’. She could ask what her name was, her profession, how we’d met, and my lie would crumble like brittle bricks before me. She’d feel pity for me and then try to introduce me to some of her widow friends.

I liked them, but they were not for me. I needed someone either some years younger, or about my age. Older women were not my type. The ones that were friends of my mother were just as old as she was, and let’s just say she couldn’t even walk anymore without her hunched back tormenting her.

I wasn’t that desperate.

We talked some more, and then she hung up the phone. The call ended, and I put the handset of the device back into its cradle. I proceeded then to the window, looking outside and wondering what my life was going to be like from now on.

I needed to do something about that. I needed to find a woman that would be willing enough to fake the whole thing with me. She would have to put up with my family for some days, but then they would take the next flight and leave here.

Or maybe they would stay here long term. I couldn’t know that for sure, and that devoured my mind.

I sighed, not knowing what was going to happen next. I didn’t want to come off some desperate kind of fool, but there had to be something here in Lost Hope that could help me.

Nobody knocked on the door, which was about the only good thing happening in my life right now. I had the peace and tranquility I needed. I just wished money could truly buy the happiness that news tried to convey it could.

I sat down, lifted the lid of my laptop, and then typed the first thing that came to my mind. Fake girlfriend for hire. There was a link on the webpage. I clicked on it, but it just took me to a page without anything substantial on it.
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