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VANESSA COLLINS

"The boss wants to see you."

I looked up at Romario, he wore a smirk as left the room. 

The other girls were looking at me but the most concerned was Alexa, who had in fact introduced me to this kind of work. I glanced in the mirror once more before getting up and leaving the girls lounge area. 

My heels clicked on the floor as I made my way down the long hall and stopped at my boss Zed's office door. I knocked and waited until I heard his approval for me to enter. He was seated around his desk one finger in his teeth while his other hand was on his lap. 

"You know why I called you in here?" he asked looking at me.

His voice was rough and always gave me the chills. I shook my head as a smirk formed on his lips. My hands played with the hem of my mesh thigh high stockings. 

Two years ago I was no one, I had no money, no family, nothing. That was until Alexa and I met. She told me of the work she did and that she was earning so much money. After our conversation, she told me that she would talk to her boss to let me in the business. 

I was accepted but not before I did some unspeakable things that I never imagined myself doing. I lost my virginity to a fifty year old man who's only sexual fantasy was pushing his fingers into a woman's mouth. 

After that, well, I became a stripper and started working. I haven't slept with many men but I dance every night. The girls and I became very close and then everything flowed from there. I made my money but then I didn't really need it because Zed provided me with everything that I needed. 

I was brought back from my thoughts by a shuffling sound. Zed had stood up and was walking over to me. I met him halfway and he wrapped his arms around my slim waist. His grip was firm as he smirked at me. 

"You've been working really hard and I've decided to give you a promotion," he whispered in my ear before letting me go. 

He turned and walked back to his desk. I stood there confused as he just sat down and stared at me. 

"Harris wants a special day with you tomorrow," were his next unexpected words. 

My body froze at what he said. I couldn't believe my ears. I got somewhat angry when he chuckled. 

"That's your promotion. Harris will come to pick you up tomorrow. Make sure you give him the best time ever. Don't disappoint me, he paid some good money," he stated not once breaking eye contact with me.

He smirked widely before pointing towards the door. I looked at him for the longest before walking out and slamming the door. 

I ran a hand through my hair. I don't want to be sold to that fat, bald man. The things I've heard about him and what he does to girls are nothing but terrifying.

If I couldn't withstand the torture he does to girls, I will surely die. A few girls were taken from here to him and only one returned at that time. He has a sadistic way of getting pleasure from women and I hated it. From what I knew, he ties up women and whips them. He got pleasure from seeing them in pain and I knew that wasn't just a kink. He was just crazy and sadistic.

What could I do?

I owed Zed everything but now I realize that I can't work for him anymore. 

Besides, if he wants to sell me to Harris - does this mean he wants to get rid of me? I went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. My eyes looked furious from underneath my lashes.

Was this the real me?

Throughout the time I worked here, I never once said to myself that I was better than this. I had an account that I hid from Zed about three months ago because if he knew about it, he would insinuate that I was planning to leave him. He only knows about the money I earn from dancing. 

It was time for me to change and leave this place for good. No more dancing for me. I should've never done it in the first place. I should've struggled until I found a decent job. 

But who would've hired me without any degrees or experience?

I sighed and washed my face before leaving the bathroom. 

I went back to the lounge and pulled Alexa aside. Her eyes were laced with worry as she crossed her arms and gave me her attention. 

"I'm leaving this place,"I whispered to her, making sure no one heard us. 

"W-Why? What happened?" she asked, clearly trying to comprehend what I just said. 

"I can't work here anymore. Zed sold me for the day to Harris and you know what he does to girls and I'm not ready to die yet. I'm leaving tonight when we go home. I've made up my mind," I told her almost quietly.

Talking about this was indeed risky.

She was quiet. She was staring at me as if she was trying to figure out if I was completely out of my mind.

"Just keep it to yourself please. I just want a better life and now I realize that," I said and she nodded. 

I hugged her and kissed her cheek. I walked away and to where the cocktails were. I took up one but I didn't sip too much. 

"Ladies, it's time to earn some money," Romario said, smirking at the girls. They started hurrying out but I remained. 

"Aren't you going to dance?" he asked, raising an eyebrow at me.

I turned and walked up to him. I ran a hand down his broad chest and he released a throaty groan.

"No I'm not. The boss sold me to Harris and I have to stay reserved until he's done with me," I told him, biting my bottom lip.

He nodded in understanding before stepping away. He wasn't allowed to touch any of the girls unless he would be in big trouble. He left the room and I hurried and locked it. 

My heart started beating rapidly as I went to my room. Yes, we had to live here, but it was not a rundown place that was unfit to stay in. It was a large room shared by four of us girls. I took off my clothes and changed into something comfortable. I packed my bag, feeling my heartbeat quicken against my chest. I made sure to take my bank card from where I had hidden it and stuffed it into my jeans.

In the distance, I heard the sound of a door being kicked open.

Shit.

I zipped my suitcase and yanked it from the bed. Then I ran, as fast as I could, down the long hall.

"VANESSA!" 

I.started running faster. I was not going to let him catch me. I reached the door that led to the stairs, but it was locked. I pulled a pin from my hair and began prying the lock open. I looked back and saw an angry Zed in the distance with his bodyguards right behind him. My hands moved quicker, and in no time, the lock gave way.

BANG!

I ducked and screamed before hurrying down the stairs. I knew I would not make it if I kept the suitcase, so I dropped it and ran as fast as I could when I reached the last step. I rushed down the narrow stairs that led to the alley, completely out of breath. But I was not going to give up. I kept running. 

I ran until I had to stop.

I looked around, but there was no sign of them

"Hey." 

I screamed as I felt a hand on my shoulder. I spun around to see a very concerned man staring at me.

"Are you alright? Why are you breathing so hard?" he asked, his voice soft yet deep.

"Are you with them-"

"VANESSA! I WILL FIND YOU!"

It felt like my heart was about to give out. They were going to find me and drag me back, if they did not kill me first.

"Do you need a ride?" the man asked, and I silently thanked the heavens.

I nodded while trying to catch my breath. Suddenly, he lifted me off the ground and carried me toward a car parked in the shadows. He started the engine and looked at me before driving off.

"If I am risking my life for you, you have to promise to tell me everything," he said, glancing in my direction.

I nodded as fast as I could, and he pressed harder on the gas. I leaned back and closed my eyes.

This was it. There was no turning back.
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(TWO YEARS LATER)

I ended the call before sighing deeply and shoving the phone in my pocket. 

The owner of the house that I was staying at had decided to throw me on the streets since I owe two months of rent. Can my life get any worse? I don't think so. I couldn't live on the streets, especially New York streets. 

I started walking down the pavement, clutching my coat closer to my body. 

Ever since what happened two years ago I have been struggling. It actually wasn't always like this. After the guy, Omar, offered me a ride when I was being chased, I told him everything that happened with my past and the type of work that I did. He didn't judge me or anything and I stayed at his place for a few months.

We got closer and closer then we ended up sleeping together. But then he met in a car accident and died. I was beyond devastated that I cried until I couldn't anymore. That was when I met his mom and she hated me at first sight. She kicked me out of his house and I had to leave. I searched for a place to stay and found one but I knew I had to pay rent and take care of myself so I got a job.

Actually I went through a few jobs. 

From a store clerk to a restaurant waitress and then to working at a supermarket. I got fired from all of them because there seemed to be something wrong with me why most of the workers hate me and decided to spread lies to the boss about me. And the fact that I was new meant that they had little trust in me. So I've been out of a job for four months now and it's been driving me insane.

Not only am I unemployed, but I also don't have a place to stay anymore. I hailed a cab before it stopped and I went inside. I laid my head against the car door and released a deep sigh. The driver hummed along to the song that was playing on the radio as he glanced in the mirror a few times at me.

I kept staring out the window at the city and the people going to and about their businesses. I wonder if one day that will be me also? Perhaps, but I'm no business woman material. 

About ten minutes later, the cab finally pulled up at my destination. I paid him and then he drove away. 

As I looked at the apartment, embarrassment flooded my entire body. 

My two suitcases were on the ground unzipped and clothes spilling out of them. I sighed before walking up to them slowly. The door opened and Mr. Wallis stood there with a grumpy face as he crossed his arms. 

"You could've avoided this Vanessa," he said glaring at me.

I gave him a dirty look before stuffing my clothes into the suitcases and zipping them up. 

"Maybe if you had a heart and some sympathy, you could understand how hard it is for me to save enough money to pay rent," I replied aggressively before standing and getting ready to pull my suitcases from his house.

"Don't you be ungrateful now, I gave you extra time to pay up and you didn't-

"-Goodbye Mr. Wallis," I spat cutting him off and walking away. 

A few people were looking at me but I ignored them. I turned the other direction and started walking. The place will be dark soon and worry started to creep in. These streets are nowhere to be alone at nights. 

I stopped and exhaled.

This was too much for me. I had faced worse than this but... it doesn't help with the current situation. 

I started walking again, keeping to myself as the night got darker and darker. I stopped at a bench and sat down. I didn't know how long I was actually walking for but my feet hurt like hell. 

"Get in!"

I looked up startled, glancing around for the direction of the voice. A car was parked in the distance, a little away from me. All I could see under the street light was a hand outside of the car. Then I saw a tall and very slim girl come around the car side to talk to whoever was in there. The way she dressed made me had a flashback to how I used to dress those years ago.

She giggled before opening the car door and heading inside. After it drove off I looked around the place. Not many people were around and I knew it was a risk but I decided to sleep on the bench and figure out what to do tomorrow when it comes. I pushed the suitcases under it before laying down and closing my eyes.

I was awoken by someone touching my shoulder. I blinked rapidly from the bright light before sitting up.

"Hello, are you alright?"

I slowly opened my eyes and was met with a well-dressed woman, two bodyguards standing beside her. I pulled my coat tighter around me and glanced around before turning my attention back to her.

"I-

"-This is a business place and you're drawing attention, didn't you know that?" she said looking down at me.

She had a wonderful accent that I felt some type of admiration for. I looked around and noticed that the front entrance was packed with people, mostly reporters. Their attention was directed to a tall well dressed guy-

"-Hello, are you hearing me? Can you speak?"

My head snapped back to the woman who now had this irritated look on her face. I got up and pulled my suitcases from under the bench before removing my coat. I opened the smaller suitcase and pulled out another one and pulled it on. I didn't think too much about the people watching me. 

After zipping it up, I turned and started walking away. I glanced behind me and saw the woman walking towards the crowded area. 

I stopped to check my pocket for any change when, all of a sudden, I heard the loud roar of a car speeding toward me. Before I knew it, a huge wave of dirty water splashed over me and my suitcases.

I dropped them and stared at myself in disbelief. To make things worse, the water reeked. I looked up and saw the car had stopped a few feet away, its door swinging open. 

A woman stepped out and started walking towards me, with a man following close behind.

"I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to splash you!"

I was taken aback by her words, and for a moment, I felt myself calm down. The guy behind her looked at me in disgust before crossing his arms.

"It's alright, I guess," I replied, but she shook her head, her eyes flicking to my soaked suitcases.

"Mom, let's go, the meeting started five minutes ago," the guy said impatiently.

The woman looked at her son with a hard face before turning back to me.

"I'm sorry for this, let me at least give you a ride home," she said, glancing at my suitcases.

I laughed sadly in my head. I didn't have a home. I just looked at her before shaking my head. She looked confused so I just told her the truth.

"I don't have a home."

"Mom, don't you see she's lying, probably trying to get some money from us," her son said.

I crossed my arms and glared at him.

"Stop it Matteo, why don't you just go inside? I'll be right there," she said, turning to him.

"I'm not leaving you with he-

"-Just go."

He sighed before giving me another glare and walked away.

"Are you telling me the truth?", she then asked calmly.

"Yes I am, I mean why would I lie?" I replied before thinking in my head at what was happening. I was acting useless. I needed help but I hoped my impression wasn't greedy for money or anything of the sort.

"Okay then. I'm Julia and since I ruined your things and you have no where to stay, I can offer you a place."

I stared at her not knowing what to say. I mean, that would be amazing right now but I don't want to be in debt to anyone. Especially this woman who exudes wealth and high status. I didn't know anything about her and I'm not sure I want to get involved.

"Take this card, go to the address on it and ask for Mr. Pierce. Tell him I sent you and he will give you a room to stay," she said next, handing me a small blue card.

"Wait, I don't get it. As much as I appreciate the help... you don't know anything about me, " I told her truthfully.

She only smiled. 

"I know that, but being generous has always been in my blood. Can't say the same about my sons though, " she said with a little laugh.

I smiled awkwardly.

"Just go there, I will be seeing you again very soon."

"Thank you," I said softly.

"You're welcome."

I examined the card before realizing that things may be looking up for me. I just needed to be careful. 

I knew how wealthy people are and how easy it is for them to get away with anything. 
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I stood on the outside of a mansion.

I asked the driver if he was sure this was the right place and he told me it was.

The walls were painted in white and navy blue. I also noticed a few accents of gold here and there.

The gardens were well groomed and so beautiful that I think I spent more than five minutes just admiring it. 

I pulled my suitcases along with me to the front door. I was glad the driver was too caught up in talking to a passenger in the front seat to notice the smell. 

I knocked on the door before stepping a few inches back. I looked around the place, before my attention was drawn by the sound of a lock clicking.

The door opened, revealing a tall and muscular guy. He had a dark complexion and his hair was cut really low. He was dressed casually in jeans and a red button up shirt. His face wore a small smile. 

"Hello, how may I help you?"

His voice was deep but not coarse. 

I showed him the card and told him Juilia sent me. He examined it before making eye contact with me and tilting his head as if trying to figure me out. I hope this wasn't all some joke - like how most rich persons will abuse their power and torment the poor. It happens a lot.

"What's your name?" he said after staring me down for way too long.

"Vanessa," I replied, glancing up at him.

He hummed quietly before turning and going inside the house.

I stood anxiously.

I actually started to think that this was all a joke. I tapped my foot against the floor as I peered inside the house. I caught a glimpse of how beautiful the inside was before he came back.

"Why exactly did she send you here?" he asked, raising an eyebrow at me.

"She said you could give me a place to stay," I replied hoping I didn't sound dumb.

He stared at me for a few more seconds before finally saying something else.

"Give me a sec" he said before going inside and closing the door.

I just stared at it for a while before taking a seat in one of the chairs. I threw my head in my hands and released a deep exhale. My life was truly a mess. Not only do I have no money and no job, I also have to stay at a place I know nothing about and no choice in that matter.

"Vanessa."

I looked up and saw him gesturing for me to follow him inside. I did, pulling my suitcases into the house that was just as beautiful as the outside. I continued following after him as he went up the stairs.

"How did you meet Julia? Are you a friend of hers?" he asked, glancing over his shoulder at me.

"No I'm not, "I replied, trying to drag my suitcases along with me. After a few more seconds of struggling, we finally reached the top and I sighed in relief.

"I don't understand. You're not a friend of hers and yet she offered you a place to stay?"

He stopped and turned to look at me. His face studied mine keenly. My lips fell into a thin line.

"I'm homeless and jobless ok? I didn't ask her for a place to stay or should I say forced her so if you're thinking I blackmailed her or something you're wrong."

I didn't mean to sound so aggressive but I'm a woman who makes her point and I hate it when people start to think bad of me and they don't know anything about me. 

However, he didn't seem fazed by my outburst. Instead he only smirked and continued walking. I kept a good distance between us until he stopped at a door. 

"You can stay here... for now. I spoke with Julia on the phone and she'll pay you a visit tomorrow. Before I leave, just know that this is my place and I don't tolerate rudeness or anything of the sort. No sneaking, no taking anything that doesn't belong to you or anything else because you'll be out. My house deserves respect."

After saying that, he left and walked away.

I felt uncomfortable already. I just hope that tomorrow I'll find a good job that pays me enough. I entered the room and was hit with some type of sweet odour. A medium - sized bed, a small table and chair set, a closet, a TV, a bedside drawer and a grey couch in the corner.

I locked the door before dropping my suitcases and flopping down on the bed. The moment the soft silk sheets hit my back I moaned. 

I sighed deeply before sitting up. 

I left the bed and went to my suitcase and took out some clothes that were in the bottom. I'll wash the dirty ones tomorrow but right now, I need to take a shower.

***
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I WAS STARVING.

I didn't actually feel the hunger until after I showered. I had to get something in my stomach before I faint. I left the room and went the same way I came. If there was a kitchen it would be downstairs but I didn't want to take anything without asking him first.

Luckily, I found him sitting on a couch in the living room. He was on his phone and looked up when he saw me. He eyed me up and down but I didn't feel uncomfortable. I was used to being looked at.

"Vanessa, how can I help you?," he asked, looking at me.

"May I have something to eat?," I asked with a small please at the end.

"Of course, help yourself. The kitchen is that way... speaking of which I'm quite hungry as well.," he said, getting up and towering over me. 

He walked past me brushing against me in the process. 

I followed after him.

"So, tell me something about yourself Vanessa, " were his next words.

The kitchen was well designed as I expected. He took a seat around the table and I, well, started to make us both something to eat. I kept quiet because I wasn't a liar but I wasn't gonna tell him about my past. Never. No one will ever hear about it from my lips. 

"If you don't want to, you can just say it. No need to ignore me. Perhaps I'll figure it out later down the line."

I glanced over my shoulder at him but he was looking elsewhere.

I made two sandwiches and gave him his before pouring two glasses of Mango juice. After finishing, I sat down and started eating. My stomach thanked me for the food.

"So how long have you known Julia?," I asked. He released a small smile.

"For years now. She took me off the streets, gave me a place to stay and offered me a job in her company. I turned it down because it would be too risky for a woman like her and me also. So I don't work in the company but if there's anything she needs me to do I do it for her. Anything at all."

There was something puzzling my brain that I felt the need to ask about it.

"Why....would it be risky for a woman like her and you?" I asked out of too much curiosity. He only shook his head and smiled.

"Everyone has a life Vanessa, and everyone has a past. And sometimes things are best kept just as you don't want me to know anything about you. So your question will remain unanswered."

I kept quiet as he carried the dish to the sink. He turned and left the kitchen.

Whatever was his past, it was none of my business and I certainly did not care. No one is perfect and he was just as homeless as me and look where he is now. 

So if he had a rough past and his life turned around - why can't mine too?
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I was awoken by a knock on the door.

I groaned before running a hand through my hair and opening it. 

I was greeted by none other than Mr. Pierce who had a bright smile on his face. What's so nice about waking someone up from their sleep?

"Good morning, it seems like you slept well. Julia is waiting for you downstairs," he said looking at me.

"Ok Mr-

"-My name is Devin," he said before walking away. 

I closed the door and went to the bathroom. 

After brushing my teeth and setting my hair, I left the room and made my way downstairs. 

I saw Julia looking exceptionally beautiful. I don't usually compliment people so if I do, that must be saying something. She was dressed in a red suit that complimented her black platform heels. Her hair was tied in a neat bun and a pair of silver earrings accentuated her red lipstick.

They were laughing about something that seemed really funny and when they noticed my presence, Devin crossed his legs and half smiled at me while Julia turned and looked my way.

"Hi, I didn't quite get your name the last time," she said, giving me a warm smile.

"It's Vanessa," I answered with a small smile of my own.

"Ok Vanessa, how do you like the place so far?" She asked but I only shrugged.

"I'm not planning to stay here for too long. As soon as I get a job I will leave," I told her truthfully. 

She seemed taken aback by what I said but she couldn't be expecting that I wanna stay here forever. There was no way I was going to permanently reside here. I have a life to live and plus, I want to leave New York.

"Have you started looking for a job yet?" she asked, raising an eye at me.

"I haven't. I'm planning on doing so today," I replied before sitting on a small chair between the both of them. 

Devin was really quiet just listening to our conversation and smiling to himself. 

"Oh, then I guess I shouldn't keep you then. The earlier you start the better right? You want to leave this place as soon as you can," she said, taking a sip of her orange juice before putting it down and turning to Devin.

I got up before I could hear their conversation and went back to my room.

I really needed to find a job today and a good one at that. I checked my phone but it was dead. I didn't even bother to charge it because no one ever calls or messages me.

I had no one.

I went to the bathroom and when I came out with a towel around my body, I didn't expect to see Devin sitting in the chair in the corner. His eyes met mine and he got up and walked up to me. I didn't feel bothered by his presence or him seeing me like this.

If you had my past you wouldn't either.

"Julia said you should get this," he said before handing me an envelope. I looked at him with furrowed eyebrows before taking it and examining it. Before I could ask what it was, he turned and left the room.

I sat on the bed and basically ripped it open. I just can't open things the right way at times. Money bills came crashing into my lap. I counted them and it was five hundred dollars. I couldn't believe it. Why would she offer me so much money, was there a catch to it? 

Hopefully not because I didn't ask her for it. Although, I was indeed grateful.

This could do a lot of things and I was good at budgeting so it will last long. I folded the notes and placed them in my small bag before getting dressed. I wore a pair of washed out jeans, a white blouse and a knee length jacket that Omar got me on my twenty-third birthday.

Gosh I miss him!

After leaving the room, I went downstairs but I didn't see Devin anywhere. The sound of a car honking got my attention and I went outside to see him seated in a grey Sedan. He opened the door and gestured for me to get in. 

"I was going to take a cab," I said once I entered and shut the door. 

"It's fine. I have to go buy something anyways," he replied before driving off.

"So what kind of job are you looking for?," he asked, glancing at me.

"Anything I can get as long as I'm getting paid," I replied looking out the window.

"Can I say something?," he asked next and I looked at him.

"Sur-

"-You seem like a very strong woman Vanessa. I haven't known you for a good while but you seem like the type to work for what you want and try any possible way to achieve it. Correct me if I'm wrong but that's what I honestly think."

I stared at him for the longest time before turning away. 

I didn't reply to his statement. 

Instead  I relaxed in my seat and let it all sink in. I was a strong woman. I was strong enough to fend for myself when my parents threw me out. I was strong enough to run away from the man who took me in and gave me everything. I was even strong enough to survive when Omar's mother kicked me out.

And here I was, still going strong and aiming for what I want. And what I wanted was a job. A good job so I can get money and leave this city and buy a small apartment in some country where I don't have to depend on anyone for anything.

That was my goal.

About ten minutes later, the car came to a halt.

"Thanks," I said, opening the door and stepping out.

"No problem," he replied.

I watched as he sped off down the road. 

I let out a deep sigh and started down the street, eyes darting from one shop to another in search of a 'Workers Needed' sign. I looked over my shoulder for just a second, and crashed right into someone.

Warm, brown liquid came pouring out of a cup all over the both of us. He stepped back immediately and muttered a curse word. One of his bodyguards stepped forward, slipping off his jacket and glaring at me. 

The man I'd bumped into was dressed in clothes that looked expensive, and that sweet, masculine scent of his cologne lingered in the air around him.

"Can't you watch where you're going? Now my jacket is ruined. Do you have any idea how expensive it is? Perhaps I should let you buy it back."

His voice was rough and I swear I trembled a little when he shouted. I loathed rich and cocky people with a passion.

"Sorry," I muttered, stepping away from him. 

He raised an eyebrow at me. 

Our eyes met but I didn't look away. My face was blank and he showed no emotion but I could care less. It was an accident and there was no way I was buying back a jacket that probably cost thousands of dollars.

I didn't even have a thousand dollars!

"Mor- well, hello, beautiful," a guy with a bright smile said as he walked up to us, his eyes fixed on me.

"What do you want, Reid?" Mr. Cocky asked, sounding thoroughly irritated.

Reid didn't seem fazed. Instead, his grin widened, and before I knew it, he had taken my hand.

"What are you doing?" I shouted. I tried to pull it away but it didn't help. He was much stronger than he looked.

"You're quite beautiful. What's your name?" he asked, opening my palm and started caressing it.

When his grip loosened, I pulled away quickly. I turned and started walking off, only to be stopped by Mr Cocky's voice.

"You owe me a jacket."

I rolled my eyes and kept walking until I was sure I'd put some distance between us. I slowed when I spotted a guy in front of a small restaurant hanging up a sign. Once he went back inside, I read it.

'Workers Wanted - no special qualifications required'

I saw a glimmer of hope flash before my eyes and stepped inside. The place was small but neatly decorated, with tables and chairs arranged in perfect order. Each table had a centerpiece, a small vase filled with colorful flowers.

"Hello, can I help you?"

I turned towards the voice and saw a girl behind the counter waving me over. I walked up to her, about to say something, but she spoke first.

"What do you want to order... or are you applying?" she asked softly.

"Applying," I replied quickly. 

Her smile widened, and she hurried off. A few seconds later, she returned with a short, round man in a gray suit. His hair was sticking out in every direction, as if he'd been running on stress for days.

"Hello," he said instantly and reached out his hand. I accepted it. We shook hands before I pulled away, placing them in my coat.

"I'm so glad you decided to stop by. May I ask your name?" he asked, smiling at me.

"Vanessa Collins," I replied with a small smile of my own.

"As you can see, this place needs not only new ideas to bring in more customers, but also new workers. I hope you're willing to give your full effort. All my employees are expected to do their jobs properly and strictly no slacking off."

"You'll work from eight to five, and on weekends you'll be paid two hundred dollars."

I let it all sink in. That was good cash, well to me it was. It was more than enough for a person like me. 

"Tomorrow when you come in, Akilah will show you the basic steps. Now if you excuse me I have a meeting and I will see you tomorrow."

He touched my shoulder before walking away. I examined the place for a while longer before leaving. I decided to buy some breakfast before going home to tell Devin the news.

I had always believed in miracles and this was one of them. I just hope that things will work out. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four




[image: ]




"Nice to meet you, Vanessa. I'm Akilah, and I'll be showing you around and getting you settled for your first day. Follow me, please."

She was stunning. Dark, smooth chocolate skin and glossy black hair that caught the light. She could've been a model with that slim figure, or a spokesperson with the way her voice carried such easy confidence.

I followed her behind the counter and into the kitchen. I didn't know exactly what my job would be so I dressed casually in dark coloured clothes. There was a guy with a long beard at the grills that looked like the head chef, a girl and two other guys who seemed a few years younger than me.

"This is Rocco, he was an italian chef in the past but now he specializes in different cuisines. We have Camille and these are Erin and Nolan," Akilah said, introducing everyone to me.

"Hello," I said as they waved with a smile. Well everyone except the chef. He glared at me before grumbling and turning back to what he was doing.

"Don't mind him. He's like that most of the time," Akelia whispered in my ear.

I nodded. 

Upon hearing that, a wave of emotion washed over me. Family? That was something I'd never really had. Still, it warmed my heart knowing that at least here, I might have a work family.

"Welcome, Vanessa," Camille said, offering me a hug, which I accepted awkwardly. I wasn't used to hugging people, and I didn't plan on getting used to it anytime soon.

"Don't worry, as long as you do your job well, we'll get along just fine," Nolan said with a wink.

"Well, that's settled. Follow me," Akilah said, gesturing for me to come along.

I followed her into a small room at the back of the kitchen, where she handed me a black apron. I slipped it on, pulling my hair back into a quick tie.

"You'll be working as a waitress. Frey's also a waitress, but she isn't here yet. Word of advice, don't tell her much, and keep to yourself. She's a gossiper," Akilah said, her eyes fixed on me.

I smiled slightly while nodding. I hate the idea of even gossiping. That's why most people die. If someone tells you something very confidential, keep it to yourself, the whole world doesn't have to know. 

After a few more minutes of talking to her, I went to the front to see if there were any customers but there was only one man sitting reading a newspaper. I approached him with a small smile.

"Hello, what can I get for you?" I asked, trying to hide my nervousness. 

I wasn't used to being formal.

He looked up at me with a wide smile, setting his newspaper down on the table.

"Hello. Are you new? What's your name?" he asked in a friendly tone.

"Vanessa, and yes, I'm new,” I replied, already starting to feel a bit irritated.

"Nice to meet you Vanessa. I'll have a coffee and a tuna sandwich with lots of onions please," he said, not taking his eyes off me.

"Yes Of course," I replied, forcing out a smile.

I went back to the counter, picked up a small notepad, and after jotting down the order, I pinned it to the board.

Business was painfully slow. It was a small place, after all, but it needed something, anything, to draw in more customers.

The bell above the door chimed, and I looked up to see him, the guy from yesterday. 

The one who'd held my hand

When his eyes landed on me, he released a wide smirk.

I didn't even crack a smile. I wasn't interested in him and I'll never be. Right now, there was more to life for me than ending up in a relationship that's probably not going to last.

Men can never be trusted. And the only one I did trust, died.

"Well, hello gorgeous, nice to see you again. My name is-"

"-I don't care," I cut him off, stepping to the side away from him, towards the left end of the counter.

"My name's Reid," he said with a grin. "And I have to say, you're quite beautiful. Are you, by any chance, single?"

This guy was seriously flirting with me and he wasn't planning to quit. The bell rang, and I went to collect the tray with the man's coffee and sandwich. I carried it over to him, fully aware of Reid's eyes tracing every move I made.

"Thank you," he said. I smiled before making my way back to the kitchen.

Before I could slip behind the counter, Reid grabbed me, pulling me hard against him. His arms locked around my waist. I froze for a second, then felt his breath against my neck.

"Stop!" I shouted, slamming my heel down on his foot. He groaned, his grip loosening enough for me to shove him away.

"I don't know who you think you are but never do that! I'm not interested in you and I'll never be! The next time you try that, it won't be your foot that will get hurt," I spat at him.

Who the hell did he think he was?

His expression turned serious, but I couldn't care less. When I turned, I saw the boss standing there, arms crossed, a faintly amused look on his face.

Crap.

He said nothing, just walked past me and disappeared into his office. A few new customers came in, so I grabbed my pen and got back to work.

Reid left around the same time, brushing past me on his way out. There was something about him, and it wasn't just his obsession. No, it was something deeper, something that made every instinct in me scream to stay far away.

And I had no problem doing that.

It was night by the time my shift finally ended.

I'd stayed longer than scheduled, and now the air was cool as I wrapped my jacket tightly around me. The streets were still busy, for now, and I just hoped to catch a cab before the city started to quiet down.

When I glanced over my shoulder, I froze.

Reid's car was there, trailing slowly behind me. I groaned out loud and quickened my pace. Why couldn't he just leave me alone?

"Hey, need a ride? I just want to apologize for what I did!" he shouted out the car window.

I kept my head straight, completely ignoring him as I continued walking. The sooner he realized I wasn't interested, the better.

"Vanessa!"

I stopped in my tracks and looked to my right. I sighed in relief when I saw Devin coming from a small shop with a brown paper bag in his hand.

"Hey, how was work?" he asked. 

I glanced behind me, but Reid was no longer there. 

"It was fine," I replied, following him to his car. I got in and took off my shoes, moving my toes all about. As he drove off, I leaned back and closed my eyes. 

"You seem really exhausted. Nothing a nice warm bath can't cure," Devin said, glancing at me.

I smiled at the thought of being submerged in a warm bath while the water soothed my aching muscles. I think after today, I might need a warm bath every day after work.

"So, how was your boss? Was he mean and aggressive? Or was he one of those jolly men who loves to laugh?" Devin asked, releasing a chuckle at the end.

"I only saw him once today before he went to his office and that was when I got harassed", I replied, seriously remembering what Reid did.

"You got harassed? On your first day... by who?" he asked, looking really concerned.

"A guy named Reid. He just won't leave me alone. He's obsessed with me and he seems to not understand what 'not interested' means," I replied. 

"Perhaps he really likes you, or maybe he has some mental issues."

"No, he seemed pretty sane to me. He gives off this bad vibe that makes me want to stay far away from him," I replied, looking out the window.

Still, something told me this wasn't the last I'd see of him.
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"Why is the couch like that?" I asked Devin when I noticed a pile of clothes, mainly suits, scattered all over it.

"I'm going to a party tonight. Julia said I should invite you, but she wasn't sure whether you'd accept," he replied, digging through the clothes, maybe looking for something specific.

"I'm not interested in going to any party," I  replied, taking a seat.

It'll be full of rich, cocky people who think they're on top of the world because they have it all. If I were rich, I can't deny I wouldn't feel as good as they do, but it's also good to be humble. How many of them actually help the poor?

I'm not a saint, but we're only human. One day, we'll all die and leave our riches behind. So why not share it now and let the poor feel good too?

"I had a feeling you would say no. Is it because you don't like Julia? Or me perhaps? Or you just don't want to get too involved with us?" he asked looking at me.

"I didn't say I didn't like anyone. I just don't want to be around rich people who will only get on my nerves. And besides, I don't even understand why she would invite me. I'm no one and I don't have anything spectacular to wear and there is no way, I'm going to a party and looking like filth," I told him blandly. 

He shook his head before picking up a royal blue suit that screamed expensive.

"Tell you what, if you help me find the perfect suit, I'll get you a dress and maybe some accessories too. Julia is inviting you to a party that not many people get to attend, and you shouldn't turn it down. She wouldn't have invited you if she didn't want you there."

I groaned inwardly.

I didn't want to go but what did I have to lose? Perhaps my sanity while being around so many rich people. I saw him pick up a plaid suit that didn't seem right for a night party.

"I don't think that one fits the occasion. Maybe try the black suit with the bow tie," I said with a small shrug.

"You're right. I'll be right back," he said, walking off.

He was definitely rich. Most of the clothes were Armani, Versace, or Gucci. I don't think I've ever even worn those brands before. He came back a few minutes later, looking really good. The suit fit him well, even though there wasn't much contrast between his complexion and the color.

"What's your fashion style?" he asked, holding up his phone to take a picture.

"Cheap, comfy, seasonal, and wearable," I replied without a second thought.

He walked off and came back a few minutes later dressed in his original clothes.

"Alright. It's time for you to look just as good," he said, picking up his keys.

"I just want to look normal," I grumbled quietly as I followed behind him.

A short drive later, we pulled up to a place that made my jaw drop.

"This place looks... expensive," I said, staring at the three story building called Diva Davina. I got out of the car with Devin and followed him inside, hands tucked in my coat pockets. The interior was spectacular, filled with people shopping to their heart's content. 

This was a place that screamed luxury. Everything was eye-catching and insanely gorgeous. 

"I'm going to talk to a friend. Find something nice to wear," he said before heading over to a woman who was checking a rack of clothes.

I turned away and sighed. I wasn't used to shopping in luxurious stores.

A sign a few feet away caught my eye, and after reading it I learned that the fancy dresses were on the second floor. I made my way to the escalator without telling Devin because he didn't look like he wanted to be disturbed.

The second floor was even more beautiful than the first. A few collection pieces to the side were on sale, and I noticed the discount percentages. 

"Hello, how may I help you? Looking for something chic, sexy or perhaps romantic?" a worker asked, giving me a warm smile.

She was dressed in a black leather skirt suit. Her hair was short and curly, and her eyes were a deep shade of brown. The pearl earrings complimented her nude pink lipstick perfectly. I glanced at her name tag. It read Tiffany.

"I'm looking for something fancy to wear to a party," I said. Her eyes lit up as she smiled, the expression accentuating her cheeks.

"Follow me. We have these collections personally made by the owner's wife. They are to die for," she said, glancing at me.

I followed her into a smaller section of the building where different fashion collections were displayed behind glass.

"So, what's your favorite color?" she asked, clasping her hands together.

"I like black, white, brown, or gray," I replied, and she let out a small frown.

Did I say something wrong?

"I suppose you want to stand out and perhaps be the centre of attention... right?" she then asked, tilting her head at me.

"Not really," I replied calmly. I don't want to be the centre of attention, I'd rather be invisible. Plus, I don't think I wanted to stay too long.

"Give me a second please."

I sat down after watching her walk away. I didn't need anything too expensive because I don't want to be a burden to Devin and even though he is rich, I won't be the one to take advantage of him.

Tiffany came back a few minutes later with about three dresses on a rack. They were all red but beautiful nonetheless. She handed them to me and pointed to the changing room. Once inside, I started stripping my clothes while admiring how big the room was, especially the mirror.

I pulled on a knee length strapless dress that fit perfectly from the bust to the hemline. It had an exquisite draped detail decorated with diamonds. I stared at myself for a few seconds, realizing I had curves for the gods. I had never paid much attention to my body after my past. In fact, I never really wore tight fitting clothes.

I looked at the other dresses, but deep down I knew this was the one. I smiled. I had not planned on wearing anything fancy, but I couldn't deny how beautiful I would look among the crowd.

After changing back into my original clothes, I left the room holding the dress close to me.

"I want this one," I said, handing her the ones I didn't try.

"Good choice. A nice pair of heels, either black or silver, will make you look outstanding. If you'll excuse me," she said before walking away toward another customer.

"There you are."

Devin looked slightly annoyed, as if he had been trying to find me for a while.

"Sorry, but I found something nice," I said, handing him the dress. His eyes lit up as he examined it. He looked back and forth between it and my body, leaving me with a confused glare.

"Okay. I have something important to do so is this all you want?" he asked looking at me.

I thought about wearing a pair of heels, but it had been so long since I last wore any, and honestly, I didn't want to risk falling in a room full of people.

"No, I'm good," I replied and he nodded. 

We left the section, and I followed him to cash the dress. I'd just stick with a pair of black flats I had at home. It was better to wear something comfortable than something that made me feel either naked or like I was walking on needles.

"I'll see you at home," he said before hopping into his car and driving away. It wasn't home to me, just a house I was staying in.

I glanced to my right and saw two guys dragging a woman from the side of the store. People were watching as she tried to fight back, but before I could even take another breath, she was shoved onto the sidewalk. What made it worse was that everyone just walked away after it happened.

I walked straight up to the guys who were about to go back inside but stopped when they noticed a serious woman standing in front of them.

"Why did you pull her away?" I asked, crossing my arms.

The guy on the right rolled his eyes, but the other one decided to speak.

"She was making people uncomfortable. Can't you see that she's homeless?" he said, and I was already annoyed just by his voice.

"Homeless or not, you think it's right to push her? What if she had broken some bones or even worse, lost her life?" I shouted angrily. 

I hated what just happened. Just because someone isn't at your level or status doesn't mean you should treat them like dirt. We all have feelings.

"Look, I don't know who you are, but I don't have time for this. She was making people uncomfortable, and that's bad for business. If you had a job, you'd know that."

I wanted to punch him so badly, but I held back. I groaned and turned to help the lady, but she was already up, holding her side.

"Are you alright?" I asked. She nodded before turning and walking away slowly.

I reached into my bag and took out five dollars before placing it into her cup. She smiled and I smiled back before hailing a cab that was coming my way.

I got in with only one thought in mind, I hope I do not end up regretting going to this party.
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It was after six in the night. 

Devin told me to be ready by seven, so I was doing my hair. I made it into a bun before putting in my small nub earrings. I decided on another pair of black slippers with straps that reached up to my knees.

I found my black purse and placed a few items inside just to make it feel heavy- people do that all the time. 

I glanced in the mirror once more. Small waist, visible hips, and my cleavage was slightly on display. I just hoped I didn't overdress or wear something inappropriate because I wouldn't be able to live with that embarrassment.

I left the room and made my way downstairs. 

I slowed my steps when I noticed another man in a suit standing, typing away on his phone. He had about the same height as Devin and he had a darker complexion to him. He was so absorbed in his phone that he didn't even notice me when I approached.

"Hi," I said softly.

His eyes flicked up to mine. He scanned me from head to toe before doing the last thing I expected.

Licking his lips.

I turned my head away with a low groan. Why are men like this?

"Hi, beautiful. What's your name? I'm Hans. Nice to meet you," he said, flashing his pearly whites.

I didn't answer. 

I kept my mouth shut knowing full well that he was staring at me like a piece of meat. That's the thing with men nowadays - they don't know who you are yet they lust after you like there's always a possibility that you'll want them. I mean, it's a natural instinct to admire someone pretty but that's not the way you approach them.

"You seem like you don't talk much. Are you Devin's girlfriend?" he then asked, before his lips fell into a thin line.

Before I could utter a word, I saw Devin coming downstairs in his suit. He looked even better than usual, his hair shiny and a small rose tucked into his pocket.

"You look interesting," Hans said before they shared a manly hug.

"Nice to see you again, bro. I see you've met Vanessa," he said as Hans looked at me with the brightest smile I think I've ever seen. I didn't really want to be around him.
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