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FOREWORD


It’s only natural for a man to run the spot; that’s the way of human nature. For years the man went out and brought home the bacon, and the woman’s job was to fry it up. Well, the tables have turned and now it’s time for folks to recognize who’s really the boss. Women are born with a survival instinct. It’s do or die, or nothing at all. And just like a pit bull, when she gets a taste for blood, she won’t stop until the fight is truly over. A woman scorned is one to watch out for, and she will protect what is hers or die trying.

What happens when the code of the streets is broken? There’s no room for a seven-day bleeding chick to sit on top, or is there? The game is about to change and these Gutta Mamis are making all the rules. It has been said that when a woman is in charge, everything runs smoothly, but when loyalty is tested and no one wants to answer to a woman, it’s time for the guns to come out. The same person that can be as soft and sweet as a butterfly can wreak havoc on the whole crew in a blink of the eye and you’ll never know what hit you. A freak in the sheets, and a bulldozer everywhere else. You ain’t ready.

The crème de la crème of street lit have been called to bring you the real deal. By the time you finish “Twisted Loyalty” by Kai, “Three the Hard Way” by C.J. Hudson, “The Face of Death” by Brandie Davis, and “Chasers” by the supreme queen herself, N’Tyse, you’ll look at women in a whole new light. So if I were you, I’d find a nice comfortable seat; you’ll be here for a while. Now sit back, and enjoy the ride.

Anna J
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The taste of death always made Tandra nervous. It was an automatic reaction—when the scent wafted under her nose, her hands trembled and her mind scrambled. And death had a taste, just like a horrific fart in a tight, enclosed space. It burned the nose and somehow clawed at the taste buds, making Tandra’s gag reflex tear at her empty stomach. She hated death, but she relied on death. She profited from death. Tandra needed death to survive.

It was the flaw of being a Cleaner; the ramification of facing life’s feces on a weekly basis. It wasn’t worth it—wasn’t worth scrubbing herself until her skin peeled raw, trying to remove all DNA and accidental evidence. Wasn’t worth the blank dreams, nights of black voids behind closed eyelids, showing her soul’s destination was nothing more than a vast black hole.

Being a Cleaner had cost her everything. But the painful price was internal. Externally, Tandra was the shit. She was the best Cleaner in the city—the only professional Cleaner left. There were others on the come-up, but the top dogs used her. Seth, her mentor, had retired as soon as she was old enough to handle the connections. He had placed his business in her hands. Only the elite knew of her, only the top crime scenes needed her, and very, very few could afford her. When she came in, the scene was cleaned—no matter how contaminated it had been. Her reputation was all she had and it was contingent on her clients walking away clean from any charges; no links to the scene. Ever.

Tandra swallowed. The scent of death had overwhelmed her when she and Lenora stepped into the small apartment. The call had come a few hours after the damage had been done—the time it had taken for the fools to report their own stupidity to their boss, to admit that unchecked emotions or a chemical-induced high had caused them to murder an apartment full of people and leave a homicide detective’s wet dream in their wake.

If the call hadn’t come directly from Crown, Tandra wouldn’t have answered it. Shit, Tandra still shouldn’t have answered. She observed the mess in front of her with disgust. Crown’s people were taking her services for granted, getting messier and messier with their shit by the job. She and Crown were going to have a talk; that much was fucking evident. It was a talk that she dreaded, but at the same time, it couldn’t be avoided. Murder was a grueling enough business, sloppiness was an unnecessary detraction, and for the waste of her damn time to take the extra cleaning steps necessary, she was going to charge Crown much, much more.

“Watchu think?” Lenora stood next to Tandra, her little sister in spirit. “Is it worth it?”

Tandra glanced at Lenora. It was a stupid question. “What is there to think?” Tandra lowered her eyes and finally acknowledged the dead body at her toes. “We’re here now. Ain’t no walking away.”

“True.” Lenora shrugged.

Tandra moved her foot until the dead man’s cheekbone rested at the tip of her slanted stiletto boots. The boots were a necessity on these jobs. During job entry and observation, they kept her step light and narrow. More importantly, the smooth bottom with silicone covering left no shoe imprint in the blood on the floor.

The dead man was handsome, even in the early hours of death. That was rare to observe. Tandra pushed him with her toe, pressed in his cheek with the sharp tip point of her stiletto. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place the face—not at the moment. Too bad he was dead. Tandra imagined that he might have been worth testing out. But he had crossed Crown or tangled with Crown’s people, either directly or vicariously. He should have known that death would be the price.

“Stupid bastard,” Tandra snorted as she stepped over him. Her nerves were resetting themselves like they always did within minutes of her observing a scene. She refused to let her weakness show, not even to Lenora, whom she trusted with her life. This game was just like any other, filled with people trying to gain access through illegal means. Weakness could never be exposed, not even to Lenora.

“Let’s get to it, then.” Lenora turned away from her and stepped gingerly back to the front door where they had placed their supplies.

“How much time?” Tandra stepped over another body and took three more steps to the center of the room. She always counted her steps, always knew just how quickly she could enter or exit any space. It was a necessary practice in this line of work.

“Long enough.” Lenora bent over to touch her toes, stretching out her long thin body in the tight-fitting bodysuit that clung to her like a second skin. “What did Detrick say?”

“Detrick is an asshole. What would he know?” Tandra surveyed the dingy room.

Detrick was the connection to Crown whom Tandra normally went through. At first, Tandra had thought the job was a set-up. She could never be sure, never know who was next to try to replace her. Until a few hours ago, she had never heard Crown’s voice. When the proper English accent filled her Bluetooth, the voice calm, cold and exact, Tandra thought for a second that her time had finally come. She lived every day knowing that it was around the corner. When Crown had laid out the job details, Tandra knew it was for real. She had to cut him off midsentence; she didn’t discuss business over the phone. While she was below the radar, Crown definitely wasn’t, and Tandra wasn’t going to risk taking on heat talking on a tapped line. Instead, Tandra had arranged for the details to be delivered to her by one of Crown’s nobodies. Crown’s guidelines were very specific, although they were rules Tandra followed, anyway: No evidence; no discussion of any kind with anyone about the job; and Tandra was to meet directly with Crown upon completion.

But Detrick should have made the call to Tandra, not Crown, and the fact that he didn’t made Tandra uncomfortable. For now, she didn’t trust anything related to this job.

“Why you got to call Detrick an asshole, Tandy, damn.” Lenora shrugged. “He’s never been wrong before.”

Tandra didn’t answer. She didn’t fill her employees in on the details, whether she loved them or not.

Blood was splashed against the wallpaper and pooled next to another body that sat propped in the corner. The curtains against the picture window were torn and shabby, and also covered with blood. Food sat half-eaten on the dining room table. “It’s gonna be a full job. We will need at least five hours.” Tandra glanced along the bottom of the curtain, looking for evidence of another body.

“Be safe; do it in less than three.”

“Bullshit.” Tandra took eight steps to the window—another body lay beneath the windowsill. “Impossible.”

Lenora shrugged. “Got to try, Tandy. It’s best to be safe, anyway. We got to be out of here before sunrise.”

“Let Detrick know we are charging double—no less than forty for this job.”

“Forty g’s?

“No doubt.”

“If you say so, mamacita.” Lenora continued removing the squares of folded plastic that they normally used to cover furniture while they painted.

Tandra glanced over her shoulder. “You might as well save those. The furniture has to go.”

Lenora looked at the mess around them. “You’re right.”

Tandra counted fourteen steps to the bathroom and glanced in. “All the walls have to be painted. Gonna have to call in Breeze.” The bathroom was empty. Relieved, she took nine more steps to the small bedroom in the back.

“Gotdamn, I don’t want to deal with Breeze’s ass tonight. She always got some smart shit to say. I don’t want to hear nothing about her, her women or her damn dildos.”

Tandra laughed, a quiet chuckle. She moved silently into the bedroom, careful not to touch the walls or any of the furniture. Blood was everywhere. She had on the same black bodysuit that Lenora wore. Its tight fit came in handy, minimized the risk of her touching anything or leaving fabric residue of any kind. A man lay with his throat slit against the open closet door. “How much acetone did we bring?”

“A gallon,” Lenora softly called.

Another body lay at the foot of the bed, a bullet hole through his forehead. This was the largest job Tandra had been given. “Tell Breeze we need more acetone, more Burner, more paint, more paint thinner. She gonna have to bring the van, too. Black dropcloths for the windows. Ten of them. Tacks. Two more boxes of garbage bags. One box of Ziploc gallon bags. Two fluorescent flashlights—there’s gonna be a million prints up in here and we got to get them all. A Shop-Vac. Tell her a new one is in the back of the warehouse, by the shelves.” Burner was the special mix of chemicals that Seth had created years ago, which ate away flesh and weakened bone. Tandra mixed it—she was the only other person who knew the formula.

“Anything else, ma?”

“Tell her ass to open and put the Shop-Vac together before she gets here.” Dealing with Breeze, the instructions had to be detailed. “I don’t want no big-ass boxes left in the Dumpster here.”

“No doubt.”

Tandra never had to worry about Lenora forgetting anything. Her mind was like a tape recorder—another reason that Tandra never said anything to her that might be sensitive. Lenora stored everything in that computer brain of hers.

Tandra listened as Lenora spoke softly into the phone, placing the call to Breeze on the disposable cell phone. Text messages were out; anything written was forbidden. The phones had been purchased and distributed that morning, a weekly routine among Tandra’s employees. She was careful with her people, with their careers, with their lives.

As careful as she could be.

Tandra observed the lumpy, king-size bed. It was pushed against the far wall; its footboard faced the door. Tandra clicked her tongue. “These folks obviously don’t know a damn thing about feng shui.”

“Huh?”

“Feng shui. They got the feet of the bed facing the door.”

Lenora laughed. “Here you go with your karma shit. Feet can’t face the door, because…?”

“You surely don’t listen—I told you this before. The dead are carried out feet first. So you don’t sleep in that position with your feet toward the door. Horrible for your energy and alignment.”

“Tandy, I am sure the idiot who lived here ain’t thinking about that right now. He’s trying to get his soul into heaven, no doubt.”

“No doubt,” Tandra whispered as she approached the bed. Either her eyes were playing tricks on her, or the end of the sheet, on the other side of the bed had moved. The movement was slight, like the tickle of a breeze. But there was no breeze in this cold-ass apartment.

“Lenora…”

“Tandy, I already called Breeze. Don’t start fussing, with your impatient ass. She was already on her way, but she is going to stop by the warehouse.”

“Lenora, come here.” Tandra tried to keep her voice calm. Her steady eyes counted four more steps between the dresser and the bed.

Tandra could hear Lenora moving quickly as she changed for the gruesome task ahead. “I am not about to call Detrick. You the one always pressing me about not using a cell on the job. Always worried about our location being tracked. So I damn sure ain’t calling Detrick on his for real cell from this spot.”

The sheet moved again; it lifted just a hair of an inch. Tandra snatched the Beretta that was strapped to the leather band around her thigh. She aimed at the sheet. The lump wasn’t undefined anymore. Now Tandra made out the outline of a person, lying among the bundled mess, under the sheets.

Asleep?

Fear hadn’t etched its way into her mind yet. She didn’t know what to expect, but her first instinct of shoot first, question later, hadn’t taken over yet. Tandra trained her gun on the bed as she slowly backtracked to the bedroom door; her eyes locked on the bed. “Nora.”

Lenora stopped talking. Their eyes met. Lenora tilted her head, questioning. Tandra nodded forward to the room, confirming. Lenora snatched off her wig, threw it in the box in front of her, and trotted quickly to the other side of the doorframe as she snatched the Glocks that were strapped to either of her thighs.

The two women waited in thick silence. Seconds clicked by. Tandra nodded her head at Lenora, who stepped back into the room. Tandra followed. Both ladies had the bed covered, three fully loaded barrels ready to rain hell down upon whatever lay beneath the sheet. They stood on either side of the bed. Lenora took careful aim at center mass. Tandra yanked at the blanket and sheet from the foot of the bed. The mess tumbled to the side.

Handcuffed to the side of the bed frame was a young woman; blood was splattered across her forehead, smeared on her chin and sprinkled across her naked body.

The victim’s wide eyes blinked with fear.

“Shit—,” Tandra whispered.

“—she’s alive,” Lenora said, completing Tandra’s thought and speaking aloud their worst fear.
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“This is unfucking believable.” Lenora dropped both her guns at her sides. “How is she alive?”

Tandra didn’t answer, her mind was reeling. A witness. She had never had a witness before. She had said Lenora’s name out loud, called out Breeze, had responded to the name “Tandy.” The woman’s eyes were locked on Lenora’s guns right now, taking in the slope of the narrow barrels against Lenora’s manicured fingers. Their cover was compromised.

“Tandy, what the fuck?”

Tandra shook her head. There was nothing to discuss. The answer was clear and obvious.

Lenora took a step closer to the woman. The woman’s breathing increased; she whimpered and shrunk into a tight ball. The dead bastards around them, or the filth that worked for Crown, had ravaged her; that much was obvious. “What the hell did these motherfuckers do to you?”

The woman opened her mouth to speak. “Please …” Her thin frame trembled.

“What happened?”

“Nora, stop asking her questions.” Tandra took a step back. She was trying to piece together the mess in front of her.

“Naw, this don’t make no damn sense. Watchu do that got you tied up in this shit, ma?”

Tandra glanced at the woman’s hands. Both were empty. Tandra’s eyes traveled up her wrists to the woman’s arms. The track marks along her light-brown skin were unmistakable.

The girl squinted at them. She focused on Tandra as Lenora took a step closer, her mouth open.

“What the fuck?” Lenora tapped the side of her thigh with one of the Glocks, a nervous habit.

Tandra immediately noticed it. “Calm the fuck down, Nora, before you shoot your damn self.”

Lenora looked at her with a blank expression, fear flooded her eyes.

“Look at me, Nora. Calm down. Breathe.” Tandra glanced at the woman’s long, black, tousled weave, which clung to her face and neck. She noticed the woman wasn’t offering up any information or explanation, wasn’t crying or screaming or asking to be released. Either she was in shock, or she was deeply involved in what had gone down.

“Shit.” Lenora took a step back. They hadn’t seen this before, hadn’t ever walked up on some type of weird rape scene where the victim was still alive in the middle of dead bodies. “What the hell happened?”

Tears finally poured down the girl’s face, mixing with the already smeared mascara and blood. “Oh, thank God. I thought y’all was going to do more. I thought y’all was with them.”

“Nora, don’t ask this bitch shit.” Tandra’s voice was low, barely audible. “For all we know, she’s a part of this mess for a reason. Or she here to do us.”

“What?” Lenora’s innocent eyes reminded Tandra of her youngest son’s. Deer eyes. “Look at her, Tandy.” Lenora moved a step closer to the bed. “And why would anyone want to do us?”

“Nora…”

“I can’t move my arm; it’s numb.” The woman twisted in anguish. “Please let me loose.”

Lenora raised her gun to shoot at the cuffs.

“Hell no,” Tandra’s sharp voice tore through the room. “Nora, she could have cuffed herself. Think about it. Don’t touch her.”

“Please,” the woman shouted, “you can’t leave me like this. I was hiding cuz I thought y’all was them.”

“Who is them? Who did this?” Lenora stooped lower, closer to the woman.

Tandra’s gut twisted violently. Something was dead ass wrong about this. “Back the fuck up, Nora.”

The woman’s free hand slid under the pillow lying near her waist. Nora didn’t notice; her eyes were locked on Tandra in confusion. Tandra’s eyes widened in panic, her worst nightmare was taking place right before her eyes.

“Noo!” The scream ripped from her essence as Tandra fired her Beretta. The silencer minimized the explosion down to a dull, slapping sound.

It took Nora a moment before she realized what was happening. In her surprise, she fell backward, knocking her head against the dresser as she ducked.

Tandra’s bullets pelted the woman in her mouth, forehead and throat.

Then there was nothing but silence.

Tandra’s heart beat so fast she thought it was going to explode. She was a Cleaner, not a damn murderer. Shit!

“Gotdamn, Tandy, what the fuck did you just do?”

“That bitch was moving for a gun.” Tandra’s fury was thick. “I told you to move back from her. Fuck. Why the fuck did you get so close to her?”

“You ain’t have to kill her. She ain’t been through enough?” Lenora stepped back from the body, still clenching her guns, one hand over her mouth, the other at her waist. “Look at her body, Tandra. Look at what the fuck they did to her.”

“She’s a fucking fiend, Nora.” Tandra pointed her finger at the woman’s arms. “You can’t trust shit a fiend say or do. You think I’ma put me or you at risk over a fiend?”

“But Tandra—”

“Fuck that. She was a plant, Nora. Read it—look at the scene for what it is. An apartment full of dead folks, but she up in here alive? Ain’t nobody in here with their pants off, they shirts off—who was fucking her when they got killed? No damn body. She was a plant, Lenora.”

Lenora stood quiet for a few minutes, her hands shaking. “What does that mean, Tandra?”

“It means that this scene might be a setup. I could have been a target. We could have been the targets.”

“Or, she could have been a victim that happened to survive.” Lenora stepped away from the bed. “Why isn’t that an option?”

“Then what was she reaching for under the pillow?”

Lenora shrugged.

Tandy yanked the pillow off the tattered sheets and threw it on the floor. A sharp blade lay on the mattress.

“That don’t make no fucking sense.” Lenora stomped back to the main room. “What the fuck was she going to do with a knife?”

“Hell if I know. But I wasn’t waiting to see.”

“Do we finish the job, or run for our lives, Miss Paranoid?”

Tandra sighed. She was half a heartbeat away from cussing Lenora out. “Drop the sarcastic bullshit. We finish the job, cuz we don’t know for sure. And cuz your stupid ass bumped all into the dresser and your DNA is up in here, now.”

The front door opened. Both Tandra and Lenora trained their guns at the door. Tandra was ready to kill anyone who moved wrong.

“What’s up, hoes?” Breeze’s broad body filled the doorway, rolling a huge black suitcase full of supplies. The suitcase matched Tandra’s and Lenora’s.

Tandra breathed. “Anybody see you?”

“Who you asking—what the hell you think?” Breeze snorted, then glanced at Lenora and winked. “What’s up, Scrawny?”

“Not now, Breeze.” Lenora shook her head. “I don’t have patience for your shit tonight.”

“Daaamn, what the fuck is up with you two?” No one bothered to answer her. Breeze surveyed the room. “Someone got it in up in here—gotdamn!”

More silence as Tandra stared toward the bedroom and Lenora fidgeted near the supplies.

“Hello?” Breeze clapped her broad hands together; her gray eyes sparkled. She wore her hair in a short soft fro, having cut her long locs once she became a full-time Cleaner. Her broad frame was tone, she kept her body fit—but she refused to wear the tight-fitted cat suit, which didn’t fit her demeanor at all. Black hoodie over a black, fitted T-shirt, resting on top of black jeans neatly laid on and black Nikes were her preferred uniform. “Y’all ain’t did shit up in here. Damn. Talk about wasting time—y’all been here for damn near half an hour, right?”

No answer.

Breeze pulled at the black wristband she wore, which covered her tattoo. “Somebody gonna answer me, I know that much.”

Breeze stepped into the bathroom. “At least one room is clean.” She hedged around toward the bedroom. “Three more bodies in here? Whose set is this?”

“Crown’s.”

“For real?” Breeze shook her head. “Who is this bitch on the bed…oh shit!”

“What?” Tandra started unloading supplies and placing them around the room for Lenora and Breeze, to limit the time of moving back and forth. “Lenora, get to work.”

Tandra’s tone was rude on purpose; it was time to reset order, get the job done, and get the fuck out of dodge. She would have to analyze this shit later.

Breeze stepped back in the main room. “Crown done sent us to a hot spot for real. Y’all know who that chick is on the bed?”

Lenora shook her head. “I was trying to find out when—”

“Nora, shut the fuck up!” Tandra spun around. “What the fuck is wrong with you? You can’t keep shit to yourself…you don’t know the field you in? I swear to God—” Tandra dropped the paint she was carrying; Breeze jumped and caught it before it rolled.

Breeze interjected. “Damnit, Tandra, the point is to not be seen. You think neighbors ain’t gonna hear paint cans dropping and rolling across the damn floor?”

Tandra ignored Breeze, still shouting at Lenora. “—open your fucking mouth about it again, Nora, and it’s you and me. For real.”

Lenora didn’t look up.

Tandra’s deep brown skin seemed to turn black with anger.

Breeze quietly put the paint can down, assessing the situation around her. She hadn’t made it from hustling to cleaning to being a successful business owner based on stupidity. She met eyes with Tandra, and sent her a steady calm look of warning. It was a reminder: They needed Lenora to get through the job. Lenora was young and inexperienced. And, if she had to be handled, she could be dealt with later. Breeze knew that they couldn’t afford to have the job fall apart right now, not during the middle of it, not with the discovery she had just made, not with the amount of bodies that had to be eliminated.

Tandra held Breeze’s gaze. She bit her lip and breathed quietly.

Lenora blinked back tears of anger as she stared at the floor. Tandra realized it might have been the first time Lenora had seen Tandra kill someone in cold blood. It was different, to kill a person like that, someone Lenora already believed was a victim and who had just survived hell. But, Tandra didn’t know the fiend to give a fuck about her. Lenora was her responsibility, so was Breeze, and wasn’t none of them getting twisted up in someone else’s bullshit.

Nora wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand.

Tandra strapped her gun back on her thigh. She had been holding it without realizing it. “C’mon. Let’s get this shit over with.”

“Tandra, I’ma start in the bedroom.” Breeze headed to the room.

Tandra took the hint and followed her. “Whatsup?”

“I don’t know what the fuck is going on here, but this bitch here work for Detrick.”

“What?”

“I know her; she a stripper down at Mira’s spot. PJ, that’s her name. But she work for Detrick; set niggas up for him—”

Tandra squinted. “You thinking…”

“I don’t know. But no way would Detrick kill his own bitch. They been tight for years. He called us in on this scene?”

Tandra shook her head “no.” “Crown did.”

“Well, maybe him or Detrick set someone up and it went wrong. That’s probably what it is. They must have figured out the setup and killed her before they got got. You should just know…just be aware. It’s gonna be some serious bloodshed around this. Detrick got kids by her.”

Tandra glanced back at Lenora. Breeze was her full partner, the one person who could handle business as efficiently as herself. “B, she was alive when we got here.”

“Huh?”

Tandra looked into Breeze’s eyes.

“What you saying?”

There was no way Tandra was going to say it out loud. She glanced down at her Beretta. Breeze followed her eyes, took in the Beretta against her thick thigh and then looked at the dead woman in the bed.

The question in Breeze’s eyes forced Tandra to respond.

“She went for the knife.”

Breeze’s mouth dropped open, but she quickly recovered. “I heard that’s her skill. She got a thing for knives.”

“I bet.”

“Let’s get the job done and get the fuck outta here. We’ll figure this out later.”
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Four hours later, the three Cleaners prepared to depart from the scene, exhaustion seeping into their bones like arthritis. Tandra had the bullet remnants in neat Ziploc bags; she would dispose of them like she always did. Breeze walked away with the bone fragments that the Burner hadn’t been able to eat through; she was responsible for their final resting place. Lenora was too new to the game to walk away with evidence of any type. She hadn’t risen to that status and, after tonight, the chances that she could be trusted like that were decreasing.

Talking was at a minimum anyway during these jobs, between the painting and disposing. But tonight, Tandra had kept her mouth locked and her ears open for any sign of sabotage. She could just be paranoid. She probably was. But this job felt different, like dipping her feet into a pond of grease, leaving a nasty trail wherever she went. Tandra knew that tonight wouldn’t just disappear into her memories, leaving her clients with further evidence of her excellent professionalism and a bountiful payday. Nope, tonight would be one she would have to answer for, as sure as the night was long, because tonight she had taken a life. In the name of Cleaning. A life that was connected to her main contact. There was no way this situation was happenstance, no way it wouldn’t stain her in some way.

“I’m out.” Breeze pulled a baseball cap low over her eyes, and threw her hoodie on over it. Tandra noticed her eyes were glassed over. It had to be stress, Breeze never got tired during a job.

Tandra nodded. She and Breeze exchanged a pregnant pause; Breeze glanced at Lenora. Lenora remained silent, tugging back on the wig that she had snatched off earlier.

“You good, Chicken Bones?”

“Fuck you, Breeze.” Lenora’s voice was quiet and unsteady.

“Yeah, you gonna be all right.” Breeze smiled. “It’s the job. You understand that, right?”

Tandra kept her head down. Breeze was testing Lenora out, trying to figure out how she was going to play it. Obviously, Lenora didn’t realize it.

Tandra held her breath and prayed that Lenora would woman up. Breeze wasn’t like Tandra and Lenora—dropping someone who put Breeze or her enterprise at risk was nothing but the cost of doing business to her. Lenora could be the next body wrapped in plastic and dragged to the tub if she didn’t play it right. Tandra could tell by Breeze’s stance, her rigid shoulders and the slight slant of her head that Lenora’s very existence was on the line.

Lenora sighed and finished zipping her suitcase. “Yeah, Breeze, I know. It just shook me up for a sec.” She stood up straight. “Everyone ain’t like your gangsta ass, all right? Some of us ain’t seen a person get killed right in front of us.” Lenora looked at both of them. “Y’all can understand that, can’t you? I ain’t never seen no shit like that before.”

Tandra nodded. She didn’t feel any better.

Breeze’s shoulders lowered a little bit and her hand moved from her hip, where she kept her 45mm. “Yeah, Scrawny, I see you.”

“Tired of your damn nicknames, bitch; I look good.” Lenora laughed.

“Aw shit.” That brought a smile out of Breeze. She looked back at Tandra. “Hit me later.”

“No doubt.”

Breeze eased out of the apartment and disappeared down the hall. A few minutes later, Lenora followed; at the end of the hall, she walked in the opposite direction than Breeze had taken. Tandra was always the last to leave the scene. She shut the door with gloved hands and headed for the exit.

Tandra went through the motions without thinking. She needed a release, a way to free her mind from the doom that hounded her. Tandra pulled into the tiny apartment that she went to immediately after jobs. She never entered her real home, where her children resided, with death’s residue on her. That was a no-no. In the small efficiency apartment, Tandra keyed in the alarm code and then eyed the space to make sure it was just as she left it. Satisfied, she stripped off her wig, the gloves, her boots and the jumpsuit. All of it went into another Ziploc bag for disposal. Naked, Tandra glanced around the empty space. It was too quiet; her thoughts were able to find their way to the forefront of her mind.

Tandra clicked on the iPod that lay on the small night table next to the bed. Hezekiah Walker’s “Praise Him In Advance” filled the room. Tandra stood still. The last thing she wanted to listen to was gospel music. The last thing she wanted to think about was being a murderer in the eyes of God.

Tandra clicked the small pad until “Get Down” from the Clipse filled the room. That was better. She could ride the vibes of the mellow flow and let the beat move her body without thought.

“Trust, I know them twenties real well.” Tandra whispered the lyrics as she finally climbed into the shower and turned the dial as hot as it would go. She gritted her teeth and stood under the thick blast of hot water, forcing herself to cope with the burning sensation pelting her body. Tandra scrubbed every inch of her body as tears rolled down her face. She ignored the torture that she was putting herself through; she deserved the pain. It reminded her that she was weak, human and flawed. There couldn’t be any trace of that awful place left on her body; no hint of what she had done could be on her person. All of it, the stench of death, the cleansing of filth and the life she had taken, had to swirl down the drain with the hot water and the soap suds. This was where she would leave it, in the shower stall.

Tandra finally climbed out of the shower. The cold air stung her raw skin. She methodically patted herself dry and applied a thin layer of Vaseline to her body. Her cell rang.

“Yeah.”

“Hey, babe, you hit me?”

Lyell. He was just the person Tandra wanted to hear; the one man who filled her empty spaces without question or obligation. “Yes, I did.”

“What’s up?”

“I need you.” She had no room for bullshit tonight; no filters to block out the simple longing that invaded her. It was a welcome distraction.

“Damn, shorty, you are a trip.”

“Whatever.”

He paused. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Tandra damn sure wasn’t going to discuss tonight with him or anybody else. No one knew what she did. To the world, she was the owner of a successful salon and any work-related stress was in handling the mountain of stylists and specialists who all had egos as large as an elephant’s ass, but varied in work ethic; normally the biggest pain in the ass was the least dependable and the loudest fight. “The usual.”

“Want me to come to you?”

That’s why she more than liked Lyell; he was considerate and kind. Very patient. And very private. A rare find.

“No.” No one knew about the efficiency apartment either. Tandra was juggling life like a three-ring circus. “Can I come over?”

“Always.” Lyell chuckled. “I’ll be waiting.”
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“Why are you shaking?” Detrick stared down at Lenora like she was an alien. Cocoa brown with pitch-black eyes, Detrick was the finest brother Lenora had ever laid eyes on. But she would never let him know that.

“Because I am cold and tired. Are you going to let me in?” Lenora rocked back on her bowlegs and crossed her arms.

Detrick took the cigar out of his mouth and looked her up and down. “Where you coming from looking like Catwoman?”

“A job, Detrick, damn. Move out of the way.” Lenora pushed her way past the door and into Detrick’s house.

“Shorty, you got me twisted, just coming over my house unannounced.”

“For real?” Lenora started looking around his space and her eyes went to the staircase. “Who the fuck you got over here?”

“Oh, you laying claim to me now?” Detrick laughed; the rich sound bounced off the high ceilings of his home. “What you gonna do if I did have someone over here?”

“You want to try me?” Lenora’s hand went to her thighs and her cape fell back.

“Nora, you done came over here strapped? What the fuck?” Detrick plopped on his brown leather sofa, laughing. “What’s up with you, Shorty?”
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