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Chapter 1: Lyshea
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Lyshea: A Life-Altering Accident

I remember the day vividly, as if time itself had slowed down. It was a crisp, sunny afternoon, and my family had embarked on a road trip to celebrate my upcoming 20th birthday. In the car, my parents, Angela and Mitchell, shared excited smiles in the front seats, while I sat in the back, with my 7-year-old sister Hope securely strapped into her booster seat beside me.

We were winding along a remote, scenic route, and the world seemed full of endless possibilities. Laughter and the anticipation of new adventures filled the air. Little did I know, life was about to take a cruel and sudden turn. As we approached a sharp curve, I saw it coming—a reckless driver from the opposite direction careened into our lane. Panic gripped my heart as our vehicles collided in a devastating head-on collision. The force of the impact was immediate and terrifying.

The world inside the car transformed into chaos. The crash was deafening, but when it subsided, an eerie silence hung in the air. Disoriented and dazed, I tried to make sense of the nightmare unfolding around me. My parents, the pillars of my life, lay motionless in their seats, and a sense of crushing dread washed over me. I could hear my little sister's frightened cries, and I immediately turned to comfort her, assuring her that we would be okay.

It felt like an eternity before the first responders arrived. They worked tirelessly to free my little sister and me from the mangled wreck of our car. The scene was harrowing, and I couldn't shake the memories of that fateful day. The accident had stolen my parents from me and shattered the dreams we had shared. Their excitement about celebrating my 20th birthday and seeing me off to college had been cruelly cut short.

***
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AFTER THE ACCIDENT, the days blurred together in a haze of grief and responsibility. It felt as if time had both sped up and come to a standstill, leaving me in a perpetual state of sorrow. The funeral was a somber affair, held in a small, serene chapel. My aunt, Monica Davis, my father's sister, was there to provide solace and support. At 43 years old, she bore a striking resemblance to my father, sharing his warm smile and compassionate eyes. She was a source of strength during those dark days, her presence a reminder of the family I had lost and the family that remained.

As we stood beside the caskets of my parents, Aunt Monica placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. Her touch conveyed more than words ever could, assuring me that I wasn't alone in this painful journey. Beside her stood Theresa, my cousin and Aunt Monica's daughter, who was the same age as me. We had always been close, growing up more like sisters than cousins. Her support was unwavering, and she had shared in the same grief that now consumed us. Our bond had grown even stronger in the wake of the tragedy, our shared loss drawing us closer.

With tear-filled eyes, Theresa and I clung to one another, finding solace in the presence of someone who understood our pain intimately. The weight of the world felt a little lighter in those moments. As we said our final goodbyes to my parents, I couldn't help but feel a profound sense of loss. The dreams, the laughter, the shared moments—they were all gone. My little sister, Hope, clung to me, her tiny hand in mine, and I knew that from that day forward, I was not just her sister but her protector and guardian.

Aunt Monica, her eyes brimming with tears, whispered words of comfort, reminding us that family would always be there for one another. Her presence offered some measure of hope in the darkest of times, a reminder that we were not alone on this difficult journey. The days that followed the funeral were filled with a sense of emptiness, but they were also a testament to the strength of family bonds. Aunt Monica, Theresa, and I formed a united front, determined to navigate the challenging path that lay ahead together.

In the midst of our shared grief, there was an unspoken understanding that my parents' memory would live on through us, their love and guidance a lasting presence in our lives. As I looked at my cousin and my aunt, I felt a renewed sense of purpose, the determination to honor my parents by providing a loving and stable future for my little sister. We were a family marked by loss, but we were also a family bound by love and resilience. Together, we would face the uncertain future, knowing that the road ahead was fraught with challenges but also filled with the enduring strength of family ties.

***
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THREE MONTHS HAD PASSED, and the wounds from the tragic accident were still fresh. Taking the place of both our parents, I was now my little sister's sole provider and guardian - a responsibility that weighed heavily on me, but yet I swore to create a safe, loving home for her despite any challenge that would come. We were fortunate enough to have received our parents' brownstone when they'd passed away, as well as a large sum of money from their life insurance policies. 

With more than $500,000 in the bank, we were relatively set financially, though I refused to spend it without reason. My dreams of college unfortunately had to be put on hold while I focused solely on making sure my sister was taken care of. Working at a small cafe downtown in Manhattan, New York helped generate some income while my auntie watched over my sister back at home. Life wasn't easy by any means, but when family is involved there are no limits to what you can do.

It was 7am, and the last few precious moments I had with Hope before our day began. She slept soundly in the bed beside me, clinging to me like a lifeline because she was still too scared to sleep alone in her room. I took a deep breath and climbed out of bed, wrapping her up in an embrace before getting ready for my day. 

I chose my outfit carefully: a pair of jeans and a tight black t-shirt that hugged my curves as I pulled my hair into a messy bun. No matter how hard I tried, my wild curls always seemed to refuse to cooperate in the mornings, so I let them hang down my back freely. When I finished, I knelt on the bed next to Hope. 

"Psst! Psst! Lady bug, wake up!" I whispered into her ear before tickling her until she opened her eyes with laughter. 

"Stop! Stop! I'm up sissy." She giggled, pushing me away.

"Good. Lady bug go shower. Get ready so we can have breakfast and head off to school and check out the college," I said before heading downstairs to prepare breakfast. Hope nodded eagerly then headed off to take her own shower.

The smell of bacon filled the air and my stomach grumbled in anticipation. I hummed to myself as I flipped the sizzling strips, lost in thought about the day ahead. Today was the day that I was going to check out the college I had been eyeing for years, a dream that I was finally going to make into a reality.  As I set the table, Hope rushed down the stairs with her hair in a cute messy bun like mine, clad in her favorite pink dress and matching headband. She beamed at me as she took her seat at the table.

"Breakfast looks great, sissy!" Hope said, taking a crispy strip of bacon and munching on it happily.

"Thanks, Lady bug," I replied, sitting down across from her. "So, tell me about your dreams last night."

Hope's eyes widened with excitement as she swallowed her mouthful of bacon. "I dreamt that we went on a magic adventure together! We found a secret garden filled with talking animals and a magical unicorn. It was so cool!"

"That sounds amazing!" I grinned at her, happy to see her enthusiasm.

After we finished breakfast, Hope put on her backpack and coat, and I saw her off to the bus stop a few blocks from our house. Then, I hopped in a taxi and rode over to New York State University business school. As I strolled across the university grounds, I couldn't help but feel as though I belonged there among the busy students. The bustling energy was palpable. My cousin Theresa is expected to enroll here as well today. I walked into the admissions office and saw Theresa sitting in one of the plush couches, chatting with another student. I approached her and she leaped up, hugging me tightly.

"I can't believe we're both here, Lyshea!" She exclaimed.

"I know! It's finally happening," I said with a smile. We filled out the necessary paperwork and attended some orientation sessions, getting more and more excited about our futures as businesswomen. After the orientation was over, Theresa and I explored the campus more. We saw the library, the student center, and even stumbled upon a cute little coffee shop. As we waited for our drinks, a handsome guy with messy brown hair and bright green eyes caught my attention. He was with a group of friends, laughing and joking around. I couldn't help but stare at him, completely fascinated. Suddenly, our eyes met, and he grinned at me.

"Hey there," he said, walking over to us. "I'm Jake."

"I'm Lyshea," I replied, feeling my cheeks heat up.

"And I'm Theresa," my cousin added, giving him a flirty smile.

Jake laughed. "Glad to meet you both! So, what are you studying?"

"Business Administration - and what about you?" I said and waited for an answer. Jake grinned. "I'm actually majoring in Marketing and Entrepreneurship. I heard the business school here is amazing, so I had to check it out."

"Same here," Theresa said, batting her eyelashes at him.

"Well, it looks like we have a lot in common then," Jake said with a smirk.

As Jake and I talked, I could feel my fascination with him growing. His ease and presence entranced me. We took our time as we got to know one another, swirling the drinks in our hands. His eyes were alive with wit and amusement; his laughter made me smile. We felt a mutual magnetism, and it only increased as our conversation went on.

My cousin was talking with Liam, one of Jake's best friends. The two men were both quite handsome and fit; Jake had bright green eyes, pale skin, and a stylish cut, while he had a toned physique. As the conversation drew to a close, he asked for my number. After a moment’s hesitation, I gave it to him, blushing slightly. He texted me right away, making my heart skip a beat when I saw the message. "Hey Lyshea, it was great meeting you today. Want to meet up later this week? Maybe grab dinner?"

I felt a thrill run through me as I replied, "Yes, that sounds great!"

Over the next few days, Jake and I exchanged texts and calls, getting to know each other better. He was funny, charming, and incredibly intelligent. I found myself falling for him more and more every day. Finally, the night of our date arrived. I dressed carefully in a little black dress and high heels, feeling a nervous excitement in the pit of my stomach. 

It was amusing to hear my little sister get more fired up than me about dating. "Lyshea, you deserve someone special," Hope states, gazing up at me with her dark brown eyes. Like our dad, hers were the same color as chocolate, while mine were a honey brown like our mother's.

I knelt down in front of Hope, "Little Lady Bug, you're so smart. I don't want to let just anyone around you—it has to be special." I asked her for confirmation that she understood what I meant.

"Yes, Ly-Ly! And I love you too," She replied, and embraced me tightly. My little sister means the world to me. 

"Auntie will be here soon to take you for the night," I said as I readied myself for my date. 

"Of course!" Hope cheered, scampering off to pack her bag so she could spend the evening with Auntie. I had my makeup done and made my way to the living room, where Hope was waiting. Suddenly, we heard a knock at our front door. Hope sprinted to open it, revealing our Aunt Monica who had come to visit.

"Hi Auntie Monica!" Hope exclaimed, jumping up and down with excitement. Auntie Monica was the cool aunt who always knew how to make us laugh.

"Hello, my darlings!" Auntie Monica greeted us with a warm hug before turning her attention towards me. "You look absolutely stunning, Lyshea." She gave me an approving nod.

I let a shy smile pass over my lips as I thanked my aunt. "Thanks, Auntie," I spoke softly. "My date should be here shortly." 

"Of course not," Auntie Monica winked at me before glancing at Harmony. 

Hope jumped up and down in excitement, her curly hair bouncing with each hop. "Sleepover time, baby!" she exclaimed. "I love sleepovers too!" I said, matching her enthusiasm. My aunt chuckled from the kitchen.

A knock on the door interrupted our glee, and Hope ran to answer it. It swung open to reveal Jake, his 6'4" frame taking up most of the doorway. His green eyes shone as he looked between us.

"Your date has arrived," Hope sang out, grinning mischievously.

I approached him, smoothing my dress nervously. He extended a hand, and I took it, feeling an electric spark shoot through me at the contact. "You look stunning," he breathed, his smile making my heart race.

I felt myself blush under his gaze, my heart pounding with anticipation. Auntie Monica cleared her throat, breaking the moment between us. "Alright lovebirds, no need to get too carried away," she teased, a playful glint in her eye.

Jake gave me a little laugh and let go of my hand, addressing Auntie Monica with respect. "It's nice to meet you, ma'am, and Hope as well," he said warmly.

"I'm doing good Jakiey," she replied brightly, beaming from ear to ear.

"You too, Jake," Auntie Monica answered before glancing back at me. "Have a great time you two, but don't stay out too late."

Then, she gathered up Hope’s belongings and headed to the door. No sooner had the door closed behind them than Jake spun around to face me, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. He offered his arm for me to take, and I accepted it fervently, feeling a thrill of excitement shoot through me. It was no secret that I'd had feelings for Jake for quite some time now—and here we were finally going on our first date! 

We walked over to his car; a sleek black sports car that took my breath away. Once we were inside the vehicle, the sexual tension between us was almost suffocating. Our chemistry was electric and I could feel Jake's gaze on me as we drove through the city, the excitement palpable in the air.

As we arrived at the restaurant, Jake stepped out of the car and rushed over to open my door. The chivalry wasn't lost on me, as I gratefully accepted his hand to help me out of the car. The restaurant was dimly lit with candles flickering softly on each table. The ambience was romantic and intimate, stirring up an intense desire within me.

We sat down, Jake leaned in closer to me, his warm breath sending shivers down my spine. "You look even more beautiful in this light," he whispered seductively.

I blushed at his words, feeling a heat rise in my cheeks. "Thank you," I replied softly, unable to look away from his intense gaze.

The soft murmur of conversation and the clinking of silverware around us faded into the background as we talked and laughed, our connection growing stronger with every passing moment. The chemistry between us was undeniable, and I could feel Jake becoming more and more attracted to me by the minute. 

After dinner, we walked out onto the street, arm in arm, enjoying the cool night air. As we strolled along, Jake stopped suddenly and pulled me into a passionate kiss. It was like fireworks exploding inside me, setting off a frenzied desire in the pit of my stomach. I wanted more than anything to feel Jake's hands on my body; pulling me into his arms and deepening the kiss as his hands held me behind the neck and ran through my hair.

After a few more minutes on the sidewalk, we arrived at another restaurant that was brightly lit and full of life. Along one wall were slot machines where people—mostly couples—were throwing quarters in the slots and drinking tall glasses of beer.

"You want to play?" Jake asked, grinning mischievously.

I looked at him with a raised eyebrow. "Um, I do have to work tomorrow and all."

Jake laughed. "Yeah, you do."

I groaned playfully at him. "Fine. I'll play one game."

"Cool, let's get some money," Jake replied happily as he pulled me to a machine. He fed in some one- and five-dollar bills as the wheel began to spin round and round. When it stopped, the jackpot had actually hit! The large display screen announced that we won three thousand dollars! Jake picked up a stack of bills and handed them to me. "Here, Lyshea, you got your winnings," he said with a grin on his face.

After spending some time playing various games, we decided that it was time to end the evening. We were both really tired, and even though we decided that it was better to maintain a friendship, in the back of my mind, I was still hoping that Jake would take me home and ravage me throughout the night.

"We should get going," I suggested, my eyes meeting his. My cheeks reddened as I waited for his response.

"Yeah," Jake breathed out, sounding exhausted. A wave of disappointment hit me, but I laughed it away and looked away from him.

"OK," I said quietly before we headed out of the casino and waited for the valet to fetch our car.

The car ride back to my house was awkward. I had wanted him to keep going; to take me home and make love to me. But Jake suddenly lost interest after I'd asked him if he wanted to a night cap once were at my place. He kept his eyes on the road as he drove us back from the casino. As we stopped in front of my brownstone, he asked me: "Do you want to go out with me again?" His voice seemed a bit jumpy. 

His question startled me, as if we were nothing but acquaintances. Jake watched me expectantly. I considered his proposal for a moment before finally responding: "Yes, of course," I said, with more confidence than I felt. Then he leaned in and kissed me. I hadn't anticipated this: the butterflies in my stomach as I waited for him to kiss me. We kissed so tenderly, and in that moment, I felt like all of
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