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Chapter 1: The Good Girl

 

Carmen stood on the corner of Maple and 13th, her small, black purse clutched tight against her side. The bus was running late again, and she could feel the tension in the air. The sun was setting, casting long shadows across the cracked pavement. Around her, the streets buzzed with life—the distant blare of sirens, the rhythmic beat of hip-hop from a nearby car, and the occasional shout of kids playing tag. This was home. A place that felt both familiar and threatening, a place she’d known her whole life.

 

Carmen was a good girl. Everyone said so. Kept her head down, stayed out of trouble, worked hard at that accounting firm downtown. “Always on the grind,” her mama would say with pride, her voice thick with a Southern drawl that hadn’t left her since she moved up north. Carmen was always about her business, serious about her future. She had dreams, big ones. Night classes at the community college, working toward that CPA license. Her life was all about plans, structure, doing things right. No time for foolishness.

 

But this neighborhood? It was a different story. Ain’t no plans or structure here. Just hustle. Folks trying to make it, any way they could. Carmen saw it every day on her way to the bus stop—the dope boys hanging on the corner, trading cash for drugs. She saw the look in their eyes, the hard edges. They was making their own way, but it wasn’t her way.

 

Carmen’s eyes drifted across the street to the boarded-up storefronts, the graffiti-splattered walls, the group of young men leaning against a dented Chevy. They eyed her as she stood waiting, and she looked away, her heart quickening. She wasn’t scared—no, not exactly. But she was aware. Always aware.

 

"Yo, ma!" one of them called out, his voice slick with arrogance. “Where you goin’ lookin’ all fine like that?”

 

Carmen ignored him, keeping her gaze fixed on the empty road ahead. The last thing she needed was to get involved with the likes of him. Her mama always said, “You don’t got no business wit’ these street boys, Carmen. They gon’ drag you down, girl. You got too much goin’ on for that.”

 

And she believed her. Carmen wanted more—more than what these streets had to offer, more than just scraping by, more than just surviving. She wanted to thrive, to make something of herself. She wanted out.

 

The bus finally rumbled up, its brakes squealing as it pulled to a stop. Carmen climbed aboard, flashing her pass at the driver, who nodded absently. She found a seat toward the back, pressing herself against the window. As the bus pulled away, she watched the neighborhood slide past, a blur of broken dreams and shattered hopes. 

 

At the office, Carmen slipped into her desk and powered up her computer. The accounting firm was small, nothing fancy, but it was a job. It paid the bills, kept her mama off her back. And it was a stepping stone, a way to something better. She liked the order of it, the numbers that always added up, the neat rows and columns that made sense when nothing else did.

 

“Hey, Carmen,” came a voice from behind her. She turned to see Linda, her coworker, a plump woman in her forties with a big smile and a bigger laugh. “How you doin’ today, girl?”

 

“I’m good, Linda. Just gettin’ started.”

 

Linda chuckled. “You got that right, Carmen. Always standing on business. You doing better than most your age especially from that part of town you from.”

 

Carmen shrugged, a tight smile on her lips. “Yea I gotta do what I gotta do.”

 

Linda nodded, but her eyes were sympathetic. “Well, you keep doin’ what you doin’. You’re gonna do big things, I know it.”

 

Carmen nodded, turning back to her screen. Linda meant well, but she didn’t understand. How could she? She had a nice house in the suburbs, a husband with a steady job, kids in good schools. She didn’t know what it was like to walk these streets, to feel the weight of them pressing down on you, squeezing you tight until you couldn’t breathe.

 

After work, Carmen headed to her night class. The community college was a few stops down, and she made it just in time. The classroom was small, filled with other adults trying to better themselves. She took a seat near the front, pulling out her notebook and pen. This was her sanctuary, her escape. Here, she wasn’t just some girl from the hood. She was a student, a future accountant. She was somebody.

 

The professor droned on about tax codes and deductions, but Carmen soaked it all in, scribbling notes furiously. This was her ticket out, her way up. She couldn’t afford to mess it up. Not when so much was riding on it.

 

By the time she got home, it was late. The streets were quiet, the kind of quiet that felt heavy, like something was lurking just out of sight. Carmen hurried up the steps to her apartment building, the keys jingling in her hand. As she reached the door, she heard a shout from down the block—a man’s voice, loud and angry, followed by the sound of glass breaking. Her heart leapt into her throat, and she fumbled with the keys, finally getting the door open and slipping inside.

 

Inside, it was dark and musty, the air thick with the smell of fried chicken and collard greens from Mrs. Johnson’s apartment down the hall. Carmen’s mama was sitting in the living room, watching one of her shows, the volume turned up loud to drown out the noise from outside.

 

“You late, girl,” her mama said without looking up. “I was startin’ to worry.”

 

“I’m fine, Mama,” Carmen replied, dropping her bag by the door. “Just had class.”

 

Her mama nodded, her eyes glued to the TV. Carmen sighed, heading to her room. She closed the door behind her and leaned against it, closing her eyes. She could still hear the sounds from outside—the shouts, the sirens, the distant thud of bass from a passing car. This was her life, her world. A place where dreams went to die.

 

Carmen changed into her pajamas and crawled into bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. She stared at the ceiling, her mind racing. She thought about the numbers, the spreadsheets, the tax forms. She thought about her future, the life she wanted, the life she deserved. She thought about how far she’d come, and how far she still had to go.

 

She closed her eyes, willing herself to sleep. But sleep wouldn’t come. Not tonight. Not with everything weighing on her mind, pressing down on her chest like a heavy stone.

 

She heard a knock at the door and jumped, her heart pounding. Who could it be at this hour? She glanced at the clock—11:30 PM. She got out of bed, her feet cold against the wooden floor, and crept to the door, pressing her ear against it.

 

Another knock, louder this time. “Carmen! It’s me, Angela!” a voice hissed from the other side.

 

Carmen frowned, unlocking the door and opening it a crack. Angela, her neighborhood friend, stood in the hallway, her face pale and eyes wide with fear.

 

“Angie, what’s wrong?” Carmen asked, opening the door wider.

 

Angela stepped inside, glancing over her shoulder. “It’s bad, Carmen. Real bad. They got Devon. Cops all over. He got caught up in some mess, and they think he’s the one who shot Rico.”

 

Carmen’s eyes widened. Devon was Angela’s brother, always in trouble, always running with the wrong crowd. But Rico? He was one of the big players in the neighborhood, a shot-caller, someone you didn’t mess with.

 

“Angie, what’re you talkin’ about? Devon ain’t no killer.”

 

Angela shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “Don’t matter. They got him. Said he was at the scene. He’s in for it now, Carmen. He’s in for it good.”

 

Carmen felt a chill run down her spine. This was the kind of thing that happened around here, the kind of thing that ruined lives, tore families apart. She reached out, pulling Angela into a tight hug. “We’ll figure it out, Angie. Yall will get through this.”

 

But even as she said it, Carmen knew things would never be the same. Not for Devon, not for Angela, and not for her. The streets had a way of changing people, of pulling them down into the darkness, no matter how hard they tried to fight it.

 

And as she held Angela in her arms, Carmen couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever truly escape the pull of the streets herself.




Chapter 2: The Unexpected Encounter

 

Carmen had just finished her shift at the accounting firm and was heading to the corner store to grab a few things before heading home. She kept her head down, focused on her own thoughts as she navigated the busy street. It had been a long day, and all she wanted was to grab her groceries and get out of there as quickly as possible.

 

As she walked into the store, she could feel the eyes on her. This wasn’t unusual—she was used to the looks, the whispers. She was a pretty girl, after all, and she knew how men in the neighborhood acted. But she didn’t have time for that today. She needed to get in and get out.

 

She made her way down the aisle, grabbing a carton of milk and a loaf of bread. She was reaching for a can of soup when she heard a loud, obnoxious voice behind her.

 

“Yo, ma! Lemme holla atchu for a minute.”

 

Carmen froze. She knew better than to turn around. She could feel the heat of his gaze on her back, the weight of his eyes traveling up and down her body like she was some kinda piece of meat. She didn’t need this. Not today.

 

She turned her head slightly, catching a glimpse of the guy out of the corner of her eye. He was tall, with a slick smile and a gold chain hanging from his neck. The kind of guy her mama warned her about. “No thank you,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

 

But he wasn’t taking no for an answer. “C’mon, girl. I jus’ wanna talk to you,” he insisted, stepping closer. “Ain’t nobody tryin’ to bother you or nothin’.”

 

Carmen rolled her eyes and tried to sidestep him, but he blocked her path, his smile turning into a sneer. “I said, lemme holla atchu,” he repeated, his voice low and threatening now.

 

She felt her heart start to race, her palms growing sweaty. She didn’t want any trouble. She just wanted to get her groceries and go home. But it seemed like trouble had found her anyway.

 

Just as she was about to speak, a deep voice cut through the tension. “Ayo, back off, man. She said she ain’t interested.”

 

Carmen turned her head to see who had come to her rescue. He was standing in the doorway of the store, his arms crossed over his chest, a serious look on his face. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a confident stance. His clothes were expensive, the kind you didn’t see much around here—designer jeans, a crisp white tee, and a leather jacket that looked like it cost more than her rent.

 

The guy bothering her took a step back, his eyes narrowing as he sized up the newcomer. “Yo, who the fuck you think you is?” he spat, his bravado faltering.

 

The newcomer didn’t flinch. He just
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