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As quietly as she could, Gianna unlocked two rusted deadbolts and slipped out the back door.

She took in the surroundings. Empty soda cans, beer bottles, cellophane wrappers, and other miscellaneous debris cluttered the yard.

Four cinder blocks were stacked against a crumbling redbrick exterior wall. The cinder blocks were covered with a grease-tarnished oven rack—a crude, homemade barbecue grill where her meals had been prepared.

The aftertaste of her captor’s secretions, intermingled with the flavor of charred chicken, lingered on her tongue. The bitter taste in her mouth, the bruised skin around her eye, and the welts on her legs were cruel reminders of what she’d endured.

As if she’d been oxygen-deprived, Gianna breathed in deeply. The air she gulped in was polluted by smells of poverty: rotting garbage, smoldering charcoal, burning bits of meat, and the stench of urine that wafted from alleyways.

Ordinarily, these rancid odors would have repelled her, but not now. She took another deep breath of sour air and smiled. Though putrid, the air she inhaled represented sweet freedom.

A stray cat shot across the litter-strewn yard, startling Gianna. That moment of fear was a reminder that there was no time to bask in her freedom. Her life was at stake.

She trotted quickly down a gravelly backstreet. The concrete was disfigured by cracks, and numerous crater-like potholes.

She looked around as she moved forward. Where was she? Still in Jersey? No. While she was blindfolded, she’d heard that man named Jimmy asking Bullet if he had money to pay the tolls.

She could be anywhere: New York; Delaware; Pennsylvania. Only God knew. She’d only seen dilapidated neighborhoods such as this one in the movies or on TV.

There weren’t any people in sight. Only boarded-up houses that were scarcely protected by rusted metal gates.

Gianna wasn’t fooled by the desolate environment. Like the house where she’d been held hostage, these seemingly abandoned houses were probably occupied by unsavory characters, engaging in all manners of heinous crimes.

A shiver of fear encouraged her to increase her speed, but running in four-inch wedge sandals and a skimpy, tight skirt wasn’t easy. Desperate to put distance between her and the house of torture, she hitched up the restrictive skirt.

With the tight fabric encircling her waist, her naked, brown backside and semen-slimed pubic hair were displayed.

No time for modesty. Pressing onward at full speed, she rounded a corner, sprinting past messy yards and vacant storefronts. Her frantic eyes sought law-abiding citizens. Adults who would be outraged when they found out what that grown man named Bullet had done to her.

Someone had to help her contact her parents.

Every few seconds, she looked over her shoulder.

Had he discovered she was gone? She swallowed down a hard knot of fear. Bullet had threatened to cut up her face…disfigure her for life if she tried to escape.

It seemed like she’d been running up and down narrow back-streets for at least a half-mile, and she hadn’t encountered a single soul. Jerking her head backward, she anxiously looked over her shoulder once again.

Bullet wasn’t pursuing her. Her ordeal was almost over. Immense relief washed over her. She was safe. Free!

But where was she? And how long had she been gone? A week? Gianna had no idea. It was the last Saturday in May when she’d been brought to the abandoned house, bound and blindfolded. What day was it now?

She slowed her pace, looking for a street sign…a landmark… something that would reveal her location. From the looks of the ramshackle houses and decaying streets, she might as well have been in a war-torn country or on another planet.

She felt like she was a million miles away from her family’s well-tended beach house. Light years away from her parents’ love.

The neighborhood was a desolate place. House after forsaken house declared itself unoccupied by the boards that covered the windows. Some windows were without boards, gapped open like wide mouths screaming in anguish.

She pressed forward, searching for a populated street. She yearned to hear the roar of heavy traffic…the sight of a police car.

Continuing her trek, she rounded another corner. A trio of boys were at the end of what appeared to be another deserted block. Though their backs were turned to her, she could tell they were teenagers.

Their style of clothes, the way they moved, the sound of their voices, told her that they were close to her age. Thank you, God!

Certain she’d found salvation, tears of gratitude formed as she dashed toward the boys. Trying to look as presentable as possible, she pulled her skirt from around her waist, tugging on it until it covered her bare behind.

“Hello!” She waved and trotted toward them. “Hello! I need help! Please!”

The boys spun around and regarded her with annoyed expressions. The shortest member of the group reached toward the waistband of his jeans, exposing the butt of a gun.

“Yo, shawty, don’t be creeping up on us like that. You tryna get yourself shot?” His voice was gruff.

“Excuse me. I really need help,” she said, using a placating tone. These weren’t ordinary teenagers. They were street tough and mean-looking.

She cleared her throat and spoke in a polite voice. “Would you mind telling me where I am? And um…today’s date?”

Looking for a trace of kindness, she searched the boys’ faces. She was met with pairs of eyes that took in her torn top and short, tight skirt. Eyes that were alit with vulgar desires.

“You don’t know where you are? What you been smoking? Must have been some of that bubonic chronic,” a taller boy jeered.

She was prepared to explain her circumstances—how she’d been abducted, beaten, and molested—but decided not to. Instincts told her that these hardened teens didn’t care.

The third boy, who was wearing beige cargo pants, scowled at her. “You in Killadelphia, dummy!”

“Where?” she asked meekly. “Killa…where?”

“You retarded or something? You in Philly. Damn!” Cargo Pants spat, offended by her ignorance.

“Philadelphia, Pennsylvania?” Gianna began turning in a complete circle, big brown eyes panning the impoverished area as if the Liberty Bell might pop up and validate the boy’s claim.

Philadelphia was only about two and a half hours from the beach house in New Jersey.

“Yo, I got something that’ll bring you back down to earth,” Cargo Pants said with a chortle. Studying Gianna while wearing a leering grin, he rubbed his groin.

“Take a walk with me to the crib…” He nodded over at one of the boarded-up houses. “It’ll only take a few minutes for me to bring you back down to earth.”

She took a faltering step backward.

“Ah, you tellin’ on yourself, man,” the short boy accused with a snort. “You ain’t nothing but a two-minute trick!”

“Nah, it ain’t even like that. I can stroke for hours, but I ain’t got time to knock that back out the way I usually do. I’m on my grind, yo. Hustle hard or starve…y’ah mean?”

“Man, you know it’s dead out here. Go ’head and smash that real quick,” the short boy suggested.

“’Spose D’wan come through?”

“Man, fuck D’wan. I know he’s your uncle and everything, but making us work this dry-ass block is messed up.”

“You right. Ain’t no money out here. So…um, you gon’ cover for me or what?”

“Yeah. If D’wan rolls up, I’ll tell him you had to go take a leak or something. But don’t try to impress shawty. Ten minutes is all you got. I’ma take my turn with shawty after you finish.”

“What? Y’all just gon’ leave me out?” Hazel Eyes appraised Gianna. “She all jacked-up with that swollen eye, but I still wanna chop it down,” he said, scowling. “But I ain’t tryna be at the end of no damn train. It’s not going down like that.”

“Yo, Money, you gotta get in where you fit in,” the short boy asserted.

“You don’t get no special treatment.”

Hazel Eyes made a grunting sound of disagreement. “Why don’t you let shawty decide who she wants to hit it first,” he said with confidence. “Y’all know the deal. Once I stretch her out, she gon’ be too loose for both of y’all lil’-dick niggas.”

Gianna was appalled by the crude verbal exchanges. Like Bullet, these boys regarded her as nothing more than an inanimate object. Glancing around, she was ready to make a run for it. Then her eyes locked on a cell phone that was sticking out of Hazel Eyes’ pocket.

It was a thrilling sight. Now jubilant, she disregarded his vile intentions. “May I borrow your phone? I have to call the police.”

Hazel Eyes gawked at her and then at his boys. “Shawty got jokes…tryna use my phone to call po-po.”

“I was kidnapped.” She took a breath. “And raped,” she admitted. Shame caused her voice to crack.

“I’m not getting involved in no rape case,” Hazel Eyes spewed. His two cohorts erupted in spiteful laughter.
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The approaching sound of feet slapping pavement cut off their taunting laughter. Gianna and the three youths whirled around in surprise.

Bullet! He was wearing only a loose pair of nylon shorts, and was barefoot and racing toward her. The muscles on his arms and his bare chest glistened with water beads. His curls were topped with the white lather from shampoo, while a stream of sudsy water trickled down his face.

Gianna screamed.

The short boy reflexively reached for his weapon.

“Whoa, whoa. Go easy, young bull,” Bullet placated, slowing his approach.

Keeping a safe distance from the boy with the gun, Bullet held up both hands. “I ain’t got no beef with y’all. But that lil’ ho robbed me.”

Shielding herself from Bullet, Gianna tried to hide behind the three drug boys. She clutched the back of Hazel Eyes’ shirt. “He’s lying,” she murmured. Her breath came out in terrified, shaky gasps.

“Get off me!” Hazel Eyes yanked away from her clingy grasp.

“Put your piece away before you end up with a body,” Bullet said to the short boy. “I know you don’t wanna do no long time over that skank ho.”

He fixed a surly gaze on Gianna. His face was slick with sudsy water and sweat.

Following Bullet’s suggestion, the short boy returned the gun to his waistband, but kept his hand resting on the butt.

It was a small victory; Bullet cracked a smile. He ran a hand through soapy curls, a gesture Gianna recognized as a precursor to a big lie. “Do y’all really think I’d jump out the shower and chase down this hooker for the fun of it? If y’all don’t believe me, search her,” Bullet recommended. “She got at least five hunnit-dollar bills rolled up and stashed inside her pussy.”

Snarling, the boys turned on Gianna like she was raw meat.

Hazel Eyes grabbed Gianna by the waist with one hand. Quick as a snake, he thrust his other hand up her skirt, his fingers scratching and poking at the tender lips of her vagina.

Wanting the money for themselves, Cargo Pants and the short boy double-teamed Hazel Eyes, delivering vicious jabs and brutal blows to his face.

The squealing tires of a gold Escalade brought the action to a halt. Hazel Eyes loosened his grip on Gianna as the tinted window of the driver’s side slid down. The driver glared at the young thugs.

“Whassup, D’wan?” the short boy mumbled sheepishly as he fixed his clothes.

“What y’all doing? I know y’all dumb asses ain’t out here bullshitting. I saw y’all scuffling with each other…not even making an effort to get money.”

“We was on it, but this block is dead,” Cargo Pants explained, his palm sliding across his face, checking for bruises and lumps from the sudden fracas with his partners.

“Why y’all out here swinging on each other, instead of being about my business?”

Bullet stepped forward. “Yo, Dawg, I can explain…”

The driver frowned up at Bullet like he stank. “Who the fuck is you?”

His manhood challenged, Bullet flinched. Holding his temper in check, he wisely clammed up.

“I swear…y’all worthless-ass Negroes about to be flippin’ burgers again. Get the fuck in the truck,” he ordered the trio.

The boys mumbled apologies and began moving toward the Escalade. Gianna scurried to the back of the SUV. Getting her bearings, trying to figure out which way to run, she gripped the bumper.

She could tell that Bullet had respect for the hustler named D’wan. He wouldn’t tussle with her while she held on to the man’s shiny Escalade.

“I’ma fuck you up, bitch,” Bullet roared, stomping toward the back of the SUV.

The Escalade moved forward and Gianna lost her grip. The truck made a wide U-turn, leaving Gianna exposed and vulnerable.

He stalked toward her, frowning. “I see that I’ma have to teach you a lesson, ho.” His threat was spoken through lips tightly twisted to contain an explosion of rage.

“I got something for yo’ ass when we get back home.”

Home? I don’t live in that nasty dump!

She couldn’t endure any more of his lessons. Arms flailing, she ran aimlessly, the soles of her sandals pounding loudly against bumpy concrete.

Within seconds, the Escalade roared past her. Hoping the driver might rescue her from Bullet, she waved her arms in the air, trying to flag the driver down. The Escalade didn’t slow down.

One narrow backstreet led to another. Weren’t there any streets populated with something other than stray cats and buzzing insects?

Finally, she caught sight of two men who were sitting outside a vacant garage, sharing a bottle of beer.

The fading red script on a hanging sign read: Lou’s Auto Body Shop. Skeletal remains of ancient cars were scattered about. The scene evoked sorrow and loss. The metal frames of the old cars seemed to plead for a proper burial.

“There’s a man chasing me. He’s gonna kill me,” Gianna breathlessly told the men.

Both men, thin as rails and obviously intoxicated, looked at her through dull, bloodshot eyes. They looked too frail to protect her from Bullet.

Frantic thoughts raced through her mind. She needed to get to a phone. “Do you have a phone? I have an important call to make.”

“You say you want a lil’ taste?” Befuddled, one of the men extended his arm, offering Gianna the beer bottle.

This was a waste of time. These men were too drunk to understand the gravity of her situation.

Gianna resumed running. Every few seconds, she risked a glance over her shoulder. Thankfully, Bullet was nowhere in sight. Pumping her legs, she fled down another bleak block.

Then, like a mirage appearing in the desert, she happened upon a busy street.

“Help!” she screamed, running as fast as she could toward people—tax-paying citizens and law-abiding adults who would feel it their civic duty to help her.

Passersby stared at Gianna with curiosity and then quickly moved on. In a hurry, shoppers rushed past her. Mothers pulled their children close, and old folks grimaced and muttered, “Disgraceful,” under their breath.

Gianna’s ripped blouse and blackened eye spelled trouble. No one wanted to get involved.

“I need a phone. I need the police. Somebody help me!” she begged.

Feeling confused and helpless, she craned her neck, checking on Bullet’s location. She expelled a loud gasp. Her worst fear was realized. Bullet was galloping toward her.

The sound of his bare feet smacking the pavement grew louder, announcing that he was gaining on her—narrowing the distance between them.

A city bus came to stop. Commuters began filing in. Gianna squeezed into the throng and wriggled her way to the front of the line, and onto the bus.

“Close the doors,” she pleaded with the driver when she was safely inside the bus. “There’s a man out there; he’s trying to kill me.”

The bus driver exhaled loudly. He rubbed his forehead in exasperation. “You gotta pay the fare.”

“I don’t have any money!” Gianna screamed, looking through the large windshield, scanning the crowd for Bullet.

“Well, get off the damn bus!” yelled an annoyed woman. Impatient, the female passenger reached over Gianna, and paid her fare with the swift swipes of a Trans Pass card. Muttering under her breath, the woman pushed past Gianna, her eyes panning the crowded bus in search of an empty seat.

Through the side window, Gianna could see the top of Bullet’s head. He was at the end of the long line, trying to shove passengers out of his way. The commuters, mainly women, resisted. They jabbed Bullet with elbows and pulled at the waistband of his soggy shorts, trying to prevent him from getting in front of them.

Frustrated, Bullet forced his way forward from the back of the crowd. Objecting commuters grumbled and stiffened their bodies, refusing to allow Bullet to move ahead of them.

Righteously indignant, Bullet worked his way to the front of the line. He hopped on the bus. “You gotta wait your turn,” an indignant woman protested.

“My lil’ sister is trying to run away so she can get with some old dude. Fuck all of y’all. I gotta get my sister off this damn bus.”

Face-to-face with her tormentor, cold terror swept over Gianna. He was so close, she could smell him…his scent a mixture of sweat and shampoo. She wanted to run, but was trapped between passengers who were trying to board the bus and those who stood behind her. She began to sob.

“Don’t try to act all innocent now. Look at you…dressed like a hooker. Get yo’ ass off this bus. Mom is all sick and laid up in the hospital and you tryna run the streets like a straight tramp!”

Wanting to be on their way, passengers glared at Gianna. All eyes held sheer disdain for the wayward young girl.

“She needs Jesus!” a woman near the front of the bus exclaimed.

“Man, get your sister so my passengers can get on this bus,” the driver said disgustedly.

Gianna clamped her hand around the driver’s wrist. “I’m not his sister. He kidnapped me! My name is Gianna Strand. I live in—”

Bullet shut her up with a punch in her back.

“That’s enough, man,” the driver intervened. “Handle your business at home. You and your sister gotta get off my bus.”

“No! He’s gonna hurt me!” Gianna pleaded.

“Damn right, I’m gon’ hurt your lil’ skank ass. Somebody gotta keep you in line,” Bullet exploded as he yanked her away from the driver and pulled her off the bus.

Gianna fought like a wildcat, but couldn’t break free. Bullet held her firmly with one hand while smacking her face with the other.

Concerned only with finding a seat, grumbling passengers pushed past the tussling duo.

Bullet hit Gianna repeatedly, slapping and pummeling her until she crumpled to the ground. She balled into a defensive knot as he furiously kicked her with his bare foot. A hard kick to her behind forced her body to involuntarily uncurl.

She pleaded for help again. Her eyes connected with a woman who was watching from a passenger window of the bus. She searched the woman’s face for compassion, but was met with a cold, disapproving gaze.

The bus eased away from the curb and merged into traffic, leaving Gianna at Bullet’s mercy.

Spewing profanity, Bullet held Gianna’s arm with one hand and punched her with the other, pummeling Gianna all the way back to the dilapidated house where she’d been confined.





 [image: Image] CHAPTER 3

Saleema Sparks ripped open the monthly bill from Philadelphia Gas Works. She looked at the total and frowned. Here it was the first week of June and she hadn’t put much of a dent in the past due balance from the cold winter months. Keeping a large home warm was terribly expensive.

Checking the time, she put the gas bill on top of a steep pile of unpaid debt. Soon, her home where she also operated Head Up, a center for troubled girls, would be flooded with young girls.

Due to Saleema’s lack of professional credentials, Head Up had to be listed as a social club. But in reality, it was much more than that. It was a safe haven—a sanctuary for girls who were plagued by a multitude of tribulations, including drug-addicted and abusive parents, poor school attendance, and sexual promiscuity, just to name a few of their personal issues.

Saleema’s own childhood and teen years had not been a bed of roses. She knew all too well what a dysfunctional home life could to do a girl’s self-esteem and her ability to follow the rules of normal society. A former teen prostitute and adult madam, Saleema had turned her life around and had been using a sudden financial windfall to give back and help young girls at risk.

Seeking escape from their troubled home lives, the girls flocked to Head Up, utilizing the center’s computers, participating in workshops, and self-esteem building activities. Saleema had provided her girls with a refuge where they could simply intermingle and socialize in an environment where they weren’t ridiculed…an environment where designer labels and fly weaves didn’t define a girl’s worth.

At precisely 10:30, twelve chattering teenagers started streaming in. “Hi, Miss Saleema,” each girl greeted.

The teens lingered in the entrance hall, their noise level boisterous and inappropriate for indoors. Dreading the thought of breaking the unpleasant news to her girls, Saleema allowed them some extra time to settle down.

Amirah drifted over to the bulletin board and scanned the activity schedule. She was a gangly girl who still stood with her shoulders slouched despite Saleema’s repeated encouragement for her to stand tall and proud. She wished she had more time to work on Amirah’s confidence issues.

“How come the talent show rehearsal is cancelled?” Amirah asked, her voice filled with disappointment.

In the few months that Amirah had been a part of Head Up, she’d progressed from painfully shy to being able to recite a monologue with emotion and great passion. Saleema had hoped that showcasing Amirah’s talent in front of an audience would help boost her confidence outside the walls of Head Up.

Amirah and all the other girls had experienced a lifetime of hurt and disappointment. Saleema had expected to be someone they could always count on. Guilt-ridden and ashamed, Saleema wanted to drop her gaze, but she forced herself to look Amirah straight in the eye. “I’ll explain.”

A crowd of girls rushed to the bulletin board to check out the schedule. Baffled faces turned from the schedule to Saleema.

Portia, a hot-tempered eighth-grader who had weight issues along with a dozen other emotional problems, had been expelled from three separate middle schools for fighting. Portia rolled her eyes in undisguised indignation. “Everything’s cancelled,” she griped. “What’s going on, Miss Saleema?”

“I have to make an announcement,” Saleema said, sounding more depressed than she’d intended. But it was pointless to try to sugarcoat the situation.

Her girls deserved the truth. She took a deep breath and ran shaky fingers through her locs. “Let’s go to the lavender room.”

The atmosphere changed instantly. Their expressions grave, the girls trailed behind Saleema in somber silence.

The rooms inside Saleema’s home that were designated Head Up areas were all painted in soft hues. The lavender room had two comfortable couches, four bean bag chairs, two recliners, a zebra-print chaise lounge, a hot pink butterfly chair, and a bright purple mitt-shaped swivel chair.

There were no assigned seats and the mitt chair was a favorite. The girls usually raced to get to that chair. But today, they flopped lethargically into any random seat.

Chyna and Stacey squatted down to the leather shag throw rug and sat with their legs crossed Indian-style.

Portia and another tough girl named Greta refused to sit. They stood, arms folded, posted up against opposite sides of the doorway. Their body language was obstinate. Defiant. Sending an unspoken message that they were mad at the world.

Saleema stood in front of the twelve girls. She cleared her throat. “It saddens me to have to inform you that, after today, Head Up will no longer be operating as a social center.”

Greta sucked her teeth. “What’s that mean?”

“It means I’m going to have to shut down Head Up.”

Groans and sighs peppered with outbursts of profanity filled the lavender room.

“Ladies! Watch your language. I plan to reopen when school starts. But I really can’t afford to keep it going over the summer.”

“You broke, Miss Saleema?” Tasha asked.

“Just about,” Saleema admitted. “I’m going to look for some financial backers—”

“Why don’t you file for bankruptcy?” Amirah offered.

“What good is that gon’ do?” Portia snarled from the doorway.

Wearing a pleasant expression, Amirah twisted around and faced Portia. “After my auntie filed for bankruptcy, she came up. She got a new car and a wallet full of credit cards,” she explained.

“Your auntie was probably getting paid on some credit card scam,” Portia implied and all the other girls laughed.

“That’s enough, Portia. Amirah was trying to be helpful,” Saleema interjected.

“I wasn’t lying, Miss Saleema. My auntie said filing bankruptcy is a good move.”

“I didn’t accuse you of lying. Filing bankruptcy may have improved your aunt’s situation, but I have to look at other options.”

Portia blew Amirah off with a hand flip. “Don’t nobody care what your auntie did. Anyway, ain’t your auntie in jail?”

The girls exploded in laughter.

“No, she’s not in jail! Always running your mouth. You get on my nerves, Portia.”

“Seriously, that’s enough from you, Portia,” Saleema warned.

“I’m sorry, Miss Saleema, but Amirah be getting on my nerves, talkin’ that dumb shit all the time.”

“Bitch, who you calling dumb?” Amirah shouted.

“Amirah!” Saleema was stunned that timid Amirah had challenged a known bully.

“Yo, I’m about two seconds from yanking that bitch for calling me out of my name.” In a matter of moments, Portia crossed the room, her balled fists held high.

Swiftly, Saleema blocked Amirah, trying to protect the girl who towered over her with her own petite body. “Control yourself, Portia. You know the rules.”

“You already said you closing Head Up, so fuck the rules.”

The girls gasped at Portia’s blatant lack of respect.

Though she hated seeing this angry, explosive side of Portia, Saleema had to admit that Portia had a point. Saleema could no longer offer her girls an incentive for good behavior.

Still, she stood firmly planted in front of Amirah. “Portia, if you don’t pull yourself together, you’re going to wind up in a juvenile facility.”

Portia scowled. “Do you think I give a fuck?” She lunged for Amirah.

Amirah, no longer feeling her earlier sense of boldness, ducked and cowered behind Saleema. Portia easily maneuvered around Saleema, landing a resounding punch on the side of Amirah’s head.

Until that moment, everyone, including Portia, had adhered to the “no fighting” rule at Head Up. Saleema felt completely to blame. Her lack of money management skills had brought the program to a halt.

But before she got the chance to accept an invitation to a pity party, she felt the sting of a slap that was intended for Amirah.

“Ooo! You know you wrong for putting your hands on Miss Saleema,” Tasha shouted, indignant.

“Bitch, whatchu gon’ do about it?” Greta piped in, defending Portia.

And then all hell broke loose. Tasha picked up the butterfly chair. Before Saleema could intervene, Tasha threw the chair at Greta. Greta ducked.

“I know yo’ ass is crazy, flinging that damn chair at me.” Greta picked up the chair. Gripping its thin mangled metal legs, she zoomed across the room, swinging the heavy butterfly fabric, kicking tables out of her way. Girls shrieked and scurried out of Greta’s path as she pursued Tasha.

Meanwhile, with Saleema running toward Greta, Amirah was exposed. Portia wound her hand around Amirah’s braids, bringing the gangly girl down to her knees.

This is out of hand. How did my good intentions result in this melee? Saleema backtracked and tried to wrench Amirah from Portia’s grip.

Another chair whizzed through the air. Saleema watched in horror as the mitt chair smashed a window. The sounds of shattering glass and high-pitched screams were ear-splitting.

Greta picked up a bean bag chair, and threw it toward a random group of girls. The girls scattered. Unfortunately, Saleema caught the full impact of the bean bag. She went down; her petite body smacked against the hardwood floor, face down.

“Oh, my God!” Amirah shouted.

“Call the cops!” another voice added.

From the floor, Saleema lifted her head. Gasping, she witnessed Portia’s and Greta’s legs racing toward the door. Saleema heard a medley of beeps and buzzes from several cell phones.

The girls were calling the police. She didn’t want them to, but with the wind knocked out of her, she couldn’t speak. All she could do was shake her head.

She heard Amirah giving out the address and the names of perpetrators, but couldn’t stop.

“Don’t worry, Miss Saleema,” Amirah said. “The 9-1-1 operator said the cops gon’ be here in a few minutes.”

Having Portia sent to a youth detention center was not at all what Saleema had intended. She would have preferred to handle the situation herself, but it was now out of her hands.
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You trying to punk me?” Bullet spewed. His face was so close to hers that she could see the particles of chicken that were trapped between his teeth.

“I’m not trying to punk you.”

A sharp jab to her face dazed Gianna for a few seconds.

“Number one rule…don’t disagree with me.”
 
“Okay.” She yearned to rub her throbbing face, but she feared that Bullet would consider the gesture as “trying to punk him,” so she kept her hands folded in her lap.

“You like fucking with my money?”

She didn’t know whether to say yes or no. Taking a chance, she shook her head.

“I’m feeding you and keeping a roof over your head. I been taking my time and tryna train yo’ young ass cuz you can’t work the track if I don’t school you.”

“I’m sorry, Bullet.”

“Whatchu sorry for? Sorry that you got caught?” There was fire in his eyes.

“I’m sorry for running away from you.”

He raised his hand threateningly. She flinched. He laughed, mockingly.

“Look around you,” Bullet demanded.

Relieved that he didn’t strike her, she quickly obeyed, looking around the shabby quarters. Chicken bones and bits of charred chicken skin filled a chipped dinner plate.

Bullet pointed a finger at Gianna. “How you gon’ run out on your man like that?”

“I was scared.”

“Scared of what? Those lil’ bit of ass whippings you got wasn’t ’bout nothing. But after that shit you pulled today, I’ma make sure yo’ ass is too scared to run. Real talk, bitch.” Bullet huffed and sighed for a few moments, and then he grabbed Gianna by the neck, pressing his thumb into her windpipe. “You didn’t even clean up behind yourself after I had the decency to feed yo’ hungry ass.” He shoved her.

Gasping, Gianna reached for the chipped plate that sat atop a crate. Bullet’s knife was next to the plate.

“Do you think I like living in this shit hole? Jail was better than this dump.” He picked up a knife. Threateningly, he ran his finger along the blade. “You ain’t gon’ never do right, is you?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Nah. You gon’ keep trying to run away.” He shook his head. “I ain’t wasting no more time tryna train you. It’s time to cut my losses.” He paused and gave her a long, sneering look. “I might as well get rid of you.” Then he looked up in thought. “Yeah, I need to get myself a better bitch. A bitch that knows how to listen.”

“I can listen. I’ll do right. Really. I promise, Bullet.”

“Your promises ain’t worth shit. You a slimy, ruthless chick. How you gon’ shout out your government name on a crowded bus?” He blew out a disgusted breath. “If I keep fucking with you, I’ma wind up back behind bars.”

Whenever Bullet talked about going back to jail, the creases in his forehead deepened. Expecting a swift kick, a slap to the face, or a body blow, Gianna tensed, and then let out a breath of relief. Surprisingly Bullet didn’t get physical; he just glowered at her.

“I can’t trust a bitch that would deliberately try to get her man locked up,” he said, continuing his verbal tirade. “Do you know how much time I could get over snatching yo’ young ass?”

His brows arched, meeting the creases in his forehead, a warning for her to start talking fast. “I made a mistake. I don’t want anything to happen to you. I love you and I need you. Please, Bullet, can I have another chance?” In all uncountable days that she’d been his captive, she’d never once told him that she loved him.

Bullet relaxed his facial muscles. His eyes brightened. He liked hearing that she loved him.

“I really love you,” she repeated. Her survival depended on him believing her.

Then his eyes suddenly went cold. “If you love me so much, why you run off without even considering the amount of time I could get on some bogus kidnapping charges.”

“I wasn’t trying to get you in trouble. I was scared, Bullet. You kept hitting me. I was afraid for my life. ”

“All bitches gotta get they ass whooped sometimes. Damn, I wasn’t trying to kill you. You ain’t no good to me if yo’ ass is dead.”

“I was scared of getting another beating.”

Bullet threw his head back in disgust. “I gotta beat yo’ ass. That’s how the game goes.”

“I’m not used to that, Bullet. My parents don’t believe in corporal punishment.”

“They don’t believe in what?” Bullet’s vocabulary was limited.

“Hitting children,” she clarified.

Bullet nodded reflectively. “Oh. So that’s yo’ problem? You a lil’ rich girl, used to having everything handed to you on a silver platter.” His expression changed from thoughtful to mean and dangerous.

Gianna was sorry that she’d spoken.

“I see that I got a lot a work ahead of me. I’ma break yo’ spoiled, stuck-up ass. I’ma stay whippin’ that ass so good, you gon’ forget you ever had any parents.”

Images of her mother and father sped through her mind. The last time she’d seen them together had not been a happy time. Her parents’ pending divorce was bitter, inciting them to shouting matches and name-calling, each threatening to file for full custody of Gianna.

“What’s your daddy’s name?” Bullet demanded.

“Andrew Str…”

BAM! Bullet’s knuckles collided with the side of her head. “What I tell you about disagreeing with me. Yo’ daddy’s name ain’t no Andrew. What’s yo’ daddy’s name?”

“Bullet. My daddy’s name is Bullet,” she uttered, fighting back the tears that would incite him to do more violence.

He brought the knife close to her face. “I own you, bitch. What I gotta do to make you understand that? Do I have to carve my name in your muthafuckin’ face?”

Gianna cringed at the sight of the blade. “I won’t run away anymore.”

“I need some money, bitch, and that shit you pulled done put me in another setback.”

“I’m sorry,” she murmured.

“Fuck being sorry. We need some money to move. We gotta get out of this ’hood. All I need is for one of those mufuckers on that bus to decide they wanna be a hero.” His eyes went dull and deadly. “I can’t believe you gave out your government name.” Bullet poked the tip of the knife into Gianna’s cheek.

She shook with fear. “I won’t do it again.” She thought telling him that she loved him would lessen his anger, but he was now raging mad.

He brought the knife up higher and pricked the skin beneath her blackened eye. “You think you could still make me some money with only one eye?”

“Um, um, um…” Terror made her shudder. Gianna was at a loss for words. She had no idea what Bullet wanted her to say.
 
“I don’t know how much a one-eyed hooker can make. But I bet tricks will be willing to spend a grip to fuck you in that empty eye socket.” He laughed. “A horny trick will fuck anything. Trust me.” Bullet glared at the shivering girl. “After all the work I put in, your head game still ain’t right.”

“I’ll do better.” The words came out in high-pitched anguish.

“Shut the fuck up.” He stuck the tip of the knife in a little deeper, hushing her. “That empty eye socket probably would make a good fuck hole.”

Gianna’s teeth began to chatter. Bullet had proven himself to be brutal enough to remove her eyeball without remorse. Her mind went on overdrive, trying to figure out a way to break free before the lunatic poked his knife into the swelling skin beneath her eyeball.

“You gon’ run away again?”

“No!”

“Try it and we gon’ find out how much money a one-eyed ho can bring in.”

“I won’t run away again. I promise, Bullet,” she said, her voice shaky.

Bullet withdrew the knife. “Peep this, ho. If I tell you the sky is dog-shit brown, whatchu ’spose to say?”

“The sky is dog-shit brown,” she agreed.

“Who is Gianna Strand?”

“I don’t know her. I’ve never heard of anyone by that name.” She shook her head, adamant.

“Uh-huh,” he said doubtfully. “So, what’s your muthafuckin’ name, then?”

“My name is Lollipop.”

“Why you go by that name?”

Bullet was quizzing her. She took a deep breath and launched into the recitation that he’d taught her. “My head game is tight; trick with me and I’ll suck you off like your dick is a sweet-ass lollipop.” Her tongue darted out to lick her lips provocatively, the way Bullet had taught her to. Her lips were sore from all the training she’d been put through. She winced when her tongue flicked against her chaffed skin.

Bullet gave a derisive snort. “How the fuck you ’spect somebody to believe you give good brain if you gon’ be flinching and shit every time you lick your lips?”

“I’m sorry. I won’t flinch.”

Bullet sucked his teeth. “If you really had your head game right, I’d be stacking some loot by now.” He loosened the string in the front of his nylon shorts. “I’ma give you one more chance to get back in my good graces.” He lowered the elastic waistband. “Show your man some love.”

Dutifully, Gianna dropped to her knees and took his thick erection inside her palm. It pained her to stretch her mouth open, but she stretched it wide to accommodate Bullet’s large size.

He scowled down at her and then smacked the top of her head. “Watch your grille. Don’t be scraping up and mangling my shit up with those sharp-ass teeth you got.”

She nodded and commenced to pleasing him. Performing oral sex on this man she hated was disgusting, but giving head was preferable to getting punched around or having an eye poked out.

Besides, she wouldn’t be held hostage much longer. Everyone on the bus knew her name. Surely one of those passengers would have the common decency to call the police.

As she pulled Bullet’s thick erection in and out of her mouth, she ignored her pained lips. It was only a matter of time before she was rescued. She imagined bloodhounds sniffing out the area and tracking her scent. She sucked passionately as she envisioned a SWAT team, equipped with specialized weapons, breaking down the front door and pointing assault rifles and machine guns at Bullet’s head.
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“It’s smelly in here.”

“It’s cool, man. Stop trippin’.”

“I don’t wanna be in no abandoned house. Why couldn’t you bring the ho out to my car?”

“She’s young and wild. I’m still training her.”

“Oh, yeah?” the male voice said, his interest piqued.

“Am I her first, uh, customer?”

“Yup, you ’bout to pop a sweet, young-ass cherry.”

“She’s a virgin?”

“Yeah, man. You ain’t gon’ get a better price than I’m giving you.”

Gianna moaned in distress as she listened to Bullet’s lies. The man named Jimmy had stolen her virginity and Bullet’s fuck and suck lessons had ensured that her vagina was no longer tight.

The SWAT team hadn’t arrived. From the bathroom, where she lay in the tub naked with her wrists tied to the faucet, she heard the sex transaction taking place. After her escape attempt, Bullet said it would be a snowy day in hell before he’d allow her the privilege of walking freely about.

She hoped that she wouldn’t be expected to demonstrate her oral skills. Her lips ached and felt bruised from working extra hard on her head game.

The bathroom door opened. Bullet entered with a short man who was pale, an obvious albino who reeked of liquor. Bullet gestured toward Gianna. “That’s Lollipop, man.” He glared at Gianna. “Show some manners. Say hi to my man, Whitey.”

“Hi, Whitey,” Gianna murmured.

“My name ain’t Whitey,” the albino muttered, offended.

“My bad, man. Look here, Lollipop is something special,” he said, beaming proudly, attempting to get the albino in a better mood. “She’s worth a lot more than forty dollars, man. But due to our surroundings and everything, I’m letting you have her cheap.”

The albino took in an eyeful of Gianna’s youthful nudity. “Why you got her all tied up like that?”

“That young ho got devious ways. She can’t be trusted. She be tryna get frisky all the time and I ain’t with that, so I keep that ass on lock. Y’ah mean?”

“I…I…don’t know. I think I changed my mind—”

“Fuck that. I’m not giving you no money back.” Bullet’s body language was confrontational, as though he was prepared to physically fight the albino over the forty dollars.

“I mean…I don’t know if I want to have regular sex with this girl.”

“You want something extra…you gotta come outta pocket,” Bullet said firmly.

Visibly excited and apparently willing to forgive being called “Whitey,” the man said excitedly, “Can I speak to you in private?”

Bullet and the drunken albino exited the bathroom.

Gianna couldn’t begin to imagine what the pasty-faced man wanted to do to her. The bathroom door burst open. The albino reentered the bathroom alone. Bound and helpless, all she could do was close her eyes.

Bullet hadn’t accompanied the albino man. Struck with an idea, Gianna’s eyes popped open. Perhaps she could talk him into helping her escape. She would explain that she’d lied about her age when she first met Bullet, pretending to be sixteen. If the albino knew her true age, maybe he’d have a heart and call her mother.

“I’m only fifteen,” she confessed. “And he lied to you. You’re not my first. He let a man named Jimmy have sex with me.” Expecting the albino to be outraged at Bullet’s deceit, Gianna waited for him to conspire against Bullet and help her escape.

“You’re still young and tender. I don’t mind being your second john.”

She tried another tactic. “Can you please untie me?” she whispered meekly, yanking on the two tightly tied bandanas that bound her to the rusty faucet.

“Lookin’ at you all tied up and everything is making me horny,” he said, turning a deaf ear to her plea.

Appalled, she watched him squeeze his crotch. “Mister, please. You have to help me. I’m just a kid.”

The albino’s tongue darted out, moistening his lips. “Well… you got plump titties.” His eyes wandered downward. “A hairy pussy. You look woman enough for me.”

“Listen, there’s a reward for anyone who rescues me and takes me home. My dad works on Wall Street. He’s loaded.” She didn’t know if her parents had offered a reward or not, but she assumed they were doing everything in their power to bring her back safe and sound.

“Hush up,” the albino said, raising his voice. “Getting my money’s worth off of you is all the reward I need.”

Panic rising, Gianna pulled at the restraints.

Lustfully, the albino gazed at her. “Mmm,” he grunted. “All that squirming you doing is sexy, lil’ mama. But you gotta hold still. I paid extra money for you to stay tied to that faucet.”

Quick as a flash, he opened his fly and held his opaque dick in his hand.

The head of his dick was as disturbingly alabaster white as his face.

“Yo’ pimp said you give good head,” he slurred.

“He’s not my pimp. My name is Gianna Strand. He kidnapped me from—”

With his legs pressed against the side of the tub, the pale man leaned in. He cut off Gianna’s protest, forcing his revolting white penis inside her mouth.
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It had started drizzling outside. The night air and raindrops felt good against her bruised skin. That small pleasure didn’t last long. Bullet shoved her into the backseat of the albino’s car.
 
“I’m not comfortable with this arrangement,” the albino said, starting the motor. “I gotta think twice before I get involved in this here smuggling ring you got going on.”

“This ain’t no smuggling ring. Lollipop is the only ho I got. She ran off from her peoples. They was abusing her. You know how that go.”

“Why you keep her tied up?”

“She frisky, man. After all the time and work I put in, I’d be crazy to give her too much freedom. I don’t want her running off with the first pimp who comes along and sweet-talks her panties off.” Bullet turned around and gave Gianna a cold look.

She dropped her eyes. Her panties were in Atlantic City in the hands of a hack named Jimmy.

The car swerved. Bullet gripped the dashboard and spat curse words. “You want me to drive, man?”

“No, I’m good.” Cautiously, the drunken albino slowed down.

“Aiight, so here’s what we gon’ do…You gon’ take Lollipop and me to a motel that’s close to a bar. After you get the room for us, I’ll make sure Lollipop gives you a free piece of ass.”

“I ain’t got that kind of time.” The albino picked up speed, slipping and sliding through the damp streets. “Another blow job is all I need.”

Another blow job! Gianna jerked her head toward the locked door. She gazed through the window, wishing she had the heart to punch out the glass and jump out.

“You can get with her at the motel tomorrow night,” Bullet pacified. “She’ll hook you up with something special. Tell him, Lollipop.” Once again, Bullet turned around and presented a threatening grimace.

“I’ll give you something special,” she repeated, deliberately using as few words as possible. It pained her to move her jawbone. Adding to her misery, there was an awful taste in her mouth. After the albino had finished with her, Bullet had held a sample-sized bottle of Scope to her lips, telling her that she needed to freshen up.

It would take much more than mouthwash to rinse away the acrid film that coated her tongue. Soap and water would not make her feel clean again. Gianna was already in counseling. Over the divorce. She was mature enough to realize that she was going to need years and years of therapy to heal from this ordeal.

Soon the drizzle of rain turned into a downpour. The drunk behind the wheel couldn’t control the car. The ride became jerky and perilous.

“Get yourself together, Whitey!”

“I told you not to call me that.”

“Yo, whatever your name is…I wanna get to the motel in one piece, y’ah mean?” Bullet grumbled.

Gianna didn’t flinch or make a sound. Engrossed in thoughts, her eyes were fixated on street signs. She was keeping track of the route they were taking, making sure she could give detailed information about her location when she got her hands on a cell phone.

As though he’d read her mind, Bullet turned around. “Why you so quiet?”

She shifted her gaze away from the window and gave him a guilty smile.

“What was you looking at?”

“Nothing. I was just daydreaming.”

“It’s nighttime,” Bullet said sneeringly. The albino laughed and briefly lost control of the car again.

“It’s just an expression,” Gianna explained.

“Whatchu looking out the window for? Why you so nosey?” She squirmed. “Curiosity, I guess.”

“Mind ya business. You know what they say about curiosity?” She nodded.

“What they say?”

“Curiosity killed the cat,” she muttered.

“Right. That’s enough sightseeing.” Bullet lifted up slightly and fished a hand inside his pocket. He pulled out the same bandana that he’d used to bind her hands.

Bullet didn’t have to give instructions. Gianna realized what he intended to do. Making it easy for him, she scooted forward, stretching out her neck, and allowing Bullet to blindfold her.

Inside the motel room, Bullet removed the blindfold. Gianna’s eyes had barely adjusted to the light before Bullet said, “Go ’head, man, get yourself a freebie.” He waved a hand toward Gianna.

Bullet clicked on the TV, and then stretched out on top of the bed. The albino signaled Gianna to follow him into the small bathroom. Desperate, she looked over her shoulder.

Bullet frowned. “Go on, bitch. Whatchu staring at me for?”

But she wasn’t looking at him; her eyes were scanning the dreary room, searching for a telephone, plotting on sending out a signal of distress. There was no phone inside the cheap motel room. The TV was the only amenity.

In a hurry, the albino didn’t take long. Less than five minutes later, clamping her head tightly between his pasty white hands, he groaned as he shot his load. Trying not to gag, she rushed over to the toilet, and spit out the milky fluid. If it were Bullet’s cum inside her mouth, she would have been forced to swallow. Bullet didn’t allow her to waste his seed. Grimacing, she flushed the toilet.
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