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COLOR ME GREY

Dear Reader:



Thanks for picking up a copy of the cutting-edge novel Color Me Grey by Michelle Janine Robinson. Michelle is one of my “discovered talents” via my numerous anthologies comprised of erotica from some of the strongest voices in the literary world today. Michelle has participated in many of them, her writing being so strong that I often made her stories the flagship of collections. “The Quiet Room” was the lead-in story for Succulent: Chocolate Flava 2, which spent six weeks on the New York Times Bestseller List.

I had often wondered when Michelle would write a full-length novel. Ironically, when I asked her about it, she had several ready to roll out for publication. That was a no-brainer for me, since I am one of her biggest fans. Color Me Grey has all the trademark signatures of Michelle’s writing: vivid imagery, exuberant sexuality, and nail-biting drama. The main characters in this novel have a lot of issues, dating back to their childhood. As I often explore in my own books, what we endure during our youth directly reflects who we become as adults.

Having grown up in foster homes and then the Mannersville Home, Bridget and Jade are byproducts of what happens when children are left parentless; either by death or by neglect, such as drug abuse, prostitution, or lack of common sense and morals. Bridget is determined to make something out of her life, despite the circumstances. But she has one problem: a best friend who is more concerned with using her and, ultimately, destroying her. That is a powerful message. Many lives are ruined, not by known enemies, but by those closest to them; their friends and relatives.

Love is often a complicated thing and when Bridget seeks out the loves that she desires, it is a difficult and long journey. That is a journey that many women can relate to; unless they are one of the rare ones who find love early on in life and stay married for fifty years. Michelle Robinson is a wonderful writer and I am sure that you will enjoy this novel, as well as her next one: More Than Meets The Eye.

Thanks for the support of the Strebor authors. To find me on the web, please go to www.eroticanoir.com or join my online social network, www.planetzane.org.

Blessings,
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Bridget stood high atop the roof of her former luxury high-rise, fully prepared to jump and take the twins with her. Dressed in a black Dolce & Gabbana suit and a black pair of Manolo Blahnik four-inch sling-backs that lent a regal air to her five-foot-eight frame, her attire was little more than remnants of a lifestyle she would inevitably leave behind; dead or alive. Even in despair, Bridget was striking. Her rich, mahogany complexion and flawless skin endowed her with a natural beauty that other women often envied. Bridget had remained slim, even after giving birth to her twins. She was twenty-five years old today and despite the hard life she had endured, she had changed very little. Although Bridget had not had an easy life, somehow, the ugliness she saw was never reflected in her eyes. Bridget’s ochre-colored eyes were soft and inviting and her full, sexy lips were what men’s dreams were made of. Yet, Bridget had never thought of herself as beautiful, or even pretty for that matter, which was probably the reason she never saw any of this coming. In her wildest dreams she could never have anticipated the havoc unchecked resentment and obsession could yield. That is why she was here today. She had been naïve and trusting. Now she was forced to consider not only her fate, but that of her three-month-old son; Jacob, and daughter, Jasmine.

There was no doubt in Bridget’s mind that life was over for her. Her pain was much more than she could stand and, even if she used the logic that she had these beautiful little babies to live for, what did she have to offer them? The answer was nothing—nothing at all. As her grandmother used to say, “She had no pot to piss in, nor window to throw it out of.” She had lost everything: her home; her husband; her peace of mind. She had no one and those she trusted the most had betrayed her. She was alone. The only thing left to lose, besides her two beautiful babies, was her freedom, and it was only a matter of time before she lost that as well. She would be going to prison for murder and she knew that, with her history, she would never be able to survive that. There was no statute of limitations on murder. However, the fate of her little boy and girl were still at question. She had to do the right thing for them. But, did she have the right to decide whether they lived or died? The reality was she was all they had and if she were dead, or in prison, what would happen to them? Maybe they might be lucky and get adopted by some nice couple and live happily ever after, or maybe they would be separated; brother and sister who might never even know of the other’s existence.

Given the circumstances of their birth, that was more than merely possible; it was very likely. The parents who adopted one baby might not want both; especially given the obvious difference between the two. They were twins, but the degree of separation between them was readily unmistakable. Suppose they were tossed in some horrible foster home somewhere, like she had been, time and time again. Or even worse, what if they ended up with the very people that had brought their mother to this catastrophic crossroad? Bridget was convinced this was the best decision for all concerned. She would send her little angels back to heaven, where they belonged. She would have liked to think that she would be with them in heaven, but given the current state of affairs, she wasn’t sure that was where she would be going.

Happy Birthday to me, she thought to herself. Bridget stepped closer to the edge of the roof and suddenly the voice of one of her destroyers splintered her thoughts.

“Bridget, don’t!”



CHAPTER ONE
MANNERSVILLE

Seventeen-year-old Jade Smith sauntered into the room she shared with her roommate Bridget Grey, who had turned eighteen that day. Jade’s frizzy red hair, fair skin, and freckles reminded Bridget of a Raggedy Ann doll she had once owned. Her hourglass figure did not. Her measurements were 38-24-38 and Jade lorded those measurements over men like they were money in the bank. And, as far as Jade was concerned, they were. While Bridget disliked being noticed by men, Jade reveled in it. She fully intended to use her body to get anything and everything that she wanted. Bridget couldn’t imagine any woman selling herself that short; especially her best friend. Bridget silently hoped Jade would change. Jade, on the other hand, had every intention of seeing to it that Bridget did change.

“Hey, girl. Buster gave me something for you. It’s some of that nasty-ass rice pudding you like! I don’t know how the hell you can eat that shit,” Jade said.

“Jade, I told you not to take anything from Buster; especially not for me. He looks at me like I’m a goddamned steak or something.”

Jade and Bridget had both been at Mannersville Group Home for almost six years. They had both been born addicted to heroin and had both been forced to endure the nasty withdrawal symptoms babies like them suffered. It took a special kind of parent to adopt such a baby. Such parents never came along for Jade and Bridget. They were both counting the days until they could strike out on their own. Bridget was a good student and wanted more than any- thing to go to college someday.

Jade had every intention of going back to her mother when she got out; even though it had been resolved that, as long as she was a minor, she would probably never be allowed to go back to her mother legally. But no one could do anything about where she lived when she turned eighteen. It didn’t matter to Jade that her mother was still addicted to heroin and hookin’ on Hunts Point. As far as Jade knew, her father could have been any one of the many johns her mother had encountered over the years. Yet, all she talked about was getting out of Mannersville Group Home and getting back to the Bronx. Over the years, she often tried to talk Bridget into escaping with her, assuring her that her mother would take care of both of them. When she was younger, it never even occurred to her that if her mother were truly able to care for her, she wouldn’t have ended up here in the first place. But, as time went on, Jade got tougher and stronger and her logic was that she didn’t need anyone to care for her, including her mother—she could care for herself. Fortunately, Bridget’s level head won out. She convinced Jade that running away would be the worst thing they could do. She assured Jade that if they ran, they would be running the rest of their lives and neither of them wanted that. Bridget’s mom had died of a drug overdose almost a year after Bridget was born. Her dad, a drug dealer, was killed not long after that by the people he was selling for, when he got caught sampling a little too much of the product. She had a grandmother who had visited her and tried on a couple of occasions to get her out of the numerous foster homes she lived in. But her grandmother had gambling and health problems and could barely maintain a stable home for herself, much less a small child born addicted to heroin. When Bridget was ten years old, the possibility of her grand- mother raising her was erased as an option. Her last remaining relative, her mother’s mom, Grandma Hilliard, died of complications related to diabetes at the age of 58, young by U.S. standards, but not so young when you’ve lived a lifetime in the ’hood. Bridget was allowed to attend the funeral and grieved as best she could for a family member that she barely knew.

Bridget and Jade were as different as two people could be. But, Jade was the closest thing to family that Bridget had known, and she wanted more than anything to keep her safe. Bridget was afraid that, without her guidance, Jade was headed down the same road each of their parents had traveled. Bridget made herself a solemn vow that she would never, ever, be her mother, and neither would Jade be hers, if Bridget had anything to say about it. Bridget was eighteen today and, in six months, Jade would be eighteen as well. They would both be free.

“Why you trippin’, Bridget?” Jade asked. “Buster ain’t so bad. He likes you.”

“Buster is a grown-ass man. He’s gotta be at least forty. He’s old enough to be my father. He fucks around with some of these other girls, but I ain’t down with that. My shit is precious and I’m not givin’ it up to the first loser that wants it.”

“You ain’t givin’ it up, period,” Jade whispered under her breath.

Bridget heard every word she said.

“No, I’m not, until I’m ready. I got plans and they don’t include being a pregnant teenage mother or selling myself short. I want more than that.”

“Check you out, Miss Thang. I’m only tryin’ to help you out. Buster helps a lot of the girls here. I’ve heard he’s even been known to turn his head and allow girls to sneak out on occasion. And, if you’re nice to him, I’m sure he’ll be nice to us.”

Bridget had heard through the grapevine that one of the many times Jade had run away, she had been able to do so after giving one of the workers at the home a blow job. She wondered if it was Buster. Not only that, Jade had shared with her countless stories of her sexual encounters with various foster parents and group home workers. She even thought she heard her say once that she worked the streets with her mother the last time she was home. Bridget often hoped they were simply stories that Jade had dreamed up to entertain her, but she suspected that at least some of these stories probably had a ring of truth to them.

“I’ll tell you what, if you feel that strongly about it, why don’t you be nice to Buster for us?” Bridget offered.

“One very important reason,” Jade answered. “He doesn’t like me; he likes you.”

“I’m sorry, Jade, but there are some things I won’t do; not even for you. Besides,” Bridget added, “I’ve got much more important things to think about; like what kind of cake I want for my birthday.”

Each of the children at Mannersville got their choice of birthday cakes every year. Bridget’s favorite was chocolate chip cookie dough. It was Sunday, June 15, 1991. The sun was shining, the birds were chirping, and it was her birthday. She was eighteen today! Bridget was especially excited this year, because she would finally leave the numerous “temporary” homes she had lived in and get on with the adventure of living her life. Over the years, she had felt as though she were living in limbo; never truly belonging to anyone, or anything. That is, until she had met Jade. Even though Jade would not be leaving for at least six months, since her birthday was not until December 29, Bridget had no intention of forgetting about her best friend. She had it all planned out. She had already gotten her diploma last year, thanks to her dedication to her studies, and she was fully prepared to get a job working as a typist or secretary. She had taken typing classes and transcription classes, preparing for her new life. She was going to get a job and a place where they both could live, which would be waiting for Jade as soon as she left Mannersville.

Jade, on the other hand, fully expected Bridget to forget about her as soon as she left, and obsessed over it night and day. She had been a horrible student and would be lucky if she could get a job at McDonald’s when she got out of there. Bridget was hoping to go to law school one day and she had fine-tuned her researching skills by finding out all that she could about the emancipation laws of New York City. However, Jade had done everything she could to discourage Bridget from attempting to leave at age sixteen. But, there was nothing she could do now that Bridget was eighteen; she was leaving and that was that.

Bridget was looking forward to this birthday more than any other she had ever had. It seemed to her that a world of possibilities was waiting for her, like an open door. She gorged herself on lots of cake and ice-cream and opened her presents. Jade told Bridget there was a present for her in their room, but that she should wait until they got back there before she opened it. Bridget agreed. Lights out was typically at ten, but Mama Dixon, the operator of Mannersville, allowed them to stay up until eleven on birthday nights. Bridget and Jade headed back to their room around ten-thirty. Bridget couldn’t wait to open her present.

“Go on, open it,” Jade urged.

Bridget ripped open the modestly wrapped, ninety-nine-cent store paper from the package. Inside there was a small, burgundy, velvet jewelry box. When Bridget opened the box, she was surprised to find a beautiful gold, heart-shaped necklace, with what looked like diamonds encircling the heart. Bridget assumed it was gold-plated and that the stones were cubic zircons. After all, there was no way Jade could afford such an expensive necklace, if it were real. She loved the necklace, no matter what it was made of, because it came from Jade, her sister-friend; the only real family she had ever known.

Tears welled up in Bridget’s eyes.

“Now don’t go startin’ that shit,” Jade said.

Bridget wrapped her arms around Jade and hugged her with all of her might.

Between the excitement of the birthday party and all the cake and ice-cream, Bridget was asleep in no time. At about three in the morning, Bridget was stirred awake by light filtering through the open doorway. Someone had entered the room. She assumed that it was Jade coming back from the bathroom or something, but she quickly discovered that it was not. The person crossed the room and sat on her bed. It was Buster and he reeked of alcohol.

“Buster, you know if Mama Dixon finds out you’re in my room after lights out, you’re going to be in big trouble.”

He sat there, leering at her. Bridget suddenly became aware of what she was wearing. She was wearing an extremely transparent white T-shirt, no bra, and a pair of sweats. Her blanket was covering her up to her waist, but her upper body was noticeably uncovered.

“Whatcha’ talkin’ about Mama Dixon for?” Buster slurred. “I came to give you the rest of your birthday present. Three o’clock on the dot; like you told me to.” Buster waved in the direction of Jade’s empty bed and the clock on the bedside table.

Bridget tried to maneuver herself out of the bed, but Buster had to weigh at least two hundred-sixty pounds and he was sitting on the blanket, almost on top of her. Bridget stared at the door to the room, waiting for Jade. Where on earth could she be? Maybe she’s in the bathroom, Bridget thought to herself. Yeah, she was probably in the bathroom, which meant she would be back any minute now. She didn’t think Buster was dangerous, but she recognized the look; she had been dodging that expression in one foster home or another for most of her life. When you combined that with alcohol, the end result could be unspeakable. Many girls (and boys) she had known through the years had fallen prey.

Bridget tried talking to Buster as calmly as possible; even though she was getting more frightened with each passing second.

“Buster, what are you talking about? Three o’clock? I didn’t tell you to meet me here.”

“Yeah, you did. You said three, and it’s three now.” He glanced at the clock. “It’s past three; it’s three-thirteen, and I got something real special for you.”

Buster moved the covers out of the way and fell on top of Bridget’s body. He was like dead weight. He started pulling at her breasts; pushing his hand between her legs and fumbling with the waistband of her sweat pants, trying to remove them.

“Buster, stop! Just stop it! Please stop, Buster! If you leave now, I won’t say a thing to Mama Dixon! Just leave! STOP!!!!”

While he was busy nibbling her breasts through her T-shirt, Bridget tried to scream, to no avail. Buster covered her mouth and no amount of struggling could free her from his grip. His hand against her mouth was like a great big slab of beef, imprisoning her. He forced her sweat pants down to her ankles before he invaded her chaste soul, pounding into her again and again, while he muttered through the horrible stench of his alcohol-induced breath, “Happy birthday, baby. Happy birthday,” punctuating every word with violent thrusts that Bridget thought might literally tear her apart. He took from her the one thing she felt separated her from the ugliness of the world she was born into. He stole her most precious gift, one she planned to hold in reserve for someone she loved and who loved her in earnest. Grandma Hilliard always told her she might not have a pot to piss in, but she had her chastity and her dignity. Now, in Bridget’s mind, she had lost both. Buster Williams had seen to that. Then, suddenly, it was over. Within a matter of minutes, her life had been irrevocably changed.

He climbed off Bridget and stood up. He reached down and wiped the tears that were streaming down her face, and looked at the blood-stained sheets, remnants of the innocence he had deprived her of. Bridget couldn’t understand why he looked so confused, or was it regret at the monstrous thing he had done. Maybe that was the look she had recognized.

“What’s wrong, baby? I wanted to give you the rest of your birthday present, like you said. What did I do wrong? Is it because it was your first time? Don’t worry; it’ll be better the next time.”

In that split second, Bridget was like a person sleepwalking through a horrible nightmare. All she heard through her haze were the words “the next time.” She leapt out of bed and picked up the desk chair in the corner of the room and began hitting Buster with it over and over again, until he fell to the floor. The element of surprise and the alcohol worked against him. He was powerless. She hit him so hard that the chair leg broke off in her hands, revealing several large rusty nails. She used the protruding nails to beat Buster Williams in the chest until he lay there motionless.

Bridget was soaked in blood, and in shock, when Jade returned to the room. Jade walked in and immediately noticed Buster’s prone form. She quickly spun into action.

“Bridget, we need to leave. Now! Mama Dixon and the others will be looking for Buster soon. Bridget, you’ve got to snap out of it. We have to leave right now!”

Bridget stared off into space, mumbling, “Never again.”

Jade decided Bridget would need a shock to set her “right,” so she did what she had always seen people do on TV. She slapped Bridget across the face and, amazingly, it worked. Bridget snapped out of it. She looked around the room, suddenly aware of her predicament.

“Oh my God,” she shrieked. “What have I done?”

Jade scrambled around the room, picking up this and that. She grabbed both of their duffel bags from the closet and began throwing things in them at random; her clothes, Bridget’s clothes, anything her hand could get a hold of and that would fit into the bags. Then she reached down and started going through Buster’s pants pockets.

“What are you doing, Jade? Don’t touch him!”

“We have to, Bridget. Otherwise, what are we going to do for money? He obviously doesn’t need it anymore.”

Bridget stared at Buster’s body, dumbfounded. She couldn’t believe that she had actually taken another life. She had killed someone; a person she had lived with every single day of her life for the last six years, yet knew so little about. Bridget was suddenly consumed with the thought that if she knew something about him, somehow that would lessen the blow; absolve her of her sin. Maybe he truly was evil.

She looked through his jacket pockets, searching for evidence of his monstrous existence, and found his wallet, hoping to find something, anything; and that she did. She found a picture of herself. She had given that picture to Jade over a year ago. Jade’s mother had cleaned herself up and had petitioned the court to have Jade come and live with her. After much effort, the court was convinced that she was capable of caring for Jade and she went to live with her. Bridget hated being separated from her, but she knew how much Jade wanted to be with her mom, so she had tried to be strong. She gave Jade a picture of her and told her to keep it so she wouldn’t forget about her. It lasted all of six months before Child Protective Services brought Jade back to Mannersville. Buster must have stolen the picture from Jade. Also in the wallet was a receipt for $375 from Lazlows Jewelers. Was that all his life amounted to; some unhealthy obsession with her, a lone jewelry receipt and some meager cash? Jade grabbed the cash out of Bridget’s hand and counted it.

“Good,” Jade said. “Two hundred forty-eight dollars; enough to get us to where we have to go.”

Jade took the ring of keys off of Buster’s belt and quietly snuck out of the room, with Bridget in tow. Jade had it all figured out. They would quietly exit the building, get to Buster’s car, and drive out of there, straight to her mother’s place on Westchester Avenue. They were in Middletown. It would only take them about two hours to get there.

The great thing about Mannersville was that there was very little security besides Buster and a few other workers. All they needed was a car; and Jade was sure Buster’s brand-new ’91 Honda Accord was parked somewhere outside. She seemed to remember him mentioning that it was red. They would have to get outside and find the car before anyone realized they were gone. Otherwise, it would be too late.

Just as Jade predicted, Buster’s car was in the parking lot. She took the keys and started the car.

“Jade, I think I should turn myself in. Buster raped me. I could tell the police what happened and nothing would change. I’ll be leaving here in a couple of weeks anyway. We could go back to the way things were. And eventually we can put all of this behind us. Just forget.”

“First of all, sweetie, you’ll never forget what happened tonight. It was your first time. No one forgets their first time. And, second, what makes you think anyone is going to believe Buster raped you? He’s an employee of Mannersville Group Home and you’re just one of its throwaways; a throwaway who killed one of the people in charge of maintaining order at the home. They’ll fry you. No, they’ll fry us. Because, like it or not, I’m now a part of this. I escaped with you; I stole a car. I’m an accessory after the fact. And, if you go down, I go down with you. Are you prepared to take responsibility for that?”

Bridget hadn’t thought of it that way. She didn’t want Jade to get into trouble because of her. Maybe she was right. No one would believe her. She was what Jade said; a nobody, a throwaway.

“Okay, Jade. I’ll do whatever you think is best.”

The angle Jade was sitting at didn’t allow Bridget to see the smirk on Jade’s face when she heard Bridget give in. If she had, she might have run from that car, straight back to Mannersville and given herself up.

It suddenly occurred to Jade that this might be easier than she thought. That’s how scared Bridget was.

“We’re going to go to my mother’s and lay low for a while. They may come looking for us there and they may not. You have no relatives and my mom is my only relative, so if they look at all, that’s where they’ll look. So, we won’t stay long—just long enough to get our shit together.”

“What do you mean, if they look at all? Of course they’ll look. I killed a man.”

“Think about it, Bridget. Buster was a lowly, minimum wage-earning group home worker. He was one step up from a janitor. And, he was black. The New York City Police Department ain’t lodging some city-wide manhunt for his killer. After a couple of months, Buster Williams will be a distant memory and his death will join the ranks of other unimportant, unsolved cases.”

It was 7:00 a.m. when they arrived at Chantal Smith’s run-down Westchester Avenue apartment. Jade knocked on the door. She used to have a key, but she had lost it a long time ago. She knocked hard, in case her mom was in one of her many stupors. She wasn’t.

As soon as Jade knocked, she could hear her mother yell. “Who the fuck is knockin’ on my door this time of the mornin’; like they ain’t got no goddamn sense?”

“It’s me, Ma,” Jade answered.

Chantal swung the door open. You would think that after at least a year of mother and daughter not seeing each other, there would be some display of affection. But, there was none at all.

“Whatcha doin’ here?” Chantal asked. “They let you out?”

“No, Ma, they didn’t let us out. You got anything to eat? And, then we can talk about it.”

“I ain’t got shit to eat. You want somethin’ to eat, you betta’ go git it yourself. We can talk all you want, but you can only stay ’til Friday. I get my best customers on Saturday and I won’t have you two tenderonis messing up my shit. You hear me?”

“Yeah, Ma, no problem. We’ll be out of here before Saturday.”

Bridget could never get used to women like Chantal. She was probably only in her late thirties or so, but, when you looked at her, empty, aged eyes were staring back at you. Chantal Smith had been used up. She was like one of those zombies you saw in late-night horror movies. Her body was still moving, but there was something vacant about her existence. Yet, the johns who frequented her broken-down hovel of an apartment and nearby Hunts Point Market didn’t seem to care.

Looking around, Bridget could see that the rats and roaches were the true tenants here at 1675 Westchester Avenue, and Chantal Smith was a tolerated guest. Bridget wondered where she and Jade would sleep. The walls and ceiling were coated with black mold and appeared to have been white at some time, but now could only be described as gray. There was a brown and yellow plaid couch in the living room with stains all over it. The kitchen housed a rickety farmhouse-style table with four chairs in various degrees of disrepair. Bridget’s best guess was that the odors she smelled were probably coming from the bathroom, which she was afraid to see.

It frightened her to think of what was living in the mattresses, or what she might end up sleeping with, if she made a bed on the floor. Not even the worst foster home she had ever lived in had been as bad as this. She wondered why Jade would ever want to come back.

“And what’s your name, honey?” Chantal asked.

“Oh...” Bridget stammered. “I’m Bri-Bridget...Bridget Grey.”

“Yeah, sorry, Ma. This is Bridget. This is my girl! I don’t know what I would’ve done without her in that place.”

“Shit! You say ‘that place’ like it was so fuckin’ bad. I’ve seen Mannersville. It wasn’t that bad. Why’d you leave anyway?”

“We had to, Ma. Bridget got in some trouble and I couldn’t leave her out there like that,” Jade responded.

“What’s up? Now you your brother’s keeper an’ shit? Bridget betta’ wise up and learn how ta’ take care of herself. Where you from anyway, honey? Sutton Place or somethin’?” Chantal chuckled.

Jade went into her mother’s hall closet and found some bed linens. The couch was one of those sleeper sofas, so Bridget and Jade pulled it out and changed the linens. Despite the scurry of rats running across the floor, Bridget was so tired that she managed to sleep. After Bridget dozed off, Chantal got busy going through Bridget’s things to see if there was anything of value. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw that trademark burgundy velvet Lazlows Jewelers box. She could recognize a Lazlows Jewelers box anywhere. Lazlows was one of those upscale jewelers. A few times Chantal had considered trying to stick up one of those jewelry places, but had chickened out. She was a sometimes prostitute, sometimes street corner stick-up kid. Chantal tried not to mess with the big-time. As far as Chantal was concerned, she knew her place; and the big-time wasn’t her place.

Meanwhile, Jade was propped up watching her mom, too keyed up to sleep. She wasn’t worried about Bridget’s things, nor did she really care. Besides, Bridget didn’t own anything of any real value. The most expensive thing Bridget owned was that heart-shaped necklace around her neck. If she only knew how much it actually cost or where it came from. Bridget assumed it was from her and therefore, probably thought it was worthless. Jade was amazed at how someone so smart could be so dumb. Bridget had been at the top of their English class, yet couldn’t recognize cunning wording to save her life. Jade played that game with Bridget often, with 100 percent success. She told Jade there was a present for her in their room. She didn’t say it was from her. With all the shit Bridget had been through, she was still a bit naïve. Some time in the hood would solve that. They needed money and the best way for poor, teenage girls to get money was with their bodies, that and Jade’s own artful twist on “the game.” During the last year or so at Mannersville, Jade had worked out the plans in her mind for a hustle that she was confident would net big money. She had planned it down to the very last detail. Jade already knew the score, but she would talk to Chantal about how to introduce Bridget to reality.

Although her mother said they could only stay a few days, she knew her mother would be more than willing to help, if it meant her getting a dollar or two thrown in her direction. It would be tough convincing Bridget to work the streets, but work the streets she would. It was the only way her plan could work. And, at least she was no longer a virgin. While at Mannersville, Jade wondered how long Bridget would hold onto that little “treasure” anyway. At least now that wasn’t standing in the way. Bridget honestly believed someday her muthafuckin’ prince was gonna come along. The girl was seriously deluded. Jade had big plans and none of them involved a prince on a fuckin’ white horse. Jade’s sleepless nights at Mannersville were spent planning. Her plans involved long-term money. She had no intention of being satisfied with that chump change her mother was getting.

Chantal was the only mother Jade had so she couldn’t help being drawn to her. But she couldn’t stomach weak women and often felt her mother would be better off if someone put her out of her misery. Bridget reminded Jade of her mother. They were both too easily influenced; her mother by drugs and Bridget by other people. Very often Jade would be in the middle of manipulating Bridget into something or another and she would hold her breath, almost hoping that Bridget might actually wise up and match wits with her. More than anything, Jade longed for a challenging adversary. But, Bridget was too fuckin’ trusting; and that would be her eventual downfall.

If there was one thing Jade had learned, both on the streets and off: No one, but no one, was ever to be trusted. The only person you could trust in life was yourself. If it were not for Jade’s planning, neither her nor Bridget would be here—exactly where she wanted them to be—where fast money could be made. It occurred to her that, in some respects, Bridget was actually lucky she had a friend like her. If it weren’t for her, Bridget would be busy preparing for a life that would never, ever, be hers. She was constantly walkin’ around with those goddamn law books. People like them didn’t grow up and become lawyers. She would try and fail and find herself flipping burgers somewhere. That shit was for suckers. What she planned involved making real money. After all, that was all it was about; the Benjamins. Besides, she would be helping Bridget, too. It was high time she stopped foolin’ herself with ridiculous dreams that would never come true. That kind of life didn’t happen for people like them and the sooner Bridget figured that out, the better.

For days Bridget waited for the police to come knocking on Chantal Smith’s door and cart her off to prison. The worst Jade would probably get would be aiding and abetting, but Bridget knew she would be going to prison for murder. It wouldn’t matter that Buster had raped her. The first question they would ask is: Why didn’t you run or scream? And, what would her answer be? She was out of her head? She was scared? In a nutshell, it amounted to no answer at all.

Bridget wondered if the dreams would ever stop. Each night it was like living the experience over and over again. Each night she would drift off to sleep and be awakened by the stench of alcohol and the horrible weight crushing her, depriving her of oxygen; and just when she thought she could no longer breathe, she would wake up, drenched in her own sweat. She thought of that old cliché about time healing all wounds and hoped it was more than a cliché.

Sleep time had always been a time for her to dream; beautiful, incredible dreams of the future, but now her dreams were plagued with horror and the overwhelming sense that she lost so much more than she could ever get back. And it wasn’t merely her virginity she was thinking of. She was afraid she lost her ability to trust. Bridget was having a dream in which she was chasing a small piece of paper down the street as huge gusts of wind blew it further and further away from her. She chased the piece of paper and eventually was able to plant one of her feet on top of it to keep it from moving. But as she was about to bend down and pick the piece of paper up, it began to change form, and shift into something else. As she reached for it, it suddenly grew into this ugly, horrible creature bent on her destruction. It chased her as she ran on and on, trying to escape, gasping for breath. Just as she thought it might grab her, she woke up.

Someone was shaking her; really shaking her.

“What are you gonna do? Sleep all damn day and night?” Chantal was shouting as she shook Bridget awake.

Bridget slowly awakened and rubbed her eyes. Jade and Chantal were both standing over her. She looked at the clock on the moldy walls. She couldn’t believe she slept that long. When she went to sleep this morning, the sun was shining and it was sometime around eight. It was now dark out and close to nine forty-five. She slept for nearly fourteen hours. She focused her eyesight as she slowly became fully awake. That’s when she realized how much Jade and her mother resembled one another. Jade was wearing a red pleather micro-mini with zippers on each side, that looked more like a bikini than a skirt. At the top she wore a black bustier, or was it a bra? Bridget wasn’t sure which. She had on red stilettos and was carrying a red fur purse. Jade’s mom, Chantal, had on a leopard print lycra dress, which was equally as short as Jade’s red skirt, yet somehow it looked even more vulgar on Chantal.

Although Chantal was very slim, probably no more than 135 pounds, her legs were plagued with the ugliest-looking stretch marks she had ever seen. They almost looked like scars, they were so violently etched on her legs. Also, Chantal was a slim woman with a huge gut that reminded Bridget of those starving children you saw on TV. Both Jade and Chantal were wearing Tina Turner- type wigs. Only, their wigs were clearly very, very cheap. Jade’s was jet black and Chantal’s was burgundy. Under different circumstances Bridget might have found humor in this display, but somehow right here and now, none of this was funny.

“Get your ass up out that bed. It’s time to earn your keep,” Chantal said.

Chantal was overbearing and more than a little frightening. She was like her daughter, but somehow different. Although Jade was pretty tough, Bridget always thought of her as a kind person. What Bridget didn’t know was that Chantal wasn’t the person she needed to be worried about.

Bridget looked at Jade and Jade shrugged her shoulders. When she sat up, she saw there were clothes at the foot of the bed and another wig. This wig was long and straight and it was a light brown color. Under the wig, there was a pair of black shiny stretch pants laced on the side and a matching belly shirt, also laced on both sides. Bridget didn’t want to believe the truth; that this outfit could only have been placed there for her to wear and, even more devastating, this probably meant they expected her to go out hookin’ with them on Hunts Point.

Jade grabbed the clothes and the wig off the bed and sat on the edge next to Bridget.

“Come with me in the bathroom, okay,” Jade whispered.

Bridget got out of bed and followed Jade into the bathroom.

“Sweetie, I know this isn’t what you want, but this is only temporary. I had to tell my mother what’s going on, in case they come looking for us. She ain’t gonna let us stay here for free.”

“Oh no, Jade, you told your mom! She’s going to turn me in! She doesn’t like me! I’m going to spend the rest of my life in prison!”

“No, you’re not. My mom will protect us; both of us. And, what makes you think she doesn’t like you? Trust me, Bridget. Chantal Smith’s bark is worse than her bite. The only thing we need to worry about is money and keeping a roof over our heads and food in our stomachs. This is what we have to do.”

“But, Jade, I took typing and dictation classes while we were at Mannersville. I type sixty words per minute. I can get a job as a clerk or a typist or something.”

“Bridget, get real. You killed someone. You need identification to get a job and the minute they run your ID, the police will be knocking down the door to cart you off to prison. You may be able to live that life one day when all this shit blows over, but for now, this is it. This is what has to be done. This is what all of us have to do. Don’t worry. Like I said, it’s only temporary. We have other options. We have to do this for now to get some quick money in our pockets.”

“But why do I have to wear these clothes? Why can’t I just wear my own clothing?” Bridget asked.

“First of all, you’ll stand out like a sore thumb if you wear your clothes and, second, these clothes are a sort of uniform. They quickly identify you to potential clients while providing easy access.”

Bridget reluctantly dressed in the clothing Chantal had provided. However, she was sure she would never be able to go through with it. After all, it wasn’t so long ago she promised herself she would never, ever, choose this life. Jade helped her with the wig and applied some makeup to Bridget’s face. It was time to go to work.



CHAPTER TWO
HUNTS POINT

Hunts Point and the people that cruised those streets at night reminded Bridget of roaches when you turned the lights on; all that scattering and scurrying here and there, ducking into doorways, all to make paper. One look at Chantal and Jade and you could tell they knew these streets like the back of their hands. They knew where to stand to get maximum exposure, which alley- ways to get lost in and the best doorways to “conduct business.” There were discarded rubbers everywhere. The whole thing turned Bridget’s stomach. She couldn’t believe her life had come to this.

Cars came and went looking for quick and easy satisfaction. Girls lowered tops to give potential customers a bird’s-eye view. Chantal was attempting to stop cars in the middle of the intersection as they were driving by. She pulled down the front of her lycra dress, leaving her 36-C’s swinging free. Chantal had a habit to feed and you couldn’t be shy with so much competition. There were girls everywhere, looking for their next trick. A car cruised by checking Chantal out and she stuck her head in the car and spoke to him on the driver’s side. She turned to Jade and whispered something in her ear. Bridget wasn’t sure what was going to happen next, but she was kind of glad to see Chantal leave. She made her uncomfortable. Chantal got in on the passenger side of the car and the fat white man who was driving drove away. After watching the cars and seeing some of the customers, Bridget was sure she wouldn’t be able to do this without throwing up. The thought of these losers touching her, or her them, repulsed her. She didn’t drink, but suddenly wished she did; anything at all to help her block all this out. As if Jade were reading her thoughts, she offered Bridget a pill and some bottled water.

“Come on, sweetie. Take this. It’ll make it easier.”

Bridget took the pill without hesitation. She had never taken any kind of drugs before but, then again, she had never peddled her ass on Hunts Point either. She had also never worn five-inch stilettos and her feet hurt like hell. She couldn’t imagine walking for hours in these shoes.
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