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To the Ones Like You:

You sing.

You dance.

You bleed like the sunrise sky.







PEOPLE LIKE US


OR


The Other Continent


OR


Johnny Wordcount Stumbles into a High-End Croissant Bar on the Seine in Search of The Kid & Orders The Big Dream
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[image: Trapeze publisher logo]








RIGHT OFF THE BAT


Whole fistfuls of this actually happened, sister!


So, to keep the lawyers cooling their heels instead of kicking down the front door with those high-priced Italian loafers of theirs, some names and places have been given the three-card monte treatment and this whole damned thing has been fitted with a fiction overcoat. Some people—and even entire sauce-reducing countries—have been punched up a bit for the sake of laughs and the inevitable hard-sell gut punch, but, just for the record, the Frenchies are actually pretty aces once you get to know them. Really.


Now, if you read this and you think you’re not one to be taken in by a con job—I mean, you feel like you know who’s really on the chopping block here—and if that particular You-Know-Who that you’ve got all figured out has enough cash on hand to send the aforementioned loafer-wearing sharks after me because I said something ol’ Daddy Warbucks wouldn’t like said in public, well, then that part of the story was just coincidence and parody. Straight for laughs.


Lastly, if I ever get backed into a corner about some detail I don’t want to go into, I’ll just offer up a five-star smile and swear on a stack of Raising Arizona DVDs that I made it all up. Even if it really happened. So don’t even bother.


And if I’m ever asked about whether or not we’re all going to be okay in the end?


… Well … cynicism is the refuge of a world-weary heart.


—THE AUTHOR


(WITH LEGAL BREATHING DOWN HIS NECK)
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Behold. Forty-four-year-old him. A low-budget, Black Jack London shivering in the frozen north called Minnesota.


Not a bad place to be—all points on the timeline considered.


He’s at the age of early evening bedtimes and early morning ibuprofen. The muffin top that stalked him for the last couple of decades is finally here to stay but, depending on who you ask, he carries it well enough. This is officially midlife. Gray hair. Gentle whiffs of arthritis. Nothing really heals anymore. Every year on his birthday his doctor sticks her finger up his ass, digging for cancer like it’s the last corner of peanut butter in the jar, without so much as a kiss on the cheek or a high five when she’s done. Usually, she’s out of the room before he can pull his pants up.


Middle age ain’t for the faint of heart.


But, it’s a decent life.


Outside the Minneapolis airport, he’s escorted through the cold of the parking deck to a black SUV, caked with road salt and ice, by a thin-framed man with one of the best Afros he’s ever seen who, from what Soot understands, was the driving force behind bringing him here to speak in the wake of the dead.


“We’re so glad you could make it,” the man says. “I mean, you really just don’t know how much this means to us. Especially after … well, after everything.”


Soot nods and smiles. Plays it solemn, because solemn is what it is.


In his defense, the dead weren’t dead a year ago, back when he agreed to come. The living only became the dead last week. Unlucky weather.


It’s under thirty degrees and dropping. There’s a cold blow on the way. Billowing frost. Snow the size of horseflies. Wind that makes you regret life choices. Usual fare around these parts. Foreign landscape for him. “You all get this kind of cold often?” he asks, realizing, as his teeth chatter, that the jacket he brought from home isn’t going to cut it.


“It’s always on its way,” the man says.


“I’m a Southern boy,” Soot replies. “To me, dressing for the cold just means ‘Add sleeves and pray on it.’ ”


Laughter.


Minnesota State College has paid him—in advance—to come here and talk about his book, because that’s what he’s done for over a decade now. It’s simple enough, or at least it’s become so: talk about America through the lens of his Black skin, his fear of police, and his loss.


“So, how are people?” he asks the man behind the wheel. The guy holds a phone in each hand as he drives, steering with forearms and knees over the slick roads, both phones chanting different directions at him. The car drifts, only for the guy to snatch it back after a few seconds. For sure, Soot’s making conversation in part so that the man will put the phones down and keep the two of them alive.


“So, how are people?” he asks a second time.


This time, the man answers, finally looking away from the two phones and yanking the car back into its lane yet again. “People?” he says slowly, like he forgot what the word means. “People are … you know … we’re … we’re resilient.” Soot hates that word. “People are doing the best they can, all things considered,” the guy continues. He grins as he says the words, as if he’s trying to smile to fix something that can’t be fixed, but he’s trying anyway. “I won’t pretend like people are okay. They’re definitely not okay. But what can you do? Things are the way they are.” His voice trembles at the end. He clears his throat. “I’m really glad you decided to come,” he says. “I mean, I don’t think you understand just how much this means to all of us. I don’t think you get just how much we need you.”


“Just trying to help,” Soot says. He still hasn’t recovered from the cold, so he fidgets with the car’s air-conditioning vents and the thermostat. Plenty of heat rolls out, but no warmth.


“You’re definitely going to help,” the man says. “I had some friends who were at Mississippi when those students got shot and you showed up there. They said you really helped out. They said you told them all the things they didn’t know they needed to hear. Like about what happened to your dad, and your daughter. I respect how you can go back to wounds like that and open them up. I could never do it.”


It’s hard for the guy to talk and listen to his two cell phones and steer/slide over the ice and be resilient all at the same time. The car is all over all three lanes of highway and Soot starts to think it might be better to just shut up and let the guy get him there alive.


“Good to know,” Soot says, deciding not to say any more for a while.


“It’s all going to be okay, now that you’re here,” the man says.


For the rest of the drive the two of them ride in silence. Soot focuses on staying warm and on trying not to get overwhelmed by the thought that the SUV might suddenly wind up in a ditch.


The cold blow moves in as promised. It’s not just the ice sliding the SUV around anymore. The wind has signed on, giving more than a gentle nudge and covering the windshield with snow. The road is crowded with cars, even as the night turns white and the windows begin to freeze over around the edges, and the pit of Soot’s stomach starts to flutter as he stares out the window and imagines what might happen to someone alone in this type of world.


Eventually, Soot and the man arrive at the hotel. It’s just off campus and, if it weren’t covered in snow, he would see the school colors decorating the outside of the building and he would be impressed.


“Here we go,” the guy says as Soot opens the SUV door. The cold grabs him by the leg. “I’ll be by tomorrow evening to pick you up for the dinner with the faculty. They’re eager to hear what you have to say about all this, you know?”


They shake hands.


“I’ll try to do what I can,” Soot says.


“Speak truth to power?” the man says.


“What?”


“I was thinking about that. That’s what writers do, right? They speak truth to power. But that’s not really your gig, though, is it? You sorta speak to grief. So what do you say? To grief, I mean. Something about hope?”


Soot sighs. He knows what the man wants. He doesn’t want to wait until tomorrow evening, when he and the others are all together, grieving over the deaths of their students and trying to understand how this thing finally really happened to their school. He needs to start feeling something other than loss. Something other than grief and pain.


The cold keeps moving in. Everything tightens up. Hardens. But he knows he can’t get out without giving the man something.


Soot steps out onto the icy ground, grabs his luggage from the back seat, and stands in the door of the black SUV with his hands in his pockets, shivering just a little already, and says, “It all comes out okay.”


“You say it like you know for sure,” the man says.


“Imagine that I can travel through time. And I know, for a fact, that you’ll get through this,” Soot says. “And imagine I tell you ‘It all comes out okay.’ ”


The man offers a nervous smile. The kind of smile you give to a bully when you can’t tell if they’re being sincere or just walking you up to the moment when they punch your teeth in. “You’re different” is all the man says.


“It helps though, doesn’t it?”


Then he closes the vehicle door and hustles toward the hotel, losing body heat with each step, while the storm blows harder and the snow comes down fatter, and he can barely see his hand in front of his face, and everything behind him and ahead of him disappears. He stops, freezing as he is, and turns and looks back. The light shines in his eyes, centered somewhere ahead of him now, with snow dancing around it like a swarm of moths, and, somehow, Soot swears he hears a type of music buried in the wind, a gentle, delicate song, like wind chimes trying to speak.
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You could feel it in your bones. You could taste it on the air. The change, I mean. You could smell it in the vendors standing outside the courthouses selling hot dogs to the angry, raised fists. You could hear the songs bouncing off every surface until they broke your ears and, even if you didn’t know the words, you somehow found a way to sing along.


Yessir, sister! There was music riding on the wind! Like the flag herself was trying to speak! I swear on Nic Cage’s sanctified hairline, it was one hell of a summer! Pure ticker tape! The American Dream finally came a’knocking and, sister, for once we were all at home and didn’t miss out! But, hell, I don’t have to tell you; you were there!


Every street in every city was full up to busting with the tomorrow we’d all been holding out for. Milk and honey fell straight from the sky. Buildings shook, from the penthouse ceiling fans right down to the basement wall sockets. Yes ma’am, all the promises that had been made were finally coming due and everything was up for grabs! And the bad things? Well, they were done for. Finally given a Chicago Overcoat by all of us. And just like everybody else, I was drunk on it. The whole thing was like watching the ocean turn upside down. Like watching a cow body-slam a crocodile. North was South and South was making love to Marilyn Monroe.


And then, when things were shining brighter than they had in decades and decades, then even the big boys got involved. Every John and Jane Bull in the upper crust looked out their tinted C-suite windows and rolled up the shades on their private jet windows and saw which way the wind was blowing. So they got on the phone and made the big calls down to all the little people and they said, “We’re getting in the game, baby!”


The dollars flowed.


Money broke out of the banks like it had been convicted of a crime it didn’t commit. A neo gold rush flowed from on high. A pure gully washer—as my Old Man might have put it—filling even the lowest crevices, and all aimed at the people in the dark skin.


“Put a sticker on your window, sister, and watch the bucks come rolling in!” the world said. “Hell! Don’t even bother with the sticker. Your skin is your sticker! This time capitalism will find you. It’ll come knocking at your front door and, even if you’re not willing to let it in, it’ll kick open the door and swell up the coffers and you’ll be in the best state you’ve ever been in. You’ll finally get all the things that you’ve been promised!”


Yes ma’am, we all know that the way capitalism apologizes for all the things it’s done is with even more capitalism. And, in case you weren’t there, that summer it was all on the line. It was all flowing from the font of the Amalgamation of Capital and, if you were there, it was something to see! The Summer of The Great Get Back! That’s what somebody should have called it.


They never did because that’s a terrible name, but you get the idea.


We were all flying high. Things were finally starting to come together. The streets were full of feet, fists, and voices. Pure inundation. Folks piled in like sediment. So much that the traffic of America and, by proxy, America herself, had no choice but to put on the brakes. Some folks will tell you that it was the plague outside that brought the Great Girl to a standstill. And I won’t say that’s untrue, but I’ll say we did our part too.


Yes ma’am, The Great Nation herself came to a screeching halt and rolled down her windows and looked out to see what game was on the play. And, yeah, some folks in cars shook their fists and cursed certain people’s names. But others got out and decided to dance and sing along. Most folks, if I’m being honest, just sat there in the chilly armpit of their air-conditioning and turned up the radio and settled back into their seats and waited for the road ahead to clear and for things to get back to normal. But that’s beside the point.


The point here is that it was something to see. It was like watching Sisyphus—a man who never skips leg day—finally get that super-size rock of his farther up that hill than he ever did before. And, just for a second, you can believe that, hell, maybe he’ll finally get it over the top. You’re looking over at him and you find out, somehow, that drumbeat you’re hearing is none other than your very own heart beating in his chest. You can feel his muscles straining. You can feel the pressure building with each step. You can’t tell if it’s him pushing that rock so close to the rim of escape or if it’s you. And you don’t care which. You’re too far in. Too much a part of it.


That’s the thing about change that promises to be on the upside: We can’t help but buy in. We all love an underdog story.


So folks got onboard. Damned near the whole world got out of their cars, closed the Pornhub tabs, turned off their phones, and cheered. All it had taken to get us here was a few dead bodies.


But regardless of the buy-in, the payout was the same: There we were, watching it all change. Watching it burn with our lumber ready to rebuild it better than it had ever been. This was the turning point in the flesh. This time, when the dust settled, the scar left on Old Glory wouldn’t wash off. No ma’am! This time we’d burn a demarcation line into the Stars and Stripes!


This was it. This was the “one day” Al Green sang about.


Near the height of it, during those long days under that summer sun, we ran wild with optimism. We all hugged and kissed, made apologies and promises. Even some of the cynics had to bow down in the light of the dawning day. Lady Liberty looked better than she had since she got strung out on cinematic-universe escapism.


Wooooo! What a time! Enough to leave a body breathless …


… But then the fall came.


That north wind rolled in on us. And, well, the fires turned to embers and the embers faded out, and all those tense muscles everyone had been using to change the world needed a rest.


Try not to blame them. Stamina for this sort of thing takes a lifetime to learn. You can’t get it in just a single summer. But while the wind blew and the embers cooled, the streets began to clear and you could hear the old engines of America fire up again and drop into gear. Traffic started moving.


We made a promise that this wasn’t a full stop, just a break. Just a chance for those who’d gotten caught up in it all to finally make it back home and cook dinner and throw in a load of laundry and walk the dog and eat a quick meal and fuck—as a way of celebrating, you understand!—and lie there sweaty and panting and still slick with satisfaction and maybe make a kid to commemorate all that they’d done and one day tell that kid about “That Summer We Changed Everything.”


And outside their window, while they lay there, kissing and dreaming of tomorrow, the leaves turned. The oceans rolled over again back into their homes. The mountains we’d leveled picked themselves up and reclaimed their spots, looking down on us. The folks in the C-suites closed their windows. They had calls to take and deals to make.


Eventually, all that was left was a faint whiff, almost like a memory, of smoke in the air. Maybe the taste of blood in the backs of our throats. So easy for so many to wash away with a little wine.


We all went out looking for aloe on account of how The Great American Burn turned out to be nothing more than too much time in the sun. Destined to scab, peel, heal, and give us all a story to tell as the years rolled on.


Yeah, sister … it was a summer to remember. Then it was gone.


What’s that? “Cynical”? Me?


No ma’am. I’m not one to sign on for that kind of thinking. Life’s been too good to me for me to ever be a “bourbon glass half empty” kind of guy. Yeah, I’ve seen bad times swallow folks up—been shoved underwater by life a few times myself. I know the game. There’s only one letter separating the brave from the grave, and we should all live accordingly.


As such, I’ve seen the back side of hurricanes. I’ve seen birds fight off bears and I’ve seen the northern lights dance a soft-shoe over Tuscaloosa. Seen a man get tossed into the air by an eighteen-wheeler and walk off laughing. I’ve seen an alpaca riding shotgun in a Toyota Camry in the middle of Atlanta. I’ve seen forty-year-old bare breasts dangled out of a Burger King drive-through window and given over to the dappled sunlight on an Easter Sunday. I knew a woman who sneezed every time she orgasmed. I’ve shook hands with a Black president and watched Fury Road in the same afternoon.


I’m someone who’s seen rockets break orbit.


It’s like I always say when folks come around with that old sales pitch about how things always gotta come up snake eyes in the end: Nothing in this life is duty bound to fall apart. Nothing.


Even when that summer ended, I was still a believer.


You’ll take me at my word when I tell you it wasn’t the end of that summer that sent me off to The Continent. It wasn’t even the little bit of success that came my way not long after. No ma’am. It was something a lot more relatable than that. You ever been threatened with death in a back alley in LA?


I think maybe we all have when you really get down to it.


But here’s how it happened for me:


Now, first off, if you’ve never been to Hollywood, the thing you gotta know is this: everything’s magic. The streets smell like champagne, the stars all hang at eye level, and, if the mood hits you to hold the heavens in your hand, then all you gotta do is reach out and wrap your mitts around them.


Stardust.


All you need out in LA is stardust. Get your hands on enough of it and it can make your whole life shine. So, there I am, out West looking for my fistful of stardust. Looking for The Big Score. I spent a week meeting with the gods of Tinseltown. All the names. Ol’ Stevie Spielberg, Spikey Lee, J. J. Abrams. You name them and I guarantee I sat on their waiting-room couches sipping fancy water—what folks out there in the biz call doing The Couch and Water Tour—waiting for my chance to sell them on book rights and glide out of there on easy street. Because if there’s one thing I’ve been taught, it’s that you ain’t a writer without a movie or TV deal.


The week didn’t go the best. I can admit that much. I wouldn’t say that was exactly my fault though. I put on the best I had, really gave it the old college try! Picture me: five-foot-eleven (that’s nearly half a foot taller than one Tommy Cruise, by the way), fit enough, dressed out in my finest gear. I’m talking the full getup: wool suit and jacket the color of the evening sea, a four-button vest to match, tie, fedora, and some of the best mud stompers you’ve ever seen. I look every bit like Bogart. Every bit like Poitier. Every bit like every other star the town is used to. “You look great!” they all say to me as I walk into each and every production company and studio. “You look like you come straight out of The Maltese Falcon!” they all shout. “And you exude the aroma of mahogany and supple leather!”


That one, in particular, always makes me feel like I’m doing things right. Hollywood right.


So, day after day and night after night, I bring my old-movie style to The Big Dream City. But my problem, of course, was that I was trying to sell a dream to the folks that specialize in selling dreams and I guess I was missing something, because by the end of the week all I had to show for it was a fistful of nothing. The closest thing I got to understanding where it was all going wrong was a producer over at Hulu telling me “America has moved on. So should you.”


It felt like breakup advice she was giving me, so that’s what I took it as. I decided that I’d head back to my hotel and start in on whatever was next on my menu. The walk is going aces, pure aces! The traffic is light and, since it’s late, the city is lit up in its Friday finest. From the neighborhood where my hotel is I can look off and see all the lights from multimillion-dollar homes climbing the hills of the valley, twinkling in the smog. Beneath my feet the LA concrete is counting off my steps with what sounds like little bits of applause. At some point a crowd of tourists comes walking past and they see me wearing all my fine gear and I hear somebody say, “Is he famous? I think he’s famous!” and it takes all I’ve got not to turn around and give them a hug.


Nothing like being mistaken for somebody who matters to turn your day on the right side of things, you know? There’s magic in city lights. Magic in crowds. Magic in concrete and the sound of traffic and arguments and people singing love songs to one another. And as I get closer to my hotel there’s magic in whiffs of kimchi coming from the shops of Koreatown and, if you never had it, you need to put it on your list. Yeah, sister, in spite of everything that’s happened, the smell of good food and the lights of the right skyline can bring a body out of almost any darkness.


So imagine my surprise when, not two minutes later, I wind up on my back in the grime of an alley just on the edge of Koreatown and a guy I’ve never met before has me on the ground and he’s got his index finger two-and-a-half knuckles deep inside my mouth and suddenly I’m questioning every life decision I’ve ever made and wondering where’s all that stardust when I really need it?


Let me set the scene for you, sweetheart.


It’s a little after midnight and I can’t help but feel pretty good about the fact that the weather’s playing fair. I mean, if you’re going to get probed by a stranger, it may as well happen at a crisp sixty degrees with a light wind blowing down out of the north to keep the scent of your own panic out of your nostrils, you know?


Anyhow, one thing I’ve learned in life is that you should always respect someone who knows what they’re doing, no matter what the thing is that they’re actually doing. Because when you get right down to it, everything that gets done in this world has room for a talent. A natural. And when it comes to tackling guys in alleys and sticking mitts in their mouths, well, I think I mighta just found da Vinci.


“Beautiful!” the guy says after raking a fingertip over one of my back molars. “Just beautiful. You got something here. High quality!”


He pulls back about two knuckles and rubs the tip of his index finger against the point of my left canine. “Are they real? Don’t feel like implants. But you ever hear about 3D-printed teeth? Whooo! It’s something, ain’t it! Life, I mean.”


I want to answer his questions, but when I go to talk all that comes out is a train of vowels on account of how you can’t make consonants with another person’s hand in your mouth.


“It’s okay,” he says.


He looks down at me with steely gray eyes tucked behind a square brow stuck on a square head and rounded off by a square chin. He’s got dark skin, backlit by the light pollution of La La Land, with some salt and pepper sprinkled around what looks like a week-old beard. Maybe it’s the bad lighting or my panic, but he looks almost seventy. Like James Earl Jones, RIP, if he had ever decided to mainline creatine and wrestle bears in the Klondike. Personally, I always figured mauling people in the streets was a young man’s game. Is that ageist?


“Nervous?” he asks.


I nod.


“Why wouldn’t you be? Friend, I been where you are. But don’t you worry none.” His lips spread open into a grin of jubilation that also shows a mouth running at what I figure is about half capacity. His maw is a sort of Morse code of pearly whites and inky blackness. But, for what it’s worth to the taxman, what teeth he’s got are just about as shiny as anybody could ask for. “It all comes out okay,” he says.


It’s a smooth line. It helps, believe it or not.


Maybe out of fear, or maybe just because it feels like the thing to do, I reach my hand up. Just a small move to try to get him to take a few steps back and hand me back control over my favorite steak-eating orifice.


You ever realize you were making a mistake so fast it feels like you’ve made it before?


“Shhh!” he says, and his hand goes tight enough to make me think I’ve stuck the bottom half of my face into the slamming door of an ’87 Cadillac. His grip radiates through my chompers and a highball of fear, adrenaline, and self-preservation races down my spine so fast you’d swear it was out for the NFL draft. Whole thing feels like that dream we all have where Halle Berry finally decided to use that spare key we mailed her that one time and she’s slipped into the house while we’re sleeping and she’s waking us up with kisses and a promise of curled toes and peppermint orgasms.


Only the dream turns sideways and the plot twist is that it’s actually a Kodiak bear licking at that ticklish spot behind your knee.


It’s enough to make anyone go limp.


So that’s what I do: a full-body erectile dysfunction right there in the middle of that alley.


“What are you working on these days?” the stranger asks, holding my whole body up by just a fistful of jaw like I was a rare wordsmith bass he’d just pulled out of a river. “Got a new book coming? What’s it about? Can I read some of it?”


Old question, new context.


You see, sister, a while back I wrote a book that did well. Real well. And, when you make up a story that does well, folks always want to know what you’re onto next. I’ve got a whole fistful of good answers for that question. A veritable roulette wheel of publicist-approved replies:


A. “You kidding? I’m always up to something new!”


B. “Of course! True fictioneers don’t wait for inspiration!”


C. “Giving it all I got every second of every day, just keep an eye out on social media for updates!”


My publisher’s big on option C. Like most of the players in the ever-merging and no-holds-barred book game these days, the team back in sales and marketing is stone certain that we’re always one tweet away from a runaway bestseller. Personally, telling people to meet me on the socials ain’t my favorite, but it’s solid enough to throw into rotation now and again. For the record, my personal favorite, hands down, is option D: “It’s already written, my friend! Nothing left to do but put it down on the page!”


I squeeze one of those rounds out of the chamber. I think it’s the one about inspiration. Keep in mind though, he’s still knuckle-deep in my mouth, so it’s only a tube sock’s worth of vowels that comes limping out. But he somehow gets it. He keeps the conversation moving in lockstep.


“That’s great,” he says. “Hot damn!”


I burble more vowels of optimistic enthusiasm.


Then his fingers go relaxed and he finally pulls his hand out of my mouth and my body barely fires up in time to keep from melting right there on the sidewalk. I wobble a little and fall back on my butt while he watches and digs into his pocket for a travel-size bottle of sanitizer, cleans his hands, squats down on these tree-trunk-size haunches he’s got, and offers me the bottle.


“No, thanks,” I say. “I never accept sanitizer from strange men.”


“You’re a good guy,” he says, grinning that peekaboo smile of his. “You know that?” He eases back off his heels and takes a seat in the middle of the alleyway with his legs spread like a toddler. In spite of how old he looks, he seems full of energy.


The pale glare of a far-off streetlight bounces off his half-bald skull and makes a halo, like he might be someone from the old days of fire and brimstone that I could have avoided if I’d just spent a little more time in Jesus’s local annex. That building with all the lowercase t’s hanging from the walls.


Down at the end of the alley a car rolls by, its tires making an exhausted sigh on the pavement as it passes. I glance around, half thinking about running and half hoping that somebody will come walking by and notice what’s going on here. But one of the trademarks of LA is that it’s damned hard to get noticed.


You can live and be killed twice in this town and never get noticed.


“I’d ask you how often you brush,” my new friend says, “but I don’t really have to. That mouth of yours is everything I knew it would be. But …” He reaches forward and pats me gently on my leg. “You got a small crack in there. Second molar, left side. Top.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah.”


It feels like I let him down somehow.


“Go get it looked at,” he says. “Next time I see you I want you to have it fixed. I want to see a good, quality filling in there.”


“Next time?”


He lunges forward so fast I hardly see it and grabs my hand and shakes with a grip that could crack oysters.


“Name’s Remus.” He deals it straight. Like he’s at a job interview. “John J. Remus. My friends call me Remus.” The palm of his hand feels like sandpaper and bad decisions.


With him out of my mouth and square in front of me, I can finally get a good look at him:


His shirt is plaid and his stained jeans seem like they rolled off the very first blue-jean assembly line ever made. And whenever it was that those boots of his came into this world, I’d bet a week’s pay it was before Betty White was born. The leather worn through so that the steel toe beneath catches the streetlights and shines like a silver dollar at the bottom of a well.


Even though I’m not the biggest fan of what just happened, as much as I hate to admit it, this Remus character’s got a way about him. Everything he says sorta ripples with charm. All blue skies and chocolate ice cream, this voice of his. Like he’s been through his whole life and only ever met best friends, one after another. But when he finally releases me from that iron handshake and sits again in the middle of the alley, I see the scars.


Those sledgehammer paws of his have been ripped down and put back together and ripped down again. Just scars on scars on scars, especially around the knuckles. I can already tell that John J. Remus was the type of man who, if he ever had a dollar in his life, he spent ten and never stopped to worry about where he’d find the other nine to make up the difference because all of life was just a road to a final destination, and whether he reached that destination tomorrow or thirty years from now, it didn’t mean shit if he didn’t have a story to tell when he got there.


“You okay?” he asks. Maybe he’s curious about why I’ve gone all quiet.


“Sure,” I say.


“Good. Because I want you to be ready for this next part.”


“Next part?”


“I want to tell you something and I don’t want you to get all bent out of shape about it.”


“Why would I get bent out of shape?” I ask. “Is this more about my teeth? Because I can promise you, I’m getting these babies checked out just as soon as this little encounter of ours is over with. Yes sir, you’ve scared me straight. Nothing but grade A dental care for me from here on out. You can bet on that!”


“Nah, nah, nah,” he says, waving one of those torn-up hands of his.


“Okay then,” I say. My stomach’s starting to knot up again. For a while there it had calmed down. For a while there I felt like this was just going to turn into one of those strange stories you tell your friends and nobody believes. But now I’m starting to worry. Now I’m realizing that I’m in an alleyway with this guy and I’m not sure I can take him if he decides he wants to do something more. Something worse.


I look for the nearest exit, but all there is is that street at the end of the alley and there’s no way I’ll be able to get past my new friend Remus if he doesn’t want me to. That street out there is just as unreachable as Beyoncé’s bedroom.


“You really gotta promise me you won’t get all bunched up on me,” Remus says. “I just ain’t got time for it. I mean, here I am being plenty respectful so all I’m hoping for is that you do me the favor of respecting me too.”


“I already made a promise.”


“No, you didn’t,” he says. “You said, ‘Why would I get bent out of shape?’ ”


He’s right.


“Alright,” I say. “I gotcha. You’re one of those ‘letter of the law’ types. You want a conversation to be a hallway full of locked doors.”


“You got it.”


“So let’s you and me lock those doors. Let’s lock them up and throw away the key. Be really on the up and up with one another.”


Remus laughs. “Whooo! You’re something else. Tongue slick as elephant snot. One of those niggas who thinks words are time and if you can string enough of them together you’ll live forever.”


“Okay,” I say. “Dollar Store English: I promise not to freak out because of whatever you say.”


“Pinky swear?” he asks.


I surprise both of us by laughing.


He offers me one of those thick, scarred hands of his with its pinky raised high. And just like we’re back in a grade school cafeteria, I meet his finger with mine. Give it a tug.


We make a pact holy as Communion or agreeing to pick a friend up from the airport.


“Now,” I say, “what’s the big secret?”


My guess is he’s one of those guys who’s written a manuscript and wants me to read it. I run into that a lot. People just get a little nervous when it comes time to ask.


“I’m going to kill you,” Remus says.


Well … seems I swung a bit high and wide on that one.


“Dear lord!” the woman in the seat next to me says. She clutches her Diet Coke and salted peanuts to her chest and, finally, for the first time since Remus entered the tale, she exhales.


“Life comes at you fast,” I say. “Just sorta jumps out of the shadows, challenges you to a dance battle, and all any of us can do is try to keep up!”


We’re at about thirty thousand feet with the whole of the Atlantic Ocean somewhere down there under our heels. There’s one of the fattest moons I’ve ever seen hanging like a snow globe outside the airplane window, pushing and pulling all that ocean under us. Depending on who you ask, there’s all sorts of things out in the ocean that have never been come across. All sorts of magicks and miracles. Don’t know why I think about that just now, but I do.


“And that really happened to you?” the woman asks. “You’re not just telling me a story?” Her name’s Stephanie and she’s somewhere around sixty or so, with a Midwestern accent. On her way to Italy for her daughter’s third destination wedding.


You gotta love a love story.


“Well, I am just telling you a story,” I say. “I’ll own up to that much. But I swear on all things swearable, it’s a true one.”


She sucks her teeth and then let’s out an actual “Hell’s bells!”—something I didn’t know you could still find in this world. “You’re so brave,” she says. “To be calm with someone threatening to kill you.” She shakes her head. “So brave.”


I wave her away. “Brave? Hardly, Dollface. Why do you think I’m on this plane letting out for all points Old World? Sure, the optimist in me figures he was just in it for the threat, but why not take a little time outside the States, you know? Get away from it all when ‘it all’ just happens to be a man with a promise of murder. Plus, it just so happens that I got tour business in old Euroland.”


“You’re on a book tour?”


“Always, Doll. Always.”


“Well,” she says, bathed in awe, “you tell a good story. I understand now. I understand how you won it.”


“Yes ma’am,” I say. “Probably the greatest night of my life, that night. Something I’ll never forget.”


“But the National Book Award,” she whispers, glancing around as the words leave her lips, lest she speak too loudly and start a stampede of fans. “That’s just such an honor. Even though I haven’t read your book, I know it’s wonderful. And I’m sorry about not knowing your name. You’ll have to forgive me. I feel like such a fool.”


“Don’t you ever apologize for not knowing who a writer is,” I say. “Hell, half the time we don’t even know who we are. Haha!”


“You’re so humble,” she says. “And so honest.”


“I try.”


“You’ll have to tell me your name again. I promise this time that I will not forget it.”


“Don’t you worry at all, sweetheart. It’s okay. My name can be a bit tricky. You should see me try to fill out paperwork. I give people fits!”


“I’ll write it down,” she says. She grabs the airplane safety manual stuffed into the seat back pocket in front of her and sifts through her purse until she finds a pen. “And then, would you sign this for me? I want to remember this moment.”


“Sure thing,” I say. I sign my name over the picture of the little child in a flotation device in the middle of the sea after a plane crash. The kid is calmer than I would be in those circumstances.


“Thank you,” she says, reading my bad scrawl of a signature with her face knotted up like she was staring down the Riddle of the Sphinx.


I offer my hand for a shake and give her my name: “My name, dear darling, is Ta-Nehisi Coates.”


She inhales sudden and sharp. Her eyes go bright as LED high beams. “Oh my lord! I have heard of you! I’ve seen you on TV!”


Fun fact: Being Ta-Nehisi Coates every now and then ain’t half bad, all things considered. If I wasn’t Ta-Nehisi, I would have been somebody else. A few weeks back, somewhere over Arizona, I was Walter Mosley for a few thousand miles or so. Turns out I can be anyone you want me to be if I’m just willing to say the words.


I’m Ta-Nehisi Coates until she falls asleep on my shoulder. We ride the rest of the way to the Old Country like lovers. When it’s all over, this trip will be something she can pull out at dinner parties and say, “There was this one time I met Ta-Nehisi Coates!” Her sentence will be greeted with awe and wonder and maybe even a little jealousy. And what’s it hurting if it’s only half true? Truth and fact ain’t the same. But they’re cousins who look a lot alike. Besides, one name is just as good as any other so long as nobody’s out to kill you.


Too bad I’m not so lucky.
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Up from North Carolina, where he lives now and where she doesn’t, this Toronto isn’t the one he’s held in his head through these years. This one is warmer. The skyline has lost all of its hoarfrost and the noonday sun is bright enough that he has to shade his eyes with his hand. Her neighborhood is closer to the river than he remembers. It’s louder. Not loud, exactly, but in his mind, there was no sound here. Only cold and dark and the weight of the past hanging over everything.


This time, he hears children playing somewhere nearby.


He knocks a second time and, for a second time, takes a step back from the door. He doesn’t want to crowd her. Doesn’t want this to scare her into thinking that he might reach out and hug her when they finally see each other again. That time has passed.


The door opens and at least this part is the way he remembers. She’s still as tall as ever. Still stands with her hips square, as if every day of her life she’s been facing off against the world, again and again and again, and the world has never gotten the better of her. Seeing her now, he’s glad he took that step back. If he had been any closer to her, he would have reached out and hugged her, just like he feared.


“I’m sorry,” he says. “Can we start there?”


She straightens her back and folds her arms across her chest, just like she’s always done in both moments like this, and this moment. “Shut up and come in,” she replies.


“Thank you,” he says, and it’s almost a sob, but he hides it with a stilted laugh and enters.


The inside of her home hasn’t changed. It’s still small, gently cluttered with photographs. A whisper of cinnamon hangs in the air. In the living room, the window is open and the curtain billows, bringing in more sounds of those children playing, wherever they are in this world.


He takes off his jacket and drapes it on his arm and sits and wishes he could keep his eyes away from the photographs of their daughter hung around the room.


His wife and daughter are smiling in Paris.


His wife and daughter are dancing in Rio.


His wife and daughter are laughing in Bolton.


Moments and places and times that will never come again now turned still and perpetual, never to leave again. In her own way, Tasha is doing the same thing he is.


“You two really put some miles in,” he says.


“They were good times,” Tasha replies.


“I’m glad.”


His chest tightens. There are too many of the photos now. He fidgets with a speck of lint on his thigh and clears his throat and shifts in his seat and says, “It’s warmer than I remember. How are things at work? Any promising students these days or is the next generation really falling apart the way everybody says?”


“Soot,” Tasha begins, “why are you here?”


“To say I’m sorry.”


“You did that at the door. Why are you really here?”


He can’t look her in the eyes, but he also can’t bear the photographs. He spots a candle on the far counter. “That’s beautiful,” he says. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen one like it. Did you make it?”


“Yes,” she says, never looking at the candle. Only watching him.


“I remember when you were just getting into making them. I’m glad that you got back to it. Looks like it’s coming along really well.”


“Thanks,” she says. “Is that enough small talk?”


He chuckles. It lives and dies in a heartbeat. “Okay.” He raises his head, straightens his back, calms his hands, and looks her in the eyes. “What if I told you that I could travel through time?”


“Excuse me?”


“I know.”


“You mean that game you used to play with Mia?”


“Something like that. But for real.”


“Okay,” she says. “I’ll play along.”


“And there’s something else.”


“You mean time travel isn’t enough?”


Sarcasm, but maybe he deserves it.


“The thing is, I’ve always been able to do it. The time travel. Always been able to go to any point in time in my life. I can go and relive it or I can go and just sorta watch myself. Over and over again. For as long as I want and as often as I want.”


“That’s called memory, Soot.”


“It’s not,” he says.


She leans back in her chair. “Well, that’s something very special. Good for you.”


“You don’t believe me.”


“No. But it doesn’t hurt anything to play along. We’re not married anymore. However this goes, it ends with both of us back in our own lives. Or, in this case, I guess it would be ‘in our own lifetimes.’ ”


“That’s fair.”


“Let me guess: you knew I was going to say that.”


She smiles and, this time, it’s sincere.


“I’ve been going back through it,” he begins. “Back through everything.  All those moments that we had. The good and bad, funny and weird. Piece by piece. Everything that led us to … well, to where we are now.”


“Soot?”


“Yeah?”


“Can I ask you something?”


“About time travel?”


“About therapy.”


“Oh,” he says. “I guess I should have seen that one coming.”


He watches the Canadian sun seep in through the window and dance on the floor, fracturing the light into a thousand glimmers. “I’ve been to therapy,” he says. “My whole life. I’m not crazy. I promise. I think you know me better than that. This is real.”


“So, what’s it like?”


Finally, there’s something in her voice that might be sympathy. Possibly even belief. It’s the voice he used to hear back before they had a dead child between them and a failed marriage behind them.


He looks down at his hands as he speaks. “I’ve checked it all out, Tasha. From the very beginning, we did it all. We did everything. Yes, we made mistakes. But they were all just basic ones. The things every parent does along the way. Nothing bigger than that. We didn’t leave the door open for the wolves to come rushing in. We didn’t hand our daughter over to them. We didn’t have something better to do. We didn’t do anything to deserve what happened. And neither did she.”


“Okay,” she says.


“You’ve got to hear me.”


“Sure, Soot. I hear you.”


“Dammit, Tasha. Stop doing that. Please. That’s not what this is. I’m not crazy. You need to know that we were good parents. That we made the right decisions. You need to know that it’s not our fault.” He’s crying now. All at once and all of a sudden. Wiping his eyes and trying his best to keep his voice steady. “If you don’t do something about it, if you don’t come to grips with the way it came out, you won’t make it. None of us will.”


Tasha leans forward, places her elbows on her knees, and looks him in the eyes. “I’m saying this because it’s the truth and because I love you: she isn’t ever going to come back. This is the way things are now. If you ask me—”


“—I didn’t.”


“… If you ask me, you should sell it all and leave before it kills you.”


“Bolton didn’t kill her, Tasha.”


“I wasn’t talking about North Carolina.”


He stands. “I was wrong to come here,” he says.


Before she can say anything else, he’s out the door. Outside, he feels the sun on his face and washing down his shoulders and that warm wind that was in her house is still blowing out here and there’s a smell coming off the water—all that beautiful blue water hidden behind the buildings and cars and concrete and pavement—and the temptation is to stay here, in this moment, with the dancing light and wafting water and all the photographs of his daughter still in his mind and with his wife only a few feet away and, if he had the courage, he could go back inside and fall on his knees in front of her and wail and weep and she would understand—the only person on this whole planet who would understand because her daughter is dead too—and then, right there in that moment this all might be something like healing, something like moving forward.


But there are no answers in forward.


Only the old question.


So, he leaves her and the falling, dappled light and the cold, lilting scent of the water, and whatever approximation of a future they might have had together. And inside of him, all of it comes along.
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