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CHAPTER ONE: THE CONTRACT
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Alina was furious. Her ex-boyfriend had screwed her over again. She wished she had never met him. She marched out of the bank and got on her phone.

"He froze my accounts!" She almost yelled into the phone. "All of them!"

"Wait, what?" Her room mate, Helen was confused. "How can he do that?"

"Suspicious activity." Alina explained. "It could be months before I can get this sorted out with the bank."

"Suspicious activity?" Helen was still catching up. "What does that mean?"

"It means he's using his position at the bank to fuck me over." Alina explained. "My accounts are under review and guess who is the one reviewing them."

"Damn, Alina." Helen was sympathetic. "I am so sorry this is happening. Are you on your way home?"

"No. Not yet." She furrowed her brow and checked her wallet. $16 "I have to see if my mother can pay my phone bill for me before they shut that off."

"Okay." Helen stated. "I'm going to get a bottle of wine and we're going to chill on the couch when you get here."

"Thanks, Helen." Alina hung up and began to cry.

She sat on a bench and wept for several minutes. She scared off a few men who tried to find out what was wrong and then pulled a tissue from her purse to clean up what she was sure was running makeup. She checked herself in her pocket mirror and thought she looked horrible. She was totally screwed. Her ex had done a thorough job of dismantling her life. He got her fired from her job at the ice cream shop, alienated her from most of her friends and now had tied her money up in a bogus investigation. She just wanted to curl up and go catatonic. But she couldn't, she had to go and beg her mother for money. This was going to be humiliating.

She cleaned herself up as best she could and walked several blocks. Greenville was a city, but a medium sized city. It wasn't too expensive, but $16 in cash was not going to get her very far. Her phone alone was almost a hundred bucks a month and she would need rent in two weeks. That was another eight hundred for her half. Her mother wasn't going to have that, but if Alina was lucky, she could get enough to keep her phone on while she searched for a new job. She was wishing she'd cashed her last check from the ice cream shop rather than deposited it in her account.

She could see the diner ahead. It looked busy, that was good news. Maybe her mother was doing well on tips. Alina had been warned about dating a man ten years older than her, following him to the city and taking a job at his uncle's shop. She was giving him too much influence over her life. At least Helen was being supportive. She figured being close to where her mother worked would be beneficial and today she was right. If she had to walk all the way back to Rivertown to see her mother, she would die of exhaustion.

She stopped in front of the diner and scanned the tables for her mother spotting her taking a large group's order. There was a place she could sit at the counter and so Alina went in. The lunchtime crowd was mostly working class men from the construction going on a back down the street. Many of them eyed Alina as she made her way to the counter and sat down. She was 21 and wearing clothes suitable for the summer heatwave, shorts and a tank top. If she knew she would be stopping by the diner, she would have left the apartment wearing a bra, but she had been in a hurry to get to the bank after her card was declined for several transactions and her accounts locked out of the online portal.

The open seat was next to a forty something man who looked a lot less dirty than the other guys, must be a foreman. Alina was relieved when he just looked her up and down and went back to woofing down his plate of food. She was in no mood to fend him off while she waited for her mother to have a moment. She got the attention of men everywhere she went.

Bonny, the sweet old lady that handled the counter smiled at Alina as she strode up.

"Your mamma is a bit busy today, Darlin." Bonny's southern accent always made Alina smile. "You want somethin while ya wait?"

"Just some water, if I could?" Alina couldn't spend any cash right now and she knew the water would be free.

"You got it." Bonny winked at her as she went to get it.

She watched her mother drop off a ticket at the kitchen and make eye contact with her. It wasn't good. The look said she was stressed and not exactly happy to be dragged into whatever trouble her daughter was bringing. Alina smiled weakly and her mother just went back to serving customers.

Their relationship had been stressed a lot lately, Jake, her evil ex-boyfriend, was closer to her mother's age than Alina's. When she met him, she warned Alina off in no uncertain terms, but Alina was a contrarian and did the opposite of whatever she was told, so naturally she moved out of her mother's apartment, moved to Greenville with her new boyfriend and got a job working at his Uncle's food truck. What could go wrong dating a 33 year old banking manager that had a thing for women barely old enough to drink?

Alina found out a couple month's ago, about a year into the relationship, when she finally had enough of being treated like shit, fucked and then ignored, told how to dress, told what to eat, shown off to friends like a trophy and insulted when she stood up to him. If Helen hadn't let Alina move in with her, she would have had to go back to Rivertown and live with her mother in that tiny one bedroom apartment. Alina had slept on the couch since she was twelve. She had enough of that.

A half hour passed and the diner emptied out as the men returned to work. Alina had already gone through two glasses of water when her mother finally stopped by and gave her a disappointing look.

"What did he do now?" She was definitely not in the mood and too perceptive.

"Froze my bank accounts." Alina said meekly.

"Of course he did." Her mother scolded. "I warned you not to open accounts at the bank where he worked."

"I know." Alina admitted.

"I said not to move in with him." Her mother was really giving her the whole, I told you so, routine. "Not to work at his family's business."

"I know." Alina was shrinking with embarrassment. A few customers still left in the diner could hear the exchange.

"Don't give him so much control over your life." Her mother wasn't done. "Now look at the shape you're in."

"I know, mother." Alina was trying to be brave.

"So how much?" Her mother inquired.

"All of it." Alina explained "He froze both my checking and savings account under suspicion of fraud. They will be that way for months until a full review can be completed."

"No, Alina." Her mother corrected her. "How much are you here to ask me for?"

"Enough to pay my phone bill so I can use it for job hunting." She said and her mother gave her a questioning look. "A hundred?"

Her mother was not happy, but pulled out her tips and gave her all of it.

"There should be around one fifty there." She said softening. "You'll need to eat too."

"Thank you, Mom." Alina said taking the cash and putting it in her purse. "This means the world to me."

"Well it means the cable bill for me." Her mother said and then gave her daughter a hug. "Get some rest and don't date any more controlling men. I have to get back to work."

"Thank you, again." Alina left the diner like a dog with it's tail between it's legs.

~~At her apartment.~~

Alina came in the door and smelled the food. Helen had cooked. She placed her purse on the coffee table in front of the couch and glanced at the kitchen counter where the stir fry sat in a covered bowl waiting for her. The sound of the shower running made Alina poke her head into the shared bedroom.

"Thank you!" Alina shouted at the bathroom door.

"You're welcome!" Helen's voice came back. "Wine is in the fridge!"

Alina smiled and pranced to the fridge. Red wine in the fridge. That was Helen. Alina loved her, she had been her only friend in the city since she got here. They had gone to high school together
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