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The Hostess

Chapter 1
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I WAS WALKING DOWN a crowded, smelly street when I heard someone calling out to me. Turning my head to him, it turned out he was none other than a barker – a man responsible for picking out women in crowds like this one and inviting her to work for his hostess club.

I was walking with my head down, thinking about the future and what my life was going to be like if my university degree didn’t help me with landing a job. Working for a hostess club wasn’t my idea of making it in life, though I could see why so many girls like me ended up choosing that kind of lifestyle.

Lifestyle, huh? Not sure if I should be calling it that. The whole thing wasn’t seen with good eyes by our society, and I didn’t need something else to add to the stigma associated with the kind of person I was.

The guy stopped in front of me, panting. He needed to chill out. I could see why he was feeling a little desperate to make me work for him, though. In his line of business, he probably got paid by the number of women he convinced to work for the club.

The street was still really packed, and I could barely hear his words as he talked to me.

“Miss! I’m not sure if you’ve heard it, but our hostess club is inviting more girls to work for us. Payment is really good, and all the women that work for us are pretty happy with being here. I’m sure you’d feel the same way, if you give us a chance.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t really need the money right now. Thanks for the offer, though.”

Except that I did need the money. Power and water bills were beginning to pile up, and I didn’t know if and when I would have the money needed to pay the next partition of my college loan. Still couldn’t believe I had to take that loan. Everything would be so much better right now had I not requested it.

Dad and mom could not pay my college debts, and I’d found myself at an impasse. It had been either getting the loan or finding myself working in a club like that one, where women my age whored themselves for some money – and it wasn’t enough to pay all their bills.

I supposed they didn’t have a choice – like I hadn’t had with the loan thing. That still pained my heart a little, making me wonder when I was going to be able to pay it.

And right now, I really needed to continue focusing on my academic career. That and achieving the promise of a good job in a good company. Gosh, why did working had to be so hard?

His hand grabbed my arm, stopping me. “Are you sure? Because this could be the opportunity of a lifetime for you, and I’m not going to be offering it to many other people.”

“Yes, my mind is made up about it, and I know there ought to be many more people out there willing to work for you. But unfortunately, I’m not one of those.”

His hand let go of my arm and I walked away from there with a smile on my face. I knew I was going to make everything right. I knew I was going to make my life better, the prospect of working in a nice office environment already making my heart beat a little faster.

If I could make it work – If things turned around in my life – I wouldn’t even have to ever walk down this street again. It was just too crowded, and right now I really needed to stop letting that kind of thought ruin my mood.

I shouldn’t let that sort of thing ever happen again.

But then I heard another pair of footsteps rushing to me again, stopping right behind me. I whirled around to meet them, finding the guy from before. He was panting as hard as he had been a couple of seconds ago, and I could tell that he wasn’t about to give up easily. This guy was a little too persistent for my liking.

“Are you sure about that, miss? We could give you a test drive of sorts. You would work for us for a night, and if you like it, we could hire you. Of course, it’s nothing guaranteed, and...”

“Yes, I’m pretty sure I don’t need that right now. Now, if you will excuse me...”

I spun on my heels, but he spoke again.

“I can make the payment double of what it is. You would be making a lot of money working here.”

I had no choice but to turn to him, finding his proposal a little out of the ordinary.

“Double the normal wage? For real? Or are you just talking out of your ass?”

He put both of his hands on his knees, bending a little as his eyes flashed. He might be thinking he really piqued my interest, but nothing changed for me. No way that I was ever going to work at his hostess club, with guys much older than me acting like they still had it. I wasn’t going to let that happen.

I still had my self-respect.

“I can do that, and a lot more. You could become a queen in our club, and I’m sure a girl like you would appreciate that.”

“Uhhhh, thanks, but no thanks. I really can’t accept it. I already have a life, and I would rather keep it as it is.”

“For real? Wow... I thought I had you, but I guess I was just getting hopeful over nothing.” He took a deep breath and continued, “Have a good evening, miss. And if you change your mind, you know where you can find us.”

I felt a little bad that I couldn’t take up on his offer and work in his club, but it was either giving the possibility of having a normal life again another chance, or sucking up to men whose life I couldn’t give a damn about.

And I couldn’t do that last thing. I was a woman of self-respect, and I really needed to try everything before ever considering the choice of becoming a hostess. I knew it would leave a sour taste in my mouth – of the kind I would never be able to forget.

✽✽✽

I opened the door and felt a cold, metallic, and somewhat round thing prodding the back of my neck. My heart rate sped up in a second, and I thought I was going to die. I whimpered when I felt the hand of a man taking me to the middle of the living room, his intention becoming clearer as the seconds ticked by.

“What do you want?” I asked, finding it unbelievable that I was getting robbed this evening, of all the times it could have happened.

I was so unlucky. Fate didn't look at me with kind eyes.

“Nothing more than what you are keeping here in your house, and I know it's a lot. I know you are rich as fuck and could be helping a less fortunate person like me.”

His voice was deep and it sent shivers down my spine. I couldn’t help but feel like screaming for help, but I didn't do it. Nothing good could have come out of that.

“Can't you just find someone else to rob?”

He guffawed.

“No can do, miss. This place reeks of richness.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. My house was small and I still lived with my parents. Mom and dad were some of the people I most loved, and thinking about them now, I couldn't help but wonder where they were.

They had to be somewhere inside the house, right? But if this guy had managed to sneak in, did he do something to them?

The thought of that happening brought another wave of shivers down my spine, and I couldn't help but feel like kicking this guy in his balls.

I wasn't going to do that, though. I knew it would only bring me misfortune, this guy then probably squeezing the trigger of his gun and shooting me dead before I could even as much as get a chance to scream.

I breathed in and out slowly. “Alright, you can have it all - all the money, but please, just let me live.”

A tear rolled down my cheek, and I couldn't believe how humiliating this whole thing was making me feel. It was one thing busting my ass off for a future that I could only dream of, and another to be witnessing it all getting destroyed right in front of my eyes.

The man prodded the back of my neck again, bringing me to my bedroom. I had a safe with some money in it. I had some money at the bank, but didn't trust them enough. I didn’t feel safe keeping much of it there.

Call me old fashioned, but that was how I was like.

“Just need to turn the dial with the right combination,” I explained, bending and reaching out with my hand to it.

“Don't take too long or I might change my mind about letting you live once this is over.”

The guy was wearing a mask, so either way I knew I wasn't going to get a glimpse of his face. Just as fast as he showed up here, he was going to escape and leave me with nothing.

“Alright, alright. I'm doing it," I said while turning the dial to the left some ticks, and then to the right and to the left again.

There was a click and I pulled the door open. My money stacks once gave me hope that I could turn things around, but now they were all going to be wasted with whatever this guy was going to spend them on.

He was exhaling quite hard when I handed him the stacks full of dollar bills. His pistol was still pointed to the back of my neck, arms raised as he made it pretty clear that I couldn’t even twitch. If I did, he would shoot me dead.

“You are not going to get away with this!" I heard a rather feeble, hoarse voice coming from the doorway. The masked man had left it open.

My eyes snapped to dad, who was dashing toward the robber with a large kitchen knife in his hand. Mom was right behind him, and her hand was covering her mouth.

“Father, no!” I yelled, but it was too late.

He was already sprinting to the guy with the gun, and the latter had no option but to pull the trigger then and there.

What happened a moment later was nothing but a blur to my mind, dad’s body falling limp on the floor.

Blood gushed out of his mouth and mom had yelled something that at the time - and even now - I couldn’t comprehend.

The guy with the black ski mask pulled the trigger three more times, and all the shots pierced her skull.

I screamed and went for the two of them. The guy in the black ski mask grabbed all the money stacks and hurried out of the room. All I heard then was the noise of the front door being closed.

I supposed I should find some solace in the fact that at least he didn't kill me, but I couldn’t bring myself to think about the incident that way.

I cried and whimpered while pulling the dead bodies of my mom and dad to me. I sang to them a soothing, slow song while remembering all the good moments I shared with them.

My mind could not accept the fact that they were all gone now. I didn't want to blame my father, but it was all his fault. Had he not made the terrible mistake he did, he and his wife would still be alive.

And I wouldn't have to face a life without parents.
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Chapter 2
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“MISS, I HOPE YOU REALIZE we don’t usually do this. Giving another loan to someone who didn’t manage to make the first payment yet is unheard of for us. I wish I could just give it to you, but I also don’t want to give people here the wrong idea about us, if you catch my drift.”

And I did. I really did, but now, more than ever before, I was desperate for money, and I had no idea for how much longer I was going to be able to continue living without more of it. I was poor before, and thanks to the jerk that robbed me, I was even more so now.

I had no idea how I was going to proceed from now on without more money. And I was thinking that I needed a lot of it – more so than I had back inside that safe where I’d kept those money stacks.

Not a lot of time passed since mom and dad were killed. I couldn’t keep going on like this, scraping by every day and hoping that something favorable to me was going to happen out of the blue. Something worth calling this life good – worth living – but was that even something that might happen, or was I dreaming too high right now?

Some people could get the wrong idea, but this looked like a normal building from the outside. And from the inside too. I’d never thought that, one day, I would find myself here again – other than to pay him the amount I owed – I thought while shifting my weight. Just being here was making me feel so uncomfortable, and I was kind of thinking that this wasn’t going to end well for me.

Another loan? From these guys? What was the worst that could happen?

“I know that you don’t have any reason to lend me some more money right now, but I really need it. I think I might end up getting kicked out of my home if I can’t finish paying my mortgage,” I pleaded, my voice cracking.

I was on the verge of breaking down before him.

The man was sitting behind his desk, his hands folded on the surface of it. He was a businessman and he couldn’t believe he was going to have to make this choice – either give me what I needed or condemn me to a life of misery and poorness.

I didn’t know much about the guy, but I knew he’d been poor before, and that was one of the many things he wouldn’t like seeing someone going through. I didn’t want to get my hopes up right now, but maybe he was going to cut me some slack and give me the money I needed – under several conditions I didn’t want to think about at the moment. I didn’t need one more reason to feel miserable.

He sighed and stood up from his chair. His hand settled on my shoulder while he took me to the balcony of his room. There, he offered me a cigarette, but I was no smoker. I shook my head and he took the cue, putting the pack back inside the front pocket of his suit’s coat.

He lit up his cigarette and blew some air through his nostrils, looking at the night sky and admiring the district that I’d been before – the one with all the nightclubs and hostesses clubs. It still didn’t sit right with me that I might take this man on his offer, but at the same time, what choice did I have, now that it appeared that this loan shark was going to give me the thing that was like air for my lungs?

“Alright, I might just give you the loan, but you are going to have to promise me something – something I’m not sure you could do.”

I examined his eyes and said, “I can do anything. Anything, really. You have no idea how much I need that money as soon as possible.”

He blew another cloud of smoke through his nostrils.

“Guess I don’t have much of a choice,” he said, leaning on the short wall of the balcony and putting his arms on it. “You will have to pay me double of what I loan, and you will have to work in a nightclub I own. I’m not changing the offer. It’s that, or nothing.”

My heart skipped a beat. Of all the things he could have chosen for me as conditions so that I wouldn’t just get his money and skip town, he picked those? I didn’t know what was worse, if it was paying double the interest rate or working as a hostess in that district. I’d never thought it would happen one day. That barker was going to have a field day when he saw me again.

Fate didn’t look at me with kind eyes, did it? It seemed it was intent on fucking me over and over again.

“Have you changed your mind already?” He asked, his fingers holding his cigarette in between two of them.

I smiled.

“No, I’m going to. Which club am I going to have to work at again?”

His eyes widened in surprise. He’d probably thought that I wasn’t going to accept anything and that he would have had to find another woman – another idiot – that was more willing than me to do that sort of stupid thing.

Working in a hostess club... That was now how I thought my life was going to pan out once I was an adult. I just wished I had enough money not to subjugate myself to this kind of humiliation. He didn’t see it that way, but it didn’t change anything. It didn’t matter to me how he looked at it.

It was either this or doing... I didn’t know what I would be doing. To be fair, in terms of things that I could be doing right now, working as a hostess wasn’t the worst option. I would just not be able to tell anyone what I would be doing, and I was going to have to double down on my academic studies so that I could have greater hope for a better future.

Anything to make it so working as a hostess didn’t become a permanent thing.

✽✽✽

I stopped in front of the building, unsure how I should be reacting. This was going to be my first day working here, and I could tell this wasn’t the kind of place for me. People were walking here and there behind me, and I couldn’t help but feel that someone would recognize me here and end all my chances of ever making it in life.

If my professors and colleagues found out about this, I was sure that I would get kicked out of college. Not in the literal sense, but people there would just stop talking to me – and that was the kind of thing I could not afford to let happen.

I needed as many people as I could have helping me – as many friends as possible, or else this whole thing was going to get out of control.

The barker from the other day stopped in front of me, his hand clapping like he couldn’t believe I was here and that this whole thing wasn’t some kind of trick his mind was playing on him.

“My goodness, miss. I didn’t think you were going to change your mind so soon.”

I sighed. “Me neither, but I didn’t have a better choice. It was either working here or... I guess you don’t need to learn about what is going on in my life right now.”

“I wouldn’t say it doesn’t pique my interest, but you might be right about something else. What is happening in your life is your problem, and I’m nothing but a barker to you.”

I smiled. He had a pretty soothing, calming voice, and his eyes were pretty expressive. He looked friendly enough, but I wasn’t going to tell him any more than I already did about my life.

The fewer people here knew about it, the better. Though, now that I was thinking about it, maybe it wouldn’t be too bad to make some friends here. Making friends meant some information about my past and present would have to be shared, but I was already getting used to the idea of letting that happen, for the greater good.

He offered his hand to me, but I didn’t feel like taking it. Plus, it wasn’t like the building was too complex to be walked around in or something like that. People were making a line in front of it, and the place felt crowded, but it was still nothing more than a small building located in the heart of this red-light district.

People of all ages and backgrounds filled this busy, smelly street, and I couldn’t focus on anything. In contrast, when the barker took me inside the building, I couldn’t help but focus on all the blinking lights, the people chatting, laughing, and then I thought that I didn’t know if I was going to be able to work here for long.

“Follow me this way,” the guy said, taking me to a smaller room inside the building and closing the door behind him.

There were some women inside it, and some of them looked at me with curious eyes. They were probably asking themselves what the hell I was doing here, and I wouldn’t blame them for having that reaction. I didn’t look the part, though I guessed the guy that took me here was going to see to that soon enough.

He was going to make me look like them, all makeup, and no substance. It wasn’t all bad and at least one good thing was going to come out of it, though, I reprimanded myself. Few people would be able to recognize me here, once I was looking like a proper hostess. Either way, chances were my professors and fellow students didn’t frequent this kind of establishment often, so chances of my life getting ruined for working here were slim to none.

Inside this smaller changing room, I could still hear some of the loud music coming from the main room – the one with all the couches, hostesses, and customers – but it sounded muffled. Knowing that here I could relax a little was comforting, and even though I was still going to have my first night out there in the main room, I was already kind of missing this much smaller space delimited by four walls and wondering what hour my break was going to be.

“Alright, Mrs. Malone. I think it’s time to turn you into a different woman. A woman that any man in the world would fall for...”

I gave him an uncomfortable smile, which he ignored or didn’t seem to have noticed. He went on.

“I know that working here can kind of be too much, but please don’t worry about it,” he insisted, dragging me to the other side of the room and opening one of the closets. It was big, housing many clothing pieces that I would love to try under better, different circumstances. I still hadn’t finished swallowing the fact that I was going to be working here for the foreseeable future.

"I'm going to do my best," I told him, hoping that he was going to swallow that and stop bothering me about feeling bad regarding this kind of business line.

It took him no time at all to whip up something that looked nice on me. A beautiful, tantalizing purple dress that I was sure was going to grab the attention of many of the customers I was going to be serving. And an updo hair with a tiara that complemented it to perfection, too.

I then stood in front of the door that led to this changing room, my heart racing as if it was a speeding train.

The barker stood behind me, tapping my shoulder with his hand.

“You are going to be fine out there. I'm sure you are going to become our number one girl before long.”

And given the amount of time that I was going to be here, working here, I was sure that he wasn't too far off on his prediction.

It just might become real.
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Chapter 3
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I SAT DOWN ON THE COUCH when a man, tall and imposing, requested me. Encouraging him to order many drinks and a lot of food from the establishment wasn’t going to be too hard, though there was something about me I needed to control and keep in check.

My anxiety.

His eyes seemed to penetrate me like they were spears, seeking my soul. I had to admit I hadn't thought I was going to meet such a gorgeous guy during my first night working here.

I had no idea how a conversation with him was going to be like, and this being my first night here, I hadn't thought that it was going to be so different from what I'd thought it was going to be.

This guy looked at me with curious eyes, keeping his legs spread wide. And he was wearing an expensive-looking suit that highlighted his best features.

I had not thought that I was going to get a crush on my first customer. I was not doing this right, was I?

Here I was, sitting on the couch with him just hoping that he would tell me that he found me gorgeous or something like that, bringing his hand to mine and then-

Stop, Renae. You need to get your shit together and focus on your work. Or else your loan won't be paid and those guys will kill you. They are loan sharks. What do you think they do with customers that don't pay them?

I took in a deep breath and said, “So, wanna get something to eat? We have a variety of options and I'm sure at least some of them are to your liking.”

His voice was deep and commanding when he spoke.

“Sure, why not? I kind of came here to see a gorgeous lady like you, but some food and a good drink would come a long way, too.”

I shot my hand up, over my head, and waved it. One of the waiters noticed it and came to us.

“What would you like to get?”

I told him what we were going to have. A bottle of our strongest vodka and a platter of fruit. Nothing out of the ordinary, and I could already imagine what I was going to feel like once the conversation was flowing and he was telling me about his life. I wasn’t his shrink, so of course he wouldn't tell me everything, but I still couldn't wait to find out about what his life was like.

His hair looked pretty sharp, cut shorter at the sides than at the top. His eyes, penetrating as always, seemed to hold me with a gaze that I'd never thought possible before.

My mind was vaguely aware of the other people sitting around us, the mood lights, the gloom, the smoke that hovered over the floor, the booming music, and everything else that didn't pertain to this incredible meeting I was sharing with him.

It didn’t take too long for the waiter to come right back, his hand holding the bigger platter with the bottle of vodka and the fruit platter on it. He put it on top of the small coffee table that stood in front of us.

I opened the bottle and poured some of the liquid inside his glass until it was almost filled up. “Thanks,” he said, grabbing the glass and making my heart flutter. Though I was supposed to be nothing more than his hostess for the night, his body, skin, and everything else about him was making me hope we could be more.

He sipped from his glass and put it back down on the table. His eyes studied me for a second before he grabbed his cigarette pack. Doing the following was one of the many things I’d been taught by the barker, so I grabbed my lighter and lit up his cigarette. Customers were allowed to smoke inside the establishment, so that wasn’t odd.

He took a drag from his cigarette and then commented, “You are a nice girl. What are you doing working in a place like this one?”

There were two things from his affirmation I ended up taking notes of. First, it was the fact he’d called me ‘girl.’ I guessed that, from his point of view, it made sense for him to call me that, but I was still a little hopeful he wasn’t thinking that way about me.

I mean, was the difference in age that noticeable? He looked a lot older than me, with a peachy skin that wasn’t covered with wrinkles or any other defects, though he did have some of them. His eyes betrayed his age too, and overall I knew I was way below his league, but Jesus... I hadn’t thought that was going to be one of the first things he would mention.

And the other thing I took note of was him saying I still didn’t look the part – didn’t look good enough to be working here, or just didn’t look like a whore enough. I didn’t know what to make of that last thing, so I didn’t focus on it much.

I smiled and grabbed a piece of apple from the fruit platter, moving it to his mouth. I could feel the smell of his cologne wafting in the air and coming to my nostrils, making my heart melt for him even more. I was aware I was getting ahead of myself, having feelings for a guy that couldn’t give two shits about me, but it was something I could not control.

He finished eating the piece that I gave to him, his stubble making me feel like reaching out and brushing my fingers against it. But I knew he wouldn’t have found that okay, so I didn’t do it.

I sighed and wondered where this whole thing was going to lead. It couldn’t lead to anything out of what was ordinary in this kind of workplace, right? This guy wasn’t going to begin thinking I was someone worth dating, and chances were he had a girlfriend that sucked up to him all the time. If I was thinking I had any chance this could pan out to something more – him and I becoming lovers – someone needed to whack me on the head and snap me back to the real world.

He finished smoking his cigarette and threw the butt on the tray, his action speaking a lot about him. This was a man that just oozed self-esteem, and that was one of the many things I valued in a guy.

Grabbing the glass of wine, he took another sip and put it down.

I needed to make some more conversation with him and continue to milk him, making him order more food and drinks. That was the only way to speed things up, to make it so I was going to have enough money to pay Oisin before it was too late. There was no way around it.

We talked some more, getting to know each other. The guy whose name was David seemed pretty interested in me, and time seemed to be flowing by. I couldn’t believe how easy it was being for me to be making conversation with him. I’d thought it was going to be much harder.

Then, it seemed that our conversation was going to veer toward something else.

“You here by chance, choice, or because you are being forced?” He questioned.

Shock struck me, making me blink at him like a dumb fool. I hadn’t thought he was going to make that question all of sudden. He looked worried about me.

I didn’t think he cared about me that much. I thought I was nothing more than a random girl for him.

I felt a little intimidated by him now, my mouth opening and closing. I had no idea what to tell him. One of the reasons behind that was the fact I didn't deem it appropriate to tell him anything about my life right now.

Why the hell would he need to learn about that anyway?

I brushed a lock of my hair to the side, mumbling and making myself looking rather pathetic before him.

His hand looked for mine, setting on it. “It's okay if you don't feel like telling me anything right now. I was just making a question, and I know it sounded a bit stupid.”

Once again, I mumbled. I'd made him order some more drinks and food. Overall, this was working for me, but I still couldn't shake the feeling that David was crossing a line that he shouldn't.

“I’m sorry once again, but you don't need to tell me anything if you don't feel like doing it. Just... forget that I said anything and let's continue that awesome conversation we were having.”

He was actually enjoying it? I’d thought he was being generous and kind with me just because he was a gentleman and didn’t want to make me feel like I was doing this all wrong. He was buying the drinks and the food from the menus, sure, but I didn’t think he was doing those things because of me.

“It’s... nothing that you need to worry about. My life is fine. I guess I'm just wondering about stuff that isn't there.”

And maybe I was doing things that tipped him off somehow regarding my true feelings. Maybe I was looking a bit too nervous, and he was never going to invite me to see him next time he came by.

I took a deep breath and considered my options. I needed to do something about this uncomfortable situation I found myself in, or else this whole thing was going to derail.

David took another sip from his glass, in a moment putting it back down on the small coffee table. I then focused on the glass too long all of sudden, and I noticed I did that. Indeed, this whole time I'd been giving him signals that told him I was not quite here with him.

David was never going to request me again, was he?

The thought of that happening made my heart speed up like a galloping horse, and I quickly readjusted how I was sitting. I gave him a look I hoped was going to soothe his mind about me, and readied myself to make him a question that toyed with my heart.

He should stop worrying about me from now on and just focus on the fact that he was here to have a good time, and nothing more than that.

“So wanna another drink and some more food?”

His eyes widened for a fraction of a second before he exhaled. I guessed he was thinking there wasn't much he could do. If I didn’t want to share anything of my life with him, then that’s how it’s going to be. David was a gentleman and he would never force anything on me.

“Alright, sure. No problem. Guess my throat is a little dry right now.”

I breathed out in relief too. I didn't know what was going to happen from now on, but I sure as hell hoped that it was going to be something good.

Focus on the job at hand and on paying that loan shark once you have his money, girl, I told myself before pushing up the hem of my dress a little.

It was a skin-tight dress. I guessed that this was a common kind of dress here, looking at the women that also worked here and were serving their guests. Many of them wore similar dresses, though there were some that had put on somewhat peculiar models.

Some of their customers fumbled with their breasts, and I had to ask myself if that was allowed here or not.

The guards didn't seem to care, so I had to guess it was okay indeed.

The waiter came back with more food and another bottle of bourbon. It had been hours already since David stepped into the club, and he didn't seem at all ready to hit the road yet. I couldn't be sure of this at the moment, but I was thinking he was going to stay here for much longer.

Could it be he was thinking that maybe he needed to find out more about me?

I kind of hoped he was going to forget about what my life was like and act like the customer he was supposed to be – focusing on getting a good time here – but it seemed he wasn't going to do it.

I poured some more bourbon into his glass and brought it to his mouth. He drank it, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down. More than anything right now, I felt like kissing him and pushing him down against the couch, getting all cozy with him.

But as his hostess, I wasn't supposed to cross any line he would not. Without knowing what he liked and didn’t, I wasn’t going to risk anything. It wasn’t worth it.

We chatted some more, and at some point he began to talk about his life.

He brushed his fingers through his hair and said, “I can't believe I'm going to have that meeting with that guy tonight.”

Tonight? Then it wasn’t going to take him much longer to leave Le Kissr. And I was kind of hoping he wouldn’t. We were having such a great time together, now that he didn't appear to be worried about stuff from my life.

It took him no time at all to mention something else concerning his life, though.

“And I don’t know how I’m going to approach the subject with him.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but I was still going to continue pretending otherwise. As a hostess, I was supposed to make him feel nice and comfortable here. I wished I could find all about him, what his life was like, and what he did for a living, though I guessed that last thing was going to come out sooner or later. It just seemed he had a lump in his throat he couldn’t keep hidden from me for too long.

Chances were he was a billionaire, running a company that worked for him, that thought of him as his Master and treated him like a King. I wished I was his wife so that I could feel what it was like to have a husband with so much power.

Woah there, Renae. You are getting ahead of yourself again, and that is not a good thing.

My mind was right about that. I was thinking, dreaming about things that didn’t pertain to my life, and that was not okay. It wasn’t a good thing, and now, more than ever before, I needed to focus on giving this man a good time here at the club.

He looked a bit hesitant right now, his hand going for the glass of bourbon on the small coffee table, but not grabbing it. I wondered about what was getting him so worried. He told me a little about a certain meeting, but didn’t detail it much. Now that I was thinking about it, I didn’t know much about his life, and that was saying something. This was a job where I, as a hostess, was supposed to know what the customer was like. That was the only way to make him have a great time here.

Something troubled his mind, and even though I would love to find out what it was, that would mean he would have then all the right in the world to make me questions about my life. I couldn’t afford to let that happen – at all.

“Sorry, this isn’t working, but I’m kind of worried about your hesitation from before. I want to know why you didn’t want to talk about it,” he said all of sudden, making me cover my mouth so that I didn’t end up gasping.

I hadn’t thought he was going to bring that up again.

“I’m sorry. I don’t think it’s important at all,” I said.

“You don’t need to be shy, Renae. I know something’s keeping you up at night, and I don’t know how to put this... but I want to help you. I know you have no reason to be accepting anything from a stranger like me, but I promise you I’m not going to bite.”

Did I just hear that right? He was telling me that there was something I was doing that was making him think he needed to do something – anything – to help me.

All of sudden, someone nudged him on his shoulder, making him turn his head to him.

“Boss, I think something is coming up and we are going to need your help with it.”

The guy looked pretty serious, the one that was talking to him. His invasion of our solitary moment of privacy kind of made me feel a little envious, though.

I kept that thought in check, not allowing it to manifest itself. Most of all, I didn't want it worrying him. I didn't want David thinking all of sudden there was indeed something about me he needed to know.

Fuck. Why the hell was I getting bombarded by these thoughts and feelings while having nothing more than a somewhat long conversation with a paying customer?

“I'll be right there. Just give me a minute here,” he said, the guy's eyes questioning if he should follow his order or insist some more.

But that was his boss. He wouldn't do anything he didn't approve of.

David turned to me and I knew he had one more thing to ask me. He wasn't going to get out of here without learning everything from me he could, and that was a kind of frightening realization.

The guy that was with him straightened up his back, turned, and left.

David said, “Again, I know I might be insisting too much on something you don't want to share with me, but I can see that your eyes are hurt. Your soul is hurt and I just can't see such a beautiful girl like you feeling that way and not do something about it.”

"I-I-" I said, stammering. David shifted closer to me, making me feel even more uncomfortable while kind of hoping he would kiss me. My mind was such a mess of feelings and temptations.

None of the guards as much as flashed a glance at him. He could kill me now and they would not be able to do anything about it.

I was at his mercy, forced to do everything that he demanded of me.

Maybe it was knowing I stood no chance against his wishes that did it. I spilled the beans.

“I don’t know how to tell you this,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I borrowed a lot of money and am being forced to work here. I don't know what my life is going to be like from now on. I need to work here for God knows how long. That is the only way to finish paying all the money I borrowed. I suppose my only hope is becoming the best hostess here and making as much money from men like you as possible, but that is a thought that frightens me..."

His eyes softened up.

“Ahhh, I knew something was up. Who do you own money to again?”

From then on, we kept talking for a while. I ended up mentioning the horrible turn of events that culminated in my parents getting murdered, and remembering that made me feel like it was happening right in front of me again. A tear rolled down my cheek, even. He grabbed his handkerchief and wiped it off before one of the guards or waiters took notice of it. Had that happened, they would have fired me for sure.

I was so glad I was getting all of that out of my system, but I had no idea where all this was going to lead to. Was he going to help me with that?

It turned out he wasn’t going to have a choice on the matter anyway. The guy from before came back and forced him to follow him. I took a look at the clock on my phone and let a smile creep up on my face. My shift had ended for the night, and now it was time to find out how well – or bad – I did.
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Chapter 4
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THE BARKER FROM BEFORE stood in front of me, his hand holding a piece of paper. “Congratulations, you were one of our most successful hostesses tonight! You really managed to milk that guy, didn’t you?”

I smiled, not knowing how to react to that news. I’d thought that this whole thing – working as a hostess – wasn’t going to work out for me, but it seemed I’d been wrong about that.

The barker’s smile was a radiant one, but the other girls seemed less impressed than him that things turned out the way they did for me. I grabbed the piece of paper and smiled. All I knew right now was that I was going to treasure it, and maybe even show it to Oisin to rub it in his face that I was going to make this whole thing work. I was going to get out of here with all the money he needed, and then I would owe nothing to him.

One of the girls mumbled. “Can’t believe I lost to the new girl.”

I could go right to her and tell right in her face that she should say that sort of thing to me – right in my face – but I didn’t feel like antagonizing anyone here right now. That wouldn’t have been a good thing.

I grabbed my raincoat and walked outside. The night was busy, with people perambulating on the street in front of Le Kissr. I took in a deep breath and remembered David. The man from before, the one that made it possible to walk out of that hostess club with a smile on my face.

The only thing I didn’t like was him getting all worried about my life. Was that going to change how he felt about the establishment, maybe even make him feel ashamed of himself to the point of never coming back?

A woman trotted in front of me, complaining about something I couldn’t care about. I didn’t know what was going on in David’s mind when he began to make me those questions, but I hoped they weren’t going to deter him from coming back and requesting me again.

All I knew now was that I couldn’t rely on him to show up again tomorrow night. To make more money – enough to make it so the barker would be astounded by my progress again – I couldn’t rely on David requesting me often.

I slipped into my car and drove back home. For the time being, it was going to continue being my home, and I didn’t have to worry about anyone taking it away from me. Still couldn’t quite believe I was working in Le Kissr to make that happen, though.

✽✽✽

My feet halted in front of Le Kissr, still unable to wrap my head around how much time it had passed since I first got here. Things were going well for me now, all things considered. I was on my way to making more than enough money to pay what I owed to Oisin. I just couldn’t wait to be able to rub it in his face, that I was going to do good on my word and pay up everything.

The barker came running out of sudden, yelling, “Miss, there’s something you need to see.”

“Wait, what kind of thing?” I asked, but he didn’t seem interested in answering me. He just grabbed my hand and bolted right back into the establishment, some people in the vicinity throwing looks of concern in my direction.

The barker rushed with me to the back of Le Kissr, and I couldn’t help but wonder why he looked so desperate and fearful all of sudden. More often than not, he was a man that smiled and seemed to be having a good life. The way he was acting this instant was nothing short of puzzling.

I closed the door behind me, wondering what he was going to do now. If he’d taken me here, then it had to have been for a good reason. What that reason was, I was going to find out soon enough, I assumed when he stopped in front of a black van.

From behind said van rounded a short, skinny man with black hair. My hand covered my mouth before a gasp could escape through my lips. Of all the people I thought I would never see again in my life, he topped the list.

Those eyes... I never thought I would ever see them again.

And they were filled with hatred for me. Since we broke up, I’d thought that he’d forgotten about me, but it seemed I was wrong about that. He’d come here to meet me again and brush up on some old topics I’d presumed to have been long buried.

“Renae, it’s so good to see you here,” he sneered, approaching me and making me feel like running right out of here as fast as possible. But I wasn’t going to do that. I was no coward and I could face someone like him head-on, no matter what happened.

“What do you want?”

He chuckled. “Nothing more than to see the new you. A little bird told me you are working here now, and I thought it would be a good thing to find out how you are doing. I might even request you, my dear hostess...”

The thought of him doing that frightened me. I hadn’t thought he would ever have the guts to show up again in my life, much less to come here, of all places. And who told him about me working here anyway?

It had to have been someone from college. Maybe one of my fellow students who didn’t like me much and ended up finding out about my former relationship with him. Whoever did it, though, just fucked up my life.

“I don’t know what you are thinking you are doing here, but this is going nowhere, Troy,” I said, spitting venom at him with each of my words.

“My little darling, but that’s where you are wrong. I heard you are meeting someone new here, seeing a new man. How is he like?”

I took a step back. My eyes looked to the side, but I couldn’t see the barker. I didn’t know what got into him when he thought that forcing me to meet Troy was a good idea, but I wish he’d stayed so that he could see my reaction now. That would make him realize the weight of the mistake he’d made. Not that I would threaten him or anything like that. I was just... disappointed.

Shooting that thought away, I made a decision. I was going to have a long, profound conversation with him. No way I was going to let this slide. I liked him, but this was a mistake I could never forgive.

”I don’t know what you are talking about,” I said, taking more steps backward while hoping I was going to be able to get back inside and get one of the guards to save me. Troy was skinny and rather frail. He wouldn’t be able to do anything against one of the hulking men that patrolled the inside of the building.

“But you do. You know damn well what I’m talking about, and you are fucking going to tell me all I need to know about the guy. His marital status, the number of his credit card, where he lives, what his job is – everything, and you are going to stop lying to me. If there’s one thing I don’t like, it’s people lying.”

I took a couple more steps backward. I was so close to getting back to the door that led out of the establishment. All I needed was to get to it, and then I’d be safe and sound from Troy. I’d be able to get back into the changing room, change into my hostess outfit, and then I’d have a normal night working here.

“I-I-I don’t really know what you are talking about,” I insisted, stammering but very much still keeping my composure. Troy was thinking that by making me afraid of him I was not going to fight back, but he couldn’t be any wronger about it. I was going to fight back with all the strength I had, and then I was going to make him regret coming here.

I whirled around and bolted to the door, my eyes looking inside the establishment before I felt the touch of something hot curling around my right forearm. Troy, and he’d managed to grab me before I could get to safety.

My heart sped up, and I didn’t know what to expect from this, and how to proceed from here on out. One false step and he could fuck me up here to the point of breaking my legs.

I needed to do something – anything that might distract him.

I considered screaming, and I did open my mouth, but then he covered it with his hand. “You are not going to do that,” he growled, his nostrils flaring. I could feel his hot breath on my face, and it was one of the worst feelings possible.

Most of all, I couldn’t believe he was making me do this. I’d thought that our life together had meant something to him. It seemed he couldn’t even remember it anymore.

His head inched closer to mine. His lips were so near mine he could kiss me and I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

“What do you say, my little princess? Are you going to do the thing I’m asking of you now – tell me everything you know about the guy – or are you going to continue pretending you can get out of this unscathed?”

The truth was, even if I knew a lot about David, I wouldn’t tell him anything. Not only was David kind, he cared about my life. He’d been helping me so much, and I couldn’t imagine what working here all this time would be like without his help and care.

Troy was an asshole, and he didn’t deserve to know anything about David.

“Ahhh, so that’s how it’s going to be, is it? You are not going to tell me anything, thinking that you can get away from me,” he said, breathing in hard. “Well, let me tell you something about myself I don’t think you’ve noticed yet. I’m not someone that gives up easily.”

His eyes seemed to smolder with a hatred I'd never thought possible someone could feel before. His grip on my neck tightened and I could feel as if he was going to suffocate me.

“Please...” I told him, hoping he still had some of the good I'd seen in his heart before, back when I still thought he was someone worth loving.

“Please what? You think that kind of talk is going to make me change my mind about this?”

I remembered I still had David's number right here with me. If worse came to worst, then I could just call him and get this all resolved.

While he was nothing more than my customer, he was still a good man and I knew he would care. Just like Troy once did, David would care and he would come to my rescue.

He shoved me down onto the pavement, and I stood right back up. I tried to slap him – to fight against him – as best as I could, but he just manhandled me like I was nothing.

He pushed me against the black van, grabbed a black blindfold, put it around my head, and then shoved me inside the vehicle.

I heard the door closing shut before realizing it was too late.

His hands grabbed a length of rope that he used to tie up my wrists and ankles. I couldn't move, but there was something in one of my pockets he didn't know about and couldn't suspect at all.

His hand slipped inside one of them all of a sudden, from which he grabbed my phone, killing some of my hope of getting out of this in one piece.

The phone wasn't that important, though. I knew I wasn't going to need it. I had an earpiece that was going to work wonders and allow me to get the rescue I needed.

“I'm going to get us somewhere private, where nobody can be a bother to us,” Troy mumbled as he fired up the engine of the van, tires screeching while he drove to the nearest intersection. He took another road, and I had no idea where he was taking me.

With any luck, when he mentioned 'somewhere more private,' he meant that he was going to take me to his home.

While I could hope that was what was going to occur, I couldn’t be sure. Having reached that conclusion, I remembered David's number and dialed it while mumbling it to the earpiece.

Thankfully, the sensitivity of the little machine was good and it picked up the numbers after some tries. I was then able to hear the sound of the call being made, but it kept going and going...

And it didn't seem that David was going to pick it up.

“Talking to yourself already, my little princess? Didn’t think you were that fucked up in the head,” Troy joked, making me hate him so much more, and wish I could snap his neck.

David wasn't going to pick up the call, which meant I needed to be a little more creative about this.

Some minutes later, the van went over a bump, and then another and another until they were constant. Troy was taking me to God-knows-where with the intent of torturing me until he got all the information he needed. The sooner I could reach David, the better my chances of escape were going to be.

Having thought that, I sent David a text message. The earpiece could read to me whatever message he would later send to me, so all I needed to do now was to wait until he found out about this.

I knew he was going to. I didn’t need to worry. And all I was hoping, for now, was that he was going to come here before it was too late.

And that... might just happen.

✽✽✽

The vehicle stopped not too far from where there were all those bumps on the dirt road. The smell of grass and wetness came through my nostrils. The noise of crickets told me that we weren’t in the city anymore, but somewhere else.

I breathed in and out, trying to control myself. I was feeling as if I was going to have a heart attack or something like that.

Troy turned on his seat and said, “Wait right here, my little princess. I'll be right back.”

He pushed the door of the van open and stepped out. The noise of his feet crunching the cobblestones informed me that we weren't too far into the countryside yet. That was good. It relieved me a little.

His feet distanced themselves from the van. I pushed against the door, but it was to no avail. There was no getting out of this, not without David helping me anyway.

He was the only one that could. I didn't trust any of the so-called ‘college friends’ to save me in my moment of need.

I was still all tied up, finding it impossible to loosen up the ropes. And without taking them off first, I couldn't do anything about the blindfold.

I supposed I could scream, but we appeared to be so far away from everything I didn't think that would have helped me much. I exhaled while hoping that someone – anyone – was going to come out of nowhere to get me out of this mess. But that was the thing. I didn’t think or hoped that anyone other than David would come.

I could still hear the chirping of the crickets, telling me that I was pretty much in the middle of nowhere. I wished I could lift the blindfold a little to take a peek outside, but I couldn’t move an inch of my arms.

I paused my breathing for some seconds, trying to listen to what was coming from outside the van. But there didn’t appear to be anything coming from there. I thought I heard the distant sound of some rumbling. It could be that a storm was coming this way.

That would be just my luck, really. Heavy rain and thunders would be like the cherry on top of all this.

The sound of something rustling against some grass startled me, making me jump, but it turned out to be nothing. Chances were it had been nothing more than a rabbit or a squirrel running about, looking for food in the middle of the night.

I breathed in and out, trying to control my racing heart and thoughts. He was going to be here. I knew he was going to see the message, check it out, and then ask me for directions.

The earpiece buzzed all of sudden. I’d just gotten a new message, and for sure it had to have come from David. I didn’t have many friends and none from my extended family cared about me. They didn’t know what I did for a living, and didn’t care enough to offer me some help with the things that were going on in my life.

I checked the message, my heart beating like a speeding train, but all that there was then was just disappointment.

It was a spam message. Fucking hell. Of course it had to be a spam message. Why did I think it was going to be anything different? I was so stupid. So fucking stupid.

I felt like punching the window of the van, breaking it into a million pieces using just my fist to do so, but I couldn’t even move my arms. I didn’t know what I hated more. If it was the ropes that kept me tied or the blindfold.

At least Troy didn’t gag me, but that was like looking for a diamond in a pile of human feces.

I exhaled. This wasn’t working well in my favor at all, and if I didn’t do something about it – didn’t find a better plan to be taken out of here – Troy was going to torture me and do God knows what else with me.

I threw myself against the door, but it didn’t budge, again. Didn’t think it was going to anyway.

All of sudden, the earpiece buzzed again. I didn’t even bother checking it out this time. Chances were it was another spam message telling me to buy their cosmetic product or something like that. Should never have searched online for a new red lipstick. I knew the company behind the search engine was going to get that information and sell it to the highest bidder. The modern world was a box full of bad surprises, wasn’t it?

Time passed and nothing happened. If it had been someone I knew – someone that cared about me – then there would have been another buzz. The person who’d sent the first message would have tried again, hopefully even attempting to call me.

Out of the blue, the earpiece began to buzz continuously. Buzz, buzz. Someone was calling me! And for sure it had to be David. He’d finally read the message and was now trying to do everything in his power to get me out of here.

I mumbled something to pick up the call and my heart fluttered when I heard his voice. David’s voice.

“Renae, I just read your message. Are you okay? What is happening? Where are you right now?”

“Oh, David. I don’t know where I am. I can’t see anything!”

“Can’t see anything? What, like you mean someone blindfolded you?”

“It’s my ex, and he showed up all of sudden and put this blindfold over my eyes. He’s keeping me inside a van and I think-“

Footsteps began to approach the van all of sudden. Maybe they’d been coming this way for a while now, but in my reverie, while talking to David, I hadn’t been paying much attention to my surroundings. This whole thing was so fucked up.

“Renae? What is happening now?”

“Can’t talk right now. Ex’s coming.”

“Renae-” he was saying, but I muted him. I doubted Troy would have been able to hear David through it, but I didn’t want to risk it anyway. His hand reached for the handle of the door of the van, pulled it open and he plopped down on the seat in front of the steering wheel.

He exhaled, keeping the door open. His loud breathing told me he was probably covered in sweat. He’d been working on something that took a toll on him before coming back. I didn’t know or had a clue about what he’d done outside, but it worried me nonetheless. I thought about asking him about it, but then decided to keep my lips sealed. No point in beginning a conversation with the man that kidnapped me.

He exhaled again more loudly than before and said. “Phew. I didn’t think it was going to be that hard. But that motherfucker got what he deserved.”

Got what he deserved? That was curious, but again, didn’t think that probing into that subject would have been any beneficial to me. If anything, that would just make him paranoid and think I was on to him or something like that.

I was going to keep my mouth well-shut, for now.

“Hmmm? Not going to say anything right now, princess?”

“Is there anything that can be said?”

He turned on his seat, and I could feel that he was smiling. Chances were he was thinking he had me wrapped around his finger.

The van took off, going somewhere. I could feel the smell of grass and dirt getting replaced by that of pavement and buildings. We were going back to the city, and I didn’t know why. Troy was almost making me feel like he didn’t care much about what happened to me.

The sound of loud music alerted me to the fact that we were inside the city now, heading somewhere else. Somewhere where he would have all the privacy and time in the world to do whatever he wished with me...

He pulled up the van and said, “Gonna leave now, but don’t worry. I’m gonna be back soon.”

Shit. And here I was hoping I was going to have more time to talk to David and try to tell him where I was. He was still on the call, so unmuting and talking to him would be easy. The problem was going to be figuring out where I was.

The door closed and I heard Troy going somewhere else. People walked by the van, but none noticed that there was a woman tied-up inside it. I lunged against the door again, but this time, there was nobody nearby to hear the noise.

Troy must have taken me somewhere quiet in the city where not a lot of people lived or came to do whatever.

I unmuted the phone call I was having with David, my breathing returning to normal. I could do this. I could get out of here and then call the police on that bastard, finally ending this torment.

“David, I need your help.”

“Wait, what happened? I couldn’t hear you anymore and thought-”

“Look, it doesn’t matter what you thought. My ex just kidnapped me and I need your help.”

“Where are you?”

“Inside a van, and I don’t know how much time I have. He wants to know about you.”

“Huh? He wants to know about me? Who is he again?”

I breathed out loudly. “I don’t know, but nothing of this smells good to me. I think he might be trying to kill you, or do something worse.”

David exhaled. “I don’t know what is happening, but I’m not going to leave you in peril. Where do you think you are? Are there any particular sounds you can hear?”

I pondered his question for a moment. I could hear the sound of funky music being played, and I could also feel the smell of pork in the air. It was quite strong, making my stomach churn.

I told him about those things. “Alright, Renae, I think I might know where he’s taken you.”

“Really? I thought I was going to die here.”

“Don’t worry. I wouldn’t let something like that happen. I’m going to get you out of there soon enough.”

“David... Thank you. Thank you for this.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” he said before ending the call.

I’d never thought having this little earpiece would be useful one day for a situation of this kind. I did use it pretty much every day, though, to listen to music with and talk with people. I didn’t talk with my friends and family often through it – who did that this day and age anyway, thanks to the advent of texting – but, indeed, I couldn’t have asked for something more useful and suitable for getting me out of this hellhole.

Time passed and I feared that Troy would show up all of sudden, drive the van elsewhere and end my chances of leaving this situation before shit hit the fan. But for the time being, everything was silent and I couldn’t even hear people walking on the nearby sidewalks.

There weren’t even cars driving on the road, which was puzzling. Either we were on the border with the countryside, or Troy didn’t take me too far from the original spot we were at – the one with all the grass and the smell of something wet in the air.

For the time being, all I could do was to relax some more and wait for him to show up. Easier said than done, of course, but I’d made a promise. I wasn’t going to allow Troy to fuck my mind up again. He did that once, and it took me many therapies and shrinks before I was able to feel like a normal woman again.

I still didn’t know why he wanted to find out all I knew about David. That was puzzling. David didn’t seem to know the man at all.

✽✽✽

I thought he wasn’t going to come – it’d been too long already – but then, all of sudden, I felt someone knocking on the window of the van. I turned my head and felt his presence looming in front of me. The man I'd been waiting for this whole time...

Still didn't know him well, but the fact he was here was nothing short of heart-warming.

His blue, piercing eyes made me feel like jumping out of the van and kissing him as many times as possible. The only reason I didn't do that was because I was still tied up and blindfolded, for food measure.

I couldn’t see him, but I knew his eyes were still looking at me with that same penetrating focus from before – the one I knew him well for. David was just that kind of man. He would never change.

“Don't worry, Renae, I'm going to get you out of there.”

“Just be quick. I don’t want to think about what would happen if Troy shows up now.”

“Yeah, no problem. I'm going to do it before that comes to pass.”

And I knew he was going to be able to do it. Knew that like the back of my hand.

He added, “I know a thing or two about lock picking. This shouldn’t be too hard. Nothing more than a common van’s door.”

I was getting a little anxious, my breath quickening. He needed to do it fast before that son-of-a-bitch showed up. I knew I shouldn’t be saying those things about his mom, but he was still a son-of-a-bitch. His mom had once been a whore, after all.

There was then the noise of something clicking. I thought that he was going to manage to do it now and then I'd be falling in his arms and he would be holding me and telling me that I was the most important person to him.

My heart was beating like a galloping horse.

But then, he stopped. He stopped and made me worry that something I should know about was going on. What that was, I was soon going to find out.

“David? Is something happening?”

“Uh-huh. I think there's a cop coming this way.”

“A cop? For fuck’s sake. How much worse can this get?”

“Don't say that or it might get really bad. I'm going to do something to lure him away.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked, but he was already running away, leaving me with many tormenting thoughts.

My breathing was quickening and I felt as if there was a vine squeezing my heart. This was not good. Not good at all.

“Hey, get back here!” I heard the cop shouting, probably thinking his boring night had just become a little more interesting. He was most likely thinking he was going to have to arrest David. A man about his age with a black van here in this dump and trying to lockpick it? That was one of the things that would always raise a red flag in anyone's mind, after all.

I waited some seconds, hoping that he was going to show up and tell me that it was all going to be okay. But time passed and there was nothing.
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