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      Manny's eyes were as big as silver dollars as he looked at Chino Genetti, holding a .45 in his face. “Please, no,” begged Manny. “Please don't kill me.”

      “Why would I let you live?” asked Chino.

      “I ain't so bad, man. I'm a good guy. Sure, I done killed a buncha motherfuckers and sold smack, but I'm a good guy, deep down.”

      Chino's phone went off. Chino looked at Manny, gun still in his face, and reached for the phone. “Hold on, I got a text,” he said. Chino looked at his phone, seeing the text was from Dobbs. It read: I'M AT GRILLBY'S. WHERE U AT?

      Chino looked at Manny. “Sorry. This'll just take a second.” Chino held up the phone, hit a button, and spoke into it. “Running late. I'm at work. Be there soon.” He stopped and looked at the phone, reading his message back. He looked at Manny, shaking his head.

      “Fuckin' speech to text,” he said. “You heard what I said, right? But speech to text thinks I said, 'Running laid. I'm a jerk.' You believe that?” He looked back down, continuing. “'Beater spoon.'” He looked at Manny. “'Beater spoon'? What does that even mean?” Looking into Manny's frightened eyes, he said, “I don't know why I use this feature. It takes me longer to fix the fuckin' message than it would to just type it. But I got fat fingers and I don't like to type.”

      Manny was looking at him crazy. “What the fuck, man?”

      Chino considered fixing the message but decided to wait. He stuck the phone back in his pocket.

      “What can I do to stop this?” asked Manny, frantic now. “I got money. You want money? I can pay.”

      “You wanna hear a joke?” Chino asked.

      “What?”

      “Knock knock.”

      Manny stared at him, trying to understand.

      Chino straightened the pistol, trying to intimidate him. “You say 'Who's there?' Let's try again.”

      Manny stared at him.

      “Knock knock.”

      “Okay. Who's there?”

      Chino squeezed the trigger, firing a round into Manny's face, dropping him. Standing there staring at the body, he considered messaging Dobbs. No, he would wait. He still had to do the thing with the ice picks.
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      Chino had just killed Manny, and now Dobbs was giving him shit about being a mediocre hitter. “Listen, white boy, you don't know how to kill a motherfucker properly.” Of course this was bullshit. Chino was the most feared hitter in the city, but he let him have his fun and tell his jokes. And that's what they were—jokes. Dobbs, a decade older than Chino, had been a hitter once, too. This was back before Cocoa had taken over. Dobbs had been a good, solid hitman. But he wasn't on Chino's level. It was the difference between a career .280 hitter and Ted Williams. They both played the game, and they both played well, but they weren't close to being the same.

      Since Dobbs had retired, he'd spent his days drinking, chasing tail, and talking shit. They joked around and gave each other hell—Dobbs calling him an amateur, and Chino making jokes about Dobbs being an old man. But Chino and Dobbs were best friends. In fact, Dobbs was the only person Chino considered a friend at all. He'd walked away from everyone else after his wife and kids had been killed.

      Scratch that. Chino had two friends—Dobbs, and Jack Daniels.

      Chino knew Dobbs cared and that their relationship ran deeper than jokes because Dobbs incessantly griped about his alcoholism. “That shit's gonna kill you faster than bitches or bullets,” he always said. It wasn't like Chino didn't know; he just didn't care. Since he'd lost Aliesha, Tyrese, and Kailee, he'd lost his will to live. Now he functioned on autopilot. He was alive, but that was a technicality. That was what the world saw—a living, breathing human. But the reality was, Chino was as dead as his family.

      Chino drank. And when he drank, he drank beyond excess. He didn't know if it would be the whiskey or a bullet that would inevitably kill him, but he was ready either way.

      Dobbs was still talking shit. “You're a terrible hitter, Cheen.”

      “You think I'm a shitty hitman? Take it up with my mentor. I learned it from him, so he musta been shitty, too.”

      “Nah. I hear Dobbs was a world-class hitter back in the day.”

      “Oh, do you? This 'back in the day', when was this? Before TV? Back when there were dinosaurs and shit?”

      “You sayin' I'm old, motherfucker?”

      “I'm sayin' your ass was there when they invented dirt.”

      “You think you're funny, but you ain't. That's why you never made it as a comic.”

      This was another thing Dobbs gave him hell for. When Chino had been in his early twenties, he'd worked as a stand-up comic. But he'd failed, as most comics do. Once, when he'd performed at The Comedy Cellar, Colin Quinn told him, “Ninety-six percent of comics fail. Think about that. If you went in for a surgery and the doctor told you ninety-six percent of the patients who had that surgery died, you wouldn't go through with it.” And Chino ultimately became part of the ninety-six percent. He hadn't been the best comic, but he wasn't a bad one either. Just mediocre. He'd had his share of nights when the crowd laughed at every joke, just as he'd had plenty of nights when he'd been booed and heckled.

      Chino was never ashamed of failing though. Because of his failure, he'd then found the one thing he was genuinely good at—killing people. This wasn't the kind of thing he could put on his resume' or brag about, but he didn't need to. When you were as good a hitter as Chino was, people knew. Chino was afforded a level of respect in the crime world that very few people got, and he'd earned it. He'd paid his dues and he'd done his job well. You want proof? Just ask any of the sixty-four people Chino had put in the ground. Except you can't, cause they're all dead.

      Chino had first gone to work for Cocoa back in 1998, when he was twenty-five. He'd already worked as a knockaround guy for Sonny Debrezio and had made a name for himself as a standup guy. Then he'd started training under Dobbs to become a hitter. After Sonny Debrezio died and Cocoa took over, she reached out to Dobbs to come work for her. Dobbs did for a bit, but he ultimately stepped down. Chino then went to work in his place. Nobody had been all that sure about him at first. He was new and fresh-faced, and his cocky attitude made people skeptical. But that skepticism soon subsided after Chino had his first ten or twelve notches on his belt.

      Chino had always had a solid relationship with Cocoa. They respected one another, and truth be told, Chino had always found her extremely attractive for an older woman. But now, Chino being forty-six himself, he realized she hadn't been all that old. She was eleven years older than he was, making her fifty-seven now, and she was still as fine a woman as God had ever made. But she was attractive like a siren. She was drop-dead gorgeous, yes, but ten times as dangerous. In her two decades as boss, she had proven time and time again that she was more than willing to kill anyone who crossed her. And this was good for Chino, as it had given him steady work.

      Chino and Cocoa had slept together once, back in the beginning. She'd entertained him at her place, and they'd had a few drinks. This was before he'd married Aliesha, but they had been dating. Chino had never been particularly proud of this. Mostly because he'd cheated on Aliesha, but also because he could have ruined his career and ended his life by doing so. But both Chino and Cocoa had a good time that night, and neither of them ever spoke of it again. Cocoa would sometimes flirt with him, but Chino had learned over the years that she flirted with lots of guys.

      Today's mark, Chino's sixty-fourth, had been a Puerto Rican drug dealer named Manny Dominguez. Manny, like a lot of young bucks with newfound money and power, had gotten cocky and overstepped his boundaries. Cocoa had overlooked these faux pas for a while, until Manny blatantly disrespected her, calling her a black bitch. Cocoa then sent Chino to pay him a visit.

      “Tell me about Manny Dominguez,” said Dobbs.

      “You mean the late Manny Dominguez.”

      Dobbs chuckled. “That's the one. Tell me about 'im.”

      “Not much to say, really. I went over to his place, gaudy-ass apartment with pink neon lights on the walls…”

      “Puerto Ricans love that gaudy shit.”

      “Fuckin' guy had Elvis all over the place. Posters and gold records, you know. He had Elvis plates on the walls and Elvis statues on the tables. Elvis shit everywhere. It looked like Graceland had gone over there and thrown up all over the place.”

      “Lots of Elvis.”

      “Man, this dude had more Elvis shit in his apartment than the whole city of Memphis got. I bet Manny had more pictures of Elvis than Elvis' mama had.”

      “I ain't never seen a Puerto Rican loved Elvis.”

      “Well, now Manny can meet the motherfucker face-to-face.”

      Dobbs burst into laughter. “Maybe I was wrong. Maybe you are funny.”

      “Of course I'm funny, jackass.”

      Chino took a drink, and Dobbs looked at him, serious now. “How's the job?”

      Chino shrugged. “The job is the job. It don't change.”

      “How about Cocoa? Things good with her?”

      “I can't complain.”

      “Wouldn't nobody listen anyway.”

      “She treats me good, but I'm gettin' tired.”

      “Of the life?”

      Chino nodded. “You know how it is. Shit gets old.”

      “That's why I quit.”

      “I feel like I do the same thing every day. It's like I'm trapped in Groundhog Day, only instead of Bill Murray savin' people, my ass is killin' 'em.”

      “But you get paid well for that shit.”

      “That didn't stop you from leavin'.”

      “That's true. But I didn't make as much money as you.”

      “Would it have changed your mind if you had?”

      “Nah.”

      “You miss it though,” said Chino. “I see it on your face and I hear it in your voice. That's why you ask me about it.”

      “You don't know shit.”

      “You know I'm right, old man.”

      “I miss it a little, I guess. But I don't miss getting' my ass shot at, and I don't miss dealin' with asshole bosses.”

      “Sonny Debrezio was a piece of work.”

      “All of 'em. You really think Cocoa is different? 'Cause I got news for ya, Cheen. She ain't. At the end of the day, all them motherfuckers are the same. They're all out for numero uno. Every single one. It's all about the Benjamins. If it don't make dollars, it don't make sense. You stay around long enough, her need for you is gonna run out. Then where you gonna be?”

      Chino took a drink and looked at him. “I dunno.”

      “At the bottom of the Hudson. That's where.”

      Chino saw the truth in Dobbs' words. The crime world was the best job there was when things were good, but it rarely ended well. You usually ended up dead or in prison. Chino didn't care about dying, but he didn't wanna go to prison.

      “You gonna retire?” asked Dobbs.

      “It's just somethin' I'm kickin' around.”

      “But you're considerin' it.”

      “Yeah, but I don't know what I would do if I wasn't killin'.”

      “Your ass would drink.”

      “I already do that.”

      “You're damn right you do. You're drinkin' yourself into the ground. But if you quit, you'll drink more, and you'll get there faster.”

      “So what exactly are you tellin' me? You're tellin' me to quit or I'll die, but then you say if I quit I'll die faster. So what are you saying?”

      Dobbs turned his head, considering it. Then he turned back, looking at him. “The hell if I know. I always been full of shit. You know that.”

      “I never met a motherfucker was more fulla shit.”

      “How about Jimmy Cap? You remember him? That was a motherfucker fulla shit all day long.”

      “He was,” said Chino, nodding. “But guess what? You got him beat. You're the king of bein' fulla shit.”

      “That's prob'ly right.”

      “I'm always right.”

      “Motherfucker, you ain't never right. Even a stopped clock is right twice a day, but not you. But if you wanna think you're right, you go ahead and think it. It'll just be one more thing you're wrong about.”
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      It was just after nine, and Chino had already hit the snooze button a half dozen times before Domino called. Chino grabbed the phone and looked at it through slitted eyes. “Christ,” he muttered. Had it been literally anyone else, he would have ignored it and gone back to sleep. But he couldn't skip this call. Domino was Cocoa's right-hand man, and when the boss calls, you answer.

      “Yeah?”

      “Cocoa wants you to come in.”

      This was unexpected since he'd just killed Manny the night before. His jobs were usually spaced out weeks or months apart. “She got a job for me?”

      “Well, she ain't inviting you over to watch Kubrick movies.”

      “I'm shocked, Dom.”

      “'Bout what?”

      “I wouldn'ta guessed you were a Kubrick guy.”

      “Why's that?”

      “I figured you were too stupid for highbrow stuff. I woulda pegged you as a Michael Bay guy.”

      Chino grinned, waiting to hear Domino tell him to go fuck himself. But Domino just hung up. The dumb bastard was learning.

      Chino climbed out of bed, completely naked, and strolled through the house. He fixed himself a drink and took his vitamins. Then he switched on the stereo and played some Biggie as he took a shower, shaved, and got dressed. He was ready to go a half hour after speaking to Dom. He took one last drink, locked up, and left.

      Traffic was light, and it took him twenty minutes to get to Cocoa's place in Brooklyn Heights. He parked the Beamer and walked towards the two guards standing outside. He knew them both, Eddie and Dink, and nodded as he strolled past into the building. He took the elevator up to the penthouse. When he got off, he was met by Cocoa's bodyguard, Dameon. Chino liked Dameon but didn't know him well. He believed they respected one another but couldn't be sure. Maybe all the admiration was on his end. Dameon had once been a fullback for the Buccaneers but had ended his career after a string of injuries. The guy was younger than Chino, probably about thirty-two, and he was solid muscle.

      “What's up, my dude?” asked Dameon.

      “Not a fuckin' thing.”

      Dameon nodded and knocked on the door. Chino watched as the peephole darkened. A moment later, the door opened and Dameon stepped aside. Chino strode in and was met by punk-ass Domino. Domino was a big sumo-looking Puerto Rican with a bad attitude and an IQ too low for a midget to limbo under. The guy had worked for Cocoa for a few years, and Chino never understood why she employed him. There were some guys Chino could take one look at and know with certainty he could take in a fight. Domino was one of those. Chino hated the fucker, even though he couldn't pinpoint why, and the feeling was mutual. They were in a perpetual pissing match, sneering and grinning at one other, exchanging snide remarks. Cocoa rarely said anything, and Chino thought it was either because it amused her or because Domino annoyed her, too, and she liked seeing somebody giving him a hard time.

      “I got a question, Dom,” Chino said. “Which do you do more, eat cheeseburgers or lift weights?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It means you look like you do too much of both. You look like you could bench press a Cadillac, but you also look like you just ate one.”

      Domino stood there trying to look tough. “And you ain't shit.”

      “Yeah?” asked Chino. “If you and me got in a fight, we both know how it would end. I'll give you a spoiler, kid—you'd be on the floor pickin' up your goddamn teeth.”

      Domino grinned. “You think so?”

      “I know so. There are some things in life that you can't dispute. Water is wet, the sun is bright, and you're a sorry sack of shit.”

      Domino tried to buck up, getting in Chino's face. They were nose to nose now, and Chino didn't back down.

      “Why don't you say that to my face?”

      “Why don't you suck my dick?”

      Domino just stood there, looking dumb. He'd painted himself into a corner and he knew it. Chino had called his bluff, and Domino couldn't do a thing about it. Chino knew Domino would tell himself he didn't do anything because Cocoa wouldn't allow it, but they both knew that was bullshit.

      Chino doubled down. “Fix me a drink, bitch.”

      Domino was seething. He was trying to figure out what to do when Cocoa, sitting on the couch behind, said, “Do what Chino says and get him a drink.”

      Chino smirked. “Whiskey. Rocks.”

      Domino stalked away, a scowl plastered on his face. Chino looked up at Cocoa, sitting there looking sexy as hell. The woman never aged, and if she did, it was like a fine wine. She was sprawled out, wearing a skimpy black skirt, with her long, taut legs fully extended. Chino tried not to stare at them, although he wanted to; especially those pretty feet with the painted toenails and toe rings.

      He looked at her, keeping his eyes locked on hers. “What's up?”

      She smiled a seductive smile, but then she always smiled seductively. Everything she did was seductive. She was the type of woman that could get a motherfucker in trouble real quick, and Chino constantly reminded himself to steer clear of her traps. One wrong move, and he could end up lying next to Manny in a hole somewhere. She motioned towards a chair. “Have a seat.”

      He nodded and sat down.

      “You lookin' good, Chino.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Everything go okay last night?”

      “Motherfucker's dead. Not much else to say.”

      “And you did what I asked? Stuck ice picks in both his eyes?”

      “Plus put a bullet in his face.”

      “Get much resistance?”

      “I had to kill a few guys. Nothin' serious.”

      “I wouldn't think so.”

      He smiled. “I should charge extra for goons and lackeys.”

      “What would be fair, about a dollar apiece?”

      “That's too much. These nickel and dime motherfuckers ain't worth half that.”

      “You're a good hitter, Chino. Nobody can say otherwise.” She looked towards the kitchen, where Domino had disappeared. “I don't think Domino cares for you.”

      Chino smirked. “You don't say.”

      “Why you always fuckin' with him, Chino? He's not that bad.”

      Chino gave her a sarcastic look. “Guy looks like he went to Sizzler and wiped out the whole buffet. And he's got the intelligence of a retarded infant. And his demeanor…”

      She stopped him. “He's my consigliere.”

      “Sorry. Just stating facts we both know.”

      She nodded and grinned. “You're funny, Chino.” She looked back towards the kitchen, seeing Domino reemerge. She leaned towards Chino and whispered, “I wouldn't drink that if I was you.”

      Chino smiled, turning towards Domino. Domino handed him the glass.

      “You spit in this?” asked Chino.

      Domino shrugged. “Maybe worse.”

      Chino looked him in his eyes. “You didn't.”

      “You don't think?”

      “No. Because I scare you, and you don't want me to hurt you.”

      Domino started to respond, but Chino turned back towards Cocoa, ignoring him. She looked at Domino, waving him away. Domino frowned and sulked his way to the corner.

      Chino sat there staring at his drink.

      Cocoa chuckled. “You gonna drink it?”

      “Fuck no. Dumb motherfucker probably jerked off in it.”

      She laughed. “Nobody makes me laugh like you, Chino.”

      He sat the drink on the glass table beside him. “Aside from makin' you laugh, why am I here?”

      “I got another job.”

      “That's quick.”

      “I got a bitch needs clipped.”

      “A bitch? As in a woman?” He turned back towards Domino. “Or you mean a man-bitch like him?”

      Cocoa didn't smile. “It's a woman.”

      “No offense, but you know my rule—no women.”

      “Maybe you got too many rules.”

      “I only got one, and it's not new.”

      Cocoa looked at him, still smiling, but somehow menacingly serious. “Haven't I always done right by you, Chino?”

      “I'm not saying—”

      “Answer the question. Haven't I?”

      He nodded.

      “Then do me this solid and I'll never ask again.”

      Chino sat there, flustered. He didn't wanna do this. He believed if he did it once, he'd be expected to do it again. He hated that she put him in this position. He'd always felt close to her and had always sought to please her. It was more than just attraction. There was something about her; something he couldn't define. And she had, as she'd said, treated him well.

      “Who is it?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Humor me.”

      “No one important,” she said. “Just a regular ol' bitch. Nightclub singer. Probably wants to be Rhianna.”

      “Why her?”

      “She's not the problem,” said Cocoa. “It's her dipshit daddy.”

      “Who's her daddy?”

      “It don't matter, Chino. I need to teach him a lesson.”

      “By capping his kid?”

      She nodded. “If that don't teach him, nothin' will. Let's get to it. You gonna do it?”

      Chino sat there thinking, disappointed with himself because he knew he was gonna say yes. He nodded. “Just this once.”

      “Good. You do this for me and I'll make it up to you.” She said it in a seductive way, maybe hinting she'd sleep with him if he did the thing. She gave him a hard-on for sure, but he would never screw her again.

      Cocoa turned towards Domino. “Get the file.”

      Domino nodded and disappeared into the next room. While he was gone, Cocoa made small talk. “How's the killin' game?”

      “Same old same. Pays the bills.”

      Cocoa smiled, taking a drink from a mug that said WORLD'S BEST BOSS. Domino returned with a folder, making a point of giving him the stink eye as he handed it to him. “How quickly you need this done?” asked Chino.

      “I'd like her in the ground by the end of the week.”
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      Chino still hadn't opened the folder when he went to the bar that afternoon. He made his way through the smoky establishment. Smoking in bars had been illegal for years, but Grillby's had a strict “who gives a fuck?” policy. Chino approached the bar, glancing over at Dobbs sitting in the corner. When the bartender, Arno, came over, he said, “The normal?” Chino nodded. As Arno prepared his drink, he said, “How's the weather in your world?” Chino shrugged. “Dark and rainy, as usual.” Arno chuckled and said, “Ain't that the fuckin' truth?” He gave him his drink and Chino took it, making his way over to Dobbs.

      There was some bluesy guitar number on the jukebox that Chino didn't know. He sat down beside Dobbs who was reading the Post.

      “What's news?”

      Dobbs looked up. “Nothin' good ever. I don't even know why I bother readin' the shit. Life is depressing enough without goin' and findin' more shit to depress me. How 'bout you?”

      “Busy day already. Got called in to see the woman.”

      “Cocoa?”

      Chino gave him a sarcastic look. “Nah. Michelle Obama.”

      “I thought maybe you'd gone and found you a woman.”

      Chino chuckled. “Those days are over for me, pal.”

      “Not for me.”

      Chino took a drink, looking over the edge of his glass.

      Dobbs said, “I picked up a woman last night was hot as a firecracker. Pretty face, pretty ass, the whole nine.”

      “You get laid?”

      “Nah, man, we made a connection. Sometimes you ain't gotta have sex for it to be good.”

      “Wouldn't give it up, huh?”

      Dobbs shrugged. “Nah, but we goin' out again tomorrow.”

      “She's into you then?”

      “Man,” said Dobbs. “All of 'em are into me. You know that. You've met me.”

      “I have. That's why I was shocked.”

      Dobbs looked at him sideways. “What the hell you know? I been knockin' boots since before you was born.”

      “Your ass was ten when I was born.”

      “What can I say? I got an early start.”

      Chino stared at him. “You got started at ten?”

      “Sure.”

      “With who?”

      “You betta ask ya mama 'bout that, son.”

      They both chuckled.

      “What did Cocoa want?” asked Dobbs.

      “Another job.”

      “Damn. You just popped Manny yesterday, and you already got more work? No rest for the wicked, huh?”

      “Job security. As long as the bodies keep fallin', the money keeps stackin'. So I'm good.”

      “True,” said Dobbs, nodding. “Who you got this time?”

      “I didn't want this one.”

      “What makes it different?”

      “It's a woman.”

      Dobbs looked him in the eyes. “Why's that a big thing? I killed a couple. Wasn't nothin' personal. Part of the job.”

      “You didn't feel bad about it?”

      “No worse than I did cappin' anybody else. Shit wasn't fun with anybody. But at the end of the day, it was the same. It wasn't like I knew 'em. I just showed up, did my thing, went home and watched the Knicks.”

      “I said I'd never do it,” said Chino.

      “But you gonna do it now?”

      “Yeah, but I told her I wasn't gonna do anymore.”

      Dobbs looked startled. “Anymore jobs?”

      “No. No more women. But I don't really wanna do many more jobs either. Like I said, I'm tired of this. I'm ready for somethin' different.”

      “You got any money saved? It ain't like you can go back to doin' comedy. If you wasn't funny when you was twenty-two, your ass ain't gonna be funnier at forty-five.”

      “Forty-six,” Chino corrected.

      “You say that like there's a difference.”

      “That's true. Everything after forty is the same.”

      “Just wait till your ass turns fifty. Then you'll think forty was young.”

      “Forty ain't young. Forty is old. It's just that fifty is older.”

      “You know what they say.”

      “What's that?”

      “Fifty is the new thirty.”

      Chino laughed. “That's bullshit. They say everything is the new somethin', no matter how old you are. Eighty is the new sixty. 'Cept it ain't. You know why? Because you might convince yourself you're younger, and you might even convince other people, but you can't convince God. He's still gonna know, and when he's ready for your ass, he's comin' no matter what. You try tellin' him that shit. 'Eighty is the new sixty.' He'll look at you like 'man, please. You're comin' with me, you old bastard.'”

      Dobbs laughed. “Maybe you're funnier than I give you credit for.” They both laughed and Dobbs added, “But only marginally funnier. Like, you're funnier than I thought you were, but you still ain't funny.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I wouldn't want you gettin' a swollen head. You got a fat-ass head to begin with.”

      “What would I do without you, Dobbs?”

      “You'd be a sad, lonely motherfucker, I'll tell you that.”

      “Nah. I'd be alright.”

      “But really, you got any money saved back?”

      “Not much. I got some, but not enough to last.”

      “Then I guess you best keep workin'.”

      Chino nodded. “I guess so.”

      “You know what your problem is, Cheen?”

      “No, but I'm sure you're gonna tell me.”

      “The problem is, you think it's sexist to kill a woman. But I'm callin' bullshit on that. It ain't sexist at all. In fact, it's the opposite. Women wanna be treated like equals, so bustin' a cap in a broad is the same as bustin' a cap in anybody else. Ain't no difference at all 'cept she ain't got no dick. Besides, if Cocoa wants her dead, she probably did somethin' to deserve it.”

      “Therein lies the problem.”

      “There's a problem?”

      “Cocoa says she didn't do anything.”

      Dobbs looked surprised. “So what's up?”

      “Apparently this is about her daddy. Cocoa wants to teach him a lesson.”

      Dobbs nodded. “One of them deals. Okay. But you know, it ain't none of your business, Cheen. This is what you do—you kill people. Like in the Marines, 'we kill 'em and let God sort 'em out.'”

      “I suppose you're right.”

      

      That night when Chino got home, he put Tribe Called Quest on the turntable and sat in his recliner to have a drink. He picked up the folder. He opened it and saw a one-page file and two black-and-white photos.

      The mark's name was Ericka Green. It listed her name, age (she was forty), and address. There was a brief two paragraph bio saying she sang on weekends at a club called Henry's in the Bronx. It also listed a couple of her friends and family members.

      Then he turned to the photos. The moment he saw Ericka Green, he felt an immediate reaction. It wasn't a physical one, really, so much as it was an emotional one. The light-skinned black woman was pretty—more than pretty, gorgeous really—but in a normal, everyday kind of way. She wasn't the lead actress in the movie, but more like the lead actress' best friend. She was attractive—right in Chino's wheelhouse—but she wasn't gonna be offered a truckload of money to do some big modeling gig. But there was something about her. Something unmistakable. Je Ne Sais Quoi.

      The photos made him feel something in his heart and soul. It wasn't a sexual thing. It was more of a yearning to meet her. To be around her. To know her. He'd heard people say love at first sight didn't exist, but he knew otherwise. When he'd first met Aliesha, he'd taken one look at her and he'd known instantly.

      Chino felt sad for Ericka Green. But even more, he felt bad for himself. But no matter how you sliced it, she had to die.
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      Henry's Place was a cool club, the kind of place Chino would have enjoyed twenty years earlier. Back when he actually enjoyed going places and seeing people he wasn't paid to kill. It was a nice, smoky dive bar (was anyone paying attention to the no smoking law these days?), dark and filled with ambiance. It was a Friday night, and it was fairly full. Most of the crowd was black, but there were some white folks here too, a mixture of bohemian hippie wannabes and bearded, cooler-than-thou hipsters. The place had a relaxed atmosphere. It was still early, just after seven, and there wasn't a band playing. There were drums onstage and a piano to the left, but no one to man them. There was just some kind of laid back jazz fusion stuff that Chino liked but didn't know, playing over the speakers.

      Chino ordered a drink and then found a seat near the back. As he sat, he watched the crowd, speaking to one another, oblivious to him. Maybe it was creepy, but Chino enjoyed people-watching and had developed a rather keen ability to read people, even at a distant, passing glance. For instance, there was a couple at the next table, a laid back black guy, probably upper twenties with a younger, hyperactive blonde chick. Their appearances—attitude, clothing, energy—didn't seem to match at all, and Chino figured they wouldn't last.

      Chino's eyes scanned the crowd, falling on the pervy-looking older dude who looked out of place. The guy was dressed like the straightest-laced, most boring fucker ever, and he was at least a decade older than the second oldest person here. Chino wasn't young, but he was probably three decades younger than this guy. Looking at him, Chino concluded this was a guy who banged hookers. Probably super young ones. But this was New York City, and it was filled with a wide variety of weirdos, each with their own crazy fashion and fetish.

      He spotted a ridiculously-attractive black woman standing by the bar. She hadn't been there when he'd come in. Staring at her, standing there in her slinky black dress, he recognized her. It was Ericka Green. His eyes locked on her from across the room, Chino was even more convinced he could love her. But could she love him? That was the $64,000 question, wasn't it? Not that it mattered since she was gonna die. He wasn't here to kill her tonight, but eventually he would. He could do it tonight, sure, but he wanted to check out her act, see what she was all about.

      He didn't know why he was waiting. At least that's what he told himself. But deep down, he knew the reason but refused to acknowledge it. After all, he was Chino Genetti, the most feared contract killer on the East Coast. He was far too professional to allow personal feelings to cloud his judgment.

      And yet here he was, watching her, waiting for her to go onstage. Sparing her life. If this wasn't his judgment being clouded, then what was? The thought was present in his mind, as impossible to miss as an elephant in the room, but he tamped it down, trying his damnedest to avoid it. No, he would just drink his drinks and listen to her sing. That would be it.

      He thought of Aliesha. He thought of the kids, too, but mostly he thought of Aliesha. Because of Ericka Green. It wasn't even Ericka Green so much as what she represented. Because looking at her, he concluded that he was still capable of love. He had given up hope of ever being in love again, but now he knew it was possible. It wouldn't be Ericka Green, but it could be someone.

      He took a drink and told himself not to overthink things. But looking at Ericka Green, there was no need to overthink. He could see everything he'd ever loved and appreciated in a woman. It went beyond her appearance, although that resonated, as well. He couldn't have put a finger on it if pressed, but he knew—or at least believed he did—that she was special; that she was the kind of woman he could love and adore. It was like she had an aura radiating from her that told him she was everything he believed a woman should be. But again, none of this mattered. She would be dead soon.

      After watching her standing at the bar talking with people for a good half hour, an emcee finally stepped onstage. He was a nicely-dressed black man who was roughly Chino's age. “I wanna welcome everybody back tonight,” the man said. “I hope you're all havin' a good time.” He looked off the stage towards a man sitting near the front. “How about you, my man?” The man responded, but Chino couldn't hear the response. “Great,” said the emcee. “I'm happy to hear that, brother.” He then looked back out at the rest of the crowd. “As you guys know, we've got a special performer with us tonight. But she's here a lot. She's the reason most of you came out tonight.” He smiled a big grin, looking over at Ericka, who was stepping onstage. “I know she's the reason I came here tonight.”. There were chuckles around the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, give a warm round of applause for our own Miss Ericka Green.”

      The room clapped heartily and Ericka took the mic. The emcee walked off the stage. Ericka looked up, Light caught her eyes, and there was a glint. A beautiful, perfect glint. Chino felt a chill run down his spine, and he was sure he felt his heart fluttering the same flutter it had when he'd met Aliesha.

      “Hello everybody,” she said, her voice sweet and silky. “How you guys feelin' tonight? My name is Ericka Green. Tonight I'd like to sing you a few songs, if that's okay with you.” She smiled a gorgeous, perfect smile, and some guy to Chino's left whistled. She looked in the man's direction, saying, “You're so sweet. I want to start tonight with a classic. Do you guys know Nat King Cole?” There were claps around the room, and Chino wondered how many of these people were actually familiar with Nat King Cole. “This is a song he made famous,” she said. She looked to her left, looking at a Hispanic woman now sitting at the piano. The woman started to play softly.

      “Normally this song is done with strings,” said Ericka. “But tonight we're gonna do it with just my friend Nicole on piano. I hope you like it.” And then she started her rendition of “When I Fall in Love.”

      It was at this moment Chino himself fell head over heels in love.
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      After Ericka had sung seven or eight songs, she wrapped up her set and thanked everyone for coming out. The emcee returned and asked everyone to give her a big round of applause. Chino's eyes were glued to Ericka, stepping offstage. She made her way through the crowd, saying thank yous to the compliments she received. Chino watched her go to the bar.

      He stood. He had to know. No matter what, he needed to know if they shared a connection. He strode towards the bar, sliding in beside her. Ericka ordered a glass of Patron. Chino spoke up, “Put that on my tab.” Both Ericka and the bartender, a thirty-something black guy, turned to look at him. Chino was trying to look cool, not looking at her.

      “You got a tab?” asked the bartender.

      Chino handed him his platinum card. “Make it so, number one.” The bartender looked at the card and shrugged. “I'll have a whiskey, rocks,” said Chino. The bartender nodded and went off to prepare the drinks.

      Chino turned towards Ericka now, raising his left eyebrow in that way women always liked. He grinned. He held his hand out. “Nice to meet you. I'm Chino.”

      She smiled awkwardly. He could tell she was unsure, but she shook his hand. “Chino, huh? Where'd you get a fancy five dollar name like that?”

      “My pops was a Charles Bronson fan.”

      “I don't know who that is.”

      “Who? Charles Bronson or my pops?”

      She smirked a smirk that said he was corny.

      “Charles Bronson was an actor,” he said. “Chino was a movie he was in that came out the year I was born.”

      “I'm named after somebody famous, too.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Ericka Huggins. I'll bet you don't know who that is.”

      “This might surprise you, but I do. Ericka Huggins was a Black Panther. Got arrested along with Bobby Seale.”

      She lit up. “I'm shocked.”

      “You didn't think a white guy would know about that?”

      “These days, half the black folks don't know that.”

      He started to speak, but the bartender came back. Chino and Ericka both smiled and took their glasses.

      “So what, Charlie Bronson?” she asked. “What do you want?”

      “I just wanted to meet you.”

      “What's so great about me?”

      He didn't know what to say, so he blurted out, “Everything.” Ericka looked startled, and he felt embarrassed. “Not that I know you,” he said, backpedaling. “You just seem…” He wanted to say perfect, but instead said “really cool.”

      She smiled. “You know what, Charlie? I am cool.”

      “You wanna sit down and finish this conversation?”

      She gave him a strange look, but relented, her features loosening. “You payin' for the drinks?”

      He nodded, grinning. “All the drinks you want.”

      She looked at him suspiciously. “You tryin' to get me drunk, Charlie? Are you gonna take advantage of me?”

      “I just wanna get to know you.”

      She shrugged, looking radiant as she did. He saw that gleam in her eyes again. That gorgeous, heart-melting gleam that lit up already beautiful eyes. “I got nothin' else goin' on. Where you wanna sit?”

      Chino turned and looked. He saw an empty table right smack dab in the middle of the crowded room. He hated crowds and usually avoided such placement, but right now he didn't care. All he could see was her. “How about that one?”

      She nodded and they moved to the table, sitting next to one another.

      “What do you do?” she asked.

      “I'm a mechanic.”

      “That pay well?”

      He shrugged. “I eat.”

      She took another drink. Chino asked, “What do you do?”

      She gave him a look like he was stupid. She nodded towards the stage. “What do you think this is?”

      “This is cool, and you're good at it, but this don't pay bills. Maybe one day, but not today.”

      “Why you think that?”

      “I used to do standup,” he said. “I worked the clubs.”

      She lit up. “No shit?”

      “No shit.”

      She looked at him, sizing him up. “You don't look like a comic.”

      “What does a comic look like?”

      She thought about it. “I don't know. The only comics I've ever seen were black comics. I don't really go to comedy clubs.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      She deflected him, saying, “Maybe.”

      “Tell me something,” he said.

      She looked him in his eyes. “What?”

      “You said I don't look like a comic. What do I look like?”

      She smirked. “You look like a cop.”

      He frowned. “That's fucked up. Why I gotta be a cop?”

      She laughed hysterically. “You're not a cop?”

      “Trust me, girl, I am not a cop. Call me anything. I mean it. Call me a motherfucker, an asshole, a peckerwood white boy. Anything. But not that. Not a fuckin' cop.”

      “You don't like cops?”

      “I fuckin' hate 'em.”

      “My cousin Sharice is a cop.”

      He didn't know what to say. Then, thankfully, she said, “I never did like that bitch. When we was kids, she was always tellin' on everybody. No wonder she became a cop.”

      Chino chuckled.

      She asked, “I know why I don't like cops. I don't like 'em because I'm black. But why don't you like 'em?”

      “For the same reasons you don't. The way they treat black people is awful. Everything from that 'stop and frisk' bullshit to that cop shooting Orlando Castille in front of his daughter. And the cop got off.”

      “They always get off.” She looked at him, studying him. “What's with your ear?” she asked. “Why's it look like that?”

      Chino hated this question and had spent most of his life trying to forget he was missing half an ear.

      “Oh, that,” he said. “I got in a fight with a motherfucker when I was a nineteen. We got into it and got to wrestlin' around on the ground. I was really givin' it to him, punchin' him over and over in the ribs.”

      “Then what?”

      “Motherfucker bit off part of my ear.”

      “Like Mike Tyson,” she said.

      Chino nodded. “Fuck Mike.”

      “So what happened to the guy?

      “The cops showed up and everybody scattered. He got away, and I never saw the motherfucker again.”

      “I'll bet you think about him a lot.”

      “Every goddamn day.”

      “What was the fight about, anyway?”

      “Funny thing is, that fight changed my life, but I don't even remember what it was about. We were playin' basketball. Probably somethin' somebody said.”

      “Was it you?”

      “Probably.” Chino grinned. “But I didn't deserve this.”

      “I think it's kinda cute, Charlie Bronson.”

      “I was thinkin'.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I was wonderin' if I could be somethin' else? You know, instead of a cop.”

      She grinned. “What do you wanna be?”

      “Literally anything else.”

      “Okay,” she said, grinning. “I know what you can be.”

      “What?”

      “A country singer. You can play the banjo and all that shit.”

      He stared at her, watching her giggle.

      “Now you're just fuckin' with me,” he said. “You're intentionally naming every fucked up white guy occupation there is.”

      “I'm sorry, Chino,” she said, calling him by his actual name this time. “I was just playin'.”

      He grinned. “I'm not offended.”

      “That's good.”

      “Why's that?”

      She smiled a great big smile, holding up her glass. “So you can order me another drink.”

      Chino grinned. He finished his and stood up. He went to the bar, got fresh drinks, and returned. He handed her the Patron.

      “You seem like a nice guy,” she said.

      “There's a reason for that.”

      “Yeah?”

      “It's because I am.”

      “Every guy says that. I'll bet Harvey Weinstein says that.” She paused. “I don't know if you know this, but men lie.”

      “That's news to me.”

      “How 'bout you? Do you lie?”

      “Sure, I lie. Just not about this.”

      “Then what do you lie about?”

      “I lie about lots of things.”

      “Tell me about your lies.”

      “I went to the movies the other day and the kid at the register asked me if I was a veteran.”

      “So you lied?”

      “I became an ex-Marine and saved myself two bucks.”

      “But you're not lyin' about this?”

      “I'm not.”

      “Look, Chino, I like you. I really do. But I don't really…” She paused, and Chino prepared himself for a letdown. “I don't date white guys. I mean, I think you're cute and all.”

      “And funny,” he said.

      “And funny. But I don't… I never dated a white guy before.”

      “You don't like white people?”

      “Not always, no. I got nothin' against 'em, but most of them got somethin' against me. When you've lived your whole life with white people callin' you names and followin' you around the store, afraid you're gonna steal somethin', you develop a distrust. But it's not all white people. I mean, I got a girlfriend who's white.”

      “Ah,” Chino said. “The old 'I've got a friend who's your color so I'm not racist' bit.”

      She frowned. “I read people pretty well. I like you. I've known you for a total of twenty minutes, but I dig you.”

      “But you won't date me?”

      She looked him in his eyes, deathly serious. “If I dated a white guy, my parents would kill me, Chino. They were very militant, very pro-black. They raised me that way. I try to see the best in people, and I like you a lot, but my parents would have a heart attack.” She paused. “Correction. They would kill me first, and then they'd have a heart attack.”

      “Maybe they'll like me.”

      “You don't know my daddy. I assure you he would not.”

      Chino sighed. He tried to lighten the mood. “Who said I was gonna ask you out anyway?”

      She smiled and stood.

      “It's been nice meeting you, Chino.”

      “You performing tomorrow?”

      “You gonna come?”

      “I might be in the neighborhood.”

      “I'll be here.”

      They both smiled.

      He said, “Maybe our paths will cross again.”

      “Is that a threat or a promise?”

      “Which would you prefer?”

      “You need to know somethin' right up front.”

      “What's that?”

      “Even if you come back tomorrow, we can't date. We can be friends, but we're not gonna date.”

      Chino smiled and winked. “We'll see.”
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      He'd spent the day dreaming about her. He couldn't help it. Somehow he'd already fallen for her. This left him with two challenges. The first was to convince Ericka that he was the man of her dreams, and the second was to somehow talk Cocoa out of having her killed. He wasn't sure which one would be the hardest.

      Meeting Ericka felt like kismet. Chino didn't know if he believed in God and had never really cared one way or the other. But if there was a God, Chino hoped he would give him this. Just this one thing. Chino had been a bad man and had done bad things, but he believed he'd paid his penance. And if he saved Ericka, that had to count for something.

      Tonight would be a make-or-break situation. It could change the course of his life. Was he prepared for this? He didn't know, but he was willing to take the risk. He felt bad for Aliesha, but she wasn't coming back. He checked himself in the mirror, thinking he looked good. He was wearing an old school Adidas jacket—the one with the stripes on the arms—and a Wu-tang tee underneath.

      He arrived at Henry's a little bit later than he had the night before. The place was even more packed tonight. He approached the same bartender, who grinned. “You lookin' for Ericka, huh?”

      Chino just said, “Whiskey. Rocks.”

      “You gonna run a tab?”

      Chino nodded. As the bartender went to fix his drink, Chino fished out his credit card. As he waited, he looked around. He didn't see Ericka, but he did see a Puerto Rican cat they called Straw Man that he knew from work. Straw Man was a heavy. After he got his drink, Chino approached his table. Straw Man looked up at him.

      “Hey, Chino,” he said. “How's tricks?”

      Chino shrugged. “Same shit, different day.”

      Straw Man motioned towards an empty chair. “You wanna sit?”

      Chino did. “You here for work or pleasure?”

      “Work. Waiting for the motherfucker owns the place. He owes Jimmy Balls a chunk of cash.”

      “Big chunk?”

      “Big enough.”

      “So you gotta rough him up?”

      Straw Man nodded. “Boss said break out his teeth.”

      “All of 'em?”

      “That's what the man said.” He sat there considering it. “Shit. I didn't ask for specifics. I just assumed. And you know how that shit goes…”

      “I do.”

      “Jimmy didn't say whether I should bust 'em all out or just a few.”

      “I'd break 'em all.”

      “You think?”

      “Better safe than sorry. Jimmy ain't gonna care if the guy ends up with too few teeth. But he's gonna be upset if you leave too many.”

      Straw Man nodded. “You're right. Jimmy don't fuck around.”

      “That's what they say.”

      “You know why they call him Jimmy Balls?”

      “No,” said Chino. “I never heard.”

      Straw Man leaned in, like he was telling a secret, but when he spoke it was still loud. “Back in the day, he made a name for himself by cuttin' off guys' balls.”

      “That would do it.”

      “People tend to remember that shit.”

      “You think it's true?”

      “It seems like something he'd do. Jimmy got a temper like nothing I ever seen before. When I was in the joint, I was there with this big Nigerian dude named Bingo.”

      “B-I-N-G-O?”

      “Bingo was his name-oh. Motherfucker was vicious. He was a fuckin' cyclone, makin' his way through the yard, leavin' dudes on the ground.”

      “Dead?”

      “Nah, he just beat the hell out of 'em,” said Straw Man. “But word was he'd killed some guys in Harlem over a drug deal went sideways. You know how them Nigerians are.”

      “Nah,” said Chino. “Never met one. None that I know of anyway.”

      “Nigerians don't fuck around. And this cat Bingo was the worst. He was a tough sonofabitch if there ever was one. He'd just as soon break your neck than look at you.”

      “Yeah?”

      Straw Man nodded. “And as scary as Bingo was, Jimmy Balls is ten times worse. Maybe more. I know he looks old, but he's ruthless.”

      “That's the word I heard.” Chino sat there, sipping his drink. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “What?”

      “Speakin' of how guys got their names, how'd you get yours?”

      “It's a bullshit name. I wish there was a cool story. Sometimes I think about it and think maybe I should make one up. About how I killed a guy with a straw or some shit. Some John Wick shit, you know? But it ain't nothin' interesting like that. What it was was, when I first started workin' for Jimmy, back in the day, I used to smoke.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Three packs a day.”

      “Cigarettes ain't cheap.”

      “Fuck no,” said Straw Man. “So when I finally quit, I started chewin' straws, tryin' to replace the cigarettes. Motherfuckers would see that shit and call me Straw Man. After a while, it stuck. So here I am twenty years later, don't smoke, don't even chew straws, but everybody calls me Straw Man.”

      “There's worse names, I guess.”

      “One time Jimmy sent me after a guy. You know what his name was?”

      “No idea.”

      “Guy's name was Little Dick Brown.”

      Chino stared at him. “That sounds like bullshit.”

      “It can sound like whatever, but I'm tellin' you, his name was Little Dick Brown.”

      Chino shook his head. “Let a motherfucker try and call me some shit like that.”

      Straw Man chuckled, taking a drink. As he did, the emcee from the previous night made his way onstage. “What's up, y'all?” he asked the crowd.

      The audience livened up, clapping and cheering.

      “You motherfuckers havin' a good night?”

      The crowd cheered.

      “Y'all ready for my girl, Ericka?” The crowd cheered and the emcee winked. “You know she's my future wife, right?” There was some laughter. “She don't know yet, but it's gonna happen one of these days.”

      Now Ericka stepped on stage, shaking her head. She took the mic and looked at the crowd. “Not in this lifetime.” Everyone laughed. Ericka said, “How's everybody feelin' tonight?” The crowd cheered and Ericka introduced a black guy sitting behind the drums and the Latina at the piano.

      “This next song is an old one,” Ericka said. “Maybe you know it.” The piano player started to play, and a moment later the drummer joined in. “This song is 'You Don't Own Me.'”

      She was halfway into the song, Chino hanging on her every word, when Straw Man said loudly, “That bitch is fine!” Chino just nodded and let it go.

      Ericka sang ten songs, closing with “I Would Die for You.” When she closed, she thanked everyone for coming out. She blew the crowd kisses, and everyone clapped and cheered. As she stepped offstage, Straw Man leaned in again. “Man, she's somethin' else. What I wouldn't do for a piece of that.” No sooner than he'd said this, he turned to see Ericka standing behind them.

      Chino said, “I didn't think you saw me.”

      Straw Man was confused, looking back and forth between them.

      “Of course I saw you,” she said. “You mind if I sit?”

      “No, no,” said Straw Man. “Go ahead, sit your fine ass down, girl.”

      Ericka sat, giving Straw Man the stink eye.

      “What's that look?” he asked.

      “It means fuck off,” she said.

      Straw Man looked wounded, saying, “I know when I'm not wanted.”

      “I'm glad you cracked the case, Einstein. It wasn't supposed to be a secret.”

      Straw Man stood, looking at Chino. Chino just shrugged. Chino extended his fist. “You and me, we still good?”

      Straw Man gave Ericka a pissy look. Then he turned back to Chino, giving him dap. “Yeah, we good.” He mean-mugged Ericka one last time and walked away.

      Ericka looked at Chino. “Who was that clown?”

      “Just some guy.”

      “A friend of yours?”

      “Nah, more like a friend of a friend.”

      “You should get better friends,” she said. “You gonna buy me a drink?”

      Chino grinned. “All night long.”

      Ericka winked. “You know what I drink.”

      “Don't go anywhere.” He stood and she said, “I wouldn't dream of it.”

      Chino went to the bar and got the drinks. It took a few minutes, Chino having to wait behind a group of drunk women ordering slowly and asking questions. Finally he got the drinks and brought them back to the table, sitting down.

      “You said you were a comic,” said Ericka.

      “I did.”

      “Then tell me a joke, funny man.”

      “Nah.”

      “Come on. Prove that you're a comic.”

      “I was a comic.”

      “Just tell the joke.”

      He shook his head. “When people come up to you, spur of the moment, and ask you to sing a song, what do you do? Do you do it?”

      She smiled and started singing “If I Ever Fall in Love.” The impromptu performance was perfect—as good as anything she'd done on stage. But this one was special. This one was just for him.

      “Fine,” he said. “I'll tell you a joke.”

      “I'm all ears.”

      “Why does Santa Claus have such a big sack?”

      “Oh, my God… Why?”

      “Because he only comes once a year.”

      Ericka giggled. “Okay, Charlie Bronson. That was funny.”

      He shrugged. “It's what I do.”

      “Tell me another one.”

      He looked at her with disbelief. “You asked me for a joke, I told you a joke. I'm not doin' a whole routine.”

      “Please,” she begged.

      “One more joke. But that's it.”

      “One and done,” she said.

      “One more joke…” He thought about it for a moment. “Okay, what's the best part of sex with twenty-eight-year-olds?”

      She stared at him, waiting for the punchline.

      “There's twenty of them!”

      She shook her head. “Damn. That's bad.”

      “Those are the kinda jokes I told.”

      “I don't think I woulda liked your comedy.”

      He shrugged. “Those kinda jokes aren't for everybody.”

      “That was pretty offensive.”

      “Obviously you know I'm not fuckin' eight-year-olds, right?”

      She nodded.

      “It's just a joke. It's meant to be audacious. Yes, it's fucked up. But look, P.C. ain't funny. It just ain't.”

      “Do you tell race jokes?”

      “No,” he said. “Cross my heart, hope to die. That's not my thing. I'm not a bad guy. I just tell jokes. It's like Stephen King.”

      “How's that?”

      “He writes violent shit, right? But he doesn't actually do it. He's not condoning violence. He's just tellin' a story. Well, that's how it is when you're a comic. You're just trying to entertain.”

      “I guess. But that's not really my thing.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Nah,” she said. “It's not a big deal.”

      “So we're still friends?”

      She grinned. “You keep buying drinks, we'll be whatever.”

      “You mean that?”

      She got serious. “I'm like you—I was just jokin'. You're not fuckin' eight-year-olds and I'm not…” Her words trailed off.

      “Fuckin' me?”

      She nodded.

      “Who said I wanted to fuck you anyway?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Chino woke up in Ericka's bed, their naked bodies intertwined. It took him a moment to remember where he was. He turned his head to face her. Her eyes were closed and her breath was warm. Her eyes opened with perfectly-choreographed timing. She smiled, saying, “Hey, you.”

      “How you feel?” she asked.

      “I feel like I got run over by a truck.”

      “I'll bet.”

      Chino's skin felt cool beneath the fan overhead. Her smell—something sweet and wonderful—was in his nostrils.

      “Weird question,” he said. “What kind of perfume you wear?”

      “Why?”

      “You smell good.”

      Her smile became a smirk. “You gonna run out and get you some, so you can smell good too?”

      “Maybe.”

      “You're a lucky man, Charlie Bronson.”

      “I know,” he said. “But why do you say that?”

      “I don't usually bring gentlemen callers back to my place.”

      He grinned. “That what I am? A gentleman caller?”

      “You're no gentleman. A caller, maybe, but not a gentleman.”

      Chino looked up at the fan. “You got me.”

      “Seriously, this never happens.”

      He turned to face her. “No?”

      “No. I'm a good girl.”

      “No, you're not. I know better.”

      “I've got appetites and urges like anybody else.”

      “You're a wild animal,” he said.

      “Maybe.”

      He looked at her, serious now. “You can be my wild animal.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Remember—just friends.”

      “I got news for you. Friends don't do what we just did.”

      “No?” she asked. “What about that guy in the club?”

      He thought about it for a moment. “Straw? No, we definitely don't do this.” He looked at her. “How about you? Do you have sex with your friends?”

      “I have.”

      “Male or female?”

      “What do you care?”

      “How about white guys. You been with any others?”

      “Just one.”

      “Before me?”

      “The guy's name was Dennis. We went to college together. We were on the school paper.”

      “You were a journalism major?”

      “I was,” she said.

      “What you do now? You a journalist?”

      “I work in a pharmacy.”

      He grinned. “You're a drug dealer.”

      “How about you? What's your story? Are you married?”

      He looked at her and she saw the pain in his eyes. He didn't want her to, but she did.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I was married once. I had a family. A wife and two kids. They were beautiful. They…” The words hung there, and he started to cry.

      Ericka sat up on her elbow, staring at him. “What is it?”

      “They're…gone,” he managed. He hated himself for crying but couldn't stop it. “They're dead. They were on the highway, and a vehicle swerved into their lane. I…” He couldn't finish. Even after all these years, their deaths remained an open wound.

      Ericka leaned in and kissed his forehead. “Baby, baby,” she whispered. “It's okay.”

      But it wasn't, and it never would be. Not for Aliesha. Not for his babies. All the thoughts and prayers in the world couldn't bring them back. They were gone—nothing left but ashes.

      Ericka pulled him close and held him as he wept. At this moment, they weren't new friends or lovers; it felt like they'd known each other forever. “I'm sorry,” she whispered.

      He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “I'm sorry.”

      She looked at him with motherly, consoling eyes—the same look Aliesha had given him when his father died. “There's nothing to be sorry about.”

      They lay there, holding each other for a good half hour. Finally, Ericka sat up. “You hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      “I make a mean omelet.”

      “Oh, you're fancy.”

      “You think an omelet is fancy?”

      “Most days I just eat Fruit Loops.”

      “Fruit Loops?”

      “Not always. Sometimes I get fancy too.”

      She grinned. “What do you eat?”

      “Cap'n Crunch.”

      She laughed.

      “Fancier than that,” he said. “Not just regular Cap'n Crunch.”

      “Crunch Berries?”

      “You know it.”

      “You're a basic motherfucker, Chino.”

      He laughed, looking at her sitting on the side of the bed. “You're gorgeous, you know that?”

      They stared at one another for a long moment. “You really like me, huh?”

      “I do,” he said. “And I don't like anyone.”

      “Get out with that shit.”

      “I'm serious. My wife Aliesha died eight years ago…”

      “Eight years?”

      “Eight years, two months, and three days. Guess how many women I've dated in those eight years?”

      She stared at him.

      “Just you,” he said. “You're the only one.”

      “Is that what we're doing? Are we dating?”

      “I'd like to date you.”

      Ericka stared at him, her expression a mixture of concern, confusion, and stress.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “This was a mistake.”

      This hurt, striking him like an arrow, straight to the heart.

      “Really?”

      She turned away, sliding her legs around so they hung off the side of the bed. She looked down, trying to figure things out. He sat up, reaching out to touch her shoulder. She didn't resist, letting him rest it there. He could see her trembling, and he knew she was crying.

      “Ericka?”

      She said nothing, so he sat in silence, unsure what to say. Finally, he repeated himself. “Ericka?”

      She turned to face him. There were tears in her eyes. Staring at her, he thought she looked beautiful. Most people ugly-cried, but not her. She was even more beautiful now than she'd been before. It was her vulnerability. This tough woman, always in control, had let her guard down, allowing him to see the real woman beneath.

      “I love you,” he said. He knew he shouldn't have said it. It was way too early to say it, but it felt right.

      “No, Chino,” she said quietly. “I can't.”

      “Why?”

      She pulled away, letting his hand drop. She stood. “I told you why. I told you.” There were still tears in her eyes, but she wiped them away defiantly. Her walls were back up again. “I don't date white guys.”

      “I think you like me.”

      “That's not the point.”

      “Then what is?”

      “You don't even know me. How do you know you love me?”

      “I've only felt this way about one other woman, Ericka, and that was my wife.”

      She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Come on. I'm sure that took a while, right? This is… This is too quick.”

      “I proposed the first week.”

      “How long were you married?”

      “Nine years. We're only apart now 'cause she's dead.”

      “You just knew? Like what, in your gut?”

      “In my heart,” he said. “And guess what?”

      She was standing there with her arms crossed, ready to fend off the words she knew were coming. “That's how I feel about you.” She was trying to look tough, but he could see her eyes starting to glisten.

      “You gotta go,” she said.

      “Ericka, come on.”

      Her expression didn't waver. “Seriously. You gotta go.”

      He sighed. “Okay.” He would not beg. He wanted to, but begging now would be a waste of time and could potentially make things worse. Maybe there would be a chance another day. But time was running out.

      She watched him get dressed. He made his way through her apartment. He went to the front door and opened it. She was right behind him. He stepped out onto the stoop. He turned to look at her. “I'm sorry, Ericka.”

      She closed the door.
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      Chino and Dobbs were shooting pool. Grillby's was nearly empty, B.B. King playing on the jukebox.

      “This is what you get,” said Dobbs.

      Chino, stick in hand, about to shoot, looked up. “For what?”

      “For fallin' in love with your mark, dumbass.”

      Chino did a half-shrug and leaned in, taking the shot. He tried to hit the three in the corner but missed.

      “Riddle me this, Batman,” said Dobbs. “How does a motherfucker fall in love with somebody he barely knows?” He was frowning, visibly irritated.

      “I know her. We slept together.”

      “Dammit, Chino. I've slept with hundreds of bitches.”

      “Hundreds?”

      “Ain't you?”

      “Not even close.”

      Dobbs raised his finger to make a point. “We're gonna get back to this, rest assured. But my point was that I've had sex with hundreds of women, and I ain't never fell in love but once, maybe—and I mean maybe, because I still ain't sure—with two women total. Ever. And that shit didn't happen in two days. Not even close. And even then, after years—literal years—I didn't wanna fall in love.”

      “You couldn't help it.”

      “I see what you're doin'.”

      “But that's what happened. I'm tellin' you. I didn't go lookin' for this. It happened to me! You know that thing where Malcolm says 'We didn't land on Plymouth Rock, Plymouth Rock landed on us'? Well, that's what it was.”

      “She landed on top of your dick?”

      “I wouldn't put it like that.”

      “But you in love.”

      “You don't have to agree with it, but I'm askin' for advice.”

      “You don't want my advice.”

      “Cause you gonna say what?”

      Dobbs stood there for a minute, staring down at the pool table, pretending to be looking for his shot. He looked up. “You got two options.” He paused. “Well, three counting what you supposed to do.”

      “The other two?”

      “Those are easy. You either convince Ericka to run away with you and go somewhere far away. Go off someplace and live a nice, quiet life—bullet-free. And then there's the other option.”

      “Which is?”

      “You could kidnap her.”

      “Kidnap her? That's extreme.”

      Dobbs gave him a sideways look. “The whole fuckin' thing is extreme. This is a big no-no. This ain't how it's done. You're the best hitter in the city. Maybe the east coast. The go-to guy when somebody needs popped. But you do this, your life won't be worth a popsicle in a snowstorm. You gonna be through. Most likely dead.” He looked at him, pleading now. “It ain't too late, Cheen. You can turn this around. You can turn this whole ship around and just go the other way. You clip her now, nobody would ever know.”

      “I can't do that, Dobbs.”

      “Then hell, let me do it. Let me put a bullet in her. I'll do it right now, at this moment. I'll walk out this bar and go fix the whole thing right now. I won't tell nobody it wasn't you. Nobody'll know. Just us, and we'll never speak of it. Not a fuckin' word, Cheen. Not one.”

      Chino stood there, looking down at the table. “No, Dobbs. She lives.”

      Dobbs was getting pissed now. “Here's a scenario for you. Let's say you go and spill your guts out to this bitch and make one last plea for her affections. Say you go and say the sweetest shit a motherfucker ever said to a bitch. What happens if she don't wanna be with you? Then what? You gonna throw away your life for someone who doesn't wanna be with you?”

      Chino nodded. “I think so.”

      Dobbs threw up his hands. “You a dumb motherfucker. I thought you were smarter than this. I thought I taught you better. I don't have friends, Cheen. Not really. But you and me, we're bonafide road dogs. But…”

      “But what?”

      “As your friend, it's my job to tell you the truth.”

      “And the truth is?”

      “I told you the truth.”

      “That it's dumb to fall in love?”

      There was fire in Dobbs' eyes. “That it's dumb to let this bitch live. I know it sounds harsh, Cheen, but this is your job. This is what you signed on for. This is who you are. You kill people.”

      “I do, but that's not who I am.”

      “You really believe that? When you're a hitter, you're defined by your job. You gotta be. Once you've killed ten or twelve people, there ain't no comin' back. It's who you are. It takes hold of your soul, and it blackens it. You're a killer, Cheen. It's who you are, whether you like it or not.”

      Chino looked him in the eyes. “I can't hurt her.”

      “So you just gonna piss it all away, just like that?”

      “There's another option.”

      “How you see that?”

      “Maybe I go talk to Cocoa and convince her to call this off.”

      “Oh, that what you gonna do, Cheen? You gonna just sit down with her, maybe have some tea and crumpets… exchange pleasantries. Then, while you're at it, just sorta slip it into conversation? 'Hey, Cocoa, I got a question. You know that bitch you want me to kill? Well, here's the thing: my dumb ass fell in love with her. I wanna run off and marry her. She don't love me though. But it don't matter. So hey, could you do me a solid and not kill that bitch? If you could do that for me, that would be great.” He stared at Chino. “Do you hear how stupid that sounds?”

      Listening to Dobbs say it like that, it did sound stupid.

      “But it might work, Dobbs. You don't know.”

      “Dammit, man. Don't do this. You're gonna get killed. I don't wanna see that happen.” His voice wavered, deathly serious. “I only got one friend, and unfortunately that friend is your dumb ass. Please don't get killed over a piece of ass. Please don't do this.”

      “She's more than a piece of ass.”

      “I can see you love her. Fine, you got my blessings. Whatever. I'll even stand up in your wedding. I don't care. But you be careful. Don't get fucked up.”

      Chino grinned. “You worried about me?”

      “No, I'm worried about me, dummy. 'Cause if you do this… if you run off and play Captain Save-a-Hoe… if Cocoa and her goons come after you…”

      “What?”

      “I'm gonna have to get involved. And I don't wanna get involved. I'm retired. I ain't supposed to be playin' shoot-em-up with Cocoa and her stupid goons. I'm supposed to be…”

      “What?”

      “Doin' retirement shit.”

      Chino grinned. “Like what?”

      “I don't know, but it sure as hell ain't shootin' up a bunch of dumb motherfuckers 'cause you a sucker for love.”

      “I'm sorry, man.”

      “Your ass better be.”

      They both chuckled.

      Dobbs looked at him. “You know how you can make this up to me?”

      “How's that?”

      “You can buy me a drink.”
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      Chino was outside Ericka's place, sitting in his Beamer, waiting for her to come home. It was pouring rain and Chino was wet from when he'd knocked on her door, finding her gone. Sitting there, he knew the optics were bad. She would come home and think he was stalking her. And he was, he supposed, but not in that way. He was trying to save her, even if she didn't want saved.

      The afternoon was gray. The rain pounded as if God was taking a piss after holding it a while. Finally, after Chino had waited several hours, a black Ford Escape pulled up and stopped. Chino watched Ericka climb out, waving goodbye to the older black man driving. Chino guessed it was her daddy.

      Ericka's umbrella opened the second she stepped out, and after waving, she made a mad dash to her door. Chino watched the man drive away. Here goes nothing, he thought. Chino got out. He didn't have an umbrella and he thought covering his head would be futile. He didn't run. He strode through the rain, as if he didn't have a care in the world. But he did. He had a lot of cares and a lot of worries.

      By the time he reached the stoop, Ericka had already disappeared inside. He walked up the steps. He took a breath, clenched his fist, and pounded on the door, semi-hard but not cop-hard.

      He saw the peephole darken. There was a long moment before the door cracked open. Ericka stared at him through the chain-lock.

      “What the hell, Chino?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “I told you to stay away.”

      “Technically you didn't. You just said leave. You didn't say it was forever.”

      Her eyes were fiery. “I thought you understood. What do I gotta do? Write it out for you? I don't wanna see you anymore. I had my doubts, and your coming here now in the fuckin' rain… First you say you're in love after one night—one fuckin' night—and then now, here you are, standin' on my doorstep in the pourin' rain. Your shit is tired, Chino. You gotta go.”

      “I think my love scares you.”

      “You're goddamn right it scares me.”

      “So what?”

      She looked him in the eyes. “You gotta go.”

      Before he could say anything, she started to shut the door. He had to act. It was now or never. He pushed his shoulder forward and banged hard into the door, snapping the chain. Ericka fell back against the wall. Chino barged in, towering over her. She was still standing, but cowering, and he knew she was afraid.

      “It's not what it looks like,” he said.

      “It's not?” she screamed. “'Cause what it looks like is you're a goddamn psycho!”

      Chino remained calm. He closed the door. He turned around and looked at her. “There's somethin' you need to know.”

      She stood her ground, but Chino grabbed her arm. She tried to push him away, but he kept his grip. He nudged her towards the front room. She relented and they walked together. When they reached the front room, he released her arm. “I need you to sit and listen,” he said. “After that, if you want to tell me to go get fucked, you can. But until then, I'm askin' you to sit down, shut up, and listen.”

      She looked at him, still defiant and angry. “You some kinda tough guy, Chino? You get your kicks pushin' women around?”

      He sighed. “You know me better than that.”

      “No, I don't. I don't know anything about you.”

      He motioned towards a recliner and told her to sit. She did. “What is this?” she asked. “You gonna rape me?”

      “If I was gonna rape you, I would have done it.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      He held up his hand, gesturing her to be quiet.

      “Just shut up for a minute. I realize this goes against everything you know, but please, for just this minute, shut up and listen.”

      She stared at him.

      “Remember when I told you I was a mechanic?”

      She nodded. “I do.”

      “Well, I lied.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you know what a hitman is, Ericka?”

      “What the hell? This is a joke, right?”

      “It's not a joke. I'm really a hitman.”

      “So…you…you kill people? For a living?”

      “I know how it sounds,” he said.

      “It sounds fucked up.”

      “It's not as bad as it sounds.”

      “How's that? Do you or do you not kill people for money?”

      “I do, but it's not how you think.”

      “Then how is it?”

      “I do kill people, and I do get paid. But it's not really that bad.”

      “How?” she asked. “How is it not that bad?”

      “The people I kill are bad people.” He looked at her and remembered why he was here. “Well, most of them are bad people.”

      “How are they bad?”

      “I work for an organization.”

      “Like the mob?”

      “Sorta,” he said. “But it ain't like you think. It ain't like John Gotti and Al Capone—all the Italian stuff.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It's different now. It's… diversified.”

      She didn't understand.

      “Take my boss for instance. She's black.”

      She clapped her hands sarcastically. “Bully for progress. I guess this is what Martin died for, huh? So a black woman could be a crime boss.”

      “None of that matters right now.”

      “Then tell me what does.”

      “You.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Give it a break. Tell me why we're here.”

      “If you'll give me a chance, I'll tell you.”

      “Okay, shoot.”

      “This time the assignment was different from the others. I didn't want it.”

      She tried to understand. “What do you mean?”

      “I always had one rule. I would never kill a woman. This time, the mark was a woman. An innocent woman. Normally, they're criminals and bad guys. When they get clipped, fuck 'em, no big loss. They deserve it. It costs big money to have somebody clipped, so rest assured they did somethin' wrong.”

      “Okay?”

      “The target is you.”

      She looked like she'd been slapped. “What?! Are you serious?”

      “I'm here to protect you.”

      She studied him. “You don't know me. Why would you do that?”

      “Because I love you.”

      She threw her hands up, becoming angry and animated. “'I love you,' says the guy sent to murder me.” She looked at him again. “Why me? What the fuck did I do? Why would anyone spend money to hurt me?”

      “Because of your dad.”

      “My dad? What did he do?”

      “I don't know, but there was somethin'. The boss said she wanted to teach him a lesson.” He stared at her. “What does your dad do?”

      “He's an alderman. Thirty-sixth district.”

      “He's the reason we're here.”

      She gave him an angry look. “But you're gonna save me, huh?”

      “If you let me.”

      “You know what this sounds like?” she asked. “It sounds like you're creating a problem so you can swoop in and fix it. This crime boss thing is probably made up.” She stared at him. “You probably don't even have a gun.”

      He pulled back the jacket, revealing the .45 in its shoulder holster.

      “How many people has that thing killed?”

      “None yet. They give me a clean gun everytime they send me out.”

      “Oh goodie,” she said. “Then I get to be the first one you shoot with it.”

      He leaned down and grabbed her shoulders, shaking her. This startled her, but there was no time to fuck around. “I told you I'm not gonna hurt you,” he said. “But you've gotta listen to me. Whether you like it or not, you're in danger. I'm not gonna kill you. But if I don't do it, she's gonna send somebody else.”

      “Then what good is your not doing it?”

      “You don't understand. It's not that I'm not gonna kill you. I'm gonna save you.”

      “From all of them?”

      He nodded. “I'll shoot every motherfucker who comes after you.”

      “Why?”

      “Stop asking. You already know.”

      “This doesn't make sense.”

      “Lots of things don't make sense. Add this to the list.”

      She stared at him in silence for a beat. Finally, she said, “Won't this get you in trouble?”

      He stared into her eyes. “Yes, it will. If I do this, we'll both have targets on our backs. They'll shoot me the same as they'll shoot you.”

      “So what's the point? If they're gonna kill us, what good is this?”

      “Because I'm better than them,” he said. “I'm better than everyone she's got. She might hire out and get somebody else, but I'm the best in the city.”

      He thought she looked slightly impressed but figured he was misreading her.

      “I'll throw it all away for you,” he said.

      She stared at him, and it appeared it was starting to sink in. Feeling tired, Chino sat down across from her. But as he did, Ericka suddenly bolted out of her chair, hurtling towards the door. Chino leaped from his chair, giving chase. When she fumbled with the door, he dove towards her, tackling her hard. He tried to hold her down, but she bit him on his forearm, drawing blood.

      “Jesus!” he screamed. “Why you gotta make this so hard?”
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      Chino carried Ericka through the downpour, feeling glad for the rain. If it wasn't for that, someone might notice Ericka with a sock stuffed in her mouth with her hands and feet tied. She bucked in his arms, her eyes big and angry, but he kept moving towards the car. Opening the trunk with her in his arms was difficult, but he managed. Once the trunk was open, he set her inside. She fought her restraints, mumbling inaudible obscenities as loudly as she could.

      “Sorry, Ericka,” he said as he closed the trunk.

      He started the car and maneuvered through the streets, his wipers barely keeping up. He could hear her banging around, so he turned the stereo up. He was playing De La Soul. Chino was stressed and tired, and he nodded his head to the rhythm as he drove.

      What would he do now? He didn't know. And now she would definitely hate him. She probably thought he was a kidnapper. But then, he was, wasn't he?

      Twenty minutes later, he pulled up in front of Dobbs's little pink house. He hit the button to call his friend. Dobbs answered on the third ring.

      “What the fuck, man?”

      “It's Chino.”

      “I know who you are. My phone's got caller ID, same as everybody else's. What you need?”

      “You alone?”

      “Why you ask?”

      “You got a woman in there?”

      “Yeah. There's a woman here.”

      “She an important woman?”

      Dobbs chuckled. “Not anymore.”

      “What's that mean?”

      “We done already fucked.”

      “Damn, man,” said Chino.

      “So what? What you need?”

      “I'm outside.”

      “Okay?”

      “I need to come in, but I can't do it with her there.”

      There was a pause. “No askin' or nothin'? Just 'I'm comin' in'? You got nerve, Cheen. It important?”

      “Extremely.”

      “Why can't she be here? What do you care? I'm the one who should be mad about her, not you. If you saw this bitch's face… She's a closing-time pickup if there ever was one.”

      “That ugly?”

      “You don't even know.”

      “It's business.”

      “Gangster shit?”

      “Definitely gangster shit.”

      “Damn, Cheen. Gimme a minute.” Chino could hear Dobbs yelling. All he could make out was “you gots ta go, bitch.” He heard the woman yelling but couldn't understand the words. Then Dobbs said, “Save that shit, and get the fuck out!” The woman cursed some more and then Chino saw the front door open. A half-dressed middle-aged black woman with a bad wig emerged. She was still yelling, and now Dobbs was standing on the porch wearing boxers and an open robe. Dobbs was shooing her away. The woman stalked through the rain towards a red Toyota parked in front of Chino. When she reached the car, she turned and yelled again. Dobbs just stood there laughing and waving. The woman banged her fist on the top of her car, got in, and sped off.

      Chino switched off the ignition and “Baby Baby Baby Baby Ooh Baby” shut off abruptly. Now Chino could hear Ericka banging around in the trunk again. He stepped out into the rain. When he stood, he looked at Dobbs, standing on the porch,

      “What the fuck, man?” yelled Dobbs. “It's too early for this shit.”

      Chino headed towards the trunk and popped it open. When he did, Ericka lunged at him. Somehow she'd gotten loose. Before he knew what was happening, she was on him, scratching his face with her nails. The pain was immediate, and it stung like hell. He grabbed her, shaking her, the two of them face to face.

      “Jesus Christ, Cheen!” Dobbs said.

      Chino ignored him, still staring at Ericka. “This is for your own safety. Unless you want a bullet in your head, you'll cooperate.” She became quiet and still. “The bullet won't be mine. Whether or not you wanna believe it, there are some people who are real pissed at your daddy. They want you dead. Unless you do as I say, you're gonna be dead faster than Nicholas Cage can make ten movies.”

      She stared at him. He was still holding her, but she'd stopped fighting.

      “What if I don't go peacefully?” she asked.

      “Then I'll knock your ass out. I won't like it, and you won't like it. I won't wanna do it, but I swear to God I'll do it.”

      She stared at him, looking tired. “Where we goin'?”

      He looked at Dobbs on the porch.

      Ericka looked too. “Who the hell's that?”

      “He's gonna help us.”

      Ericka nodded and started moving towards the porch. Chino looked at Dobbs. “You done went too far,” said Dobbs. “Why you bringin' this bitch to my house? She got a target on her head. If you want one on yours, that's you. But I don't.”

      As they approached him, Dobbs kept ranting. “Jesus Christ, Chino! I swear you're dumber than a box of rocks.”

      Chino gave him a look and said, “We'll talk about it in the house.”

      “You got-damn right we gon' talk about it.”

      Ericka said, “So everybody's crazy here.”

      Dobbs gave her a hard look. “Ain't nobody crazy but lover-boy here.”

      Dobbs was holding the door for them. Chino turned towards Dobbs, and Dobbs ripped into him. “Motherfucker, I taught you better than this. You just like my got-damn kids, Chino; ain't none of 'em listen. They ask for my advice, I give it to 'em, then they do the exact opposite. I told you to put a bullet in her head.” Dobbs caught himself and looked at Ericka, putting his hand up to calm her. “Ain't nothin' against you, girl. Nothin' at all. It's the job.” He looked at Chino. “And you know the job, Chino. You know how it's done, and this ain't it! Cocoa asks you to clip somebody—” Dobbs looked at Ericka. “Even if it's a fine-ass bitch like this, you do it. That's your job. That's literally the whole fuckin' job.”

      “So what?” asked Chino.

      “So you fuckin' up, Cheen. You fuckin' it all up. You know what's gonna happen now?”

      Chino stared at him.

      “You gonna get popped for this.” He looked at Ericka. “And she gonna get popped.” He looked at Chino again. “I oughta fuck you up, you know that? Because it ain't gonna just be the two of you that gets popped. I'll get popped for helpin' your dumb ass.”

      “I won't let that happen.”

      “How you gonna do that, Cheen? You gonna rewrite the gangster handbook? You gonna change all the rules 'cause you in love?”

      Ericka said, “The feeling is not mutual.”

      Dobbs stared at Chino. “There you have it, straight from the girl's mouth. You gotta kill her. You got no choice. You can't throw away your life over some bitch who don't even like you.” He looked at Ericka. “Again, it ain't you. Chino's just a dumbass.”

      She shrugged. “I'm aware.”

      Now Dobbs turned his wrath towards her. “No, I don't think you do. This motherfucker here, dumb as he might be, is literally killin' himself to save your ass. Do you know anything about Cocoa?”

      “I never heard of her,” she said.

      “Let me tell you about her. She's the boss of New York City. And you know how she got there? She didn't get there through affirmative action. It wasn't just hard work. It was because she kills motherfuckers. She kills her competition. Anyone who gets in her way. She don't pull the trigger, but she calls the shots. So if she sets her sights on somebody, they dead. That's how it is. And guess what?”

      She said nothing.

      “She wants your pretty ass dead. Dunno why, don't care. It ain't our job to care. People like us, we just do what we're told. The boss says bust a cap in somebody, we do it. Like it's nothin'. We do it like it's any other nine-to-five job, like we bankers and lawyers. We put in our time and we clock out and go home.” He paused. “At least that's how it's supposed to be.” He looked at Chino with disdain. “But that ain't good enough for Chino. Nah, he had to go and fall in love. And if you don't get it, that fucks things up.”

      “Why do you care?” she asked.

      “I care 'cause this dummy's my friend.” Dobbs walked over to a coffee table with a pistol on it. He reached for the gun. “If Chino won't do it, I'll do it myself.” He picked up the gun and turned towards Ericka, finding that Chino had his own gun trained on him.

      “Don't,” said Chino.

      Dobbs stared at him, a tired expression on his face.

      “I'll kill you, Dobbs,” said Chino. “I love you, but I'll shoot you deader than Tupac.”

      His gun still trained on Ericka, Dobbs looked at Chino. “Why you doin' this?”

      “'Cause I love her.” His voice sounded weak and sad, but it was clear he would shoot Dobbs if pushed to.

      “You know what this is?” asked Dobbs. “This some bullshit.” He sighed, lowering the gun. He looked at Ericka. “You better be worth it.”
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