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Let That Be the Reason was the breakthrough debut novel that became an urban-lit classic and launched Vickie Stringer’s career as bestselling author and publisher. Imagine This was the bestselling sequel and now comes the prequel The Reason Why, the long-awaited revelation of how Pamela and Chino became an urban contemporary Bonnie and Clyde.


Pamela was a naive coed from Detroit, going to classes by day and clubs by night. The hottest spot was Jazzy Jay’s, and that’s where one of the guys slipped his gun into her pocketbook, knowing that the police who had just descended on the club wouldn’t check the girls for weapons. She didn’t know his name or anything other than he was cute and charming. But when she tracked him down to return his property, she found out his name was Chino; his game was hustling; and his plan was to make her his woman, his wifey, and give her more than she ever bargained for out of life, love, and the pursuit of money.
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VICKIE M. STRINGER is the author of Essence bestsellers including Imagine This, Let That Be the Reason, Dirty Red, and Still Dirty. She is the publisher of Triple Crown Publications, one of the most successful African-American book publishers in the country and abroad. She has been featured in such prominent news media as the New York Times, Newsweek, MTV News, Publishers Weekly, Vibe, Millionaire Blueprints, Black Expressions, and many more. She lives in Columbus, Ohio, with her two children. Visit her website at www.triplecrownpublications.com.


[image: diagram]


MEET THE AUTHORS, WATCH VIDEOS AND MORE AT
SimonandSchuster.com
THE SOURCE FOR READING GROUPS


COVER DESIGN BY PATRICK KANG • COVER PHOTO BY MARLON RICHARDSON/GETTY (WOMAN), TODD GIPSTEIN/GETTY (STREET), SONJA PACHO/ZEFA/CORBIS (MAN) • AUTHOR PHOTO BY PETER CHIN







Also by Vickie M. Stringer


[image: logo]


STILL DIRTY


DIRTY RED


IMAGINE THIS


LET THAT BE THE REASON






Thank you for purchasing this Atria Paperback eBook.


Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Atria Paperback and Simon & Schuster.


[image: signupbutton]

or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com







[image: title]




[image: logo]


A Division of Simon & Schuster, inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either
are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance
to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2009 by Vickie M. Stringer


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions
thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Atria Books Subsidiary
Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


First Atria Paperback edition August 2009


ATRIA PAPERBACK and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For
more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers
Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Designed by Nancy Singer


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Stringer, Vickie M.


The reason why: a novel/Vickie M. Stringer.—1st Atria Paperback ed.
    p. cm.


Prequel to: Let that be the reason.
1. African American women—Fiction. 2. African Americans—Fiction.
3. Drug dealers—Fiction. I. Title.
PS3569.T69586R43 2009
813’.54—dc22    2009018265


ISBN 978-1-4391-6609-3
ISBN 978-1-4391-6610-9 (ebook)




Chino, my first love, this one’s for you!!!




It is better to be feared than loved.


—Machiavelli





Intro
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“What a bitch gone do?”


Pammy loved Chino, because he could make toe-curling love. He could make her laugh or smile when all the chips were down and the shit was hitting the fan. He had taken an innocent little cookie from Detroit and turned her out with the street life. More than the money, the hairdos, the clothes, the cars, the status. The love was intoxicating, healing: like chicken noodle soup when Pammy was sick, Chino protecting her body with his when the bullets were flying, the dreams that they shared together. Knight in shining armor my ass, he was her everything.


Imagine This. The Reason Why.





Chapter 1
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A Dream


It was the summer of 1988. Jazzy Jay’s was the premiere hot spot in the city on Saturday night. The converted storefront with a massive bar and a thumping surround-sound stereo system was the club of choice for all Columbus, Ohio ballers and cluck-cluck heads who were after the ballers’ money. Dope boys and gold diggers alike dressed their best when stepping up in Jazzy’s and made sure that their whips were fresh to impress. But for all Jazzy’s promises, its shortcomings were the 2 a.m. closing time and that it didn’t serve food. For this reason, the Waffle House was the place to head after the club.


The Waffle House was often packed to capacity, and this breezy night it was no different. The washed, waxed, and chromed-out rides filling the parking lot looked like a car show. Jimmy Blazers rolled through bumping EPMD; IROCs burnt rubber up and down the street, racing and showing off their acceleration. BMW 325s were here and there, along with several 5.0 Mustangs and chromed-out Cutlass Supremes and Regals, while Pete Rock & C.L. Smooth, Run DMC, and LL Cool J provided the soundtrack for the night—that was, until the police showed up and mobbed the place.


Some folks fled, others stayed. This was typical. The police knew that the Waffle House was where everyone hung out after Jazzy’s closed. They also knew that people raced . . . and they weren’t going to stop. We were just young people having fun and we were going to continue. Depending on the po-po’s mood, they’d run up on us like Rambo just to see folks scatter like roaches.


“Look at those fucking idiots in the street drag racing!” Chino said, protesting to Fabian when he saw the swarm of officers. Leaning up against his Jeep Cherokee, Chino shook his head in disgust.


The officers climbed out of their police cars and started herding the crowd back against the Waffle House’s side wall. Some of the officers began searching the gathered crowd. “Damn, I’m strapped, yo!” Chino whispered into Fabian’s ear.


“Shit, get rid of it, kid!”


“They searching!”


“Peep game!” Fabian nodded to his right. “They ain’t searching the boppers!”


“Well shit, I need to slip my jammy to a chicken head,” Chino said.


“Do that and kiss it good-bye, man,” Fabian told him. “Damn, that was my favorite pistol of yours, too. You should have sold it to me when I asked you to. You’d let some chick hold it, risk not getting it back, but you couldn’t sell it to me. Dude, that’s fucked up.”


“You trippin’ rap,” Chino told him. “I got my Ruger P-89, not the Beretta but I’ll sell this bitch to you right here, right now.” Chino looked at Fabian seriously. He didn’t care about his piece. He just wanted it off him.


Fabian laughed. “Nigga, you crazy. That’s yo’ case. Enjoy it.”


“Bullshit!” Chino told him defiantly. He maneuvered away from Fabian and into the crowd. He squeezed his way through until he found what he was looking for—a female with a large purse. He slipped his weapon inside the slit on the side.


“What are you doing?” Pam asked, turning in his direction.


Pam Xavier was fresh to the city. She had grown up in Detroit’s famed LeDroit Park area, the daughter of upper-middle-class parents who gave her the best. Private school, lessons in piano, French and Spanish, the best of everything. She was sixteen and already a graduate from Catholic school. Pam was an all-American girl who was away from the watchful eyes of her parents, living it up in a place she knew little about. She was totally brand-new.


“Yo, check it, lil mama,” Chino told her. “They checking the hard heads, not the chicken heads, so you can just close up your purse and hold on to that for daddy.”


“First of all,” Pam said, craning her neck, “I’m not your little mama, you’re not my daddy, I’m not a chicken head, and I’m not holding shit for you.” Pam looked inside her purse and her eyes became large when she saw what he had placed in there. “Hell naw!” she screeched in an angry tone. “Definitely not this!”


Chino held up his hands. “Okay, say it a little louder. I don’t think the po-po heard you. Damn, give a brother a case, why don’t you.”


“This is your case,” Pam told him. “You shouldn’t be carrying a gun anyway. It’s guys like you that mess things up for everyone else.”


“Hey, we can debate the merits of being judged by twelve or carried by six another time,” Chino said with a smile, trying to defuse Pam’s anger, “but for right now, a brother really ain’t trying to go to jail. Can you be a soldier and help out a general?”


Pam turned away and smiled. He had a way with words that made her laugh. She turned back toward him. “A general? You mean a private, don’t you?”


“No, lil mama, I’m a straight up commander in chief. If stars and bars indicate rank, you can just call me General Milky Way, ’cause I got enough stars to be my own galaxy, and enough bars to open my own candy factory.”


Pam smiled.


“Guys over there. Ladies to the side!” An officer yelled, pulling Chino away, separating him from Pam. He winked and blew a kiss her way.


“Hey, how will I find you?” Pam shouted.


“Don’t worry, I’ll find you!” Chino shouted back.


He was cute, Pam thought. Cuter than cute. Pearly whites that looked like he just stepped out of a dental factory. Low-cut, curly hair, smooth peanut butter skin, hazel eyes that look like crushed brown and green crystals. And he had the gift of gab. He probably had a saying for everything. If he didn’t find her, she certainly would have to find him.


“Did you get rid of it?” Fabian asked, gathered with the group of young men the police had snatched up.


Chino nodded. “Nice little red bone. See the one over there with the red Coca-Cola shirt?”


“Where?” Fabian asked, stretching his neck and using his six-foot-three height to look over the crowd.


“The one with the mushroom hairstyle,” Chino told him.


“Cute,” Fabian nodded his approval. “One question, though.”


“What’s that?”


“What if she turns you in?”


“Then that’s her shit,” Chino declared.


“And if she tries to press the issue?” Fabian asked.


Chino shrugged. “Then you know how we do it. She does some shady shit like that, then she’ll be dealt with.”





Chapter 2
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We Belong Together


Pam sat on her bed inside her dorm room at the Ohio State University, staring at the black handgun lying just in front of her. She couldn’t believe what had happened at the Waffle House. It was surreal. Her brazen attempt at trying to be cute now crumbled. She had never seen a real handgun, let alone touched one, until last night. It took her two hours of pacing and debating just to get up the nerve to pull it out of her purse. She slept little during the night, thinking of it in her room. Should she call the police? Should she go to the dean of students? Should she call the campus police? How about just toss the thing inside the nearest trash can? But what if she ran into him again, and he wanted it back? What would she do? What would he do if she didn’t have it to give back?


“So, what are you going to do?” Tomiko asked, looking at Pam, then at the gun.


Tomiko Harrison was Pam’s roommate. She was nineteen, a sophomore from Houston, Texas. She had run to Ohio State because it was the first place she could think of that was far enough away from her parents, particularly her mother.


Tomiko wasn’t going to be the long-haired, green-eyed, yellow-skinned AKA with the Fisk degree and fiancé from Meharry Medical School. Those were her mother’s dreams, not her own. She was determined never to set foot on that campus in Nashville, if she could help it.


Her mother was crestfallen at Tomiko’s graduation when she had broken the news, but her father had given her a secret thumbs-up. To gain her own identity, Tomiko had stripped the perm out of her hair and did everything she could to lock it. She wore it in twists, and braids, and even had coarser hair braided into her fine locks so that she could have the appearance of dreads. It was her personal declaration of independence from her mother.


Thanks to Tomiko, Pam was quickly learning where to get a decent hot meal on High Street, away from the dorm cafeteria, how to balance school and her blooming social life, and where the hottest nightspots were nestled in the bustling streets of downtown Columbus.


“I don’t know!” Pam answered Tomiko’s question.


Tomiko sat on Pam’s bed, with the handgun sitting between them. “Well, you better decide something quick.”


“I know, girl!” Pam sighed, frustrated. “What do you think I should do?”


“Get rid of the thing! I would have given it to the police last night!”


“No,” Pam said, shaking her head, “he would have gone to jail.”


“So?” Tomiko said, turning up her palms. “You don’t even know him!”


“I know he’s black . . . and there are enough black men in jail already!”


“He was carrying a gun, Pammy! You wonder why there are so many in jail. Maybe it’s because they do stupid shit like carry guns to places where people are just having a good time. This is how so many of our guys also end up in the cemetery.”


Pam nodded. Tomiko had a point.


“I say we take it to him, and throw it at him,” Tomiko suggested.


“What?”


“He didn’t give a shit about you when he stuck it in your purse last night!”


“He did. He just knew that the police weren’t searching the women.”


“Make excuses for him,” Tomiko said with a teasing smile. “He must have been cute.”


“That has nothing to do with anything,” Pam protested.


“Was he cute, Pammy?”


Pam hesitated and then nodded reluctantly. “He was kinda cute. Girl, he had some pretty-ass eyes.”


Tomiko nodded. “Um-hum, that’s what I thought. Girl, you willing to go to jail for a cute face. I really need to school you.”


“I ain’t stupid, girl,” Pam confirmed, rolling her eyes. “You don’t need to school me.”


“This isn’t you.” Tomiko pointed toward the gun. “In the streets, you’re like a babe in the woods. I knew I shouldn’t have took you to the spot last night.”


“Girl please, that has nothing to do with anything.”


Tomiko grabbed her purse. “Look, let’s hop in the Beemer and go and find this mystery man.”


“How are we going to do that? It’s Sunday afternoon, and shit, I don’t even know his name!”


“You know what he looks like, don’t you?” Tomiko quizzed. “Besides, we know he carries a gun, so he’s probably one of those fools that hang out at the gambling shack, or over by the projects selling that stuff.”


“You want to go over there?” Pam said, with her eyes bucked out of her head.


“Girl, we can leave the top up on the ride and just roll through real quick to see if you spot him.”


“Two females in your car, rolling through the hood, and you think nobody is going to pay any attention to us?” Pam asked sarcastically. “And even if we do find him, then what? I’m gonna just walk up to him and say, ‘Hey, stranger, here is your murder weapon back’? Girl, what if he shoots us?”


“And you didn’t think about that when you accepted the damn thing?”


“I didn’t accept anything!” Pam protested. “He stuck it in my purse!”


“And you could have stuck it back in his face and told him you didn’t want it. Or you could have given it to the police.”


Pam folded her arms and crossed her legs.


“Okay, okay, you ain’t down for turning brother-man in,” Tomiko told her. “I’m cool with that. But damn, girl.”


“Let’s just find him, and you can give it back to him.”


“Me?”


“Yeah, Tomiko, you ain’t scared of nobody. Hell, you carry guns in the back of your pickup truck down in Houston.”


“Ha, ha, real funny. Does it look like I drive a pickup truck?”


“Girl, you know y’all be hunting down in Texas.”


“Pam, don’t make me front on Detroit, ’cause you know better. Even the babies carry guns in their diapers in that dangerous mother.”


Pam laughed heavily. “Get off my city. I’m from Motown, baby!”


“Girl, get your illegal-ass gun and let’s go find this nigga.”


Pam took a sock, lifted the gun, and put it inside a paper bag. She was determined not to get any of her fingerprints on it.


“You think it done killed somebody?” Pam asked.


“Girl, let’s just hope it don’t kill nobody today!” Tomiko told her. “And by nobody, I mean us!”


“Amen!”





Chapter 3
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Be Careful


Sunday afternoon in the hood, Chino and Fabian sat in their regular spot, in Fabian’s car, checking out the honeys. In the reflection of the passenger’s mirror, he saw two chicks walking up the street. They were both sucking on lollipops and switching their asses to get attention.


“Watch this, man,” Chino told Fabian with a mischievous grin on his face. Once they got close enough, Chino leaned out the window and grabbed a handful of firm, thick booty that passed by him.


“Fuck you!” the girl in the Daisy Dukes shouted.


“You offering?” Chino quipped.


“Hell naw, I ain’t offering you, asshole!”


“Well, damn, I thought since you was showing off all that ass, you know . . .” Chino laughed with a smile.


“Just ’cause I’m wearing these shorts don’t mean I’m a ho!” she retorted.


“My bad!” Chino looked up and down at her body. “It’s just that you’re wearing a ho’s costume, so you can see how I made a mistake.”


“Fuck you, nigga!”


“Chicken head!” Chino shouted.


Fabian laughed as he pulled away in his black Porsche 928 GT. “Man, you’re crazy!”


“Man, these bitches are crazy,” Chino declared. “They putting it all out there on display, and get mad when you react to it.”


“You can look, but not touch,” Fabian told him.


“I’ll bet you if I tossed her ass a C-note she’d let me touch.”


“Bet!”


“Bet!” Chino told him.


Fabian stopped the car and busted a U in the middle of the street. They pulled up on the two young ladies strolling down South High Street. One was wearing extremely high-cut Daisy Dukes that exposed nearly half her ass. She had on a half-shirt that tied at the midriff, which exposed her taut stomach and her perky breasts. Her hair was done up in a pixie cut, and she sucked seductively on a lollipop as she strolled the street. Her companion wore tight, form-fitting spandex shorts and a matching spandex top. The spandex bodysuit showed off her voluptuous figure and bodacious buttocks. She wore her hair in a mushroom, and she too sucked seductively on a red Blow Pop. The temperature outside was moderate for the fall, and people were out in droves taking in the warm weather. The hood was buzzing with activity today.


“Yo, yo, yo!” Chino called out from the Porsche.


“Fuck off!” Daisy Duke told him.


“Naw, baby, that was my bad!” Chino said, in his most sincere voice. “I thought you were someone else.”


“You sure in the hell did!” she snapped.


“Aw, girl, don’t be like that,” Chino told her with a grin. “Let me make it up to you.”


She continued to stroll away, but this time with a little more swing in her walk.


Chino smiled at the show, leaned back inside the car, and looked at his boy.


“The usual?”


Fabian nodded. “Bet!”


Chino pulled a wad of cash out of his pocket and peeled off a hundred-dollar bill. He held it out the window. “Aye,” he yelled. “This for you, lil mama!”


Daisy Duke turned and looked at Chino. Her face twisted up with confusion and disgust when she saw what he held in his hand. “What’s that for?”


“It’s my apology to you.”


She waved her hand dismissing him. “That’s okay, you keep it. I ain’t no ho.”


“This is the way we apologize,” Chino told her. “When we mess up, we make it right. We come out of pocket as a penalty.”


Daisy Duke thought about what he said and made her way to the Porsche.


“I guess so.” She extended her hand and accepted the money. Before she could take her hand out of Chino’s he grabbed it slightly.


“Let me make it up to you with a little dinner.” He smiled and eyeballed her body.


“Dinner?”


“Yeah, a nice romantic dinner somewhere. You pick the place.”


She hesitated for a moment, then a smile spread across her face. “I guess.”


“Well check it,” Chino said. “I’m gonna need to get your number so I can call you.”


Daisy Duke took her hand back, dug into her purse and pulled out her phone number, which was already written down. “You better call me,” she told him, handing him the small piece of paper.


“Bet!” Chino said. “I’m gonna call your sexy self tonight.” He definitely wanted to get into her high-cut shorts.


“Okay, I’ll be waiting.”


“I bet you will,” Chino said, biting down on his bottom lip. “Damn, girl, you really wearing those shorts. I couldn’t help but want a piece of that cake earlier.”


Daisy Duke laughed. “You crazy!”


Chino held out his hand. “You mind?”


Daisy Duke smacked her lips. Normally she would have for free, but when she saw the wad in his hands, and that he was rolling in a Porsche, she complied. Daisy Duke had found herself a true baller.


She turned to the side and Chino rubbed on her ass again, but this time he had her permission. He caressed her butt gently, and then grabbed a handful of butt cheek. “Damn, you fine!”


Daisy Duke laughed.


“Tonight, little mama,” Chino told her. He turned to Fabian. “Let’s roll.”


“Damn!” Fabian exclaimed, pulling away. He pulled out a wad of bills from his pocket and handed Chino a hundred-dollar bill.


“Thank you very much,” Chino said with confidence. “You just bought that pussy for me.”


“Damn, at least you could have plugged me in with her homegirl.”


“Damn, my bad,” Chino said. “Don’t worry, I’ll find you something.”


“Yeah, something ugly or fat!”


“Yo, check out the honeys in this red BMW,” Chino said. “They rolled up and down the street like three times already.”


“Think they’re one-time?”


Chino shook his head. “Naw, they too pretty to be police. Those are bona fide good pussies from the college.”


“Woooweee!” Fabian held out his hand and Chino gave him a handshake. “You know I love square pussy. You get to fuck ’em, use up their daddy’s credit card, and then leave ’em in time for Valentine’s Day!”


Chino laughed. “And I thought I was a dog. You’re a real Fido, you know that?”


Fabian pulled up alongside the BMW.


Chino leaned forward so that he could talk to them. “Hey, baby girl!”


Pam turned to see who was talking to her. “Oh, shit!”


“Oh, shit!” Chino said.


“What?” Tomiko shouted nervously.


“What’s up?” Fabian asked.


“That’s old girl from last night!”


“Girl, that’s him!” Pam shouted.


“Pull over!” Chino told them and pointed to where they should meet.


Fabian pulled over into a nearby store parking lot and Chino climbed out of the car. Tomiko pulled in behind them while Chino walked up to the passenger side of the car and leaned inside.


“What’s up, baby girl?”


“My blood pressure,” Pam said.


Chino laughed. “You sure helped a brother out of a jam last night. I owe you big time.”


Chino pulled out his wad of money and tossed five one-hundred-dollar bills into Pam’s lap.


“What’s this for?”


“What a five-thousand-dollar bond would have cost me.”


“Girl, shut up and take the money,” Tomiko said under her breath.


“You don’t have to give me anything.”


“Thank you!” Tomiko blurted out over Pam.


Again, Chino laughed.


Pam folded up the money and handed it back. Chino was stunned. No female had ever given back his money and been serious about it.


Pam reached down on the floor, under her seat, lifted the paper bag, and handed it to Chino. “I believe this belongs to you.”


Chino opened the bag and looked inside. “You sure you didn’t use this?”


“No!” Pam said, indignant at first, and then realizing it was a joke, broke into a wide smile.


“You look like a killer,” Chino told her. “What’s your name, killer?”


“Pam.”


Chino nodded. “You look like a Pam. My name is Chino.”


Pam smiled. “You look like a Rico.”


“Ahhh, that’s my alias,” Chino confirmed with a smile.


“You have an alias?”


“Um-huh, that’s my out-of-town alias, when I go to get them thangs!” Chino rubbed his hands together and howled.


“Boy, you’re crazy!” Pam shouted.


“Pam, where you from?”


“D-Town.”


“D-Town?”


“Detroit.”


“The Motor City, huh?” Chino asked. “First female I ever met from Detroit. Congratulations.”


“Congratulations or beware?”


Chino laughed. “Oh, yeah, you’re definitely from Detroit. You got one of them fly mouths.”


“I thought I was the first female you met from Detroit,” Pam challenged.


“I done came across plenty of fly mouths in my day and you’re not an exception.” Chino glanced around, peeped his surroundings, then brought back up the subject at hand. “Look, I ain’t trying to get caught up in the hood with this jammy, so I got to get out of here.”


“Bye.” Tomiko spoke harshly with an attitude.


Chino looked at Tomiko, then at Pam. “But why don’t you give me your number so that I can properly thank you.”


“Just say thank you, that’s fine.”


“Not good enough,” Chino told her. “A general has to properly reward his troops so that they stay loyal.”


“What makes you think that I want to be one of your little soldiers?” Pam asked, looking at Chino like he had lost his mind.


“You do.”


“How do you figure that?”


“Because you ain’t never met a nigga like me before.”


“A dime a dozen in Detroit.”


Chino shook his head and chuckled. “I doubt that. So, you gonna let me take you to dinner or what?”


“Dinner?”


“A picnic on the Scioto. I’ll make the sandwiches myself.”


Pam laughed. “Okay, a picnic on the river? This I gotta see.”


“Okay, so what’s your number?”


Pam shook her head. “Give me yours.”


Chino gave her his pager number.


“My code is all ones.” Pam replied.


“All ones?” Chino quizzed.


Pam nodded. “Yep, I’m number one.”


“We’ll see,” said Chino, rising up from the window. “We will definitely see.”





Chapter 4
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Keeping Promises


The following Tuesday evening, when Pam strolled out of the Friendship Village nursing home where she worked, her mouth fell open in surprise. Chino was outside waiting for her on a black and purple Kawasaki Ninja motorcycle. She could hear her mother screaming in her ear at that very moment about how unsafe motorcycles were.


“When you said that you were going to pick me up from work, I thought that you meant in a car,” Pam told him.


“What difference does it make?”


“It makes a big difference!” Pam said, pacing. “I was expecting to be driven inside of a nice comfortable, safe vehicle. I wanted to hear the radio.”


“I’ll sing to you,” Chino said.


“You sing?”


“No.”


“Then what are you talking about?”


Chino shrugged. “Wait till you hear this engine sing.”


“I’m not going with you anywhere on this thing!” Pam crossed her arms defiantly.


“Why not?”


“Because these things are dangerous!”


“This,” he pointed, “is a bike. Bikes are not dangerous, the rider is,” Chino explained. “If the rider does dumb and dangerous shit, then the bike is dangerous. I’m not going to do dumb shit with you on here.”


Pam exhaled and rolled her eyes upward.


“I promise you, no crazy shit.”


Pam looked at Chino and lifted an eyebrow. “Nothing crazy?”


Chino pressed his hand against his chest. “Would I lie to you?”


“Yes!” Pam said, and then smiled. “Maybe.”


“Never.”


“I don’t even know you,” Pam said. “You could be the biggest liar in the universe.”


“Hey, Chino does not lie. Not never.”


“You’re referring to yourself in the third person?” Pam smiled again. “I see that you have your ego in check.”


Chino laughed, and nodded toward the bike’s rear seat. “C’mon, big head. You’re burning daylight.”


“Big head?”


“Yeah. You know you got a melon on top of that poor neck of yours.”


Pam’s mouth fell open and she hit Chino playfully. “Forget you! Is this how you treat your dates? You talk about them?”


“Only the ones that I really like.”


“Oh, really? So you really like me?”


Chino nodded. “Yeah, you got a lot of appeal with you, youngster.”


With that, Pam climbed on the back of the Ninja and wrapped her arms around Chino’s waist. Chino revved the engine and pulled out of the parking lot of Pam’s job.


“So what’s with the old folks’ home?” Chino asked.


“It’s a retirement home,” Pam corrected, emphasizing the word retirement.


“It’s got old people in there, right?”


Pam nodded. “It’s home to seniors who want a more relaxed lifestyle in their golden years.”


“Damn, girl. Why you got to be politically correct all the time?”


“Why you got to be so rude and boorish?”


“Boring?”


“No, not boring. Boorish.”


“You calling me an ogre?”


“No, you’re more the caveman type.”


Chino had to laugh. She wasn’t impressed with his street status, or his dope money. She was real. And in his life, he didn’t meet that many real people, people who weren’t out for his money. “So what do you do there?” Chino asked. “You like wash they shitty asses, and change they beds and shit?”


“No!” Pam said, hitting Chino on his shoulder. “That’s nasty.”


“So what do you do?”


“I work at the cash register.”


“The cash register? They got bread up in there?”


“Yes, they have a store for the community,” Pam explained. “It’s not just one retirement home, it’s an entire residential community.”


“Damn, so you a cashier and shit?”


“Yeah. You sound like you got a problem with that.”


“That’s a gig for niggas who just got out of the joint.”


“What?”


“You heard me!” Chino switched lanes and accelerated.


Pam clutched his waist tighter and buried her head in his back. “Chino!”


“It’s cool! Girl, I ain’t going but forty!”


“Still, you gotta let me know when you’re going to speed up!”


“You need to ride with me more often. As a matter of fact, I need to teach you how to ride.”


“No, thank you!”


“We going to start your lesson this weekend.”


“I work on the weekends,” Pam told him. “And I definitely ain’t riding with you on this thing at night!”


“That’s cool. I can teach you during the day.”


“Didn’t you hear me? I have to work. Some of us have legitimate jobs.”


“And some of us got bullshit house-nigga jobs, like we fresh out the joint.”


“There’s nothing wrong with an honest day’s work!” Pam shot back. “Maybe you should try it sometimes.”


“Maybe you should quit.”


“Quit? Yeah, right! And who’s going to pay my bills, you? Are you going to take care of all my expenses?”


“Yeah, I can do that.”


“Yeah, right!”


Chino pulled the clutch and downshifted. He broke the bike down to first gear and pulled over into a shopping center parking lot.


“Why are we stopping here?” Pam asked.


“Because I can show you better than I can tell you,” Chino said. He pulled out a wad of money and placed it in her hand.


“What’s this?” Pam asked. “I told you, you don’t owe me anything.”


“That’s not because I owe you, that’s what I’m giving you so you can quit that bullshit job.”


“Chino, I don’t want to quit my job!”


“Yeah you do, ma. Nobody wants to be on their feet all day, working for minimum wage. Why work for them, when you can work for Chino?”


“Doing what? I’m not selling anybody’s drugs.”


“Not hustling, girl. You can do other things for me.”


“I’m not a hooker either.”


“Not that either, big head!”


“What?”


“You gonna be Chino’s soldier.”


“What?”


“You’re going to be General Chino’s national security advisor.”


Pam burst into laughter. “Boy, you’re crazy!”


“Quit that bullshit job, Pam. Your new man is gonna take care of you.”


“My new man?”


“Yeah.” Chino leaned forward and kissed her softly on her lips. “Hang out with the Chino, baby girl. I promise you, it’ll never be boring.”


“Yeah, not boring, but something tells me that it’ll be plenty dangerous.”


“Not dangerous. Adventurous.” Chino gave a big Kool-Aid smile.


Pam didn’t know why she didn’t push away his first kiss, let alone why she had allowed him to kiss her again. Ignoring her gut, Pam wrapped her arms around Chino’s neck and kissed him slowly . . . passionately. Maybe it was because she was feeling Chino. Not because of his looks, his fast talk, or his fast money. It was something more than that. Something she couldn’t put her finger on. She was definitely down for a little adventure, although her sixth sense warned her that messing with Chino was going to be dangerous. Perhaps even deadly.





Chapter 5
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You Bring Me Joy


Chino pulled up to Pam’s dorm in his black IROC-Z with the T-Tops off and the car’s custom stereo system booming. Whodini was singing about friends, and how many of us have them. Pam was waiting on a bench, absorbing the bursts of cool air, sunlight, and breathtaking autumn scents. She heard Chino before she saw him, and stood up to watch his ride roll in.


“Now this is more like it!” Pam shouted.


Chino turned down the volume on the stereo. “What?”


“I said, this is more like it.”


“Girl, you know you like my bike,” Chino said with a smile.


Pam shrugged. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought.”


“C’mon,” Chino said, nodding toward the passenger seat.


Pam climbed inside the IROC. “So, what’s in store for today?”


“You’ll see.” Chino smiled.


Chino ejected the Whodini cassette and popped in Soul-sonic Force. He always played “Planet Rock” when he wanted to show off his stereo system and impress people.


Pam and Chino pulled up to City Center Mall in downtown Columbus, parked, and headed inside. Chino led her into Dillard’s, into the junior misses section. He began pulling Troop warm-up sets from the rack and holding them against Pam’s frame.


“What are you doing?”


“Springing for you some fresh gear.”


“I can buy my own clothes.”


Chino walked his eyes up and down Pam’s blue jeans, pink polo shirt, and pink Adidas. She quickly became uncomfortable, as she checked out his snow white Le Coq Sportif warm-up set. He was dressed to impress. He wore a matching white Kangol, clear Gazelle glasses, and a pair of all-white Pumas with fat white laces. On his fingers he wore a massive gold four-finger ring, and on his neck hung a fat gold dookie rope.
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