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Chapter 1

Shanice
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I tossed my hair to the side, over my shoulders, and then proceeded into the supermarket. Hope Supermarket might not be one of the biggest around, but it sure as hell was better than the alternatives, which were all pretty far from here.

I looped my fingers around the bar, taking the cart from near the entrance of the building and leading it through one of the aisles. The smell of fresh vegetables filled my lungs, making me close my eyes and focus on them.

Grocery shopping wasn’t one of the things people did for fun, but for me, it was a good break from my work. And work was pretty far from me now, located on the other side of Lost Hope. I didn’t like some of the faces I had to see there every day, so being here, buying stuff in Hope Supermarket was one of the things I most cherished.

I stopped when I reached the spot where all the apples were. I didn’t know what it was about them, but I just loved apples. Just looking at them like this, admiring their red color was making me feel like reaching out with my hands and grabbing some of them.

And that I did, putting them into a transparent, flimsy sack made of plastic and then stowing it into the cart.

I then continued down the aisle, grabbing some more vegetables. The cart was quite full of them now, making me wish I was already back in my apartment building and not here. But that was something that was going to have to wait a while. I just loved spending more time than I needed in the supermarket.

My phone buzzed all of sudden, but the buzz was short. Most likely it was nothing more than a company that had just sent me a spam message or something like that.

Looking around, I couldn’t help but notice how full the supermarket seemed to be tonight. There were people of all age groups and backgrounds shopping here. Though I didn’t have much of a reason to be feeling like this, I still felt so jubilant.

There was something about buying stuff here, in this place, that just made me feel happier than I normally would be.

Grabbing some more fruits, it was then time to explore the other aisles. Frozen food was one of my favorites, so I headed there too. I pulled open one of the doors and reached out with my hand, grabbing a box of pizza.

There was going to be pepperoni pizza tonight for sure!

Most people weren’t fond of frozen pizza, but I didn’t care about their opinion. It wasn’t like there was going to be someone over tonight in my apartment. I was going to be all alone and... Yeah, that was something that bothered me a little.

I supposed I could load up Tinder and then chat with a guy until he came over, but there was something fundamental about doing that I didn’t like one bit. And that was how doing that would make me feel miserable and desperate.

Most people didn’t think of it that way, but I just didn’t think Tinder would be a good option for someone like me. I’d never told this kind of secret to my friends, but I thought that love was something that couldn’t be forced or made fake...

And that thought... That was something that made me snap back to the real world and proceed to the aisle where I could buy a rice sack. Reaching out with both hands, I hoisted one up and then dropped it down into the cart, happy that that was over for now and that I wasn’t going to have to worry about running out of rice for a pretty long time.

The sack was just that big.

But then, a thought flashed in my mind all of sudden. What if I never met the man I was looking for? Though I didn’t want to admit this to my friends, I had this thing for white men. They always managed to push the right buttons in me without even thinking about it – for the most part.

I know, I know. It was just something I wasn’t comfortable talking about and, for now, I was going to keep my lips sealed. But yeah... Some kind of men made me fall for them easily. And that was something I was pretty sure about.

Thanks to my work, I dated pretty much anyone all the time, and more often than not they tried to strike conversations with me outside of my workplace. But I’d already muted all their attempts and I was only going to respond to them the next morning.

Some of my customers didn’t like that, but there wasn’t much about it they could do. They just had to suck it up.

There was something related to that I was wishing it could... kind of change. All of my recent customers were either black, Latino, or Asian. Now, don’t get me wrong – I liked all of them, but it’d just been a while...

I shook my head. No point in thinking about that sort of thing at the moment. It wasn’t going to change anything. I was sure that another man with peachy skin would show up sooner or later asking to date me – or paying for me to be their fake girlfriend, more like. It wasn’t the kind of job my parents wanted for me, but it was still better than becoming a prostitute, right?

There was the kissing, holding hands, buying gifts, and that sort of thing, but it didn’t always have to involve sex. For that to happen, they’d have to ask me and I’d have to accept it. Some guys complained, but there wasn’t much about that they could do. They either had to suck it up or stop paying for my services altogether.

I then proceeded to the aisle where I could buy some meat. Stopping right in front of the meat container, a thought flashed in my mind. There was this one man I didn’t like one bit anymore. He was once a customer of mine and since some months ago, he’d lost pretty much he had.

I was not in the business of feeling pity for men and women alike, so I had no choice but to stop meeting him. The problem with that was that he was more obsessed with me than he should be. We had run-ins, but he didn’t do anything with me that was borderline criminal.

I suppose that should be something I should be thankful about, but still, I worried that he might show up all of a sudden one day again to do something to me that even he would regret.

I reached out with my hand and then grabbed some packages of raw meat, adding them into the cart. Even though most people didn’t think like me, I really liked the smell of raw meat. It was even better when it was cooked and ready for lunch or dinner, but the smell of it when it was raw was pretty good too.

So good that it made it possible for me not to think about that guy now. I didn’t even want to remember his name. The experience I had with him, all the time I spent with him, was one of the things that still hurt me.

In the beginning, he was a pretty sweet guy. He bought gifts pretty much every day for me, held my hands, took me to see his parents, showing me off to some of his friends, telling them that I was the woman he loved, and that kind of thing.

Even though I did not feel the same way, I still told them what we’d agreed on. I told them that I was in love with him too, and I guessed that he took that to face value. I never really loved the guy. I just said those things because he was my customer and because I wanted to be nice to his friends.

I headed to the front of the supermarket, where I was going to pay for the groceries I had in my shopping cart. I didn’t have a lot of money, but I did have my credit card with me. I still had a lot of credit in it, and it should be more than enough to pay for the groceries I’d bought.

Still, when walking down another aisle, my mind thought back to him. I really, really did not want to remember his name, but it was not like my mind was making that easy on me. I shook my head one more time, tightening the grip on the handlebars of the cart.

I needed to focus on what I was doing here, on my life, and not on what a customer - or better yet, a former customer - might do to me one day. Chances were he was never going to meet me ever again, and that was something I had to strengthen up in my mind.

Still not wanting to think about his name, I was sure that he had to have found someone else by now. There were many more fake girlfriends working in Lost Hope that were just like me. Even though he might have fallen in love with me, it wasn’t like the same couldn’t happen with another girl.
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Shanice
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The guy behind the counter flashed at me a small smile before grabbing the groceries I’d put on the roller, positioning them behind a laser line that made the machine in front of him beep. Some more beeps followed it, and before long I had all the bags that I was going to have to take with me to my car.

I stopped outside Hope Supermarket, thinking about that guy one more time. What was thinking about him going to help me with? Nothing. It wasn’t going to help me with anything, and yet, I was still thinking about him as if I was lying to myself or something like that.

The warm air of the night kissed my skin while I proceeded to the parking lot, noticing the lights of the skyline of the city beyond. I didn’t like Lost Hope much, but there was no denying that it was kind of beautiful.

My eyes and ears noticed some people going over to their cars too, children complaining it was taking them too long to get back to their homes and watch some late-night shows on their TVs. The thought of one day living a life like them was something I cherished, but I had no idea if it would ever happen. It didn’t help things I thought that love shouldn’t be forced at all, I thought one more time before reaching my car.

It was nothing fancy. I did make more than enough money thanks to my job, and I didn’t have to worry about losing my apartment and this 2012 Toyota Camry, but still... I’d like to be sipping from a bottle of wine right now, putting both of my feet on a leg support, a big 80” TV in front of me, a butler coming over to ask me if I needed anything, and then a husband mantling his arms over my shoulders before whispering into my ear that I was the most special woman in the world.

A car driving in front of me, blaring its horn, snapped me right back into the real world. I was daydreaming – or nightdreaming, more like, regarding the moon in the darkness of the sky and the stars that were shining their pretty light. I really needed to get my shit together. Tomorrow I was going to have to meet up with another customer of mine, and he wouldn’t like it if when he showed up in front of my apartment building, that I had deep, dark bags under my eyes.

He’d then ask me all kinds of questions about them, bothering me. I just didn’t like sharing my personal life with my customers. I was nothing more than their fake girlfriend and all they should care about was how good I looked to the people they wanted to show me off to. That was the whole point of why they paid to spend some time with me, right?

It took me not much longer to reach my car, grabbing from the front pocket of my pants its keys. I tapped on the button and it opened the back of the cream-colored Camry. I grabbed the bags from the shopping cart I was still taking with me and then put them all into the trunk. Reaching with my hand, I then pushed the door down and closed it until I heard a click.

Proceeding to the front of the car, my ears picked up the sound of footsteps approaching me. Even though Lost Hope was the kind of city that news outlets had a feast on when it came to crime reports – and why wouldn’t they, considering the city was so big, and that crimes were always going to be taking place here one way or another – I didn’t worry that it might be a criminal coming to rob me.

There were plenty of people outside here going back to their cars or stepping out of them before heading into the supermarket. Chances were those somewhat light feet belonged to one of them, and maybe he or she was alone. It didn’t matter to me who they were. All it mattered to me was getting home.

Sucking in some air, I remembered how tired my legs felt. I just needed to get back home, pop the pizza into the microwave, and then plop down into my couch and take sips from the unnatural juice I’d bought to complement the pizza. That was the kind of life that most people would consider simple, but that was okay. It wasn’t like I had enough money to be fancy, and that’s without mentioning I didn’t have to worry about anyone judging me, too.

The perks of living alone, right?

“Shanice. Thought I might see you here tonight. You always come here this day of the week and at this hour to buy your groceries, right?”

That voice. I knew that voice. I’d thought I’d never have to hear it again, but there was no denying that it was him who was standing right behind me. I’d opened the door of the car and was going to sit on the driver’s seat, but now... now I felt frozen, my limbs finding it impossible to move.

My lips trembled and contorted. I didn’t know what to do. If he was standing behind me, and despite all the people walking around us - going to the supermarket or leaving it - I was still pretty much alone here, wasn’t I?

I’d never thought a former customer of mine would just show up all of sudden, thinking of doing whatever it was he was thinking about doing to me.

My hands trembled, and I had no idea what to tell him. I thought that I knew how to defend myself, but now, with him standing behind me – and it was possible he was even carrying a gun with him – I didn’t know what to do.

I had a pepper spray in my shoulder bag, but that’s the thing – my shoulder bag was sitting on the passenger’s seat. I’d thought I wasn’t going to need it, but now... Now I was thinking I’d made a big mistake.

“Shanice, you don’t need to be afraid. You know I’d never hurt you, right? You are my princess, and I want you to know that. I know I still don’t have enough money to pay for your services again, but that matters little to me right now. I want you to hear this – I am in love with you.”

He could be in love with me as much as he wanted, but he wasn’t going to change my mind. I was never in love with him. That was never going to change.

Even though it took me all the strength I had, I turned around and met him. He wasn’t particularly tall or strong, but he was still a man. It’d take him no effort at all to manhandle me and rape me in front of the supermarket.

I would still scream and people would come to help me – maybe? – but it would still be too late. He’d still be able to defile me. All I knew was that I needed to do something before this got out of control.

I pushed myself against the car, trying not to smile. I didn’t want to give him any false hope. I knew that this was not the kind of meeting he was hoping for. Deep in his heart, he was a good man. That was something I’d learned back when we were dating.

Now... Now he was nothing more than an asshole trying to make me see something that could not be seen by my eyes. I had never loved him, and that was not going to change.

“Maurice, what are you doing here?” I asked, still wishing the car was not behind me and that I could hide or just run away from him as fast as possible right now. Maurice was much faster than me. Doing that would just make things worse.

He took a step forward, saying, “As I said, I’m just here to talk to you, nothing more than that.”

“But you know that I can’t be your fake girlfriend again, right? That was all it was. Nothing more than that. You were paying to spend time with me.”

“I know about that, but it still doesn’t change the fact I love you. I fell in love with you, baby. You’re my Queen, my princess, and whatever else you want to be to me.”

I straightened up my spine, telling him while strengthening the tone of my voice, “If that’s the case, think of me as nothing more than a friend you once had. We can still talk and-”

“That wouldn’t be enough for me. You are my Queen. I think about you all the time. Every time I go to bed, I remember you. It’s not something I can change. Please, just give me another chance.”

My lips trembled some more. “You know I can’t do that. It pains me to say this, but I never loved you, Maurice. That’s what you’re not understanding.”

“I do understand that, but it still doesn’t change anything. All I need is one more chance.”

My hand reached for the handle of the door of the car and I was going to close it shut in a heartbeat after getting inside, before he could try anything, but that was when he did the impossible. His hand fished out from one of the pockets of his pants a sharp, shining knife. My eyes shot wide the moment they landed on it.

I couldn’t believe that he was going to threaten me here, of all places!

“What the fuck, Maurice? What the hell do you think you are doing?”

Redness tormented his face, and blood veins coated his eyes. “I don’t want to do this, but you are forcing my hand. All I need is you to give me one more chance, nothing more than that.”

“I can’t do that because I never fell in love with you. There’s no second chance to be given.”

“Then, you give me no choice,” he said before latching his hand on my forearm and yanking me down hard, making me lose my balance and fall on the ground. I screeched but didn’t have any hope that someone would just show up and save me from him.

Why would they care? Crimes happened in Lost Hope pretty much all the time.
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Melvin
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I stopped the car, parking it in the supermarket’s lot. Just one of the many of my father’s businesses he operated. And it was going to be mine. It didn’t matter what my older brother thought, he was never going to inherit the business. I was a little younger than him, but age didn’t matter in business and administration. I was the only one from the whole family that could make it flourish.

I sighed, opening the door of the car. I lived alone, by myself, and I didn’t pay for any person to work for me to keep the apartment clean and take care of it. When I came back from work today, I opened the door of the fridge and found out that it was missing the most important thing for this weekend – a six-pack.

I needed my beer like fishes needed their water, and I just couldn’t live without this one brand I loved. Corona.

Now that was a funny name, I thought while my lips quirked up, forming a tight-lipped smile on my face. Since the pandemic was over, a lot of people stopped buying that beer. That in turn made the prices rise considerably, but I still bought it.

Some people were just so dense. Just because the name of the virus and that of the beer brand happened to be similar, it didn’t mean they were related in any other way. Imagine taking a sip from your beer can and getting worried that it was going to get you sick. The only thing that would make you sick is drinking too much alcohol and getting cirrhosis, but that was an entirely different matter.

Tonight, I wasn’t going to drink alone. I was going to have some friends over and we were going to watch some of those old Mexican soap operas. That was one of the many things people found curious about me, but I didn’t care about what they thought. Even though those shows could be kind of corny, they weren’t too bad.

And I really liked their romance storylines. Plus, I was such an avid Spanish language learner. I was pretty trash at it, but it was already good enough to talk to some natives online. They helped me more than the books did.

I brushed the sweat off my forehead, turning my head from side to side. I couldn’t be sure of it, but I thought I’d heard a woman screaming. The parking lot was vast. I couldn’t see the edges of it with my eyes, and it didn’t help things it was dark already.

I shifted my body to the other side, closing the door of the car and then using the keys to make sure it was sealed. It was just an Audi A8. Nothing fancy, and I paid for it using my own money. No way in hell I’d ever have allowed my father to gift it to me, even though that’s what he’d wanted to do. I’d mentioned to him once that was my dream car, and for my birthday he wanted to present it to me, but I didn’t want him thinking that I depended on him too much or something like that.

Turning my head to the side a little more, that’s when I spotted something that made my heart skip a beat. A man was brandishing a knife at a woman. I couldn’t get a good look at her. Her back was turned to me, but I could still tell that she was African American. I’d have recognized that curly black power hair from a mile away.

I didn’t have much time to think. Putting one step forward, I dashed to them. I didn’t know what was going on there, but a man threatening a woman with a knife could never be a good thing. And regardless of his intentions, I needed to stop him. That woman needed me.

But they were still so far from where I was. It almost looked like they were distancing themselves from me the more I sprinted to them. My heart racing, I was already kind of losing hope.

What if I didn’t manage to get there in time? What then? Would she still be okay? I might be doing something stupid – maybe they were nothing more than some actors acting in a movie scene, which wouldn’t be too far-fetched, considering how famous Lost Hope’s movie industry was – but that still didn’t mean I couldn’t do anything about that.

I needed to.

I jumped over the front of a car, sliding my butt across it, and then rounded another. More sweat was breaking out on my forehead, but it didn’t detract me from what I was doing. Rather, I just kept focusing on getting to them before that guy really did something he’d regret later.

She screamed once more, I doubled my running speed. I could feel the air dashing on either side of me, reminding me of how fast I was running. My knee hit the front light of a car and even though it hurt like hell, I still didn’t stop.

I needed to get there before it was too late.

Jumping over the front part of another car, I shot my hand over my head and shouted, “Stop right there! I don’t know what is going on here, but you have no right to be threatening this woman.”

I finally got here, and just in time before he hurt her.

It took me more time than I’d thought it would, but I got to them. Halting, my lungs breathed as if there wasn’t enough oxygen in the world. The guy’s eyes widened upon seeing me. He didn’t think that anyone would show up. He’d thought the darkness of the spot they were in would have been enough to keep his actions concealed from others.

But he’d made a mistake. I’d have spotted this gorgeous, stunning girl from many miles away. Her eyes staring at me, I could tell she’d thought she was all alone with him. And I had to be honest, saving a woman from a threatening man was something I hadn’t thought that would happen tonight.

I’d thought that this Friday was going to be a lot more ordinary than they usually were.

“What the hell do you think you are doing?” He asked, huffing. “This has nothing to do with you.”

“I’m not in the habit of ignoring pleas for help, and you are threatening her with a knife. This is not something I can just ignore.”

“Whatever, dude,” he barked, spitting onto the ground of the parking lot. “Just get out of here before you end up hurting yourself. The last thing I want is the police on my ass because of you.”

“Well, they are going to be on your ass one way or another. You think they are going to ignore you using this knife on an innocent woman like her?”

He chuckled. “You don’t know anything. Shanice? Innocent? Don’t make me laugh.”

My eyes darted to her. So her name was Shanice, huh? I was going to keep it in mind.

She looked even more stunning up close, with curves that made me feel like roaming my hands over her body. The fact I had to put up with this guy at this moment, finding myself unable to have a private conversation with her made my blood boil.

No way he was going to get out of this unscathed. I was going to teach him a lesson for having made her feel afraid. She was even sitting on the ground right now, eyes trembling. I felt like pulling her to me and then telling her that everything was going to be okay.

And in fact, saying that my blood was boiling was putting it mildly. It was bubbling like an active volcano at this point.

I stepped to the side a little, putting myself in front of her. He took a step back, still keeping his knife up, though. If he was thinking about using it against me, then he’d better think twice about doing that. I was no professional martial artist, but I knew how to handle myself against most men. And at this moment, he looked just like one of those so-called ‘most men’ to me.

Even the fact he was using this knife was pretty telling. I didn’t know his name, but he was certainly not the kind of guy that felt confident in a fistfight. There was going to be nothing of that here, though. We wouldn’t trade blows. I’d just immobilize him before he even had the chance to cut me with his knife.

“I don’t really care. She’s still just an innocent woman being threatened by an asshole. And if there’s one thing I can’t tolerate, it’s jerks like you.”
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“So what?” He asked, still not trying to use his knife. Smart man. He knew I wasn’t afraid of him, which was more than most men of his caliber realized when facing me. Still, that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to do something here he would later regret.

“So what?” I said, stepping toward him and realizing I was much bigger and taller than him. Pumping weight at the gym paid off. Not only did it make weaker men like him feel inferior to men, women of different backgrounds got on their knees for me, too. “I’m not going to leave her alone, if that’s what you are thinking I’m going to do. I’m not afraid of you.”

I didn’t dare look behind me, even though my whole body was begging me to do that. This guy here was nuts. His eyes looking bloodshot like that, I could tell he’d been drinking a lot before coming here. If he came here by driving his car, then it was a miracle he hadn’t ended up getting killed in a car accident.

Thinking about it now, though... That would have been a better outcome than the one he was going to get now. There wasn’t much he could do about this, about me being here. He was either going to have to suck it up and put his tail in between his legs, heading back to his home and then crying until he fell asleep, or he was going to have to get some of his teeth knocked off his mouth.

And that last thing... It hurt.

Shanice hadn’t said anything this whole time, still gluing herself to her car like doing anything different meant she would be killed. I wished so much I could just tell her it was all going to be okay, but again, I had to keep my attention focused on this guy.

He looked like an idiot, his hand trembling while he still held the knife, but he wasn’t that dense. He’d rip my neck open with it if I gave him the chance, and that’s something I couldn’t let happen.

I didn’t come here to make a mistake and then die, but to save Shanice from his hands.
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