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PROLOGUE


THERE IS AN ANCIENT ETHIOPIAN PROVERB, one that has been handed down from generation to generation, that loosely translated means, “when one’s eyes quiver . . . ” Depending on which eye does the quivering—either the person is going to receive bad news and cry, or they will encounter someone they haven’t seen in an incredibly long time . . . One thing is indeed clear—Ethiopians take this omen seriously—and pay close attention to the quivering of one’s eyes—for one way or another, something unforeseen and unexpected is bound to happen . . .




    One


The snow drifts lazily to earth, the way leaves flutter to the ground caught in an autumn breeze, descending in a haphazard fashion, see-sawing back and forth, each oversized, water-laden snowflake following its own course immune to the path of others. Taj presses his nose and cheek against the dual-pane window and exhales gently, observing his breath fan out across the sheet of cold glass before fading quickly, as if an aberration—a bubbling well in a sea of sand dunes. He glances down forty-something stories to the Manhattan street below, which one he isn’t exactly sure; they are staying at the W hotel at Times Square—it could be West 47th or Eighth Avenue. Taj never has possessed a keen sense of direction. One thing is clear: it isn’t Broadway that he is staring at. He is certain of that.


Taj presses his cheek again to the glass. The cold feels good on his smooth dark skin. He glances upward, marveling as he does each time he returns to the city at the diversity of structures and their architectures—like the city itself, a microcosm of multiplicity—granite, steel, brick, aluminum, old and new in peaceful coexistence, like hip-hop and jazz. He never grows tired of exploring her structures—the details, fine lines, and craftsmanship that speak to him of art, creativity, and a way of constructing things long since retired. He subscribes to this mode of thinking, this way of life.


“These are some big-ass snowflakes,” Taj remarks softly. He turns slightly, taking in the brown couch, low coffee table, wall unit, and entrance to the bedroom. A single lamp by the couch is illuminated. Soft music emanates from the clock radio in the bedroom. The two-room suite is small, yet comfortable. Perhaps the mood has something to do with the snow—the way hundreds of flakes each second collide with the tall windows, opening up, smearing their contents on the glass.


“Please. I hate it when you talk like that.”


“Like what?” he asks, already knowing the answer as he turns toward her. He stares at Nicole. She is on the couch, her legs folded underneath her, shoes off, with thin square-frame glasses perched atop a perfectly shaped nose. Her dark eyes, enhanced by brown caramel skin and rosy cheeks, flick over to him briefly before turning quickly back to her book—a leafy hardback, James Baldwin no less.


“You know, trying to talk like that. ‘Big-ass?’ It doesn’t become you.” Taj runs a hand over his chocolate baldhead and smiles. He loves his woman. Precisely at such times he knows this with the certainty of a Swiss quartz timepiece—watching her the way he is just now, thinking to himself how lucky he is to have someone like her in his life. And so Taj sighs, captures her wink, and turns away. As he returns his stare to the window, glancing down once again at the street, the stream of traffic, and warmly dressed people, he feels a sudden urge to be out among them.
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Taj and Nicole walk hand in hand (more accurately, glove in glove), the two of them bundled against the deepening cold. Nicole’s wool ear warmers keep her head somewhat shielded; her red ski parka seems to attract snow the way a summer barbecue attracts mosquitoes. Taj wears a long dark wool overcoat, collar turned up, that reaches nearly to his ankles, and one of those Russian military-style hats that submarine captains wore during the second world war, with real fur that peeks out as if a squirrel or rabbit were seeking refuge underneath. The snow is swirling around them, attacking from all angles, getting into their nostrils and eyes, pelting their heads and thighs. Nicole reaches for Taj’s arm and intertwines hers with his, enjoying as they always do the closeness—the warmth that can be felt even now, on this bitter, New York evening. It is eight p.m., several weeks until Christmas. The streets are lined with holiday lights, decorations, and shoppers: courageous souls like them who have braved the elements in search of a sale or last minute gift item or, in the case of Taj and Nicole, have a chance to walk in one of the greatest cities in the world (just ask anyone in Manhattan!), marvel at the architectures, take in a museum or two, or just enjoy the magic and romance of this snow-covered evening.


The sound of music is everywhere, emanating from speakers hung on lampposts every hundred feet. Christmas favorites are cycled, ones that they sang as children, and Nicole can’t help but hum along as Taj points upward at the carved molding on the top edge of an Eighth Avenue apartment building or co-op. Intricate patterns carved in stone are interspersed with decorative corbels; eighteenth-century faces gaze downward. An unending sea of taxicabs glides along choking the entire avenue, and Taj notices that not a single one is unoccupied.


Going nowhere in particular, they turn right at the corner and dash into a coffee house, as much for relief from the cold as to get something to eat and drink. They settle into a high table by the window, amazingly vacant at this exact moment, after ordering a pair of lattes and jelly-filled pastries. Nicole removes her ear warmers, shakes the snow from her thick hair with a quick zig-zag movement of her neck, and attacks the pastry with her digits, tearing at the flaky bread as though it were wrapping paper. She watches Taj closely, reaching out as he removes his hat and wiping the moisture from his smooth dark head with her hand. His eye begins to quiver—again; the third or fourth time today (that she’s noticed), the lower eyelid trembling as if to its own eclectic beat. She passes her fingers over it to cease its movement. He catches her left wrist as she pulls back, brings it to his mouth, and gazes at the ring silently before kissing her fingers gingerly. Nicole blinks back tears and stares at Taj for a long time. Their eyes are unwavering before movement outside their window releases their concentration on each other.


Nicole is speaking about Giovanni’s Room, Baldwin’s acclaimed novel set in Paris in the 1950s—a young man grappling with his sexuality and the pain of choosing between a man and a woman, and how she intends to weave next week’s reading into a discussion with her students on sexuality in literature. Taj listens intently, watching her eyes animate as she speaks of her work—associate professor of American literature at Howard—adding Baldwin to his already extensive to-do list.


Redressing in their coats, hats, and gloves, the two reemerge forty minutes later, appetites satisfied and freezing limbs thawed, ready to brave the elements once again. They cut across the street during a momentary lull in traffic, Nicole in tow as Taj heads for a brownstone with a lone sign in the shape of a saxophone, pulsing blue neon. They stand for a moment discerning the jazz that escapes, deciding whether or not they wish to check it out. In the end, they decide to move on, still warm and cozy from the coffee and pastry, feeling the night air, the temperature seemingly on the rise.


Onward . . . past Christmas lights and the serene nativity scenes in store-front windows, then on to the neon madness and excessiveness of Broadway. Taj just shakes his head, attempting to quickly calculate how much power is expended in this four-block radius on signage alone. He gives up, recognizing it is of little consequence to him or others.


Back onto side streets where life seems to move at one notch back from normal—third gear instead of fourth—down tree-lined blocks whose canopies are blanketed with fresh snow. Past residential homes that sport fully decorated trees in their parlor windows, each one more beautiful than the previous, as if the whole spirit of Christmas has been reduced to a competitive sport. Taj and Nicole walk hand in hand, drawing it all in, like smoke, inhaling the scent and the vapors—the very essence of the city.


They come to a dark stone church on the corner of a busy intersection—a three-building structure that is out of place among the steel and aluminum skyscrapers that tower toward the heavens, their top floors obliterated by the falling snow. The church is eighteenth century, Gothic in its design, embellished with cathedral spires and thick wrought-iron gates. A crowd of onlookers stands on the stone steps leading to enormous oak doors that are held open as though they are wings or outstretched palms, the bright warm lights inside inviting. Song can be heard spilling out into the night—Christmas carolers singing “Silent Night.” Nicole turns to Taj and grins. He leads her up the stairs, past the onlookers, and into the sanctity of the church’s interior.


Inside it is warm. Nicole shakes off the snow and Taj respectfully removes his hat. The pews are intermittently filled with folks who have come to hear the choir sing. They are diverse: blacks, whites, Asians, Africans, young and old, each putting aside their cultural differences on this night to sing songs that toll of the night Jesus Christ was born.


Crowds of people gather at the rear end of the church, as if afraid to move closer to the singers, or still deciding whether to stay or go. Taj leads Nicole past the throng, thick coats and jackets covered with melting snow that runs down the fabric and pools at their feet. Inching closer, Nicole behind him, his hand clasped in hers, fingers intertwined, they move past folks who have joined in with the carolers singing “O Holy Night,” the sweet sound reverberating off of domed ceilings and stained glass windows. And then, as Taj is consumed by the sights, sounds, and smells within this church, his ears discern one strain that is unique and stands alone—and he pivots to search for the source: a woman’s voice—distinctive and hauntingly familiar—sensual in its smooth delivery, a soulful melody that interlaces itself amidst the choir’s song. Taj turns, first 180 degrees, then in the opposite direction. Nicole senses the change in him, like a flame extinguished from a sudden change in pressure, and asks if everything is okay. Taj ignores her, not in a disrespectful way, but some things can only be dealt in a serial way, one at a time, in order of priority. And so, Taj gives this his full attention.


Before the first row of pews is a black couple facing forward, their backs to the others. The woman, with her thick twisting hair tied back and head moving to an unknown beat, is accompanied by a tall, bald gentleman wearing an expensive camelhair coat. Taj is certain this woman is the source of the familiar melodic strain. Taj moves parallel with them and turns, releasing Nicole’s hand as he does, looking past the man and observing the woman in profile. He watches her as the words of the song waft from her lips. A tidal wave of recognition rises up and crashes onto him with a force that stops his heart cold.


Twenty years.


Can that be right?


Yes.


Twenty years.


His movements are now beyond his control. He is being choreographed and flows along, his mind outside of himself as he shifts closer to the couple. And then without conscious thought, Taj opens his mouth, leans in, and says softly, “Jazz, look into my eyes . . . focus only on my eyes . . . ”


[image: Images]


Cheyenne is raptured by the sound, the way this choir has come together and filled this holy space with their sweet voices. She raises her head to the vaulted ceiling overhead and closes her eyes, matching their words but with a melody all her own. When Cheyenne is singing, she is in her element—it is what she is passionate about, what moves her, what makes her blood course through her veins with a sudden rush. She spies her husband Malcolm quickly glancing at his Movado. Yes, she knows they need to watch the time—there’s a CD release party later on that evening at one of the city’s hottest clubs. Malcolm, record executive and producer extraordinaire and currently one of the hottest and most powerful forces in urban music today, needs to be there at precisely the right moment. Cheyenne knows this all too well, the routine repeated many times during the last year. Not that she’s complaining. The life they lead is storybook, no two ways about it. And yet tonight, what is most important to her right now is completing this song, singing these words that take her to a special place—many, many years ago, before she grew up and when her mamma was still here.


She leans into Malcolm, rubs his arm as he turns to her and smiles. He loves to hear her sing. It brings him comfort and joy. And so he reaches for her, placing his arm around her waist as he flashes her a smile, and he reminds her that they need to be going soon. Cheyenne silently nods.


“Jazz, look into my eyes . . . ”


When she hears those words, uttered from behind her, the color drains from her face. Cheyenne ceases to sing. Her mind is racing, connecting thoughts with long-filed-away images.


“ . . . Focus only on my eyes . . . ”


She is already turning, a mixture of pain and pleasure filling her so quickly that she fears she will drown. And in an instant she is facing him. She raises her eyes slowly, as if not wanting the confirmation that is sure to come. But then their eyes meet, and she knows. One look at the eyes tells all. It’s Taj.


“Oh–my–God,” she mouths, so softly that no one, including her husband or Taj for that matter, can discern a single word. Tears freefall down her beautiful face. Never in a million years did she ever expect to see him again. And yet, staring into those amazing eyes, the ones she recalls with sudden clarity—hazel colored (the yin/yang of that color against his dark skin), their piercing yet calming intensity and almost magical qualities—Cheyenne is speechless. Suddenly, the air is being drawn out of this enormous room and she is finding it difficult to breathe. She is dizzy. Her husband turns back and flicks his stare between his wife and this stranger standing far too close.


“Baby?” he says, reaching for her. “Are you okay?”


Behind Taj, Nicole is watching the scene unfold. She hasn’t heard the words that he spoke to this woman, but she has witnessed the reaction. Nicole, like Malcolm, has figured out (in the short time that has elapsed—five or six seconds) that something is not quite right.


Cheyenne continues to stare at Taj.


Taj silently returns her stare with his.


“Baby?” Malcolm says, louder this time as he turns to Taj. Malcolm and Taj are roughly the same size, Taj being a half-foot taller, but both possess similar characteristics—baldheads, dark-skinned complexions, and piercing stares.


Nicole reaches for her man, tugs at his shoulder as Cheyenne sobs louder. Taj waves Nicole off with a shrug and reaches for Cheyenne’s face. He strokes it (cheek to chin with a single digit), smiles, and asks softly, “Have you remembered our pact, Jazz?”


Cheyenne opens her trembling mouth and responds, “Yes.”


Taj smiles. “Good. I see life has treated you well.” Cheyenne readies to respond, but Malcolm has wedged himself between his wife and this man.


“Look—I don’t know who the hell you are,” Malcolm says, his face twisted into a snarl, “but I don’t appreciate your stepping to my wife like this.”


Cheyenne steps forward and pulls on Malcolm’s coat as she momentarily loses sight of Taj. “Honey. Don’t!”


Taj, on the other hand, remains still with eyes forward, his gaze boring into Malcolm’s forehead. Nicole reaches for Taj’s elbow again, connects with it, and tugs him backwards. Taj continues to smile.


“Are you well?” he mouths. Cheyenne nods and sobs harder.


“Taj? Taj?” Nicole yells, pulling harder on his sleeve. “What is going on?”


Malcolm shrugs off Cheyenne’s attempt to control him. He steps forward, this time inches from Taj’s face. Beads of sweat have appeared on his forehead and baldhead. He wipes at his head forlornly.


“Listen, asshole. Who the fuck are you, and why are you calling my wife Jazz?”


Taj breaks his stare with Cheyenne and locks onto Malcolm. He remains silent.


“I’m talking to you, asshole!” Malcolm’s finger juts twice into Taj’s chest.


Nicole’s voice is behind them, rising in pitch and intensity. “Taj, what’s going on? Taj, tell me what’s going on!”


Taj looks down slowly at Malcolm’s fingers, then back up. He considers his surroundings and steals a glance at Cheyenne, who is pulling on her husband with one hand while wiping her eyes with the other. Mascara is smearing along her full cheekbones. Taj feels a sudden twinge of sadness and turns to leave.


“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Malcolm says loud enough that some of the carolers cease their singing and begin to crowd the space, wondering what the commotion is all about. Seeing that Taj is not paying him any respect or attention, Malcolm grabs for his elbow. Nicole has gripped the back of Taj’s coat with her hand.


Taj spins around so suddenly and with such intensity that Nicole has no choice but to loosen her grip on his coat. Again, he bores into Malcolm with those hazel eyes and leans into him until mere inches separate their faces. Taj opens his mouth and whispers to Malcolm: “Don’t ever touch me again,” he hisses. “You have no idea with whom or with what you are dealing. You need to be fearful and walk away.”


Cheyenne has attached herself to her husband, pulling and begging him to back off. Nicole is yanking on Taj and becoming frantic. Both men refuse to budge, but Malcolm blinks first.


“Be fearful,” Taj repeats, lowering his voice a notch further. “Walk away.” Taj breaks his stare with Malcolm, rotating his head slightly so that he can see Cheyenne.


Their eyes meet—briefly.


They lock—then disengage.


And then, Taj turns and leads Nicole through the crowd.


Malcolm remains where he is, nostrils flaring, chest pounding, recalling the intensity of his adversary that suddenly chilled him to the bone, wondering as he collects his wife and stares her down, who was that man?




Two


The thing Taj recalled first—when he dug deep into the recesses of his mind—was the heat. He remembered the terminal, Norman Manley International, a place so small and backwater that he knew for sure he was in a foreign country. Well, yeah, what did he expect?


Here he was, in Kingston, Jamaica, just landed after flying nearly two thousand miles—a journey that took him from the Eastern Shore of Virginia north to New York. He and his pop had looked in the encyclopedia he had borrowed from school to get a sense of where he was going—and where he was going was south, not north. So why then, did he have to travel by air from Norfolk, north to New York’s Kennedy, only then to head south? It never made any sense to him.


While deplaning in Kingston the heat had hit him fast; as he walked down the metal stairs from the jet’s belly to the tarmac, the heat had smacked him dead in the face so hard that it took his breath away. This wasn’t a little bit of heat—this stuff was downright oppressive!


The second thing that Taj recalled, which had always stuck in his mind, was the soldiers with their weapons—large, black automatic rifles and semi-automatic handguns—big, bulky things that would scare the shit out of any sixteen-year-old—especially one who hadn’t been raised on guns.


He was from the Eastern Shore of Virginia, a narrow tract of land between the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. His father was a waterman. His father’s father had been one too. They didn’t play with guns or associate with them. Didn’t have the inkling to. Handling fish was what Taj’s family did—day in and day out.


In the shade of the terminal lobby, a corrugated aluminum building with Coca-Cola signs displayed every hundred feet or so (the branded red and white logo that is internationally recognized), Taj waited among the hordes of Jamaicans—black people with downtrodden eyes. Taj had seen blacks before—his father and relatives are dark-skinned as well—but here there was a sea of them. A few stared back at him, a few nodded silently, their long dreads swaying as they moved, but most ignored him. Which was okay with him.


Taj’s very first plane ride had gone fairly well. He had been scared—had talked to his pop about it—asked him the night before he was to leave whether there was anything to worry about. And Pop had looked him in the eye and said no, there was nothing to fear. Taj nodded, considered his pop’s response for a time, and then asked if he had ever taken a plane. Pop regarded him silently for a moment before shaking his head.


They had encountered some turbulence just past Miami, up around 37,000 feet. The plane had been buffeted around a bit, not very much, but enough to scare Taj into thinking he was going to die—until the woman sitting two seats away (a quiet white woman with glassy blue eyes) reached over and patted his tense knuckles, told him that what they were feeling was normal, and that everything was going to be alright.


He felt like kissing the ground when they finally touched down in Kingston, but as he headed for the tarmac the heat had slapped him silly. Then he suddenly was aware of the guns and soldiers. Well, he momentarily forgot all about turbulence and that kind of nonsense.


Taj was part of a church mission, a small group of folks who were heading to the mountains of Jamaica to help build a community. He had been selected from hundreds of teenagers in his congregation. Why, he never really knew—but he was honored to be going. His guidance counselor at the high school had told him that this was indeed a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to see how other people in a different part of the world lived. Okay, he wasn’t traveling half way around the world, but Taj got the point.


A very small group was to go on this trip and remain for a month. Taj had very much wanted his pop to go with him, but that just wasn’t going to happen. Pop couldn’t afford to be off from work for one single day, least of all thirty. Besides, in New York they would be joined by four other individuals—two other high schoolers, like himself, and their guardians from their respective churches. In addition, there were supposed to be a dozen or so folks already there in the mountains. Taj and these new people were cycling in; others would be cycling out over the course of the upcoming month.


Sitting in the terminal, wiping the perspiration from his forehead (wishing like hell he had had the forethought to corn roll his afro), his knapsack and oversized suitcase beside him, Taj glanced around, trying to ascertain which folks were in his group and making the final leg of the journey with him.


And then he saw her—coming around a corner, a shiny blue Samsonite trailing behind her, bell-bottom jeans, sandals, and a flowery patterned shirt that accentuated her burgeoning breasts. She was about five seven, with a thin waist, a golden bronze complexion, and thick frizzy dark hair that hung halfway down her back. He put her at no more than seventeen—Taj had never seen anyone so beautiful in all of his short life. He sat there, enthralled, watching her, unable to move, his limbs glued to his sides, feeling the adrenaline surge through him. His mouth dried up, even though he had no intention of speaking.


She walked with an older woman who Taj guessed was her mother (who was shorter, a bit plump, and wore her hair in a much more conservative, shorter style) but had the same face—half Indian, half something else—probably black. The girl was beautiful like he had never seen before, with high cheekbones, a thin nose, and sculpted features—a hint of American Indian, but with a skin tone that told Taj she was mixed.


Taj spent the next forty-five minutes watching her every move—the sketchbook that he had brought with him laid in his lap, untouched. (Taj knew that he wanted to be an architect, so he carried a sketchbook with him wherever he went, capturing ideas on the white pages.)


By the time they announced his flight (he overheard some Jamaicans call it a puddle jumper) he had completed three separate fantasies with this stunningly beautiful girl as his co-star. Of course, Taj never spoke to her—he couldn’t actually go to her and just say something. Taj wasn’t confident around girls, never had been. He was well liked in school, but never found the right words to say to girls—so he, for the most part, left them alone.


And then she was rising along with her mother as they called the flight—his flight—and Taj felt his stomach burn. The same queasy feeling that had come over him at 37,000 feet returned—yet he was on solid ground. He watched her as she gathered her things and headed for the plane. He followed slowly, his mind and heart racing, mesmerized, like a lamb to the slaughter.
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The tarmac was on fire—or so it seemed. The asphalt appeared to be smoldering. Taj guessed it was just the heat. Beyond the gate was a Beech King Air Turbo-prop. As he trudged toward it, his bags trailing behind him, he watched the girl—the sensual way her hips swayed and the way she ran her hand down the side of her face, pushing her thick hair behind her ear. It would remain that way for a good half-minute or so before falling out of place again—and just that simple act, of raising a bronze arm to her face, was driving Taj crazy. What it was, he couldn’t figure. But it made him feel . . . very good. . . .


The plane wasn’t large—Taj counted five round portholes on the side of the white fuselage with red and black trim, so he figured it would seat a dozen passengers at the most. He glanced behind him and saw no one else except a Jamaican with long black dreads held down by a yellow bandana, carrying a single black bag, slowly limping toward him. A thick black walking cane was used for support, and Taj noticed that the handle was intricately carved; the bottom, however, was as smooth as a blade of grass. The man wore an expressionless face behind black sunglasses. The pilot, Taj guessed, was already on board.


At the doorway, a dark woman with bright teeth smiled and, in a thick accent, directed everyone to leave their bags by the rear of the plane. A well-muscled Jamaican was stowing those in the cargo hold.


Taj reached the tiny steps that were built into the fuselage. He climbed slowly, conscious of his head—he was already over six feet tall. The stewardess smiled and motioned for him to take a seat. Taj glanced around the tight cabin, saw that the girl and her mom had taken one set of cracked leather seats two rows up from the door. She was reaching for something in her knapsack when he entered—and glanced up momentarily. Taj stopped, sucked in a breath, as her gaze roamed over him, stopping at his eyes. He decided to smile after some slight deliberation and gave her a weak one, but the girl neither returned it nor held his gaze for a moment longer. She went back to what she was doing—rummaging through her knapsack, as if he weren’t even there.


Deflated, Taj took a seat at the back of the plane and next to the window, pushing away thoughts of this girl, replacing them instead with thoughts of his pop.




Three


The interior of the limousine is murky, and for that she is grateful. Malcolm wasted no time getting on his cell and calling for his driver. The car arrived shortly thereafter. As they settle into the posh leather seats, he slams the door; the richness and excitement of a New York Christmas is left outside, sucked out like noxious air.


Malcolm directs the driver to take them back to the hotel. He is short and to the point, and Cheyenne winces because she feels for him. There is no need to direct his anger at the driver, and yet he does.


“I cannot, for the life of me, figure out just what the fuck occurred back there,” Malcolm says, turning in his seat to glare at his wife. “Just who was that guy, and more importantly, who is he to you?”


Cheyenne is staring out her window. As they turn onto one of thousands of side streets in Manhattan she notices a horse and carriage trotting alongside of them. The couple is snuggled together under a blanket as the snow falls. It is all so romantic and for a moment, she forgets all about what has just transpired—perhaps it was all a bad dream—except that in this case she was elated to see his face after all of these years. To know that he is well fills her with delight. But she pushes all thoughts out of her head and instead concentrates on the horse and carriage, until Malcolm’s voice booms at her, shattering her peace.


“I’m talking to you!” He says this with a hiss, as if he doesn’t want the driver to hear, even though the privacy shield is raised.


“I am not hard of hearing,” she snaps in reply.


“Well, if you would do me the courtesy of answering my fucking questions—”


Cheyenne is preparing to cut him off with a quick snap of her head, but thinks twice about it. What she wants to say to Malcolm is: “I am still your wife, in case you have forgotten—do not speak to me in that tone.” Instead, she says this matter-of-factly: “Please honey, I really don’t like it when you talk like that.” She knows her place, but right now her husband is way out of line. (But she’s not going to tell him that.) Malcolm glares at Cheyenne.


“I am not going to stand here and be humiliated in the middle of a goddamned—”


“No one is humiliating you!” Cheyenne almost laughs and runs a hand through her hair. “Why do you always have to exaggerate things?”


“And why do you always deflect situations from the main issue? Who the hell is that guy? Answer that!”


“He is nobody.” Cheyenne turns away, still reeling from seeing him after so many years.


“Bullshit.” Malcolm grabs her arm. “He is somebody to you.”


Cheyenne pulls away, giving him an irritated look. “It doesn’t matter.”


“It does to me.”


And Cheyenne realizes that once again, this argument, like so many, comes down to control. Things between them are wonderful when Malcolm is in control—and shitty when he isn’t. Malcolm likes to run his marriage like his company—with an iron fist. She glances out the window silently, shaking her head.


Malcolm’s hot zone has been breached, the threshold crossed. His face is flushed, and even in the semi-darkness of the limo, Cheyenne can see it. “Cheyenne, why the fuck was he calling you Jazz?”


Cheyenne pivots in her seat, the leather groaning in agony. “Look—” she says, exasperated. “He’s a friend. An old friend, okay? And ‘Jazz’ is a name he used to call me, that’s all. Now drop it, Malcolm!”


“No, Jazz, I won’t drop it,” he hisses. “No I won’t.” Malcolm goes into the interior breast pocket of his camelhair coat and extracts a silver case. He flicks it open, takes a cigarette out, and lights it. He exhales forcefully to the ceiling as his cell phone rings. Cheyenne waves the smoke away and moves to another seat.


“This is M.D. Speak!” He commands. Malcolm listens for a moment then laughs. He begins a rapid-fire discussion that Cheyenne tunes out. Reaching for the controls to the stereo, she finds a jazz station and turns up the volume.


Outside the snow continues to fall. She observes the people on the sidewalks, trudging through the snow, bundled up, carrying gifts home for loved ones, breath escaping from blued lips as they converse about joyful things, she imagines, since holidays are supposed to be blissful and pleasurable.


“Bet you fucked him?” Malcolm says into the cell, interrupting the tranquility of her vision, causing the citadel that she has carefully erected to come crashing down—and in an instant Cheyenne realizes he is speaking to her.
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Nicole’s silence is unnerving—and yet completely expected.


Taj and Nicole, her arm entrusted to him as if a sacred jewel, walk together past a small park whose tree limbs are lit up—decorated with thousands of bright holiday lights—lights that wind up and down each branch and trunk like a serpent, lights that strobe to an hushed rhythm. They find a park bench, dust off the freshly fallen snow with gloved hands, and sit for a moment enjoying the peacefulness and silence. Dozens of coupled adults and children walk through the square. A light breeze has taken flight sending the tree limbs into a gentle dance, the lights writing indecipherable calligraphy into the nighttime air.


Nicole stares directly ahead, her expression showing indifference. Yet Taj knows she is deep in thought. Several youngsters are engaged in a snowball fight and one arcs dangerously close to Nicole’s head. She smiles as Taj studies the row of buildings across the street.


One thing about Washington, Taj considers as he scans the steel horizon in front of him. It doesn’t have that city feel of Manhattan, largely because of the absence of skyscrapers—those soaring creations that strain to reach heaven. And it is these skyscrapers that fascinate Taj. It is the simplicity of them that has attracted his attention since he was a young boy—simplicity from a design standpoint—and yet the multitude of design variations excites him, the way ice cream does children. So many ways to construct a building. So many ways to solve a similar problem.


“Are you going to tell me, Taj?” Nicole’s soft voice breaks the silence. Taj exhales slowly, watching his breath materialize in front of him. He remains silent.


“She’s someone to you—that much is clear.” Nicole’s gaze remains fixed in front of her. Then she turns to him and Taj has no choice but to look her way.


“Nikki—it’s not important,” he says, reaching for her arm.
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