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“By the Rivers of Babylon, there we sat down; we wept when we remembered Zion…”

—PSALMS 137:3






 



Once upon an ancient time, in a world inhabited by the invisible powers of the world to come, there was a complex and volatile civilization called Babylon.

Magnificent in splendor, and situated in the river basins of the Euphrates and Tigris water courses, the city was known for its mysticism and wonder, its seductive enticement and imaginative entertainment. Above all, it was a holding place for demons and for the thousands of warring nations that had been subdued and captured by the Babylonian army. The citizens of this nation, as numerous as dust and as brilliant as stars, built their fortunes with the knowledge that they were at the mercies of dozens of miniature gods they believed dwelled in those fertile, low-laying basins all around the great Nile River. These demi-gods required their flesh and their souls for their depths of manifestation and the citizens of Babylon were willing accomplices.

It was the river god, though, the great Nile, that they worshipped most of all. It was he, they thought, the River-god, as he was called, who determined whether they lived or died. Or so they thought…









CHAPTER ONE


“For there they that carried us away captive required of us a song…”

—PSALMS 137:3






A barefoot woman in a torn dress was running along a cratered path between buildings. Her long hair, matted and wind-tousled, but silky as the inside of a coffin, flapped like ravens’ wings against her shoulders. Her burnished arms, cross-hatched with scars, held the hands of two little boys who could barely keep up with her, moving so fast their feet were a blur.

The taller of the boys, dressed only in pajama pants, was sobbing uncontrollably. The face of the smaller boy, who had managed to put on one of his sneakers and only the top of his pajamas, was shut as hard as a door. Above them, the sky, clotted with stars, was as purple as a bruise.

Shades jerked as they ran past two more high-rises, past faces pressed curiously against windowpanes and hallways spilling over with junkies and teenagers. Laughter tittered behind them. A yellow dog, tied with frayed rope to an iron railing, lunged in vain. They ran on, breaths heaving, and a woman collecting cans from a driveway paused knowingly, pointed toward the last tenement’s open hallway door.

“Come on,” she beckoned, but they ran on. It was a typical Friday night and the odor of burning dumpsters filled the air.

At the end of the last tenement, the makeshift path suddenly curved downward into high grasses filled with rats’ nests and discarded trash. She dragged them on still, crushing through debris to the mesh fencing that separated the tenements from the river bottom. The shorter boy lost his sneaker here, but held tightly to her hand, refusing to cry.

The woman groped blindly until she found it, a hole, like a slit in the mesh. She pushed the shortest boy through first, angled herself through and dragged the sobbing boy in behind her.

“Shhh now…” She smacked him so hard he bit his lip.

The shouts of a running man silenced the cicadas. The woman looked fearfully toward the sound. Behind them, the mesh quivered and they knew, drunk as he was, he had found the breach.

Moving deftly in the darkness, they huddled at last under the familiar canopy of thick willow that had become, by now, more sanctuary than shelter. She held them close, her eyes closed, lips moving like a prayer in the darkness. They knew the routine. Sometimes she dragged them here and they stayed for days, living off wild blueberries or leeks or whatever else they could find. Other times, when he appeared suddenly at the door, she sent them there alone, shoving them out the back door and into the dark hallway where they stumbled all the way down the stairs and to the river.

Now, in the grainy darkness, the smallest boy’s eyes glowed like a cat’s. He could smell the rich, dark riverbank soil, hear the suck of water as it slapped and lapped along the water’s edge. He was the cause of all of this inconvenience and the reason the left side of their mother’s pretty face was beginning to blacken and swell. One day he might mistakenly stumble through the bramble and actually find their secret place, find the three of them crouched there, huddled there as always, praying for their lives. Hatred gleamed and welled up inside of him now, the shiny blackness filling him so completely that it tangled and caught in his throat, made it difficult to breathe. He swallowed hard, tried coughing into his fist, but it refused to move. Looking up in the darkness at his mother, he saw the wetness sliding from her eyes, the bruised skin swelling like a hill along her left temple. She began her humming as usual, tonguing the words of the song he knew by heart now. Loving her was too risky he decided right then, and was relieved to hear the soft patter of rain echoing around them. Soon they’d all be drenched and the river would swell near its borders, but it was alright. The rain, like any water, was a brilliant distraction. Water, he thought, looking again toward the murky river that seemed to lord over everything, was the only constant thing worth depending on.

OCTOBER, 1993

It had rained all day and the fat heavy drops mucked up the riverbank closest to the water’s edge. Lincoln Duvall was squatting, rocking back and forth on his heels, watching the surface of the water as it broke to swallow the last rock he’d cast into its center. Water was like life, he thought. Swallowed you up so fast it was like you’d never existed at all.

He knew it before it happened. Saw it in his mind’s eye first, the heavy dark boots plunging and plowing through the mud and down the bank toward him. He’d be tall and wiry and pale as an egg. His arms would be held out to balance his body against the weight of gravity pulling him down. He’d be wearing black jeans and a brown hoodie under his leather jacket. He’d be carrying a striped umbrella that made walking in the mud even more difficult. He wouldn’t be able to manage it and would fall on his behind. He’d jump up cursing everything then.

“What’s up, Man? You coming?” The words shouted against the wind slapped him full in the face. “Look at you. I knew I’d find you here. Tripping at the river as usual…”

Linc looked up knowingly and saw he was right as usual. It was Ghost in the expected attire.. He held the striped umbrella forward like an offering, his words slurring into the rain. “It’s late, Man. We gonna miss ’em if we don’t get up to The Boulevard now.”

“I’m coming.”

“Now?” Ghost pressed.

“I said I was coming.” Linc turned back to watch the last ripple. He loved the relentless violence of the rain, loved how it punctured the water’s surface like a thousand daggers.

“C’mon if you coming. Don’t see why you always gotta do this anyway.” Ghost kissed his teeth, annoyed at the prospect of having to wedge his six-foot-four body through the fence again, to wade through all that brush and mud. He turned to start back toward the wards and slid backward easily, the umbrella flying out of his hand. Linc watched as he clamored to his feet cursing and sputtering mud.

“See. You need to learn what your momma shoulda taught you a long time ago.”

“What’s that?”

“Mind your business.”

Linc cast a warning gaze on him and Ghost felt the heat and raised his chin. A chill swept through him. Linc probably made him fall, he thought. Linc was good for that. Was good for casting his will on innocent people and making them prey. One look into his predator eyes and you knew it was possible. Dark, hypnotic, menacing eyes like that weren’t human. Eyes that could whip you without putting a hand on you, and regardless of how tough a man was in The Street, eyes like that were impossible to stare into for long. So Ghost caved in like he always did. He averted his own eyes quickly. There was no point in wondering how Lincoln had stood out in the rain all that time without an umbrella and still not managed to get wet. Nothing about Linc Duvall ever made sense.

“I never capped nobody in the rain,” said Ghost. “I got a feeling there’s gonna be something different about this time.”

Sensing fear, Linc scowled his disgust, but said nothing.

“I guess it shouldn’t be no different than all the others. Just the way I feel somehow.”

Again Linc didn’t respond. They stood there quietly, looking out over the restless water.

“Capping. What does it mean anyway? Decapitation? Taking off somebody’s head?”

Lincoln glanced at his Rolex and frowned. “I hope so,” he said finally. He edged forward then, as close as he could get, and hacked into the river.

Ghost shivered in the raw dampness. The wind was blowing ferociously, threatening to snatch his umbrella or at least blow it inside out. He struggled to close it as Lincoln looked up and pointed a finger toward the sky. The wind seemed to hiccup and then lie still. An eerie calm suddenly hung over the edge of the river. Ghost sneezed twice and hurried to get out of the pelting rain. The wind had not held but the day was still miserable and bleak, fading into growing darkness. It was a day void of life and beauty, Ghost thought, a most ugly day to die.



“Gabby? Hey you. Hankerson wants to see you in his office. ‘Pronto,’ he says.”

Slumped forward at her desk with both hands clutching her forehead, she didn’t move. Not because she hoped he’d go away, but because she couldn’t move and it looked to the short man in the Brooks Brothers suit leaning half of his body into her cubicle, that she was crying.

“Hey you…” He drummed the foam partition with his stubby fingers and waited. “Gabriella?” he called softly, readjusting the newspaper folded under his arm. “I heard the call about the shooting in the second ward this morning and I knew it was yours. Are you okay? Were you hurt out there?”

Gabriella Sinclaire sighed at last and sat up. Raking tired fingers through her tousled hair, she looked over her shoulder into the denim-colored eyes. Her cheeks were wet, her lashes thickened by the salty water. She wore a gray skirt and a white blouse with a Peter Pan collar. On the front of the snowy blouse, a red blotch the size of a cabbage, bloomed like a rose.

She breathed deeply, fingered the stained collar. “I can’t do this anymore, Joe. I just can’t. It’s just not fair.”

He put down the paper and crouching beside her chair, pressed a warning finger against his lips. He watched a single tear slide down the bridge of her nose. He reeked of coffee and tobacco and the tuna baguette he’d had for lunch. Joe was a senior editor who had been with The Heartford Chronicle for close to thirty years. He’d be retiring soon, and once he was gone, Gabriella wasn’t sure how she’d survive the newsroom’s cutthroat climate. Joe was more than a boss. He was a comrade-in-arms.

Now, the police radio dangling from his hip crackled with static. Another call was coming in. Two more cruisers were being dispatched to the first of the three wards to solve yet another domestic dispute. They looked at each other and this time it was Joe who sighed. “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

She pressed a tissue against her eyelids and held it there. “Do you know what it’s like to get called to a crime scene and find a sixteen-year-old with his chest blown open?”

Remembering his own stint in Vietnam, Joe looked at the floor. She could see his balding crown easily then, the gray wire threaded around his temples. “No. I hope I never find out,” he said.

“Well, I just did, Joe, and it wasn’t pretty at all.” His hairy hand rested on her shoulder. She nodded, acknowledging the gesture. “You can see a hundred homicides and they never affect you the same. You get there all set to gather the facts and you realize once again that you’re the only minority woman reporter on the scene. Sure there are other black reporters, but all of them, of course, are men. That’s because it’s like a war zone out there, what with the armed crowds and emotions flying high…

“You’re armed with only a pen and paper and you really think you’re ready to handle anything. Then you see the face of a kid lying there on the ground and he looks exactly like someone you used to love. Some old boyfriend you had a serious crush on in high school or some boy who had sat behind you in the sixth grade. You realize that the child is probably his son.” She paused to gather the fragments of herself.

“While you’re trying to process what you think you’re seeing, the child’s mother breaks through the police barricade screaming hysterically. She’s trying to pick up her child’s mangled body and the police have to tackle her to calm her down. They want us to report all that, Joe, write it all down. They want us to find a way, while this woman is experiencing the shock of her life, to ask her where she lives, what her son’s name is, how old he is, just so you we can do a great write-up for tomorrow’s headlines.”

Gabriella shook her head, let her hands fall into her lap. “Do you know how inhumane that is?”

“Yes,” said Joe, his voice very soft.

“And if that isn’t enough, you look into the face of the mother and you realize you know her. Had gone to school with her all the way up through elementary and into high school. You can see that she’s deranged with shock and suddenly, she notices you. She grabs on to you because she can’t stop crying and because the shock is too great for her mind to accept. There’s no way she can process what’s happened to her only son and so she holds on to you until the blood of her baby is transferred from her body to yours. So much blood it messes up your clothes; becomes a terrible stain to always remind you that…” She stopped, unwilling to go on.

“Someone has to do it, Gabriella. It has to be done.”

“Why me, though? Why do I have to keep seeing it and reporting it and reliving it over and over again?”

Joe shrugged. “Why not you? No one here cares the way you do. You know that. I know that. And he knows that.” Joe pointed toward the closed office on the other side of the wide corridor. “You’re a journalist. An exceptionally good one, which means you’d better go wash your face and get in there. He’s waiting, and an audience with Miles Hankerson doesn’t happen too often to any of us.”

She brushed a loose wave of tawny hair back from her forehead and anchored it behind her ear with a bobby pin. Her hair color matched her eyes and both were only a few shades lighter than her skin. When she stood up to shrug into her suit jacket, her jutting buttocks made it undeniable.

“Good luck,” Joe said.

“Luck has nothing to do with it. I know what he wants—a dangerous exposé about all those dealers being murdered in the wards in the last six months and nobody else wants to take it.”

“And you will?”

“Have I ever had a choice?”



The black Escalade rode high and plush above the bustle of the wet street, its dark windows and reinforced steel doors as formidable as a tank’s. In the driver’s seat, Linc’s face was lit with a sinister glow that made his countenance distorted and unreadable in the dark. He was pursuing the white car furiously, braking hard through obstacle courses of wide trucks, couriers on bikes, umbrella-wielding pedestrians scurrying to get out of the rain.

In the passenger seat beside him, Ghost touched his lighter to a thick joint he’d pulled from a silver cigar case. Fire bloomed, and the top-grade weed sent an immediate rush to his head. He held it out, and wasn’t insulted when Linc ignored his offer to share in his pleasure.

“You gonna need it,” Ghost insisted. “Need to calm yourself first, take it down a notch. With you, it’s always business before pleasure.”

“Business? Not to me. This is pleasure,” Linc said and Ghost grimaced. Because he’d been pronounced dead more times than anybody cared to count, “Ghost” had seemed the only viable nickname. Shot eight times on four separate occasions, Ghost was living with one kidney (a drive-by), and had a steel plate in his head (a crow bar). He was always walking a tight rope between life and death, and on occasions like this one, he was trying to prepare himself for what could turn out to be yet another out-of-body experience.

Compared to Linc though, he was still more sidekick than equal. Linc was fire and he was ice. Ice, like arctic glaciers, was clumsy and cold, lingering harmlessly, temporarily, wherever it wanted to, in unlikely places. But fire was spontaneous, uncontrollable and deadly. Anything could set it off and cause it to kill at random, leaving charred remains as a witness to its anger. Thick-limbed and muscular, Linc was precisely that, spontaneously dangerous. He had broad shoulders, arms gnarled with muscle, and stood close to six feet tall. His skin was as dark and smooth as semi-sweet chocolate; his hair, wispy as corn-silk around his temples and sideburns, was kept braided into neat furrows traveling away from his face and touching his shoulders. His pupils, like his hair, were black as tar, and although his brows and lashes were luxuriously thick and long, almost girlish in profile, his orbs, like the rest of him, were as hard as granite.

Linc’s panther-like physique was an odd contrast to Ghost’s pillowy torso, his sprawling gut soft from daily quarts of beer. Thick waves of sandy hair dipped back from a high forehead, and his cool green eyes and thin lips gave away his mixed ancestry. When he brought the joint to his mouth, his teeth, reflecting years of wearing braces, were unnaturally perfect. From the neck up, inside the Escalade, he easily looked Latino. Few in the wards would believe his Italian heritage, his rich grandparents and the summers spent in New Hampshire cottages. There’d been private boarding schools before his stints with Linc at Juvie Hall, and educated nannies with names like Genevieve. But he’d had an odd proclivity for inciting violence, and after the last time he’d attacked his parents with a carjack, his ivy-league father had decided that state institutions were the best place for him. Now though, he was nearing thirty, and the wards had won him over. Now when he spoke on a phone, his thick ghetto patois was as distinct as his Heartford-born mother’s.

Sure, he was unusually violent. “Maniacal,” the psychologists’ reports had described him. But today was different somehow. Today he just wasn’t in the mood for committing a homicide. Linc leaned forward and hit his CD changer to pump up his hunting music and Ghost knew, ready or not, it was too late. Linc was rocking his shoulders to Busta Rhymes and the cascade of guns were loaded on the seat between them.

They’d been trailing Spain’s white Mercedes on the boulevard for just over half an hour and already he was tired. That was impossible of course, because these runs, completed only after months of careful surveillance, were special and Linc never trusted any of his subordinates to handle this level of business. Spain was notoriously dangerous and taking him out required more than stealth. It required a willingness to die and to die hard at that.

Up ahead now, Spain’s driver slowed suddenly and took a sharp right. Linc turned too from a distance. The Mercedes picked up speed, traveling above the 15 mph limit down the narrow, one-way street and Linc lingered back behind two old trucks, following cautiously. They watched the Mercedes go through a stop sign and enter the heavy traffic of Main Street, still on the north side of Heartford, still a ways from the wards.

“You think he’s on to us?” asked Ghost.

“Nawl.. I think he’s behind schedule and wants to dump all that money at the bank before somebody takes it from him.” Linc reached down and stroked his Mac 10’s sleek veneer.

Spain and his men had tried to maintain a careful vigilance for the past three months, what with all of the wards’ dealers getting robbed and smoked and shoved off the tops of their tiers lately. Of the top five operations in the wards, just three were left now, one of which was Spain’s, and traveling with an entourage to come and go in the streets was an inconvenience all the big bosses were having to get used to. All except for Lincoln, that is. He trusted no one to know his immediate whereabouts, preferred to keep his soldiers anchored around home base.

The oldest among the five bosses, Spain had been slipping for the past month though, and today, as if scripted, was the worst of all. He’d gone from a five-car security routine down to two cars in the last three weeks, and today, it was just him and his top three boys traveling in one vehicle, the white customized Mercedes that everyone in the wards recognized.

He was just stupid, thought Linc. This would be like taking candy from a baby, and he chuckled to himself, shaking his head. Ghost looked up, frowning.

“What’s so funny, Man? Why you always do that? Start laughing at a serious time like this? I mean, I’ll do the job, but I ain’t exactly feeling it. But you? You just insane. You’d rather smoke a fool than have sex.”

“And?”

“And, you ain’t nothing but a ghetto serial killer. Just admit it.”

Lincoln thought this was funny. Reaching inside his leather jacket and pulling his magnum from its holster, he turned to Ghost and kissed it spitefully. “Quit hating ’cause I’m good at what I do. Yeah. You right. I get great pleasure out of capping fools that need to be capped, and if anybody needs to, it’s this one. This fool don’t deserve to rule. All that money he’s carrying and only three men to guard it? He deserves to be robbed. It’s an accident waiting to happen.”

“I’ll just be glad when it’s over. Still can’t believe we spent three months following this fool.”

“Well, don’t blink, ’cause you might miss it. This one promises to be as easy as…”

A tan Acura appeared suddenly from out of nowhere as if on cue. It cut in front of them and started traveling unbelievably slowly, so slow the Mercedes, weaving and bobbing through traffic up ahead, was rapidly slipping away from them.

Lincoln growled, leaning hard on the horn; he flicked his lights and tried hard to get around it. Oncoming traffic made it impossible. The Acura was taking up two lanes now, moving even slower as if to protest. It paused to allow a delivery van to enter traffic from a left side street and Lincoln went ballistic. The Mercedes had vanished. Nothing there now but a slow tan car still driving like it owned the road.

Linc slapped the dashboard so hard the CD skipped. Overhead, the sky had darkened from pale cobalt to deep azure, lightning winking like jagged rips in the fabric of sky.

Ghost sighed, let his head loll back against the leather headrest. “I know what you thinking, Man, and it ain’t they fault. They just happened to show up in the wrong place at the wrong time. Obviously hitting Spain wasn’t meant to be today, so just let it go. It ain’t worth what you thinking. We can try again next week.”

“Next week?” Linc snatched up his mag and shook it hard, pointing it at the windshield. “Whoever’s driving that car just cost me fifty-thousand dollars and they gone die for it. Deep is calling unto deep and I’m ’bout to answer it. You can’t hang? Close your eyes.”

“I’m not closing nothing but this truck door, so pull over and let me out. I ain’t trying to catch another case, and shooting some square for taking the wrong turn ain’t worth me doing ten to twenty for accessory.”

He could see it now: yellow crime scene tape dancing like streamers, static emanating from the radios of the milling dark-coated officers. He and Linc sitting forward in handcuffs again in the back of separate squad cars, heads raised at jaunty angles while crowds stood around gawking. The details of going to jail never changed. There would always be mottled gray cell walls, narrow cots alive with bed bugs. There’d be hours of waiting even after they’d called their lawyers, and he’d be retching into the filthy cell toilet while Linc sat calm as a flea on the rim of his bunk, eyes staring ahead at nothing, nostrils flared against the swarming stink. Prison cells, squad cars, it didn’t matter. Linc adapted to any environment like a chameleon. Now he was in a killing mood and nothing Ghost said would persuade him otherwise. Ghost already knew. They’d been partners so long it felt like a marriage.

After years of riding shotgun on these kinds of escapades, Ghost was hardly squeamish, but killing an innocent person who just happened to cut you off in traffic was totally unnecessary.

“Pull over and let me out,” he repeated.

“Quit whining like a female. You act like you scared.”

“It ain’t no act. I’m terrified. You ain’t pretty as I am. You ain’t got to fight off twenty young fools that been locked down so long they seeing mirages, thinking you they baby’s momma.”

Linc sputtered with laughter, shoulders heaving as he clutched the steering wheel hard, his body leaning into the curving road.

“Linc, Man. Let it go. Ain’t no cause for this.”

“Consider it justifiable homicide,” Linc said, his heart ticking like a bomb now, like it always did just before he pressed his lips together and concentrated on squeezing the trigger. It’s the kind of mood that inspired him to paint; an oil print this time, done in shimmering grays and stark blacks with splashes of random reds like slashes on the canvas. The kind of painting he could hang over the pool table in his rec room. He’d title it simply, “Man with Gun Before He Murders.” The very thought soothed him.

The audacity of the driver convinced Linc that he was a male, probably some young cat chilling with his girl and slumped low in his seat while he rapped what was to be his last game. Yeah. By the looks of the late-model car, it was probably some wealthy little college kid who didn’t even belong on this side of Heartford and had never been anywhere near the wards. Some kid that would learn the hard way that disrespect on this side of the world was the ultimate insult, payable by death.

Still pouting, Ghost grunted his disapproval and flicked what was left of the joint out the window. Linc ignored him and focused instead on where he would aim. The Mag would make a crater-like chasm in the body, and on a rain-soaked night like this, without any milling witnesses, the effect of so much drama would be totally wasted. Magnums were for making statements, for declaring one’s weight and omnipotence. He’d give in to Ghost somewhat and take the merciful route—a small, neat hole behind the ear or just above the temple would make it easier on the bereaved’s family. The undertaker’s task would be minimal. More cosmetic than reconstruction.

He reached into his jacket and pulled out a pistol so small it barely looked real. It would be perfect for this up-close-and-personal task, but when he checked the chamber, he realized it wasn’t loaded. There was plenty of ammo in the Escalade’s cargo space, but there was no time to pull over and get it. Just the larger guns were up front with him and Ghost now, guns with the kind of firepower strong enough to tear through steel and take out windshields.

Linc lifted the Magnum from his lap again, stroking its mannish, undeniable strength. The first bullet would do the job.

“You sure?” Ghost looked ill, his face flushed.

Just ahead, the Acura lurched suddenly and swerved right toward the curb, its bronze finish sparkling under the torrential downpour like a goldfish under water.

Linc swerved right behind it, narrowly missing a transit bus in the process. Horns blared, rain pounded like war drums against the Escalade’s tinted glass.

The Acura was parking behind a large delivery van that blocked the view of oncoming cars. In the foreground, the spire of a wide brick church pointed hard at the weeping sky.

“Linc.” Ghost grabbed at his wrist, fingers slipping against the buttery leather cuffs of his jacket. “It ain’t worth it, Baby. C’mon. Get back in the car.”

Linc shrugged him off and stepped out into the rain with the Magnum in open view. He walked deftly up to the Acura, snatched open the driver’s side door, and what he saw almost made him drop the gun. What he smelled made him speechless.

The calf-length suede skirt was hiked above exquisitely sculpted legs. The lioness eyes were spitting fire, and beneath the luminous skin, as smooth and flawless as raw honey, a strange light flickered.

“Oh…,” she said, “…you’ve come to kill me?”








CHAPTER TWO



Gabriella

He had the prettiest eyes I’d ever seen in a black man’s face, but why he wanted to blow me away with that big angry gun was a mystery only God knew the answer to.

I had to admit though, his bodacious intrusion into my personal space went perfectly well with the rest of the day I was having. So when he snatched open my car door like he had lost his natural mind, looking for all the world like a very crazed, very fine, hip-hop grim reaper, I wasn’t a bit surprised.

But even that didn’t go over easy.

Had he stopped to ask how I was doing before he’d shoved that pistol all up in my face, I’d have told him just how bad that day had been. How one of my oldest friends had lost her son today in the wards and I’d had the privilege of standing there when she found out. I’d have told him how I’d gone back to work with the boy’s blood still on my clothes and sat through a condescending lecture by our editor-in-chief who wanted to personally commend me for all of my hard work while assigning me to yet another ward story that could easily get me killed, provided the Lord allowed it.

I’d have told him how I left work early, went home to change my blouse, called the salon to get my hair done and then sat in the shop for three more hours waiting to be permed, washed and styled according to Miss Imani’s “CPT” schedule.



Imani’s easily one of the best stylists in Heartford, and her hands were legendary for being able to grow anybody’s hair, but Imani never hurried. Not even for her own momma.

Three hours at Imani’s and I’d still been crazy enough afterward to brave those monstrous lines down at the state’s Motor Vehicle Department, a major problem when you’re in the throes of ovulation and standing on six-inch heels.

An hour into my wait, and standing behind the license renewal processor’s desk, I realized I hadn’t brought the right paperwork with me to renew my license and would have to come back and repeat the same agonizing process all over again. I hadn’t eaten a thing all day, and my stomach was pitching a serious fit when I’d finally whipped into late-day traffic and “bogarted” my Acura all the way through to Zion Apostolic Church for our Thursday night choir rehearsal.

Famished, bloated and thoroughly aggravated, I was totally tired by then. Tired of watching black folks in the wards kill themselves over nothing, tired of playing Lois Lane for a publication who could care less about my safety and nothing at all about the welfare of my people. I was tired of being lonely, tired of waiting on the promises of a man who was afraid to commit to anybody, and most of all, more than all of that, I was too tired to be dealing with a water-logged hoodlum with a gun. But he was standing there anyway as if he owned the world. Standing there with the strangest, orneriest look on his face, and it was then that I’d decided this was one intrusion I was not going to put up with.

“So you’ve come to kill me?” I demanded, shocked that after a day like mine, anybody in their right mind had the nerve to not only think they could actually bypass my great big Daddy to hurt me, but had the nerve to open my car door.

“Beg your pardon?” Brother-Thug was stammering and aiming that gun and looking so confused, I almost slapped him. It looked like it was up to me to finish what Home-boy had started.

“Look,” I said, looking at my watch. “Are you gonna shoot me or what?”

“Excuse me?” He licked those pretty lips, his breathing hard and heavy.

“My point exactly. You need to be excused, because I’m already late for rehearsal, and Sister Emmaline Franklin, who weighs three-hundred pounds and is six feet two without her wig, ain’t having it again this week, okay? This means that you need to do what you plan to do in a hot hurry, because to be honest, I really don’t have time to die tonight.”

He was not hearing me though. He was too busy staring at my fresh hairdo, like he wanted to touch it, and then, of course, when he saw them, started gawking at my legs that were trying to get out of the car. He was tripping hard now, got really fidgety with his gun. He looked at my face, at my hair, at my face, and then back at my legs again. It was always the legs. They’re the first thing men always seem to notice about me, which is why I wear my dresses so long.

The fruity smell of Imani’s old-fashioned hair pomade, the kind she rubs into everybody’s scalp to seal her styles and heighten the hair’s natural shine, filled the car. Bad boy must have smelled it too, because he seemed to be inhaling deeply. Standing there with his eyes half-closed, sniffing like he’d forgotten where he was and what he was supposed to be doing because the smell had overpowered him somehow. He looked at my face again and shifted from one foot to the other. Looked at the gun in his hand and then at me with the saddest little boy eyes.

“No offense, aiight?” he told me, “…but I gotta shoot you, Baby.”

“For?”

“For costing me fifty-thousand dollars,” he said, looking at my legs, then at the gun again, stroking the trigger as if he was thinking of what an awful waste it would be, losing those legs.

“I cost you fifty-thousand dollars?”

“That’s what I said. You owe me fifty-thousand dollars.”

“I don’t know you from Adam, Sir. And if you’re looking for some money, well, my credit card is maxed and I don’t have a dime on me right now, so…”

“So?”

Behind us, a car door slammed, but it was too late. We were already transfixed, caught up in the heat of the moment.

My mind raced, thought, if this is really how I’ m going to die, I hope it won’t be too messy. The poor man didn’t seem capable of remembering his own name, so how in the world could he accomplish killing me?

“So…,” I finished, reaching for my umbrella, determined not to waste another second with this foolishness. “It looks like you’re gonna have to put that fifty-thousand dollars on my tab. I’ve got a date to sing for Jesus tonight, and quiet as it’s kept, He doesn’t like it when I’m late.”

I made my move then. Cutting the engine, I reached for my purse and got out of my car, wielding that umbrella like a club.

Capone just stood there staring at me and shaking his head like he was dimwitted. His lips were pressed together hard, and his nose was open so wide he could almost drown in all this rain.

A mulatto-looking man with hard hazel eyes came up from behind him and tapped his shoulder. Capone balked, obviously angered by the interruption. The pale man’s smile was cinematic, but not to be trusted. He whistled long and soft at me, winked. But I turned and walked away from both of them. Pale-boy cursed deep in his throat, blew an airborne kiss. Capone just stood there in the rain like a clubbed mackerel as I opened my umbrella and strutted toward the well-lit canopy over the church marquee that proclaimed, “ZION IS CALLING!”

Horns blared. Men in passing cars motioned at me behind rolled-up windows.

Hoodlum was still stuck on stupid as I climbed the steep steps toward the wide doors of the church. Topping the landing at last, I couldn’t help myself. I turned and looked back and saw that he was still standing there, holding that gun and looking for all the world like he was dreaming on his feet.

Trevis Cooper looked much taller than he actually was, standing there just inside the doorway of Zion Apostolic Church as if holding it in place. A sneer played about his lips as he watched me saunter out of the rain and up the cobbled steps of the church.

“Who was that?”

“I don’t know, Trevis.”

“What did he want with you and what was he doing in front of our church?”

“I don’t know, Trevis. Why didn’t you ask him?”

Nerves flinched in his temples but he pulled his mind back somehow. His eyes shifted from mine to the two men getting into the Escalade as it screeched away from the curb and back toward the wards.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing,” he said, but I didn’t believe him at all. “You work in the wards and you didn’t know who that was?”

“Just because I’m from the wards doesn’t mean I have to know every Thug, Dick and Harry that comes out of there. Why does everyone think I’m the official wards’ press agent?”

I shook excess rain from her umbrella as he opened the doors to the vestibule and helped me out of my wet coat. “It’s hard to believe you down there all the time covering stories and didn’t know him. Either of them for that matter.”

“Well, I didn’t, Trevis. Does it matter?”

“Maybe.”

“There you go again…”

“What?”

“A man stands too close to me and you start tripping. Wanting to arrest him.”

“What he want with you anyway?”

“Who knows? To rob me maybe? Except that I think he forgot how.”

“You saying he tried to rob you, Gabriella?”

“Don’t start, Preacher. It didn’t actually go down that way.”

“So he was giving you trouble then? Did he touch you? Was he carrying a concealed weapon?”

Trev was so cute when he looked like that. Concerned, paternal, like my daddy used to when I took too long walking home from school and he swore I’d hooked up with some little ward boys who’d try to make me pregnant. That was long ago though. Long before he’d up and left us for his other woman; that white, rocky stuff that last I’d heard, still had his nose wide open.

“Trev…Don’t start, okay?”

“Did he try to rob you? That’s all I want to know.” But he was already reaching for his cell phone, already speed dialing.

“What are you doing?”

“Calling headquarters, to have him run in.”

“Uh-uh.” I snatched the phone and turned it off, holding it away from his grasping hand. “Not this time, okay? No more drama tonight.”

“I was just trying to protect you, Sis. You know how you get.”

It was the wrong answer. He grabbed my back. “Bunny,” he said, using my nickname from the wards. “I just left the morgue and I’m hurting. One of my old college boys from way back got smoked and I still can’t believe it. Joker Red. Remember me telling you about him? We were boys back in the day. Did two years of college together, playing ball, until he dropped out and started slinging. He was from Georgia originally. The A.T.L.

“He got chased out of Heartford ten years ago and it was his first time back since. He was in town last week to see his kid. Was rolling up on people, asking around for his baby’s momma. Couldn’t find her anywhere, so he shoulda stayed gone. Looks like somebody got the wrong idea and shot him and his cousin point-blank. They found them in his car with half of their faces blown off. More drive-by than robbery. A .357 did the job.”

“Wow. I’m sorry, Trev. Really.”

“Me too.”

He wanted more than sympathy but I wasn’t up for it. He had a way with words and could put together a sermon with master precision. He wrote speeches for politicians to earn his way through college, but I knew his weakness and wasn’t impressed by any of it. Not his title. Not his clothes. Not his promises of marriage and children and full-time commitment.

At the precinct where he worked the graveyard shift, Trev was one of the few black detectives on Heartford’s police force and the only officer from the city’s Third Ward. He kept an ear to the pulse of the underground and it was rumored that he was only a preacher some of the time, but a rogue cop 24-7 with national alliances to frat brothers who were notorious gangsters. Trev denied all of it, of course, and downplayed the fact that Heartford’s up-and-coming criminals hated him with a vengeance, nicknamed him “Super Cooper,” because he was known to shoot first and pray afterward. Tonight though in his detective’s sport coat and crepe soled shoes, the khaki slacks with the handcuffs dangling from his side pocket, he looked as harmless as Barney Fife.

Ahead, through the wide arched doors, the soft strains of a sanctuary piano nudged us into a semblance of order.

“I guess we better go in now. You know how Emmaline gets.”

“Gabriella. Forgive me, okay? I didn’t mean to take it out on you. I wasn’t saying that you were…”

“I understand, Trev,” I answered and cutting him off, I handed back his phone, and moved through the sanctuary doors into the flow of tinkling music.








CHAPTER THREE



Chinere

It be late Thursday night, right after “check day” in the wards, which means my shop is so filled with nappy heads, there ain’t one empty chair left in the whole place. Every day seems like there’s more customers than I ever imagined, back when I was still a shampoo girl working for Miss Cheryl over at Radiance. Linc always said it would happen one day if I just kept at it, kept working myself like a dog the way I do.

Ward women is sitting everywhere now, laughing and gossiping from the wait-area to the shampoo sinks, and most of these is my customers, Me and Imani’s, that is.

Everywhere is mommas and toddlers eating Chinese food out of paper cartons. Teenagers draped over stools with braids and weaves and partially rolled hair spilling across their shoulders while they talk about they little boy friends to each other. The shop’s phone been ringing off the hook since I opened up at 6:30 this morning, and Linc ain’t called once.

I ain’t seen him since he crawled out my bed two nights ago, and even then, he was anxious to get back out on Da Block, as they calls it. Boy can’t rest for The Street calling him, cuz hustling’s what he loves and everybody knows he’s good at it. You’da think with all the money he already got, that he’d be satisfied by now. Even Ghost take a break and get him some R&R. Will find some trifling female who can cook, get the best bottle of wine, and kick back with her for a few days.

But Lincoln? He ain’t never satisfied. He living tomorrow ’fore it even get here, and don’t wanna know nothing about what happened yesterday.

“Past gotta lot to do with how you spend your future, Boo,” I always be trying to tell him. “Past tell you who you are. Clue you in on what God be trying to do with you now,” I say, but he only get madder then, when I start up about the past and about God especially. So I keeps it to myself mostly, and just let him run The Street, hoping he get tired. So far, he still at it, and in the meantime, he always know where to find me. Right here, doing these heads as always.

I named it, “Dark and Lovely,” and my shop’s the biggest salon in all three wards now. It ain’t nothing like all these other lil’ hole in the walls they got lined up from here to The Boulevard, and I has Linc to thank for that. All the money he’s put into this place; buying this old building, hiring contractors to knock out walls, open spaces, lay carpet and hang the wallpaper I picked out.

He’d wanted to surprise me for my birthday four years ago, called and told me to meet him an hour earlier than I usually come in. By the time I got here that morning, there’s a big crew of Italians tearing the place apart like they ill, stringing lights, painting walls, installing plumbing in places that used to be closets. When they was done, I had me leather styling chairs, shag carpet, mirrored walls, central air, an intercom/sound system, and the shiniest wash basins and dryers Third Ward ever seen. Everything was done up in black and purple, Linc’s favorite colors, and he said afterward, “Just don’t go up on the prices, Chinere. Keep it real. Keep it reasonable.”

So I didn’t. Which is why on a day like today you can hardly get in the door.

This building’s worth three times what he paid for it, and I got eight stylists altogether, two shampoo girls and two girls that do facials and eyebrows and nails and feet.

On Saturdays, I lay out a nice brunch with coffee and pastry and the women flock in here like birds. So much money coming in now that Linc had to hire me an accountant, and he’s even talking about expanding, about opening a “Dark and Lovely II, III and IV” in other parts of the ward. With all this money coming in, he keeps his “watchers” outside, providing security just in case some crackhead gets an idea about thieving. The other stylists think it’s more than that. Think it’s just Linc’s way of keeping tabs on me, of staying in control.

But why would I wanna step out on a man that treats me this good? Sure he has a temper, like most men in the wards, and there has been times when he’s gone too far. Much too far. At least that’s what they always be telling me at the clinic when I goes to get stitched up.

“No,” I keep telling ’em. “I don’t want none of those protect-orders. No, I don’t wanna call the police on him.”

If they just knowed Linc, they’d know that things is nowhere as bad as they seem. I know Lincoln loves me, even though he has never been able to say those three little words. I remind myself of that sometimes when I get to thinking about how different my life is turning out than what I’d expected, what with me having been raised up in the church and then leaving it all behind. And I do miss that sometimes—the high drama of all that good preaching and singing and shouting. I get to remembering Momma and my aunties and all them sisters in they fancy bonnets, sweating and waving lace hankies and slipping us butterscotch when the ushers wasn’t watching.

But now it’s like it never even happened, cause Linc has a fit when I even think about going back to visit Morning Glory or any other church. Sometimes I think it’s cause it reminds him so much of his momma, and other times I think it’s cause he ain’t happy with me doing nothing that don’t include him. And since Linc ain’t hardly about to go sit up in no church and listen to no preacher, that means I ain’t about to either. Not now at least. One day though. Maybe. When we both be ready.

The phone rings again, and Imani Brooks, one of my hardest-working stylists who does most of those “churchified” Apostolic women, reaches for it. She’s just finishing another retouch, and she looks over at me and giggles, sensing my preoccupation. “Chinere, telephone, Sweetie. And, no, it ain’t him.”

I handle the phone call and go back to spraying sheen on Aretha-Faye’s hair. Spraying sheen and thinking how Linc’s like the mayor of Harlem in these parts. A lot of my best customers come in just cause they like to see him up close. A rich black man in the wards is about as rare as a unicorn, so I can’t blame them for being curious. The fact that he be fine only makes it harder, cuz some lil’ hoochie is always trying to push up on him, promising him favors, wanting to have his child.

Not that there ain’t been plenty rumors. They’s always rumors about Linc and some woman or other who claims to have his baby stashed away somewhere. He ain’t never admitted any of it, so as long as he finds his way back to me at the end of the week, then I ain’t got a thing to worry about. At least that’s what he always tells me.

“I’m here, Baby. That’s all you need to know.”

I’ve got three customers that I’m trying to get to before Linc comes to lock the place up in a couple hours, and Mrs. Drusilla Hammond cuts her eyes at me like she can’t wait another minute. Gets here half an hour late and thinks she supposed to climb over the others that been waiting an hour or more to get done. She sho expecting a lot, especially the way she tips, but like Linc says, customers like her still remember when this shop wasn’t nothing but a hole in the wall the city was threatening to condemn.

That was seven years ago, back when I opened these doors for the first time with one extra chair, two sinks, two dryers and a family of mice who swore I was invading their territory. I was just twenty then and cute as I wanted to be. Hair to my shoulders, fresh out of beauty school and still leading the devotionals up at Morning Glory, the biggest holiness church on the South Side then.

Up until then, I’d been renting a booth over at Myrna’s House of Beauty, and didn’t have nary a plan when that $3,000 tax refund check arrived from Uncle Sam. It was about that time that Miss Myrna decided she was upping my rental booth by $75 a month, so taking that money and investing in a little shop of my own seemed the perfect way to get even with that old hag. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. So I did it. Opened up that storefront and was happy doing those six heads a day until Lincoln came and perched his fine self right at the top of my street corner.

He was driving a beat-up black Ford back then, selling “product” out of his coat pockets right across the street from my shop. He’d be sitting right there on that fire hydrant, with Ghost hustling at the other end of the street, and neither me or my customers could get off the citybus good and walk past without him serenading us.

Cute as he was though, my customers was only pretending to complain, and it became a game of sorts. Linc flirting with them, and them pretending to be insulted.

Eventually he started teasing me about the Bible I was always carrying and began coming into my shop, taking out my trash without asking, bringing in my mail, and pestering me to “touch up his fade.” He started leaving tips that cost more than his haircut. Brought me six-packs of ice-cold Pepsi in the worst heat of summer. But I still didn’t see it coming. I wasn’t hardly trying to fall in love with a hoodlum like Linc Duvall. Not when I was professing to be “saved” and Lincoln was a known drug dealer who carried pistols and flirted with every female with a big behind that walked past his corner.

It wasn’t until he brought his best friend, Ghost, into the shop to meet me that I began to understand that his plans for our friendship were far greater than anything I had expected.

“C’mon to the sink, Miz Loretta,” I say now, and signal to the tall woman with orange finger waves who’s flipping through a Jet magazine. I’m into her third rinse when the bell on the front door chimes, and the row of necks sitting under the dryers turn simultaneously, craning, as if they already know who’s coming in.

Speak of the devil, I almost say aloud, and can’t help smirking, because it’s Linc looking as fine as he wants to. He’s wearing all black as usual; ankle-cut boots, Armani jeans and a cashmere turtleneck under that leather bomber. He walks up in here with that bowlegged swagger, Ghost trailing close behind, and it don’t take a fool to see that he’s rattled about something.

I’m wrist deep in Miss Loretta’s suds, but I don’t miss how the teenagers in the foyer part to let them through. He and Ghost move as easy together as twins as they pass through the gauntlet of nosey females that are doing everything but throwing their panties on the floor.

Ghost is loving the commotion, dispensing hugs, reciting pet names, doling out cheek-kisses like some kind of ghetto Don Juan. But Linc don’t see nobody but me, and he don’t care whose watching. He struts up to the sink and slaps my behind like it’s his, bought and paid for. “S’up, Baby?”

Even Miss Loretta, whose as old as my momma, goes to blushing, but Linc ain’t got no shame. He slobs me down hard right there in front of her, and when he’s done, he goes and sits in my chair and pulls out his cell, waiting for me to get her conditioned.

I look at how strong and powerful and handsome he looks sitting there, and I think it ain’t fitting not to pass all that beauty down. Think, another month gonna be here soon and I gotta find a way to tell him somehow.

I gotta let him know that our lives gonna be changing real soon, and this time, no matter how hard he trips, I ain’t gonna let him stop it. This is my body. This time it is gonna be my choice.

Ghost is busy making his rounds, flirting from booth to booth with my stylists, and after I condition Miss Loretta and rinse her out again, I throw a nylon cape around Linc’s neck and hug him up from behind. He’s too cool to smile like he likes it, so he keeps talking into his cell, and I trace my fingers carefully around all that soft baby hair that’s edging his face.

“What you gonna have today, Boo?” I ask, smelling his Armani, although I wanna say, “Where you been for three days, Boy? You know I was worried…”

“Whatever,” he tells me, like he’s mad with the world, just as two young boys who look enough alike to be twins, except that one is obviously older, come walking into the shop. They’re turning their heads, looking around for Lincoln, and the girls in the lobby go to prancing and preening, competing for their attention.

Dressed in heavy denim jackets and pants, Kyere and Kylo are brothers that can’t be more than ten and thirteen years old. They’re the oldest of their momma’s nine kids, so Linc is always finding a way to put some money into their hands. Now their faces are shining with a triumph that makes Linc suddenly end his call, beckoning them closer with two fingers.

“Y’all handle that?” Linc asks, and they both nod, cheesing at each other.

Linc’s turning his head to let me size up his long sculpted sideburns, but it’s Ghost who goes into his pocket and comes out with a wad of hundreds that could choke a hog. Lincoln puts up four fingers, and Ghost gives each boy four c-notes. It’s obviously more than they expected, cuz they go to cheesing again.

“Aiight now. I’ll holler,” Linc tells them, and they nod as he touches his nose to let them know, not now. Later, they’ll talk. The boys walk out of the shop as Imani goes to the sink and dries her hands on a towel. Linc stands up like he’s going toward the back store room and I call out to him to bring me back a couple jars of Dudley’s perm. He disappears for a few minutes before I hear him calling me from the supply room.

“What chu need, Boo?” I ask, coming into the supply room, wiping my hands with a towel, but he just grabs my arm hard, pushes me against the wall and thrusts the plastic kit in my face.

“What’s this, ’Nere?”

“What, Lincoln? Ouch, you’re hurting me, Baby.”

“You trying it again, huhn? You hoping to get…?”

“No, Lincoln. I ain’t trying again on purpose.”

“So what’s up with this kit? You tripping again?”

“No, Lincoln,” I lie.

“I’ma ask you again. Are you pregnant, Chinere? Are you trying to have my baby again?”

“No,” I tell him, and the tears are sliding down my face. He grabs my chin between his hands and I lower my eyes quick, cuz looking into his face when all that rage is riding him is a terrifying thing to behold. It’s like he ain’t even human then, like he some kinda animal out of control.

He draws back his hand, palm wide open, and I close my eyes and flinch, don’t wanna see it coming. The stinging pain be so familiar now I can take it without crying, like I did that last time when he dislocated my jaw. This time though he don’t hit me at all. Just stares at me like I’ve lost my mind and then pushes me away from him like I got the plague. He picks up the plastic pregnancy tester-kit and slams it so hard against the wall it shatters. Now he’s stalking off, so mad he’s blind with anger.

I’m crying like a baby, the front of my smock wet with snot, but it makes no sense at all, cuz I know eventually I’ll have to tell him the truth, that the doctors at the clinic say I’m going into my third month already, and there’s no telling what he’ll do to me then.

He and Ghost have built themselves an office, hidden away downstairs in the basement of my shop and Linc goes down there now, fuming like a madman and slamming doors along the way. I won’t see him again for another couple hours when he comes up to lock up the shop and bring me home. Maybe I should just tell him then, when Ghost will be around to pull him off me.

I dry my face as best I can and go back out there to my customers. Imani cuts her eyes at me like she knows something, like she thinks I’m a complete fool, but I look away from her too. Ain’t no secret she’s got a thing for Linc, so every time he trips on me, she swears it’s her opportunity to steal him away. Last year one of my customers swore she saw Linc leaving Imani’s apartment one morning, but of course she denied it. And Linc? He didn’t bother to dignify my question with an answer.

I pick up my blow dryer and fixing my face, call Miss Loretta to my chair.

VISITOR

It’s almost midnight by the time Gabriella stumbles out of the elevator of her high-rise condo and slides her key into the front door. If her feet had lips, they’d be screaming by now. As it is, they’re molded into the shape of the brown suede slingbacks she kicks off in the middle of the living room.

Yearning, wide and deep as any ocean, suddenly overwhelms her and she acknowledges its presence quietly. “Yes, Lord, I know and I’m coming…My soul needs to pray.”

She drapes her trench over the velvet settee, tosses the manila work-folder onto the coffee table with the rest of her mail. The red light from her answering machine pulses with fresh messages that at this hour, feel like an intrusion.

Telemarketers. Bill collectors. Trish Weitzman, Heartford Chronicle’s city-desk editor, checking to see if she’d had a chance to sort through the file they’d put together for her. Just thinking about the story makes her nauseous and she drops into the nearest chair.

Her living room is spacious and sparsely furnished, the walls a soft orange-pink like the inside of a mouth. The big bow window across from her 65-inch television screen is deliberately unencumbered by drapes, permits a spectacular view of downtown Heartford’s skyline. The street lamps overlooking her building’s parking lot are so bright, there’s no need for her to reach across the coffee table and snap on a lamp. Her day is finally winding down. Her breathing finally slows as the answering machine whirs, clicks one last time.

“Gabriella?”

She opens her eyes in the soothing darkness. Trev’s tenor voice this time, calm, and so intimate it’s almost sexy, explaining that he needs to see her before he starts his grave-yard shift at the precinct. He’s on his way there now, he says; he needs to repay the fifty dollars he’d borrowed from her the week before when they were out for lunch and he’d forgotten his wallet. Gabriella buries her head beneath plump brocade pillows. It’s just like Trev to call when it’s convenient for him.

All that overtime-practicing they’d done tonight at choir rehearsal in preparation for their winter concert and he hadn’t uttered a word about it. It was too late to talk him out of it now. The insistence in his voice is undeniable. He’d be buzzing her intercom in minutes and she knew what was on his mind.

She gets up and pads to the kitchen on stockinged feet, tosses a carton of chicken-broccoli into the microwave. Watching the revolving carousel spin around and around she thinks it’s just like her and Trev, just like the emotions he’s constantly stirring up inside of her.

She’s padding into the living room with her plate when the buzzer sounds. “Who?” she yawns into the voice-box, although she can easily see Trevis’ chesire teeth, grinning into the lobby cameras.

“It’s me. Let me up.”

“Trevis. I’m tired. Whatever you need can wait until tomorrow.”

“Gabriella. Don’t make me beg. I’ve got the money right here and I’m not leaving until I give it to you.”

“It’s midnight, Trevis. Why didn’t you give it to me when you saw me earlier tonight?”

“And be subject to the eyes of the entire Zion Chorale wondering why I’m handing you money?”

“Go away.”

“Bunny. Please. I won’t be five minutes. It’s important to me.”

“I’d rather you wouldn’t…” She yawns, but he comes up anyway. Knocks once and opens the door like he lives there. She smells the freshly applied Issey Miyake and ignores it, refuses to dignify his intrusion with a response. He drops onto the leather loveseat across from her without an invitation and she knows without looking at him that he’s dressed in his form-fitting departmental sweats, muscles defined, big idle hands resting tentatively on his knees. She sits calmly watching a rerun of Sanford and Son on Nick at Nite, chewing broccoli, pretending she’s alone as always.

Simulated life blinks neon colors across her face, and she can sense when his head turns from the screen, can feel his eyes, studying her, waiting for an opening. She reaches for the remote and turns the volume up too high on purpose; can’t bear to hear the velvet in his voice, the words that always end with silent questions.

“What are you watching?” he asks at last.

“What does it look like?” The softness of his lips are engraved into her mind from memory, and she doesn’t dare trust herself to look at him just yet, especially on a night like this, when her stress level, like her nature, is peaking and both are demanding to be released. Somehow he always knows.

“Gosh, Gurl…You don’t ever cook anymore, do you?” Trevis leans back against the cool leather, crosses an ankle over his knee.

“Don’t start, Trev. I mean it.”

“Who? I’m not starting…” He invites himself to a handful of chocolate kisses from the coffee table in front of him, unfolds her money from his pocket and lays it flat. “I’m just saying…”

“Well, say it quickly and get to stepping.”

“What’s wrong, Baby? You ovulating again or something?”

“Don’t call me that.”

“What?”

“‘Baby.’ I told you that.”

“Why not, Sweetie?”

“Cuz.”

“Cuz what?”

“My name’s not Sweetie.”

“Since when?”

“I rebuke you, Satan.”

He giggles then, and she can’t help it. She joins in reluctantly. She starts to cough and needs a glass of water, which he is quick to fetch. “See, don’t you feel better already?” He squats beside the couch, watching her drink, admiring the damp sheen of wetness on her lips.

“Feel better? Who said I was…?”

“I was just wondering why you were so tense tonight.”

“Tense? When?”

“All during rehearsal. Like you had something, or maybe it was somebody on your mind.”

“You smoking crack?”

“Not at all. I just saw that look on your face after you talked to him.”

“What look? Him who?”

“You know. That ‘I’m so turned on I can’t help myself’ look.”

“Go home, Trevis.”

“I was just wondering if you needed me to give you one of my massages? Ease some of that stress and anxiety…” He’s smiling. It’s a poor joke and they both know it.

“Touch me and I’ll shoot you with your own gun. I mean it.”

“You walked into rehearsal tonight looking like the weight of the world was on your pretty shoulders. It looked like the kind of burden you needed a strong man to help you carry…”

“I’ll be laying it all down before Him tonight as soon as you leave, trust me.”

“Good. But I just thought…”

“You thought wrong.”

“Well, is it the job?”

“It’s always the job…” She leans back and closes her eyes against the tension throbbing behind her temples. Bumping her head against that glass ceiling always gave her the worst headaches.

“Let me guess. The sports editor made a pass at you again?”

“Nothing that dramatic. Just corporate politics as usual.”

“You wanna talk about it?”

She sighs. He was always so understanding at the wrong times.

“You know I’ll always get the Boys N The Hood assignments while the other writers get to go to Ireland, to Europe, to Japan to report on exotic flowers. It’s the same ol’ stuff, and I’m just wondering why the press seems to think that the only way to understand black folks is to pity them. Can’t they relate to us on any other human level?”

“Maybe not. What’s the subject this time?”

“Third Ward drug dealers.”

“It figures.”

“They want me to get inside their psyches, break down the details of their operations from head man to street Joe. How in the world am I supposed to do that? Act like I’m gonna buy some crack and then ask the dealer to tell me his life story?”

“I guess so.”

“They want to know whose going around smoking rival dealers, and they’re looking to me, not Heartford’s Finest, to track down the perpetrators. The last big-time dealer that was murdered? The tall, ugly brotha they called ‘Skyy’? Well, they want the dirt and the mud. It’s one of those mission-impossible assignments that could catapult my career to an editorial position, earn me a promotion that’s been five years in coming. At least that’s the hook they’re using to get me to bite this time.”

“And you believed them again?”

“Don’t I always?”

“That is your job though, ain’t it? To get all up in business that doesn’t belong to you?”

“Wrong, Officer. That’s your job. My name’s not Matlock.”

“You coulda fooled me. That last article you wrote about street lotteries was juicer than anything The Enquirer could ever come up with.” He shrugs. “Face it, Bunny. You’re good at those stories, Gurl. You’ve got divine protection and insight. You still speak the guttural, I mean, cultural language. Everybody knows you still got one foot in the hood. We can’t even drive down the street together without somebody hollering, ‘Bunnay!’ S’up, Baby’!”

“How’d you get to be a vice detective and still be so dumb?”

“That’s not nice, Sister.” Trevis reaches over and nudges her knee playfully. “When are you gonna learn to relax and enjoy your blessings?”

“Look. Don’t come over here touching me.”

“Why not?”

“Cuz.”

“Cuz what?”

“Cuz celibate folk don’t need to be touching.”

“If you c’mon and marry me like you supposed to, we wouldn’t need to be celibate. We could be right here, right now, hugging, kissing, rejoicing in our matrimony…”

As if on cue, Sanford and Son goes off, and Gabriella thankfully stands up. “Thanks for the money, brotha-preacher. And a blessed night to you too.” She takes his elbow, then carefully guides him toward the door.

He’s pretending to follow, then stops cold near the threshold, fumbling around for his keys, as if he really doesn’t feel them in his front pocket. “Bunny?” he says, his voice like his eyes, softer now, probing.

“What, Trev?” Her hand is on the door knob.

“Pastor Starks called me last night at work. He told me to get myself together because he wants to ordain me, to make me an elder, get me ready to pastor…”

“You? Start your own church?”

“Why not me?”

She’s speechless for a moment, remembering. “That’s great, Trev. Really. I’m happy for you.”

“Thank you. But he said something else too.”

“Do I need to hear this?”

“He said I needed to leave the force while I still had time to enjoy my life. He said I needed to go ahead and give up this gun, that I needed to settle down with a good woman and start myself a real family. Commit myself to ministry for real.”

“Oh, Lawd.”

“I’m serious. He said I needed to ‘give myself totally to that special woman and stop playing games.’ That I needed to make her mine permanently.” He sweeps a stray curl off her forehead, watching her eyes.

“Trevis. Don’t. Not this time. Not if you really care about me.”

“You know I care. And you know how good we are together. You know…” He touches her chin, bends low, kisses her forehead softly, hesitantly. The question is there, looming between them. The past flickers like a slow burning candle. At least in that area they were totally compatible; the memories, like the pleasure, were always unforgettable. And then there was that other thing that had almost happened. The frightening thing that neither of them could even bear to talk about now.

“Gabriella…?” His voice brings her back and she stares at the reality of her bare hand. “You know I love you. You know I want you.”

There they were. Those two words again. It was always this way with him—love and lust. They always showed up together. Did he even know the difference between the two?

She shakes her head, pushes her palms against his chest. “I can’t, Trevis. I can’t play this game again.”

“What game? I want to kiss you. That isn’t a sin, is it? It surely isn’t a crime…”

“Saved single folk don’t kiss. Not this way. One kiss is all it takes. You know that, Preacher. Nobody knows that more than you.”

“But we’re together, Bunny. Look at us. There’s nobody else. We’ll be married soon. I don’t see why we can’t…”

“Good night, Officer. Minister Cooper.”

He looks upset but she steels herself away from the disappointment that lurks in those eyes. He moves through the doorway and she closes the door and locks it as quickly as she can. Locks it against herself, against the lurking deceptions of her own heart.
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