

[image: images]






DARK SIDE OF VALOR


A NOVEL OF SUSPENSE


Child advocate Lelia Freeman saves children for a living. As the director of ChildSafe Shelters, she ventures to abandoned squats and crackhouses to rescue teens from the hellish streets of Los Angeles. When she is summoned to Washington to serve on a committee that aids the children of a war-torn African nation, Lelia is kidnapped and becomes a political pawn in a sinister conspiracy. Oceans away from everything she knows, she must trust a mercenary to save her life, or die in the clutches of a psychopath.


Hunting, combat and staying alive are Elijah Dune’s specialties. Vengeance is his passion. Haunted by past demons, he travels to the Motherland to collect a debt. A debt that demands one payment. Death.


Caught in the crosshairs of a madman, Lelia and Elijah must survive the jungles of Zaire and the horrors of their pasts, or be forever consumed by the Dark Side of Valor.
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Dear Reader:


Dark Side of Valor focuses on teen runaways and the homeless. These are subjects that are dear to my heart and Alicia Singleton courageously explores them with compassion.


Lelia Freeman is dubbed “The Street Angel” and her title is well-deserved as the traumatized former teen runaway transforms into a child advocate. We follow her suspenseful and thrilling journey from New York to Los Angeles to Washington, D.C. to foreign lands.


I commend Alicia for her humane mission to step off the pages and shed light on this challenging way of life that is sadly a reality to many Americans.
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PROLOGUE



Rats.


Thick and well fed, they scurried along the moldy baseboard, and nosed through debris a few yards away from her feet. Lelia Freeman shifted her position, picked up the worn-down sole of an old shoe and tossed it toward the interlopers, then scoped the dank room once more.


A pile of urine-stained clothes adorned one corner; a pyramid of aluminum, ode to the beer can, lit another. A derelict wooden crate, blunt buds, and a broken crack pipe cluttered the floor. Someone managed to throw some fast-food wrappers into a mildewed box.


Lelia swiped her forehead with her sleeve. Boiling. It was one hundred degrees or better in the boarded row house. And she roasted.


Thick rubber bands shackled her jeans to her ankles, bit through the thick denim and knee-high socks, and held in the heat. She inched the bands down. A necessary evil. Better than roaches, mice or worse scampering up her legs.


She’d been there, in the squat, waiting for three hours. She’d give Megan another hour to show, then she’d head back to ChildSafe.


Megan’s father was flying in from Colorado that day, was supposed to pick the child up from the shelter in three hours. Megan had left her home eleven months ago. She didn’t flee from a hellish existence like most runaways. “I just wanted to be free from rules and live my own sixteen-year-old life,” she’d said.


Life sunk its teeth into that sixteen-year-old, bit back. Crack found another weak slave to control, ruin.


She’d come to ChildSafe after eight months of hell, wanted to clean herself up. Wanted to go home. Lelia helped her, tough-loved her away from the streets, like she’d done for all the kids that stepped over ChildSafe’s threshold.


The night before, after lights out, Megan bolted. Lelia’s search brought her here, back to Megan’s old stomping ground.


Lelia stood, stretched her cramped muscles. The floorboards shifted, groaned beneath her feet. She left the room, moved along the hallway, listened to the scampering, the scratching from inside the walls. She glanced through the holes punched in the clapboard. The reek of human waste, mildew and suffering assailed her. She didn’t flinch. The surroundings were part of her.


High in a corner on the wall, she caught sight of a scrap of wallpaper. Bright as the day it was hung, it stuck out in the gloom. Colorful flowers splashed across a white background.


Déjà vu.


A piece of her past.


On tiptoe, she touched the scrap…


…and remembered.





BOOK ONE



“Fearlessness and trembling are come upon me, and horror hath overwhelmed me. And I said, Oh that I had wings like a dove! For then would I fly away, and be at rest.”


—PSALM 55:5-6 KJV





CHAPTER ONE



Something scampered across her face. A waterbug, roach or worse. Lelia bolted upright, and almost toppled her makeshift bed. She shook off her clothes. Sweat dampened her honey-chocolate brow. Wild eyes darted about the small, dismal room, tried to draw comfort from its familiarity.


A single, yellowing light bulb hung from the ceiling by a tattered cord. Small bursts of chilly air from the plastic patched window rocked the bulb, and caused its dim light to bounce from one cracked plaster wall to another.


Her clothes were still tidy in the scratched, white laminate bookshelf at the foot of her bed; two stacked milk crates held her thrift-store sneakers and size-too-small flip-flops. The green shag remnant she’d lugged from the carpet discount Dumpster covered the cold wooden floor. The old radiator beneath the window produced little to no heat. Her cross-shaped clock still read 3:35 a.m., and her mama’s neatly made cot remained untouched.


Still.


Nothing altered, everything forever in its depressing order. Familiarity of the room brought reality. Reality brought no comfort.


She padded to the curtainless window, rested her forehead on the frosted pane.


Across the front yard, the new dope dealer stood over his latest victim, Snook, the block’s newest crackhead.


The street lamp over the court was busted. In the shadows, the dealer held up a small baggie. A madman, Snook clutched for it. The man held it just out of reach, laughed at Snook’s desperation.


Snook stopped trying, rolled into a tight ball like a baby. Moans, low, pain-filled, filtered through the thin glass.


The scene was so common, it barely touched Lelia’s heart. She flattened her hand against the pane, caught her reflection in the night-blackened glass, noted the change.


Her eyes.


She thought it would take longer.


Years. Decades.


It was there. The look she swore she’d never succumb to.


Staring at her were the eyes of her mama, Rubinell. Rubinell’s eyes looked like that when she talked of Lelia’s father.


She gazed into the eyes of Little Ray who stood on the street corner, begged for liquor money and ranted about Vietnam.


They were the sad, blank eyes of old Mrs. Sadie, who carried grocery bags of cans wherever she went.


Haunted eyes. Eyes weary of seeing. Tired of living.


Lelia was tired. Tired of being teased about her tattered clothes. Tired of Mama showing up at school drunk.


Tired of being alone. Weariness, slow and hungry, ate at her for months, but she wouldn’t accept it. She wouldn’t let the hood steal her dreams. Not like it stole Mama’s.


She moved to the bedroom closet and retrieved the letterbox she kept hidden beneath the floorboards.


Her box of dreams.


The thin hardwood was padded with care and covered with a cream-colored silk. Dainty, pink water lilies splashed the soft material, trimmed with a narrow gold braid. A small, tarnished locket kept the flap sealed.


Bernard had given her this box. Bernard Samuels was the only decent man her mama ever dated. The only man Lelia thought of as a father.


She pulled out a stack of letters and pictures, all from him. She always wrote, told him her problems and fears. Without fail he responded, always sent a little spending cash and a return envelope with postage.


He wrote about Ohio. He sent pictures of his brothers, sisters and their children who wanted to meet her. He also wrote about his mother who had cancer. He left them to be with her. Lelia understood. Mama never forgave him for it.


He wrote to Mama, too, but she never opened his letters. He used to fly in to visit them, but Mama refused to see him. After a while, he stopped coming.


Lelia put the money she’d saved from Bernard’s letters and her after-school job at the corner store aside.


Housed in a plastic sandwich bag were several withered blooms. She held the plastic to her nose, pretended she could smell the petals’ sweetness. The last item in the box was a picture. A photo of Bernard, Mama and herself on a weekend trip. Mama’s eyes smiled at her.


Bernard had driven them to North Carolina. He’d planned on buying a house there, and wanted Mama to see it first.


Lelia remembered how the wind felt on her face, the endless miles of fields and trees. The vivid shades of the pink amethyst and yellow wildflowers took her breath away. She never remembered air smelling that good, or feeling that free.


Right before they got to the house, Bernard stopped the car and made them close their eyes. She peeked once, giggled when he sneaked a kiss from Mama.


He counted to three. They opened their eyes. Everything looked beautiful. Green grass as far as she could see, and actual trees growing in the front yard. Huge trees with dark, leathery leaves and big beautiful flowers that made the air smell like heaven. Bernard called them magnolias.


One story, the house’s cedar polish sparkled against the cornflower sky. Large windows let the sun and fresh air flow through; a wide porch wrapped the house in a hug. Bernard promised Mama he’d build her a swing on the porch so he could court her properly.


Lelia loved everything about that place, but her favorite thing was the pretty flowers. Purple and magenta scattered around the porch and along the walkway…


Reality doused her. The apartment door crashed in, sounded like thunder.


She flipped off the light, dropped to her knees, and crawled to the radiator. She huddled against the cold metal, afraid to move.


Moments turned to an eternity. Familiar sounds dribbled through the walls. The Peters fighting next door. The Scoggins’ loud rent party.


If she screamed, she’d be dead before anybody bothered to wander in to tell her to shut up. Nine-one-one was a fairy tale seen on TV. The cops wouldn’t show. Whoever broke in would find her first.


The rustling from the living room grew bolder. The fear fisting her lungs grew tighter.


Lelia eyed the fire escape. She pulled herself to the window. Chips of old paint clung to her sweaty palms. Fingers trembling, she pushed the rusty latch. It bumped along, abused her bloody fingers.


“God, please help me.”


She wrenched up the window, threw one leg over the sill.


Mama’s cry pealed through the apartment.


“Mama!” Lelia fell to the floor. She worked against the darkness, grabbed the bat from behind the bedroom door, then stumbled into the narrow hallway.


Just past the kitchen, semi-darkness bathed the living room. The streetlight’s glow fingered through the rips in the window shade, provided minimal light.


Lelia edged along the wall, listened again for Mama’s voice. Scuffling sounds greeted her.


Her fear-washed body trembled anew.


“Mama?”


“Lelia!”


Her mother’s strangled pitch reached her as a man’s head popped over the back of the sofa.


Lelia cocked the bat, then wailed on him. The heavy wood cracked his shoulder, knocked him to the floor.


Adrenaline pumped fast as lightning. She raised the bat again, rounded the couch.


“You hurt my mother, you sorry…”


The lamp clicked on, a blaze of light blinded her. She adjusted her terrified eyes, slid her gaze from her mother’s dumbstruck grimace to the man propped against the wall spitting curses.


“Crazy-ass bitch…!” He staggered to his feet. “Who the hell is this?”


That same question ran through Rubinell Washington’s mind as she skimmed her daughter’s confused expression and raggedy appearance.


What got into that girl? The kung fu crap was embarrassing enough, but that rat-eaten sweatsuit she had on made Rubinell flinch. And look at that mop of hair or whatever she wanted to call it! Looking like electrified black cotton.


Was she drunk? Just the thought of it pissed her off. If Lelia was drunk, there would be hell to pay, especially if the girl had drunk up her last bottle of Mad Dog.


She would deal with Lelia soon enough. Now, she had to take care of business. Sexiest pout intact, she pulled together the edges of her fire-red sweater dress, took her time buttoning it over her boobs.


That new push-up bra did wonders. Steve was licking his lips, probably already forgot his sore shoulder.


She sashayed up to him. “Steve, this is my daughter, Lelia. She’s a little confused right now.” She emphasized the word confused, hoped Lelia would get the message. She slanted a cold glare toward her child.


“Mama, are you all right?”


Steve was still nursing his shoulder. “Why are you asking her? I’m the one you tried to take out!”


“She didn’t mean it, suga.” Rubinell leaned against the wiry, balding man, and placed a small kiss at the corner of his mouth. “Did you, Lelia?”


She felt his body relax. Her old charms soothed better than five bottles of Wild Irish Rose.


“Apologize to the man, Lelia.” She offered him another kiss. The bat banged to the floor, set her teeth on edge.


“But, Mama, I thought he was hurting—”


“Nobody asked you to think, did they Miss Honor Society?”


Steve tensed again. Rubinell cursed under her breath. She could kiss next week’s free dinner with him good-bye. And that O’Jays concert.


She lowered her voice to a threatening whisper. “You know, I only ask once, Lelia.”


She loosened Steve’s tight lips with another kiss, then turned to confront her daughter.


Rubinell’s breath caught. She stilled. Not many things backed her down, certainly not her child. But for a moment, she stared into the eyes of a man she loved long ago.


Defiant. Protective. Loving.


Lelia’s fiery raven eyes were so like her father’s that for an instant, Rubinell was ashamed of herself.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Steve.”


Lelia spoke the words, but Rubinell saw her eyes held no remorse.


The apartment fell into an uneasy silence. For once in her life, Rubinell Washington was at a loss for words.


“Fruit don’t fall far from the tree. Do it, Ruby?”


Steve squawked on, mother and daughter continued to eye each other.


“Both of y’all are whacked.” He stomped around the sofa and snatched up his jacket. “I’m out.”


Rubinell was relieved to see him go. She glanced over her shoulder, didn’t try to stop him when he threw open the door. He was just another jerk, and her jerk quota had been filled years ago.


Hesitant, her gaze returned to Lelia, observed the child closely. Unsettling. Her daughter wasn’t drunk. To her shame, she silently prayed that alcohol was responsible for Lelia’s craziness. Rubinell knew drunk well, could deal with it like a pro, but not with the haunting emotion that simmered in her child’s dark eyes. She’d lost too much to that emotion. She’d die before she’d lose her baby to it, too. She needed to stall, needed a minute to collect her thoughts.


Steve wasn’t man enough to close the door. At least he was good for something; it gave her an excuse to run from the disturbing standoff with Lelia. She turned away, found him standing in the doorway, his repulsed glare swept the apartment.


“I’d sue to get something back for the eats I paid for, but your ass ain’t got jack no ways. Besides…”


Rubinell watched his bored gaze rake her body, then rest on her face.


“…there ain’t nothing here I want.”


She forgot his words when she slammed the door in his face. Nothing registered anyway. Except panic. Except fear. Drunkenness dismissed, she had to face the truth. Lelia tried to save her life.


It was a fool thing to do, especially if someone was attacking her. The girl could have gotten herself killed. What was she thinking?


She squeezed her eyes closed. Lelia’s fiery gaze flashed through her mind. Rubinell had her answer. The girl was her father’s child, which meant valor preceded self-preservation, no matter the consequence.


How could she explain to Lelia all she’d lost to valor? The love of her life. Her parents, her family. The chance of going to college. Bernard. How could a sixteen-year-old understand?


Then again this was Lelia, not some ordinary sixteen-year-old. An old soul. Wise beyond her years. Older than any child her age should be.


She was always there. Cooked the meals, washed the clothes, managed what little money they had.


She took care of everything like she tried to tonight. With a sad smile and tired eyes she would tolerate it because she was Lelia.


Rubinell would lovingly explain to her girl that self came first; chasing dreams was for fools, and trying to save the world would get her killed.


She braced herself, turned to the task at hand. Her child’s sympathetic gaze slammed her. The love and compassion in Lelia’s eyes was more than she could bear.


Love for her daughter filled her, and just as her mother had taught her, Rubinell expressed love to her child the only way she knew how.


“Just what in the hell did you think you were doing!”


Lelia rubbed her hands down her sweats. “I heard the door crash, and then I heard you scream.” She paused, dragged in a breath. “And so I ran in and saw the man.”


Her explanation hadn’t changed Mama’s mad expression. She dropped her gaze to her sock-covered feet, her big toe slipped through the hole on top. “I thought he was hurting you, Mama.”


“What were you trying to pull, some of that karate bull Bernard’s been filling your head with?”


Rubinell’s voice reached a fever pitch. She closed the gap between them. “If you thought someone else was in here, why didn’t you go down the fire escape?”


“I was going to, until I heard your voice. I couldn’t just leave you, Mama. I had to help.”


Lelia’s soft-spoken reply proved Rubinell’s undoing. She’d stood by, watched the man she loved die like a dog because he tried to play the hero. She’d be damned if she’d lose her child the same way.


“Just like your father. He died in the street at the ripe old age of eighteen. Is that the way you want to end up?”


“Mama, please.” Lelia’s eyes darkened with pain before she lowered her lashes.


Rubinell snapped Lelia’s chin up, then seized her arms and ground out the tale that changed her life. Maybe it would save her daughter’s.


“You’re going to hear it again and again, until you get it through your head that being a hero don’t add up to jack on the streets. You understand?


“Your father was a straight-A student, like you. We both were, for that matter. He’d gone away to Temple University on a full scholarship. He was only gone for a couple of months, but we talked on the phone almost every day. We were in love and missed each other.”


Lelia lowered her head, closed her eyes tightly. She didn’t want to hear this story again.


“The day he hit town for Christmas break, he rushed over to see me. I’d spent all day primping up. He worked part-time in the library and didn’t have much money after paying for our phone calls, so he took me to Pop’s Burger Stand. We had a candlelit picnic in his mother’s basement and talked about the wedding and the life we were planning after he graduated.”


Lelia felt the pressure from her mother’s hands ease. She listened to the pain seep into a toneless rasp. It always did.


Usually Mama casually preached the tale when she was a little tipsy. A behavior-modifying sermon. This time was different. Desperation trickled along her mother’s hoarse voice, made her feel uneasy. Knowing her mother was sober frightened her even more.


“I started telling him the gossip on the street when he asked about his best friend, Richard. Rich was a good kid, but after your father left, he started hanging with the wrong crowd. Word was out that the boys Rich hung with were going to knock off Sofia’s Corner Store that night. I didn’t want to tell your father, but we didn’t keep secrets. When he told me he had to find Rich, I exploded. We argued. He stormed out.”


Lelia shook her head, silently prayed the story would end here.


Mama’s blank eyes relived another time.


“I followed him to Sofia’s and watched from an alley across the street. He found Rich standing outside the store, being the lookout. He was fussing with Rich to leave when the other guys came running out of the store.”


The pressure on Lelia’s arms increased. A scary wildness filled her mama’s eyes.


“It all happened so fast. I felt my chest tightening and knew something was about to go wrong. The owner came out as I tried to cross the street. Rich saw the man and ran. Your father turned and told the man he wasn’t involved, but all he saw was a young, black face.


“He emptied his gun into him. I couldn’t hear anything but the cracks of the bullets. I reached the store and the man was still pumping the trigger. Red paint, your father’s blood, covered the sidewalk. I held him. Rocked him until the life slipped from his eyes, listened to the click of the chamber over and over.


“A month later I found out I was pregnant. Four months later my parents couldn’t hide it anymore, so they kicked me out.”


Rubinell let her hands slide from Lelia’s arms, turned away, appalled at her child’s expression. She didn’t mean to scare her, only shake a little sense into her.


Nothing ever worked the way she planned. This wasn’t the way she wanted to raise her child. Lord knew she didn’t deserve her. The mess she’d made of her life was testimony to that.


Of late, her past and present mistakes haunted her. Dismal warnings tapped her mind, played their incessant tune, denied her peace. Everything was spinning out of her control. God, she needed that Mad Dog.


Weary from life, Rubinell rounded the sofa, moved an ashtray here, straightened a pillow there. Opposite her daughter, she didn’t raise her eyes to ask the simple questions.


“Do you want to end up like your father? Do you want to end up like me?”


Lelia watched her mama move down the hall. She snapped off the living room light and followed her to the bedroom.


“Lelia, clean up this mess.” Rubinell waved a finger toward the floor before she entered the bathroom.


Lelia made her way to the foot of the closet. A scattered array of letters littered the floor. Her pictures were skewed beneath Mama’s bed. The beautiful flower petals appeared as crushed purple snowflakes against the green carpet. Her box of dreams lay splintered on top of the letters, its creamy silk torn from its flattened sides.


Rubinell stopped at the bathroom door, followed Lelia’s gaze to the clutter. She caught her child’s eyes, found them needy. Her daughter’s eyes pleaded for reassurance that things would be all right.


What did the girl expect from her? She was tired and couldn’t take anymore.


Not tonight.


Lelia needed her mama’s strength and reassurance. But all Rubinell did was try to remove the pins from her hair before she gave up, crawled into bed and closed her eyes.


She walked over to her mother’s cot, sat on its edge and started to remove the bobby pins from her mama’s curly black hair.


She was tired and couldn’t take anymore.


Especially not tonight.


“Mama, I have some money saved. We can leave this mess and start new lives.” Lelia prayed that this time her pleading wouldn’t fall on deaf ears.


“You can find a job and I can work after school. We can move down South. I read it’s not expensive to live down there. We can save for a house with pretty trees and…”


Lelia stopped talking, surprised to see a single tear course down Mama’s smooth, copper cheek.


She’d never seen her mama cry. She reached to dry the tear. Mama’s fingers clamped over her wrist. Their eyes met, held. Mama aged, her eyes held years of anguish, pain. Years of dreaming of a better life only to settle for this.


“Please, Mama…please?” Maybe this turning point would change their lives.


“Lelia, you were born here, you’re going to marry and raise your children here, you’re gonna die here. Nothing and no one’s going to change that.”


Lelia held her shattered box, sat and stared at her mother for hours.


A dreamless life wouldn’t be her life.


She placed fifty dollars and a note on the bookshelf. Book bag packed, she brushed a kiss on her mother’s cheek, then set off in the snow to follow her dreams.





CHAPTER TWO



“There is a fountain, filled with blood, drawn from Emmanuel’s veins, and sinners plunge, beneath that flood, lose all their guilty stains.”


Lelia huddled on the last pew in the large sanctuary, listened to the choir softly sing the old hymn. If only the words could be true.


She wiped her nose along the dirt-encrusted sleeve of her coat, caught sight of her filthy hand. Hand of a beggar and thief. How could someone like her lose or be forgiven of such sins?


She hunkered deeper into the oversized coat. She’d burn for sure, as sure as she turned nineteen years old that day. The two years she’d survived in Los Angeles made her feel one hundred and nineteen.


For two years she called abandoned squat buildings and teen shelters home. For two years she panhandled and stole from the markets just to ease her burning hunger. And for two years she fought off Zeek, the man who wanted to pimp her body.


These weren’t the dreams she’d dreamed when she left New York. She wanted to come to L.A., make some money and help people. Help Mama. Yet there she sat, in the same clothes she’d stepped off the bus in two years ago, only fifty-three cents hidden in the bottom of her shoe. Homeless. Hungry. Filthy.


Three nights ago, she’d burst into Cornerstone Baptist’s vestibule, barely escaped Zeek’s clutches. With hands pressed against the glass of the heavy entry doors, she watched him, bold eyes dared him to walk into God’s house.


He’d stood at the bottom of the church step. Their eyes waged a silent war until a passing couple drew Zeek’s attention. Part chameleon camouflaged all evil, instantly transformed his tight features. Manicured forefinger and thumb sleeked his sable mustache and goatee. He granted the pair a friendly nod. She watched his gaze follow the couple, finally turning back to her. He blew her a kiss around a thin-lipped grin. Long fingers smoothed the lapels of his cashmere coat before he strolled off.


She rested her head against the cool glass. Then she heard it…the beautiful music. Almost against her will, she was drawn through the stained-glass doors of the sanctuary. That was three days ago. Since that time, each night she’d left her play sister, Joella, to attend the weeklong revival. She’d hunker in the last pew, and try to glean hope for their dismal existence.


Lelia pulled her gaze from her ragged-soled sneakers to scan the front of the church. Large ivory candles around the gold-draped altar provided a warm glow to the sanctum, and filled the air with the aroma of bayberry.


Red and white poinsettias wrapped in green foil, gold bows and holly adorned the pulpit, choir loft and various sconces around the church. The choir donned warm smiles and billowy cream-and-gold-trimmed robes. Their sweet voices rang with joy.


The congregation filled half the pews. It was a mixed crowd…ranged from infancy to elderly, clad from casual to the best Sunday finery. Mothers soothed fussy infants; husbands pulled wives close and stole quick kisses; while seasoned citizens sneaked grands, peppermints and caramels. The strong sense of family made Lelia feel at home.


That night’s sermon was on faith. The minister preached about holding on, not giving in to despair. His emotion-filled timbre recalled the many trials he made it through over the years, with God’s help.


Head held high, he stepped off the altar, coursed the center aisle. He stopped in front of Ma Ella, the 102-year-old mother of the church. He grasped her weathered hand.


Everyone knew Ma Ella’s house burned down three weeks prior. The preacher announced the names of a builder and national lumberyard who volunteered to rebuild her house, free of charge.


Amens and hallelujahs filled the sanctum.


By the time the invitation to join the church was offered, a strange feeling flowed through the sanctuary, one Lelia never experienced. Every night, this was the time she slipped away, but a powerful sense of peace permeated the church, riveted her to the pew.


Many in the congregation stood, their faces toward the ceiling. Others sat rocking. Each member acted differently. One thing held true for everyone it seemed, all eyes filled with tears. Even hers.


Maybe if she knew more about God, had some of that faith the minister preached about, she could change a few things. Have a real life. She and Joella didn’t belong on the streets. None of the kids she knew did.


So engrossed in thought, Lelia didn’t hear the benediction or notice the people mill past her. There were only two people in the sanctuary when she looked up, herself and Ma Ella, who sat directly in front of her.


Lelia peered through the Coke-bottle lenses that sat atop Ma Ella’s nose. The matron of the church held her gaze for a moment, then she widened her ever-present smile.


Ma’s slightly lined ebony face didn’t show her age. She didn’t look a day over sixty. Under the latest Sunday-going-to-meeting hat, her salt-and-pepper hairpiece was neatly styled, as usual. Her remaining ten children, numerous grands and great-grands kept her in the latest duds. Mind and memory razor sharp, her four-foot-eleven frame got about with minimal help, except when her ’ritis flared up.


Lelia couldn’t comprehend reaching twenty-two, let alone 102. She searched for something adult to say, but only came out with a dumb, “Hi.”


“Hi yourself, baby.”


Ma’s warm smile proved contagious. Lelia grinned for no particular reason.


“I’ve seen you sitting back here trying to hide since the first night of revival, creeping out before Pastor gives the invitation. What are you running from, baby?” Ma’s teeth slipped while she spoke.


“Ma’am?”


“I know you’re not deaf, child. So I’ll ask you again. Why are you running?”


“I’m not dressed for church, ma’am, and I haven’t got a place to wash up regularly.”


“I’ve had more dirt on me working the tobacco fields. Nobody in here looks at you strange because of a little smudge.”


Lelia didn’t answer. Her eyes slanted to her dirt-darkened nails.


Two years ago she chased her dreams. When did she stop chasing them and start running from nightmares? Today, she wasn’t sure of anything.


Ma Ella leaned over the pew. “What’s your name, baby?”


“Lelia, ma’am.”


“Lelia, your eyes tell me you’re a good child. You have a kind heart and warm spirit. Baby, maybe if you’d stop running long enough, you’d hear what God is trying to tell you.”


With that, Ma Ella raised herself from the pew and waved toward the church’s vestibule.


A tall man appeared at Ma’s side, nodded a cordial hello.


Ma stopped at Lelia’s pew, rummaged through her purse and pulled out a moist towelette and peppermint. She grinned and handed them to Lelia.


“This should help wash off some of that dirt you’re so worried about. The mint is for your breath, in case you try that as an excuse for not sitting through tomorrow’s service.” She smiled at her escort. “I’m ready, Simian.”


Lelia watched them take several slow steps before Ma stopped at the sanctum door. She straightened to her full height, head tilted, pride entered her voice. “I’ve been at this church for seventy-three years. There’re good folks here. God sent you to the right place, Lelia. When you get tired of running, we’ll be here to help. Night, baby.”


Lelia gazed around the empty church, pondered Ma’s words, wanted desperately to believe them.


She thought of Joella. The child was only thirteen. She should be going to sleepovers or giggling on the phone with friends. Instead she slept on cold floors in abandoned, drafty buildings, and was sick all the time. How could she last living like that?


Bundled to brace the unusual cold, Lelia scanned the street for Zeek and his boys. The church provided a safe haven, but Zeek still ran the neighborhood.


She stayed off main streets after nightfall, avoided The Strip. Tonight she chose residential side streets for her trudge back to the squat.


With every footfall, Zeek stole into her thoughts, quashed her spirits. Discarded paper and cans littered the cracked, uneven pavement. She trudged through the garbage, the lightheartedness and freedom she’d felt moments earlier insidiously vanished.


Busted street lamps allowed the moon’s fullness to brighten the road with an eerie glow. Shadowed porches, trees and vehicles made the neighborhood a sinister photo negative, deepened her dolefulness.


She felt trapped.


The desperate need of a better life brought her bleak existence into painful clarity. Once, the dreadful surroundings seemed ordinary, now they clamped around her, smothered with a frightful intensity.


The pastor’s passion-filled timbre dueted with Ma Ella’s pointed questions. Both raced through Lelia’s mind, kept a rhythmic cadence as her footsteps quickened.


“There is hope for any situation, if you have faith…. What are you running from, baby?…This place is not your destiny…Maybe if you’d stop running long enough, you could hear what God is trying to tell you…”


Their words deafened.


Cold wind bit the tears on her cheeks, stung her eyes, blinded her path as she ran. Desperation numbed her usual cautiousness to her surroundings, and almost cost her dearly.


She raced from her specters, rounded a corner full speed, not hearing the punishing, raspy voice until she nearly collided with its distracted owner.


Zeek’s suited flunkies, Thero and Weasel, were shaking down one of Zeek’s girls, Angel.


Unnoticed, Lelia inched back into the shadows to watch and pray.


Thero rifled through Angel’s purse, while Weasel kept sentry by the curb. Zeek never got his hands dirty in the business. Nonchalant, he leaned on an iron-gated storefront, observed the arena.


A typical scene for The Strip, the strong preyed on the weak. Still, this was unusual for Zeek and his crew. Why were they collecting on the street? Everyone who worked for Zeek, even those who didn’t, knew his rules. They were simple: bring Thero the proceeds or die.


Heart heavy, Lelia eyed Angel and wondered why she chose to surrender to Zeek. She sorely missed the bubbly young woman named Angela, missed sharing dreams with her good friend.


Lelia remembered the bus ride to L.A. they had shared, the cheap motel they called home for three months.


Five-foot-five, statuesque, shiny raven hair, flawless honey skin. Only Angela’s beauty and soft heart surpassed her singing.


Both of them had worked odd jobs. After work they’d meet back in their cramped room, dreaming about their future till the wee hours. Lelia talked of college, of changing the world. Angela talked of taking the recording industry by storm.


Angela got her break. She met an agent with all the right connections. He loved her voice, her look. Fresh, raw talent, that’s what he searched for. He wined and dined her. Conjured a new, sexier image. He managed and invested her savings, like he did for all his clients.


Angela’s head was stuck in the clouds. “He’s hell-bent on making me a star.”


Lelia met Angela’s agent the night she was to perform for a large-label record producer. Ready to launch Angela’s career, he strolled into their room. Tall, handsome, expensive-clothes-down.


Lelia helped Angela with the last touches to her hair, then she hugged her. “I’m so proud of you, Angela.”


Angela giggled, headed to the bathroom. The agent leaned against the door, eyed Lelia, up and down. She didn’t like the feel of him. Bold, she matched his stare, watched two long, tawny fingers smooth the sable mustache and goatee. He seemed to enjoy the cat-and-mouse chase, broke the folly only when Angela re-entered the room.


He extended his arm to Angela. “Come, sweetness, time to make you a star.” He blew Lelia a kiss, opened the door to usher Angela to her destiny, and then he turned back into the room. “Her name’s been changed. Now she’s my…Angel.”


Angela had lived in hell ever since.


Tonight Lelia watched a frightened girl shiver in a short denim jacket, red micro miniskirt, and spiked heels that could impale a roach. Angel. Zeek’s property.


Thero fisted the crumpled bills he’d extracted from Angel’s purse, tucked them into the breast pocket of his suit. He extended the ragged satchel toward her and offered an apologetic, gold-toothed grin around the stub of his vanilla Mote Rio.


Angel’s lips curved a shaking smile, seeming to accept his un-spoken apology.


Hesitant, her fingertips grasped the bag’s worn straps. Angel’s features relaxed when Thero released the bag.


“Please, just walk away.” Lelia whispered the prayer.


Thero’s hand snaked out, yanked the straps around Angel’s wrist, wrenched her arm into an unnatural position. With the homemade manacle wedged in his meaty palm, he jerked Angel’s slight body against his iron-wall frame.


Lelia balled her fists. Fool knucklehead better not hurt her.


Thero released the purse straps, toyed with Angel, pretended to soothe the hurt, before he snatched her off the ground to his eye level.


Cigar smoke haloed Angel’s head. She choked while her eyes begged.


Thero’s bulbous glare trapped his quarry. His scratchy rasp lashed out verbal punishment. “Don’t have us come for you again, capeesh.” He shook her with each word, forced her head to thrash like a bobble-head doll.


Anger overrode common sense. Lelia searched for a brick, rock, anything to bash Thero’s bald head in. She spied a banged up metal trash can, pried off its lid. She raced to the corner, breathed fire, but stopped.


Miracles do happen.


Thero bounced Angel on her feet. A disgusted scowl raised his lip. He grabbed her purse. After he rifled through it, he slung it to the ground. He trudged it underfoot as he snapped for Weasel to follow his departure.


Punch drunk, Lelia flopped to the ground, while relaxing her death grip on the metal lid. What would she have done if things had gotten ugly? The preacher said God takes care of children and fools.


She peered around the corner as giddiness turned to loathing. Angel crawled across the pavement, scurried to retrieve her belongings. Zeek pushed himself from the window, and strolled to her.


He hovered, stared at Angel’s bowed head. Lelia had never seen such hate-filled eyes.


Angel put the last items into her purse, then looked up to her keeper.


Zeek’s features transmuted. Actor-rehearsed sympathy softened his hard face. The epitome of a caring guardian, he stooped to help his Angel.


Angel’s soft brown eyes looked like saucers whenever she looked at Zeek. He graced her with a tender smile, gently tucked stray, dull strands of hair behind Angel’s ear.


Lelia turned from the nauseating scene. She tried to talk Angel into leaving L.A., going back to Knoxville. Nothing worked.


Angel would be on the verge of going to a shelter for a free ticket home, then Zeek would roll out his record-contract lies and have Angel eating out of his palm again. He’d chastise her for listening to her little friend’s fairy tales. Angel would disappear for weeks, sometimes months afterward. All of Zeek’s servants followed his command.


Bone weary, Lelia stood, walked the trashcan lid back to its receptacle.


She closed her eyes. Her nerves were shot. Her thin mattress on the squat floor sounded like heaven right about now. She needed to pull herself together before she went to the squat or Joella would know something went down.


Relaxation was a foreign word.


Bernard taught her how to relax, part of the martial arts he studied. Deep-breathing techniques, he called it.


“Standing over a trash can trying out tai chi. Girl, you’re tripping.”


Still, she started to breathe the way Bernard had taught her.


Inhale through your nose and exhale through your mouth. Inhale through your nose and…


Vanilla.





CHAPTER THREE



The smoky-sweet stench clung to the icy breeze, and danced around Lelia’s panic-frozen body. She opened her eyes, peered at a dime-sized ember bobbing a few yards from her side.


“Well, well, well, look what I found here among the trash heap. A sweet little package of…confection.”


Thero’s scratchy whisper had a clawed-chalkboard effect across Lelia’s skin. The moon glowed behind him, obscured his features. Her mind pictured them vividly. The crazy gleam in his bulbous eyes. Thin, angry lips pulled over fourteen-karat-gold teeth. Scratch marks, from one of his victims, marred his shaven ebony head and left cheek. A badge of honor.


Gone was her bravado. Her angry venom of injustice vanished. Only one emotion lingered: fear.


Zeek didn’t scare her, neither did Weasel. Thero was different. His eyes held an unnatural glitter. No camouflage. No emotion. Just evil.


“I know a man who’s been itching to own a particular cube of confection. Not just any old sweet…” She listened to the slow inhalation hiss over metal caps. “…but a special comfit, with a specific feel, smell and…flavor.”


Sweat moistened her brow. Wickedness seethed along his husky rasp, stroked her with its iced finger. Her body trembled.


“My man will pay big bucks if I deliver this little package. He’s already got plans to rename it. Gonna call it brown sugar.”


The ember bobbed closer. Lelia prayed for mercy. Thero delivered his loathsome blow.


“Time to go, sweet thing. But before I bring you to my man, we gonna get you cleaned up. You and me are gonna have a little fun, brown sugar.”


His nearness cowed her. Slowly she lifted her gaze to scan his face.


Ghastly shadows played over his features, darkened his eyes to bottomless chasms. The blackened hollows beneath his cheeks consummated his skull-bone appearance.


The reaper cometh.


His beefy hand descended at half-speed, the metal reflection of his victorious grin stirred the bile in her stomach. His triumphant bark slammed her senses, jarred her fear-induced stupor.


She swung the can lid toward the reaper’s skull, happy to feel pain vibrating through her arms and shoulders, to see the torch of the Mote Rio spin toward the moon. One last swing connected to the reaper’s shaven dome. He dropped, whipped-up drunk on the cold pavement.


Lelia’s arms and hands still quivered as she covered her third block at breakneck speed.


It was crazy to charge Thero. When he snapped out of it, he’d be really ticked.


She’d beat him and was alive to tell it. If word of his shameful defeat got out, his bad-fool image would have a costly chink. He’d be useless to Zeek. And useless to Zeek meant death.


Thero would keep it quiet, but he wouldn’t forget. It wouldn’t take him long to hunt her down, silence her for good.


Fate mocked her as she slipped down side streets and dodged through alleys. The moon loomed high, lit the deserted neighborhood that housed her and Joella’s makeshift home.


A working-class community, small, one-story bungalows spread for blocks. People struggled to provide food and shelter for loved ones. Desperate parents tried to keep their children from the lure of gangs, drugs, reaching towards the mirage of a better life.


Everyone in the neighborhood knew she and Joella lived in the abandoned three-story storefront. No one squawked. Two homeless runaways were the least of their problems.


After her tango with Thero, Lelia was happy to see her boarded, dilapidated home. She scanned the street, rounded a corner, trudged to the narrow alley beside the squat. She hated these last steps. There was no other way into the building. Sideways was the only way to get through the tight passage.


From the roof, musty water scaled the sides of the building from a dangling, rust-eaten downspout. The liquid smelled stale, formed a green, slimy film that covered the walls and clung to anything in its path. She slogged through murky puddles, scared off hungry rodents. Commonplace.


In the large walled-off alley behind the building, Lelia rummaged to find the hidden iron railing that availed as her ladder to a boarded second-floor window. She crawled through the broken pane into a hallway, then hoisted up the railing and slid the boards into place.


Pungent mildew twanged the stagnant air. The house’s clamminess enveloped her. Outside, the roof lamp flickered, spewed cool blue fingers of light between the slats of wood boarding the window, brightened the top of the dank corridor.
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