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A haunting psychological thriller,
The Last Dream Before Dawn
is a chilling tale of a man who has it all—
until his past catches up with him.


A powerful, handsome attorney, Roland is one of the most eligible bachelors in New York City. Famous for his successful career and on the fast track to further greatness, he has everything a young man could desire. With such envious attributes, Roland seems untouchable… until a chance meeting with a prophet named Kain. The mysterious seer shares his ominous prediction with Roland—the world is going to end—and this strange introduction turns Roland’s life upside down. Soon a string of random acts of violence seizes the city, and Roland finds himself accused of crimes he did not commit. To prove his innocence he must separate himself from the incriminating shadow of his father, a man executed for a vicious crime when Roland was a child.


Suspenseful and intriguing, The Last Dream Before Dawn is an evocative novel guaranteed to set minds reeling and pulses racing.









“The Last Dream Before Dawn is one of my favorite novels of all-time. D.V. Bernard has a literary voice to be reckoned with and a very bright future in front of him.”


—Zane, National Bestselling Author of
Addicted, The Heat Seekers, Shame on it All,
The Sisters of APF and Nervous
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For my sisters, Corinthia and Antonia


Antonia, if you taught me one thing, it’s the importance of dreaming big—
no matter the consequences


Corinthia, I can still remember you reading to me as a kid and giving me my
first reading lessons. You didn’t even seem to mind reading my first horrible stories.
I’m eternally grateful that you’re my sister
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. . . Every one (of us is) a drum major leading a parade of hurts, marching with our bitterness. And some day—the armies of bitterness will all be going the same way. And they’ll all walk together, and there’ll be a dead terror from it.





—JOHN STEINBECK, THE GRAPES OF WRATH
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Prologue


LOUISIANA, MID-1980S


The morning that Roland Micheaux finally opened his eyes to the world had seemed like the beginning of any other hot, muggy New Orleans summer day. He had sauntered over to his bedroom window, as he usually did upon awakening, staring outside dreamily as the sun rose above the neighboring tenements. As it was the middle of July, by now he had fallen into the rhythm of summer vacation. There had been no rush—no place to go or be. But as he yawned and stared out at all the litter and filth on the streets, a frown had suddenly come to his face. It hadn’t been some newfound feeling of revulsion at the sight of the crumbling and burnt-out buildings of his neighborhood; it hadn’t been the sight of an old man pissing against the side of one of the graffiti-covered tenements; nor had it been the stench from the toppled, dog-ravaged garbage cans just below his second story window. On the contrary, those had been the only things about the place that he recognized—and therefore, the only things that had the potential to give him solace.


He had taken a tentative step closer to the window, his frown deepening as his eyes moved warily about the landscape. He had been seeing these streets for all 13 years of his life. He knew how they hardened you inside, and distorted even the simplest perceptions. But whatever was out there had been something new entirely, which seemed as though it would take an entire lifetime to unravel. His mind had tried to go to it, but the singlemindedness and urgency necessary for the task, were quickly undone by his morning drowsiness. In fact, he had been just about to yawn and return to bed, when his eyes finally came to rest on the pale morning sun.


And the worst fears aren’t those with faces that we can name, but those that hang over us like a faint ether that we can just barely sense. He had stood there numbly, staring up at the sky as though he had never seen it before. The pale morning sun had seemed dead somehow—without warmth: without life. And everything bathed in those suspect rays, had seemed drained of its essence—fake. The bricks and concrete had seemed only like dull shapes painted against a canvass. Even the sounds in the air—a honking horn from down the block; a blaring television from a neighbor’s apartment—had sounded hollow and “canned.” It was as though something had come while he was asleep, sucking the life out of the world. He had stood there confusedly, wondering what all this could mean, until the sudden realization of what day it was, made him shudder and back away from the window. . . .


Eight hours later, Roland once again emerged from his thoughts; but this time, instead of the ghetto streets, there was a lonely stretch of Louisiana highway. He glanced to his left then, to the driver’s seat, seeing the profile of the state trooper’s grim, immutable face. They were driving west, and the dead sun of that morning was before them. Roland felt lost and dazed; but in the distance, he could clearly see their destination: the prison. . . . Everything was coming full circle now: all the things he had ever wanted to know would be realized when he reached that place; all the things he had known, but forgotten, were coming back to him; all the things he had suspected, but been unable to prove . . . it was all there before him, in the huge, ugly prison complex in the distance.


They had been driving for two hours now; yet, even with the prison in sight, Roland felt as though he had been caught in some side channel in time. It was as if he were only drifting on a memory, daydreaming, and that his body was still at his bedroom window, trying to make sense of the world. Only after this daydream had run its course, would he be snapped back into his real self, and the real world. Everything seemed off—suspect. . . The state trooper had a country music station on, and the crooning voices, which were barely intelligible through the static of the AM station—not to mention the droning of the car’s engine and the howl of the wind as it blew past the open windows—produced an eerie, unreal effect . . . Across the highway, for as far as the eye could see, there was marshland, with towering grass waving in the wind with a gracefulness that made Roland think of the evening tide, but there was suddenly something troubling about that peaceful ebb and flow: about the prospect of peace, itself.


And with the flatness of the landscape, he had been staring at the approaching prison for 15 minutes now. At first, it had been a jagged speck on the horizon; now, it stood off to his right, only 50 meters beyond the chain-linked fence. It was huge and dark, with a macabre air that made him think of some vampire’s castle at sundown. The realization that he was going to be entering that place within a matter of minutes, made Roland quake inside. He looked over at the state trooper pleadingly then, part of him wanting to beg the man to bring him back to his mother’s home. But as he watched the white man’s badly sun burnt face, he kept his silence. It was too late for entreaties now. And besides, there was something about this place that was slowly and completely draining his will. With all that had happened, Roland was a tired old man masquerading as a boy; and like an old man, all that there was to do, was make his peace with the world.


He took a deep breath to calm himself. But just then, the change in the pitch of the car’s engine told him that they were slowing down; and as he looked ahead and saw what lay before him, his breath got caught in his throat, making him choke. He tried to get his bearings, but he was utterly lost now. Somehow, he had been staring at the prison so intently, that he hadn’t noticed the chaotic scene unfolding at the front gate. It didn’t seem possible, but there were hundreds of people and scores of vehicles ahead. He could make out the state police and prison guards, who were already clad in full riot gear. The crowd seemed like a huge churning mass—like a cresting wave, about to engulf him. And yet, even here, there were contradictions. Some of the people were holding signs and yelling chants of protest; some were making cookouts and laughing, as if it were a tailgate party at a football game. The dozen or so camera crews added energy and motion to all of the contradictions. Their news vans and satellite dishes formed a phalanx along the fence, like some kind of battalion. Even the network anchormen were here—this thing had become that huge! Reporters were already posing in front of cameras; cameras were already rolling; interviews with the various factions within the crowd were already going on. The reminder that this was all a media circus triggered, in Roland, a daunting stream of flashbacks: recollections of how he had had to stay inside for days, because reporters and camera crews had camped outside his door; recollections of him having to fight his way through them, and run from them. He heard, in his mind, their high-pitched, indecipherable voices; he saw his own harangued image on television, his madness reflected back at him as he ran from the people who would not leave him alone: who always had to ask him what he was thinking . . . if he was sorry . . . if he wanted to give a statement to the press. . . ! His reaction to the sight of them was that of a soldier who had barely survived the last battle and who, patched up and returned to the front lines, quaked at being sent back into the clutches of death. He felt betrayed by the world—and by his own inability to account for all that he now saw and felt. It again seemed impossible that he was only now noticing it all; but as his gaze returned to the dead sun, he nodded and bowed his head, like a pagan acknowledging the works of his god. . . .


The state trooper made a right-hand turn when they got to the front entrance, then started driving up the crowded prison driveway. The sea was spreading slowly before the car, engulfing them. The car’s windows were open and Roland could hear them: the din of them. Many of the people were yelling incoherently; some were singing softly, but their words were just as indecipherable. And then, all of a sudden, a scrawny white man with a bushy beard ran up to the passenger side of the car with a sign that read: “Abolish death row! Kill them all now!” The man was yelling gibberish; but for some reason, Roland stared at him, trying to understand. He tried to read the man’s lips, but all that he could see was a glob of spittle on the man’s beard, where he guessed that his lips were supposed to be—


And then, the state trooper slammed on the brakes and began honking the horn. Looking though the windshield, Roland saw that an old white woman was standing in front of the car. The strange thing was how peaceful she looked as she swayed rhythmically to the soft song that she was singing. As she swayed, she held a candle in one hand and a rosary in the other; and standing there like that, in a long, white flowing dress, she looked like one of those statues of Saints from the church, so that Roland frowned. It was all so strange . . . and a steady stream of curses now flowed from the trooper’s lips as the woman, caught in some euphoric place, continued to sway peacefully and sing. She seemed to be in a place so insular that Roland, in his current state of mind, both longed for it and was terrified by the prospect of it. The trooper was banging on the horn as if it were a surrogate for the old woman’s head. Roland watched him warily for a moment: the man seemed as though he were going to explode. But other state troopers were coming about now. In a millisecond, the woman was quickly and gruffly pushed to the side by one of the riot-gear-clad troopers. And then, as the woman fell to the ground, one segment of the crowd let out whoops of approval; while amongst the other, there were shouts of anger and outrage. A man from the latter camp stepped up and kicked the offending trooper in the chest. A baton came out; more troopers flooded into the area; and instantaneously, everywhere, people were yelling and fighting and running. The cameramen and sound crews were soon mixed in the fray, seeming just as insane as their subjects as they clambered for the best vantage points. There were jeers and shouts of agony; and, in the midst of it all, an inscrutable kind of laughter, which rose in the air like the wailing of cicadas.


Roland stared ahead blankly, overcome by the fears and uncertainties that had had a hold of him all that day—all his life, it seemed. Just then, he realized that the trooper was yelling something; and startled, he read the man’s lips as he screamed: “Close the fucking window!” His hands trembling, Roland did as told. But as he glanced outside, he saw a man running past the car, screaming, his face bloodied and gashed open. . . .


Roland closed his eyes, yearning for the illusion of peace and solitude that he had had in his mother’s home. That place seemed so far away now . . . He thought back to earlier that day, remembering how he had sat on the edge of his bed, numbly waiting for the trooper to arrive. The window had been to his back, showing another muggy New Orleans summer day, with dilapidated tenement buildings the type of which could be seen anywhere from New York City to Los Angeles; and with his back turned to the world, Roland had seemed to be shunning it all. On the pavement, he had heard the neighborhood children playing, and had been reminded of his hatred of them. Their laughter had been unbearable, wafting up through the air like the stench from open sewers. Like so much in his world, it had been another thing to be borne. It had been like the Louisiana heat: best endured if taken with an acceptance akin to passivity. So he had taken it all—the midday heat, the wafting laughter . . .—waiting for the trooper in the scratchy stuffiness of his Sunday suit.


In the next room, he had still heard his mother clanging pots and moving around the furniture in her quest to find hidden dirt. She had been trying to preoccupy herself with tasks that didn’t have to be done, but there had been no peace for either of them. All that day, the thing had been in their eyes: it had bent their frames and brought inevitable frowns to their faces. For the last eight years of their lives, in fact, the thing had been there, eating away at their souls. They had moved around restlessly in the cramped space of the apartment, like soldiers who knew that this was going to be their last battle: that they would either survive and be sent home as heroes, or die and lay forgotten in the muck of this foreign land. Those two choices—literally, life and death—had loomed large in their world. Because of this, neither of them had really been able to come to grips with the reality of what this day would bring. That reality had not confronted Roland during those chaotic weeks, when everyone had run after him, desperate to know his life story, or to tease him, or to spit in his face—as an old woman had done to him once. Only now, as Roland looked past all the chaos of the riot, and up at the grim walls of the prison, did he feel the full weight of it: somewhere within that huge, ugly complex, was his father; and in a matter of hours, the man was going to be put to death—


Someone threw something—a brick!—against the windshield of the state trooper’s car. In the closed vehicle, the noise was like an explosion. All at once, a mass of concentric circles and snaking lines appeared on the windshield. With the riot going strong, people were now bumping into, and being thrown against, the car. Roland was beginning to feel seasick. As for the trooper, the man seemed like some trapped beast. He had gotten out his gun, his eyes darting about wildly. Roland scrounged down in the seat, looking up pleadingly at the man again; and as he stared up at the trooper’s sun burnt, peeling face, Roland was reminded that the man had had to bring him here, because his mother, and everyone else but him, had refused to see his father. His coming here had been his first true act of defiance against his mother. It seemed as if he had sacrificed everything for this last chance to . . . he didn’t even know what. He had driven across three parishes and borne the silent disapproval and disappointment of his mother, just for the chance to eat a final meal with the man whom he hadn’t seen since he was five years old.


But to say that he had never known his father belied the fact that the man was now a national celebrity. His father’s picture was all over the news now—especially as the Supreme Court had denied his final appeal. There would be justice at last, or so the pundits were saying. This week alone, there had been at least four network specials done on the implications of his father’s execution. Conservatives were touting the curative effects that the execution was going to have on a nation that had “lost its moral compass.” Liberals were lamenting what they called the misguided bestiality of capital punishment and working hard for a last minute pardon. However, the governor, whose re-election campaign always seemed to be in full swing, was lobbying to be the one to pull the switch!


As for Roland, his father’s act—the man’s crime, in fact—had been the defining element of his life. Supposedly, they had found his father’s semen inside of that hacked up white woman. Her blood had been splattered all over his clothes when they found him stumbling down the block in that drug-induced daze. His scratched skin had been underneath her fingernails; his bloody fingerprints had been all over her rummaged apartment; and finally, not only had several people seen him exiting from the woman’s apartment, but her wallet had been in his pocket when the policemen picked him up. The brazen stupidity of the crime was somehow responsible for feeding the fervor over it. Beyond the state trooper’s car, the battle lines were clearly drawn. There were those who, having viewed the “evidence” were convinced that his father was the Devil and should be handed over to mob justice. Others, confronted with the same “evidence,” were convinced that it was all a frame-up by those desperate to get a conviction and mollify the white community. Among this latter group, there were even those who saw the pithiness of the case as proof that he couldn’t have done it.


As for Roland, however, he had never really asked himself if his father was guilty. He had said the words to himself of course, but he had never felt them. Thousands of times over the years, he had found himself wondering about his father’s innocence the way that he wondered about the existence of God and Eternal Life. For both, he had come to the conclusion that if it were so, it would be great, but that it just seemed, in the face of everything, either unlikely or irrelevant. Maybe irrelevant described his mindset better. It wasn’t that he didn’t care, but that he wasn’t yet at the stage where he could care. There was so much that he had to battle before he could reach that stage. It was as if he were at the bottom of the ocean, staring up at the dim orb of the sun. That orb was his caring. He would drown down there in the depths, swallowed up by a sea of resentment and fear and shame, before he would ever be able to care.


And others didn’t really care, either. They were fascinated and obsessed with the case, but they couldn’t really care. Their seas were filled with a gossip’s intrigue about the sensationalized events of the case—maybe not even that. Maybe not even the events, themselves, but the prospect of what they could become. There was a strange hopefulness in their eyes, even when whispering of the more macabre details of the case. They were like oil speculators who had found a few barrels of oil near the surface and sank dozens of wells down into the depths of the earth, hoping insanely for more. There was some perverse wealth to be garnered here. Roland now saw it in the eyes of the people fighting beyond the state trooper’s car—and the cameramen who rushed to cover it all. Added to this enveloping chaos, sirens wailed in the air—from ambulances and police cruisers and the prison, itself. The world was mad; but worse than that, it seemed as if that madness were keeping it all together. It was like the stock market: millions of people driven by greed and hope and fear and uncertainty and rumor and a thousand other neuroses that Adam Smith and the other shamans of the faith had deigned to call Rationality. Sanity would destroy the tottering house of cards that had been built up, willy-nilly, by generations of unquestioning madness. . . .


The riot outside the car was finally dying down. As shots were fired in the air and reinforcements were called in, the more violent of the offenders scrambled away—back towards the highway. Looking up in a daze, Roland saw that a column of troopers in riot gear was now outside the car. A trooper was knocking on Roland’s window, trying to get his attention; and with all of his protective gear, the man at first stuck Roland as Darth Vader: as some fictionalized character impinging upon the real world. Roland sat there in a daze, staring at the man until the latter’s tapping turned into annoyed banging. Coming to his senses, Roland unlocked the door with the same nervous haste with which he had locked it. He was trembling so much that he almost collapsed when he tried to step out of the car. His legs didn’t feel like his own. The trooper that had driven him here, came around and held him by the shoulders. The others formed protective flanks on either side of them, then they all began walking towards the entrance—which was about 20 meters away. Even more armed, grim-faced troopers were protecting the entrance: it stood in the shadows of the shadows, towering above his head, like a wide-open mouth about to chomp down on him.


There was a pall in the air. The crowd, beaten back, stood their distance and watched the troopers like cornered animals looking for a chance to strike. Most of them had fled back towards the highway. But the reporters, realizing whom the kid surrounded by the troopers was, began running towards Roland. Roland looked about warily as a barrage of indecipherable questions came from beyond the wall of troopers. The reporters were trying to yell over one another. Cameras and microphones were being inserted between the phalanx of troopers; a couple of the reporters were gruffly pushed away, but seemed undaunted. And soon, the crowd, which had been subdued just seconds ago, became raucous again. They were once again organizing themselves into their camps, yelling their slogans over the sirens that continued to wail in the air. As Roland stumbled along, the rhythmic chanting reminded him of the neighborhood children taunting him with:


 




Roland’s papa killed a cracker
Roland’s papa booty scratcher





 


How he hated them all—all the reporters, the protesters, the policemen: even the mildly interested bystanders and those flipping by these images on their television screens! It made no difference to him what their stances were. Those claiming to sympathize with and speak in favor of his father were no different from those who, in their hatred, wanted to rip the man apart. They were all killers, whose touch and thoughts—whose very claim of interest—was a death knell. Just then, Roland looked to his left, where a white woman and her camera crew were trying to get his attention. All those bastards, chasing after him to (it suddenly seemed) reap his shame . . . Why wouldn’t they just leave him alone! The hatred surged within him then, like vomit threatening to choke him. He despised everything at the moment—and himself most of all, for continuing to feel shame. And swept up in this self-loathing, he found himself fantasizing that he were a kind of kamikaze, and that the hatred inside of him were a kind of bomb, which would explode and engulf the world in fire. He was hopelessly lost in this fantasy now, seeing all the filth purged, all the shame and worries dissolved in flame . . . but the trooper’s grip on his shoulders was tight; and soon, he was inside of the prison. The contrast with the outside world was so stark, that it was almost violent. He looked around in confusion, unable to get over the dark vastness of the place—and the eerie silence. . . .


Most of the guards and troopers were staying behind to restrain the media and the resurgent crowd. It was only the three of them now: Roland, the trooper and a prison guard. The trooper’s grip was still firm, somehow embedding him in reality. But the man was leading Roland deeper into the prison now; and with each step, he felt himself unraveling. His eyes were open, yet he could barely see. The lighting seemed at once dim and blinding—maybe it was the contrast with just having been outside. . . . They were taking him through labyrinthine cement passages, which had locked steel doors about every 30 meters. The guard had to yell out to a remote station for the electronically locked doors to be opened and closed. The stench of industrial floor polish was nauseating. The floor was so shiny that he could see the reflection of the overhead fluorescent lights in them. The feeling of loneliness overwhelmed him once again. The silence, in contrast to the din of the mobs, was still eating away at him. The silence left him time to think about his father, and he couldn’t stand that. The thought that he would be seeing the man in a matter of minutes almost made him collapse. The added fact that the man would then be put to death that night was too . . . unreal. But what could death possibly mean to him? Death was a reified thing, pumped out of the media with the same intonations used to sell soap. Death on the ghetto streets was a colorful spectacle, with flashing emergency lights and sirens. It was a chance to stand around and watch the show, giggling at the half-naked, swooning mothers who ran out into the streets to find their murdered sons. It was all a joke: a spectacle made unreal by the frequency. . . .


In the next corridor, there was a prison cleaning detail. Two old black men—both well over 65—were mopping the floor. They stopped and looked up when Roland and his guides entered. The two men had probably been in prison for most of their lives, because in their eyes, was the defeated look of an old dray horse. All about them, there was the aura of an animal that had been broken and knew it. Their frames were bent and frail, as if from a lifetime of heavy labor. Now too old for that labor, they were good for nothing but these few menial tasks. Roland suddenly found himself wondering if his father was like that now. The resurgent anarchist side of him, fed by his newfound hatred, hoped not. It hoped to find his father a defiant bastard who would curse the world with his dying breath: who would remain, even when strapped into the death chair, fearsome and fearless. Yes: better for his father to be a despised nigger than a lap dog. He suddenly needed to find the man strong and unbroken: as unrepentantly evil as everyone was saying. For some unaccountable reason, his manhood, or whatever passed for it, depended on his father’s strength. All of his life, his father had been little more than an abstraction, looming above his world with the ominous threat of a rotten ceiling. The imminence of the meeting was giving flesh to the man now. Maybe the man would greet him with the force of that collapsing ceiling; but for just that one moment, he didn’t care. . . .


They entered a small cafeteria that could seat no more than 40 men. By its size—and its emptiness—Roland guessed that it probably wasn’t for the general population of inmates, but was perhaps only for the guards. From an adjacent chamber came the aroma and sounds of something spicy being cooked. But in the face of all that had passed that day, and that would pass, the prospect of food was suddenly nauseating. The trooper was saying something: Roland’s father had been summoned and would arrive in a matter of minutes. The words and their meaning probably didn’t register in Roland’s mind until minutes later, by which time the trooper and the guard had wandered over to the other side of the cafeteria by themselves, leaving Roland sitting alone. A rhythmic chinking sound brought Roland to his senses. He looked about confusedly before realizing that it was coming from down the corridor. At first, it terrified him simply by its echoing loudness; but then, as he realized that the clinking was from chains—from manacles, in fact—the renewed awareness that his father was coming, made him panic. He looked over his shoulder, but the trooper and the guard were still talking on the other side of the room. It was only he. He was alone. He got up nervously, then sat back down as the trembling proved too much for him. And the chinking was getting closer—


Two guards came in with the man—with his father! The man’s eyes were bright, almost beaming, as he saw the boy—his boy—sitting there. Roland couldn’t move. The man before him seemed fatter and softer than he remembered. The man was older and more . . . benevolent than the man on the mug shot that was always being shown on television. His hair was now in one of those James Brown perms, which, in the parlance of the streets, made him look like “an old faggot.” Or at least, this was what came into Roland’s mind. And while the guards unlocked his father’s manacles, the man smiled and stared at Roland with an intentness that left him uneasy and shy.


The last meal was being brought out of the kitchen now. Two cooks were bringing it out in huge metal cartons and placing it on a table deeper into the room. From the scent, Roland knew that it was gumbo and the kind of spicy Cajun food that his grandmother cooked down on the bayou. His father had been unrestrained—he was coming over now! Roland didn’t know what to do! Somehow, he managed to stand. The man was putting out his hands! He was hugging him now! Roland let the man hold him. The reality of the man’s body next to his was unnerving. The warmth of it—the fullness of it—made him panic inside. This man would die today! Roland hadn’t seen him in eight years, and all that would be left were these purloined moments. What was this man? Roland suddenly wondered. Was there even time to know him? Forgotten were all the moments of shame and resentful hatred. Forgotten were all those broken childhood promises—some of which had been due to drunken forgetfulness, but most to blatant lying and indifference. This man, holding him tightly, was his father. And maybe he didn’t love the man—couldn’t love the man, in fact—but he could, like countless others, love the thought of loving his father, and of being loved. The fantasy was there, making the tears well up in his eyes. He was coughing on his tears now. An entire lifetime had come down to this. His father’s death: what did it mean to him? What could it mean, in the face of all that had happened . . . ?


His father was detaching from him now, holding him at arm’s length so that he could take him in. “You’ve gotten big, praise the Lord!” the man boomed.


Roland didn’t know what to say, so he nodded. He looked up into the man’s bright, searching eyes, still not knowing what to think. But then, Roland suddenly noticed a big silver cross around his father’s neck; and as the man saw his son’s glance, another smile came to his face.


“We all gotta have the Lord in our lives, son,” his father started in a gleeful tone. “The Lord’s with me now. He’s holding my hand now!” he said with more urgency. And then: “He’s forgiven me, son!” he shouted with a strange ebullience. “He’s been so good . . . [Roland stared, a frown slowly building on his face.] Pray with me, son!” the man cried. “Only the Lord can save you! You, me . . . we all sinners, son! Only in Him is there life!” he rejoiced. Then he grabbed Roland’s hand, holding it so tightly that Roland let out an inadvertent yelp at the pain. “Pray with me son!” the man demanded once again, raising Roland’s throbbing hand above his head like the evangelists did. “Oh God!” the man suddenly broke down, “I couldn’t help the madness, son—sin coming down on me, burning in me like hell, itself. . . driving me to evil. Satan had a hold on me, son! You can’t resist the Devil on your own—you need God’s help for that! Surrender to God, son! You’re useless on your own . . . !”


The man began praying then, screaming out his subservience and gratitude to God, while Roland stared on in bewilderment. For those first few moments, Roland was only aware of his squeezed hand—of the pain! He was lost . . . confused, but then he looked up at his father, seeing the man’s tears—his fear— . . . seeing, for the first time, what a defeated bastard the man was. Roland had wanted to see defiance, not this! All that he saw was some scared nigger feigning redemption because he was afraid of burning in hell. The realization made new tears well up in his eyes; and then, when he could stand it no more, he wrenched his hand from his father’s vise grip and pushed the man to the ground. In two steps, he was at the door, darting wildly down the corridor as he heard, in the maddening recesses of his mind:


 




Roland’s papa killed a cracker
Roland’s papa booty scratcher
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BOOK ONE
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World on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown


NEW YORK CITY, THE EARLY 2000s


Months later, Roland would point to the events of this night as the beginning of his slow descent into madness; but while he was in the moment, he was in paradise. His woman straddled him in the spacious luxury of his Mercedes Benz’s back seat, taking pains not to damage the fragile material of her $2,500 evening gown. The gown had been a gift from Roland. They were in an underground parking garage, supposedly on their way to the Mayor’s banquet. Needless to say, they had gotten somewhat sidetracked. The woman, Candice Parker, was on top of him now. In the darkness of the parking garage, her expression seemed either lusty or demented; but at the moment, Roland didn’t care which. He was burying his face in her ample cleavage, deftly unzipping the back of the gown . . . and he was free. He was beyond the world for those few moments: beyond its problems and the expectations his social success increasingly demanded of him. In a matter of days, he was to give his opening statement in a huge class action suit worth millions; and being just 33-years-old, he was not only a kind of golden boy within his firm, but amongst the general public and the media—both of which loved celebrated winners. He was rising in society faster than he had ever thought possible—he had even appeared in People magazine!


Still, at times, he would be acutely aware that this public self was not himself. A case in point was the story in the news a few weeks ago, about him being one of the ten most eligible bachelors in the city. They had created an entire mythology around some movie-star-like romantic entity and put Roland’s face on it. They had interviewed him for the piece; and yet, those words hadn’t been Roland’s words. It had all belonged to some marketable doppelganger, in whose shadow the real Roland Micheaux lived.


And what made it all seem so unreal was that only three years ago, he had been an overworked, underpaid attorney with the Public Defender’s Office. If his present life was a fantasy, then the five years he had spent as a New York City Public Defender had been a nightmare. He had dealt with every conceivable form and byproduct of scum: from those who seemed to have demons within them, to those who seemed to lack genuine evil and the impetus to commit crimes, but were either in the wrong place at the wrong time, or victims of that invisible current which saw black and minority men swallowed up by the booming prison industrial complex. Roland felt as though he had escaped from that nightmare—even, at times, that he had sold out in order to feast and grow fat at the trough of corporate law. . . . The fact of the matter was that he had gone into law with that naïve, “I want to save the world” mentality; but being around so many wasted lives—lives that he had in time come to realize that he had no chance of ameliorating—had not so much killed his idealism, as blinded him to the true scope of societal evil. In a sense, the more disheartening the things he had seen, the less he had absorbed into himself. He had gone about his cases with the same uncompromising drive as before, but with a mental and spiritual detachment that had been his only shield against the bloated, fatally flawed judicial system.


But all of that was years behind him in time, and seemed like a whole other reality—like someone else’s life—in terms of his current attitude and place in the world. It also explained why the feeling of peace seized him as he held his woman in the solemn darkness of the parking garage: she drove away the restless spirits and the marketable doppelgangers; and, in a strange sense, she allowed him to be alone with himself. Moreover, no world, no matter how wonderful or troubling, was a match for the touch of a good woman. Roland could be himself when he was with her—or he could surrender to the abyss that came with their lust, and be nothing at all. In fact, it wasn’t so much lust, as a kind of nirvana, which canceled out all the entanglements of the world and left him at peace. He breathed in the delicate fragrance of her perfume then, feeling somehow that he was pulling her into him: that he wasn’t simply breathing in her scent, but her essence. As he continued to unzip the back of her dress, it wasn’t simply that he was disrobing her, but himself and the concerns of the world. And it was so wonderful that they were the only ones there: there were no media or courtroom expectations to be met, no cultural mores to defer to . . . nothing but the smooth softness of her body in the darkness. He unconsciously smiled to himself at that moment; however, it was then that Candice laughed out suddenly, startling him as she breathed heavily into his ear: “You’re a killer, Roland Micheaux!”


“—What?”


“You have a murderous heart, Roland Micheaux,” she whispered in her sultry Caribbean accent. When Roland only looked up at her like a dazed child roused from a good dream, she giggled and continued, “Sex, Roland . . . women can lie with it—can do one thing and have their minds on something else, or on nothing at all; but with men”—she kissed him on the tip of his nose and he recoiled slightly—“it’s their only moment of honesty. If they’re in love with you, you can tell it in their sex; if they’re tired of you, you can tell that as well. You, Roland Micheaux, are a killer.”


“. . . What the hell are you talking about?” Roland said in bewilderment. But he was momentarily distracted by her exposed nipple; and as he looked at it, she giggled and slipped off of him, moving to the far side of the back seat. She then zipped herself up with the agility of a contortionist and sat there, amused by his confusion. He looked at her for a moment, totally baffled; then, watching her smile of sexual triumph, he sat back and chuckled to himself. There was something about young, beautiful women that was not unlike gas station attendants who knew that their gas station was the only one for hundreds of kilometers. Due to the forces of economics, those gas stations always had the nastiest bathrooms—and the worst service.


With the magic of their session broken, Roland’s strange nirvana departed, like the contours of a dream after the day had begun; and still chuckling to himself, he started buttoning up his shirt—


“You don’t like my philosophical musings anymore?” she said with a smirk, crossing her legs seductively. “I thought my philosophizing was the only reason you’ve been with me so long.”


“Right you are,” he teased her in the playful manner that he always fell into when he was with her, “—my goal in life is to figure out the mysteries of the universe.”


“Is that what you were looking for under my dress?”


He looked across at her and smiled.


“What has it been?” she went on in the same playful tone, “—a month now since you met me at that party? Me: a poor Grenadian girl with an expired student visa; and you: the great Roland Micheaux, lawyer extraordinaire, rated one of the ten most eligible bachelors in the city . . . I amuse you, that’s why you keep coming back for more.”


He stared at her for a good three seconds before he shook his head and smiled. Their strange way of talking to one another—as though they were characters in a 1930s melodrama—was a kind of foreplay. It turned him on not only sexually, but on a level that approached spirituality. In a sense, it was her singularity that made her real to him. She wasn’t like all the other women he had met, who looked the same and dressed the same and talked the same and even smelled the same. She was an individual, in a world where people—particularly the young—seemed to get their personalities out of the latest fashion magazines and music videos. For some reason, it felt good to be around her; he felt for her something visceral—something tangible—which wasn’t as mundane as love or as shallow as desire. When he was with her, he felt as though he would figure out some grand cathartic mystery. Of course, he wasn’t entirely conscious of all this, and it mostly manifested itself as a feeling of comfort.


Whatever the case, he again smiled to himself; but remembering the banquet, he held up his watch to the fluorescent light outside and looked at it fixedly. It was approaching nine-thirty: they were already fashionably late, verging on being boorishly late. Resolved to leave for the banquet at once, he began putting on his bowtie. However, when he looked up at Candice, he realized that she was still smirking at him.


“Oh-oh,” he laughed, “what are you plotting in that head of yours?”


“Just thinking about you.”


“You seem to spend an inordinate amount of time doing that,” he joked, still putting on his bowtie.


“Well, you’re an interesting subject.”


“Subject?” he laughed at her phrasing, “—and what is your prognosis, professor?”


“Some minor neuroses, but nothing that a few years of intensive therapy won’t cure.”


“I see,” he laughed. “And what is your proposed method of treatment?”


“First, we have to uncover the roots of your murderous heart.”


“My what?”


“Like I said before, you’re a killer, Roland Micheaux.”


“Are we on this again?” he groaned playfully.


“Yup,” she said, moving closer to him and lowering her voice to a sexy whisper, “—so tell me, when is the last time you thought about killing someone—”


“What are you talking about?” he returned, instinctively putting up his hand to keep her at bay.


“Don’t try to tell me you’ve never thought about it,” she said, smiling at him oddly; then, in a nonchalant manner: “I think about it all the time.”


“Killing someone?”


“Yes.”


He looked at her calm, seemingly affected expression then burst out laughing. Shaking his head, and ready to put the entire thing out of his mind, he checked the breast pocket of his tuxedo to make sure that he still had the invitations. However, when he glanced up from this task, he realized that she had been staring at him fixedly all that time, as though coming to some conclusion—or waiting for the right moment. When their eyes locked, she spoke up in the same nonchalant manner, saying, “I’ve killed someone, you know.”


“. . . What?”


“I’ve killed someone—you’re the first person I’ve ever told. I guess you’re one of those men that women want to unburden themselves to.”


“. . . What the hell are you talking about?”


“I’m a killer as well,” she said, serenely.


He stared at her for a while, as she sat there with a smirk on her face; and then, dubiously: “Who’d you kill?”


“My first lover.”


For some reason, he burst out laughing.


“He wasn’t a real lover,” she protested.


“Of course,” he chuckled.


“. . . He was about 60—a big, fat, sweaty man. [Roland looked up sharply, his smile replaced by an expression of uncertainty.] He lived right next to us—back in Grenada—up on a mountain. He started with me when I was 12. [Roland sat up straighter, his frown deepening.] It was off and on—probably about three times in all. Months would go by, and I would convince myself that nothing had happened. It was like a dream: the longer you’re awake, the less real it seems; and after a while, it seemed so unreal that I couldn’t believe that it had happened. He would come and visit my parents, joking with us all . . . and I would think to myself: Nah, I must have imagined it.


“But that day . . . I came home from school and saw him walking up the lane with my little sister, to his house. I followed them up there, and when I saw for myself, I knew, right then and there, that I had to kill him. It wasn’t a murderous rage or anything: it was calm—a logical conclusion. His car was in the driveway; and as my father was a mechanic, I had picked up some things. It was all so perfect, as if God had mandated that I do it, because a toolbox had been lying right there. I cut the brake cable on his car. Grenada has a lot of mountains, see. The lane from his house led right down into a deep ravine; and without brakes to make the turn . . . well, that would be that.


“When my sister came home, I saw it all in her eyes: the same shock that I had felt that first time. . . . But everything was going to be fine. I lay in bed and bided my time; and that night, while I was lying there, looking out of the window at the moon, I finally heard the crash and loud explosion as his car dropped into that ravine. With the fire, there wasn’t enough of him left to fill a shoe box. . . . Justifiable homicide, Roland?”


“What?” he whispered when she said his name and broke the spell that had held him. Her voice had had a strangely hypnotic quality: he shook his head to be free of it.


“You think they’d convict me?” she asked him earnestly.


“You serious?”


“Of course. Was it justified or not?”


“. . . I don’t know what your laws are,” he said evasively.


“Screw the laws—what do you say?”


“I say you’re a dangerous woman,” he said, trying to smile.


“Isn’t that what men want,” she laughed in return, “—a little hint of danger in their women to spice up their sex lives?”


“Only the self-destructive ones want that,” he laughed. It was nervous laughter, but he was so desperate to be free of this strange discomfort, that the laughter soon consumed him, somehow leaving him convinced that her story of childhood murder had been nothing but a joke: another of her female tricks to get into his head. And yet, she was scrutinizing him with a look that he couldn’t quite gauge; and regardless of whether or not he thought she was a murderer, he had the unsettling feeling that she was seeing through him, reading his thoughts—


“What do you want from me, Roland Micheaux?” she asked abruptly.


He hated it when she used both of his names: it reminded him of his mother, who was now dead—and therefore doubly sacred. But when he looked at Candice, he saw that there was again a smirk on her face; and something about it, and the way she was sitting there, made him laugh, “What makes you assume I want anything?”


“Men always want something,” she purred, “—it’s in their nature.”


“What about women, don’t they want anything?”


“Women don’t have wants, they have prerogatives.”


“Thanks for clarifying that!” he laughed. “Anyway, why bother asking me anything? According to you, a woman can tell anything she wants to know by screwing a man—”


“That’s not what I said!” she protested.


“Didn’t you just say that a man is only honest when he’s screwing,” he teased her, “—and that I’m a killer? Since I’m a killer and you’re a killer, we can have a little death orgy: put one another out of our misery.”


“. . . Maybe,” she mused oddly.


He frowned imperceptibly, having detected something unsettling in her voice. He went to ask her if she was all right, but instinctively retreated; and besides, he was suddenly weary of their exchange. It was a war of sorts: a battle royal between the sexes; and at the moment, they both seemed to be taking unacceptable losses. Again looking at his watch, he sighed and shook his head at nothing in particular. “Look, let’s just get going,” he said then. But as he glanced at her in the darkness, he was suddenly disturbed by the smirk that had been on her face for most of that evening. He quickly opened the door and went to exit, when:


“What are you running from, Roland Micheaux?”


He sat there, with the door open and one foot outside; then, slowly and deliberately, he turned around and looked at her. She was still smirking. His voice was low but emphatic: “Stop it, okay. Just stop it.” He took a deep breath, inwardly angry with himself for having allowed her to get under his skin: she had won that battle. “—Look,” he went on quickly, “let’s just go and have a good time. We’ve got invitations to spend the evening at a banquet with the Mayor of New York City—”


“And all the other social elite.”


“. . . Candice,” he began, his tone more contentious, “if you don’t want to go, I can get you a cab back home.”


“Stop being such a grouch,” she giggled, caressing his shoulder.


He watched her for a while, then groaned again as he exited the car and walked around to her door. “I don’t want to talk about murder anymore,” he warned her as he opened the door for her. “And I’ve heard enough of your ‘philosophical musings’ to last a lifetime.” But by then, she was standing before him. She was tall and statuesque, and her beauty and poise made his annoyance and misgivings ebb away. She was a weird woman—perhaps even a disturbed one—still, he couldn’t help thinking that there was something magical about her. Beauty is a horrible thing in a crazy woman, he thought with a smile. How many fools, over the eons, had died for it: had felt compelled to give up their lives in defense of it; how many otherwise intelligent men had made stupid decisions for the sake of it? She stood there posing for him with one hand placed seductively on her hip, and he almost laughed out loud at the entire game: the farce that was the mating ritual. There she was, playing the role of the classic vixen: a carefully contrived combination of sexual aggressiveness, mystery/nuttiness, and, to win over that macho streak in all men, a tinge of defenselessness. For the first time, it occurred to him that her seeming originality might just be an act. Or maybe it was only that her story of childhood murder was still percolating in his mind, setting off alarm bells. She seemed somehow different to him now; and, as was so often the case when a once-perfect lover was shown to have a blemish, the relationship was thrown into crisis—not by the flaw, itself, but by the debilitating blow that came with the loss of the illusion of perfection. His vessel of nirvana was somehow lost to him, so that he wasn’t merely losing his woman, but his religion. And now that he thought about their one-month relationship, he allowed himself to acknowledge that he had always been somewhat wary of her. At first, he had thought that that wariness was what women referred to as “a fear of commitment.” But he now realized that what he feared wasn’t belonging to her, but losing himself within her. Nirvana could only be wonderful in passing—as a respite from the world. But continuous nirvana was death; and every time he was with Candice, he came away with the feeling that there was an abyss within her: a vast void of nothingness, waiting to suck him in. Even when having a simple conversation with her, he would find himself tumbling into her depths, falling deeper and deeper into her nothingness. And again, with her story of childhood murder percolating in his mind, his sense of inner panic couldn’t be denied. He looked at her uneasily then and nodded to himself, knowing that his time with her was drawing to a close.


It was perhaps to shelter himself from the specter of a nettlesome breakup, that his thoughts gravitated towards the imminent pleasure—indeed, the social triumph—of attending the Mayor’s banquet. Strangely enough, he and the Mayor were locked in a titanic struggle—a gentleman’s fight to the death. It was all the result of a case that Roland had won three years ago. It had been his last case with the Public Defender’s Office; and with his mental detachment almost complete, he had cared less about whom he was defending. The defendant had been a middle-aged white supremacist who burst into City Hall one day, ran up to Mayor Randolph—a Republican who had the quirky distinction of being a black man—and declared that the Mayor was “a dirty, no-good nigger!” After the man was arrested, the case had of course been seized upon by the media. And suddenly tossed into the spotlight, Roland had seemed perfect for television: poised, handsome, giving impassioned homilies about freedom of speech and “The American Way.” When he won the case, the Mayor had invited him to a diplomatic banquet—and had been inviting him to dinners and social events ever since. It had seemed like a friendly gesture, but Roland rightly saw it as a declaration of war. We’ll see who breaks first! the Mayor had seemed to be saying. But Roland’s career had taken off after that. With all the media attention from the trial, the young, dynamic firm of Rosencrantz and Associates had quickly retained his services; and after being on a legal team that won a $50 million settlement against a negligent automaker, his reputation and future had been guaranteed.


For whatever reason, Roland again smiled to himself and felt at ease. Despite the uneasiness Candice’s story had inspired in him, he now took her by the hand and led her away. A confrontation with her was imminent, but he didn’t want it to be tonight. Right now, the only thing that he wanted was peace from his thoughts. And there was something almost magical about the dark, eerie emptiness of the parking garage, where their steps echoed in the darkness and left him with the feeling that they were the last two people on earth. He liked the solemnity: the sense of peace and well being that came when one was with someone and there was nothing to be said. They walked along like that for a few moments, until Candice looked up abruptly and said:


“Do you ever think about the world ending, Roland?”


“What?” he said, at once alarmed and irritated that she had broken the spell of peace.


“—Ever think that all the craziness in the world might be a sign from God?”


“. . . Not particularly,” he said, giving her an odd look.


“I mean, think about it,” she went on. “You turn on the television and all you see is death: people going to work—and kids going to their schools—and gunning down dozens of people. People starving and desperate in every corner of the world . . . People butchering one another in wars . . . AIDS. . . And in New York, we even have our own kind of craziness: trigger-happy cops sticking plungers up people’s asses . . . mothers leaving newborn babies in garbage cans . . . and then there’s that crazy Hair Jacker, or whatever he’s called, running loose for the last two years, shaving people’s heads. The world’s mad, Roland. Something’s wrong somewhere—something’s sick!”


Roland’s sense of inner panic began to surge within him again. Her words struck a sensitive cord in him—disturbed him, in fact; and all at once, his previous compulsion to get away from her, seized him again. But she had stopped and was staring up at him imploringly; and as he looked into her eyes, he felt, for perhaps the first time, that he was seeing into her: seeing the real her. He didn’t quite know what to make of it, but he felt something inside of him melting. At first, he wondered if this was another one of her tricks to get into his head, but as he continued to look into her, there seemed to be genuine disillusionment in her eyes; and like a fool, he found himself thinking: She has big, puppy dog eyes. She seemed young and naïve to him just now, and Roland was overcome by the self-destructive male urge to protect and comfort her. He took her in his arms then, holding her tenderly. But just as the spell began to envelop him again, she blurted out:


“I knew one of his victims, you know.”


“What?” he groaned, releasing her.


“One of my friends got her head shaved by that Hair Jacker guy,” she went on. “She had this long hair weave, and he snuck up behind her one night and shaved it all off. Why do you figure he does it?”


“Who cares,” he groaned, annoyed with her again. He started to walk off; but oblivious to his snub, she came up to his side and looped her arm though his.


“They say it might be more than one man,” she went on, “—a whole cult of them. Almost 300 people have had their heads shaved in the last two years—that’s a hell of a lot for one man—”


Roland was about to lose his cool and tell her to shut the hell up, when a wretched-looking black man suddenly stepped out of the shadows—actually, from behind one of the concrete columns. The man said nothing: the gun that he brought from his pocket did all the talking. The man was shorter and slighter than both Roland and Candice, but a gun elevates even the lowest weakling to mystical proportions. Roland abruptly stopped and raised his hands. Candice merely stopped by Roland’s side and looked at the man with her strange nonchalance.


“Empty your pockets!” the wretched-looking man demanded. He looked like a starved stray dog. His clothes were all caked with dirt—as though he had fallen asleep somewhere and been buried alive when he was mistaken for a corpse. The man even smelled like death.


Taking all this in, Roland took out the cash from his wallet, handed the wad of bills over to the man, then went to put the wallet back in his pocket.


“Gimmie your wallet!” the man demanded.


“My credit cards will be canceled in 15 minutes—”


“Not if I blow your fucking brains out!” the man pointed out.


Roland couldn’t deny the man’s logic. He extended his suddenly trembling hand to give the man his wallet; but when the man, who held the gun in his right hand, stretched out his left hand to receive the wallet, he let his right hand, and the gun, drop somewhat. Instinctively, something was triggered in Roland; and before he even knew what was going on, he knocked the gun out of the man’s hand! For a second, they both stood there in shock. But it was Roland who let that vicious left cross fly, breaking the man’s nose and knocking him back into the concrete column. A brutal left-right combination followed, and the man was on the ground. Roland was kicking the man now, stomping his head mercilessly with the hard soles of his dress shoes. The man wasn’t moving anymore. In truth, the man had been knocked senseless by the initial blow, and the subsequent 15 seconds of vicious blows were all superfluous. It was Candice who stopped Roland: who brought him back to his senses. She came up and tapped him on the shoulder; and when he looked over at her, he was both startled and confused: first, to see her standing by his side; and then, to see the bloody, unmoving form lying at his feet.


“See,” Candice said with the same disconcerting smirk that had graced her face all that evening, “I told you you’re a killer. . . .”


The night was cold for mid May. Roland was shivering—or maybe it was only the dawning realization of what had just happened: of what he had just done. Candice was leading him across Park Avenue, to the banquet hall. He was suddenly frail and dazed . . . lost—


Candice wrenched him back, just as an angry cabby zoomed past, honking his horn. He and Candice were in the middle of the wide avenue, and he was suddenly terrified. He felt like a deer startled by headlights. Zooming cars seemed to be everywhere, their headlights blinding. Candice tugged on his arm again and they finished running across the avenue. Roland was panting when they reached the pavement. He looked back in horror, towards the parking garage:


“You think he’s dead?” he whispered.


“Probably,” she answered, still with that godforsaken smirk. He instinctively drew away from her, but she looped her arm through his and steered him towards the other end of the block, where the banquet hall was. “Nothing to worry about,” she purred to him again. “It was simple self-defense: you were justified. See,” she laughed, “I don’t need to know what your laws are to make my decision. There is a natural law—fighting for survival: defending yourself against those who threaten you. I’m right, aren’t I?”


“God,” he said anxiously, as though the thought had just occurred to him, “why the hell did we run—we should have called the police!”


“First of all,” she corrected him, “we didn’t ‘run’ from anything. Secondly, why should we take our time to call anyone about that fool? Why waste more time on him and let him ruin our evening? I mean, really: think about it. If you step in shit, do you call someone to report it? No, you wipe your shoe off as best you can and go about your business.”


“I guess,” he said, distractedly. Then, looking back warily: “You think anyone saw?”


“Of course not—there was no one else down there: that’s why he was there. And besides,” she laughed, “You’re Roland Micheaux: the golden boy—everyone loves you. In fact,” she said with a chuckle, caressing his chest, “I bet you could get away with murder—”


He cringed at her laughter, stopping abruptly. What’s wrong with this woman! But she only laughed louder when she saw his expression.


“God, you’re wound up tight!” she said, shaking her head. “Get a hold of yourself, man,” she went on, taking his hand once again. “It was self-defense, Roland. It’s as simple as that. And in a while, someone’s going to come upon the body. They’ll see some scrawny black bum with a gun. If he’s dead, they’ll check his fingerprints . . . probably find out he has a record as long as my arm. And so another black criminal will be found dead . . . quickly forgotten. There’s not even anything to link you to him. I wiped the gun down, didn’t I?—just in case you got any fingerprints on it—and we took your money back. People won’t know what to make of it. We took care of everything, didn’t we?”


“Yea,” he said, his voice strangely hoarse; and then: “I was forgetting that you’ve done this before.”


She burst out laughing; and, for the life of him, he was startled to find the ends of his lips rising and a kind of chortling laughter escaping from his chest. But there was something about laughter which drained one’s strength and will; and instead of feeling relieved, he felt more dazed and disillusioned. . . .They continued walking. His legs felt wobbly, but Candice was there, helping him along. Candice was there, both supporting him and draining his strength. . . .


“We’ll just stay here for an hour or so,” she began. “We’ll go in and act naturally: you can flirt with as many old white women as you want,” she joked again. “By then, somebody would have found the body and there won’t be anything for you to worry about. . . .”


They were nearing the building. About half a dozen police officers were in front of the door; and when Roland saw them, his guts seemed to knot themselves. A crowd of about 50 eager celebrity-seekers was waiting eagerly; and behind a barricade, a flock of paparazzi had their cameras at the ready, in expectation of the next celebrity. When Roland and Candice were about 20 meters from the entrance, a limousine stopped before the awning, and from it emerged a celebrity couple—whose name escaped Roland at the moment. The couple waved at the crowd and walked ceremoniously up the red carpet, into the building; and as they did so, the cameras of the paparazzi went off like machine-gun fire. Roland froze!


“Cameras!” he gasped, gaping at Candice. “You think that garage had surveillance cameras!”


“Don’t worry about it,” she assured him again. “Even if they do, that’ll only prove that it was self-defense. You’re Roland Micheaux—”


“You have any idea what can happen to us!” he yelled. “Footage of me knocking some guy’s head in would ruin me! I may have just killed a man—doesn’t that mean anything to you! I’m a goddamn lawyer . . . and I fled from the scene of a crime! We wiped the gun clean and ran away!”


“What are you talking about? You’re famous, nothing—”


“America hates celebrities!” he raged, his mind instinctively going to the never-ending stream of celebrity scandals. “Look at them!” he ranted, pointing to the people standing before the entrance. “You really think they give a shit about me? They’re freaking vultures!”


“Calm down, Roland!” she said, seeming concerned—and sane—for the first time. Some of the people in the crowd were looking in their direction, but it was dark; and despite his tuxedo, Roland looked too harried to be a celebrity of any importance, so they turned away.


“Relax,” Candice cooed to him once again, to which Roland nodded nervously. “Come on,” she said, coaxing him towards the entrance when he seemed to have collected himself. “You have those invitations?”


“Yea,” he said, getting them out. His mind was blank, which was odd, since it was racing on at a feverish pace. Everything was passing him by. It was Candice who took the invitations and showed them to the police officer when they got to the entrance. It was Candice who waved and smiled at the crowd, positioning Roland so that they could pose for the paparazzi. The attention and applause was all proof that he was a rising star, but he was too preoccupied to care. For the first time in a while, he was thinking about his father. And Candice was wrong about the parking garage: at first he had merely defended himself, but then something had taken over. Some horrible instinct had possessed him, and it had felt good: had felt natural. There was a taunting, ever-present voice of vengeance in his soul, and that voice was his father’s. Somewhere out there, his father was lying in wait, plotting his revenge, both against the world that had killed him, and the son that had deserted him in the moment of death. His father, finished with the forgiveness of God, was waiting to be released from hell on furlough—


Get a hold of yourself, Roland . . . ! But he felt like a hapless fool who had gone too far down a treacherous road: there was no turning back. A man was lying back at the parking garage—and that man could be dead! There was still a chance to save the man by calling an ambulance, and yet Roland was doing nothing. He felt suddenly filthy—and irredeemably so. He had made a wrong turn, and was now falling helplessly into the gutter. . . .


Candice and he were beyond the entrance now, passing through a grand anteroom, but he was too numb to notice such things anymore. There was an opening at an oblique angle from the front entrance; and through it, they could see and hear the banquet. About five hundred elegantly dressed people were milling about inside, and the sound of their laughter and conversation seemed to be an extension of the music that the live jazz quartet was playing. It all seemed so idyllic: as though that were some other world. Roland even saw the Mayor: the man was only about 10 meters from the door, surrounded by about 20 people, who looked at him eagerly, laughing uproariously at his punch lines—


But just then, in the direction of the front entrance, there came an even louder noise. It was like the undulating roar of a lion—a pride of lions. Roland and Candice abruptly whirled around; even those laughing at the Mayor’s story stopped and turned in that direction. The noise crested in the air, confusing them all. It was almost supernatural in its intensity. Candice instinctively went to see what was happening; and Roland, like an insecure child that was terrified of losing his mother, followed her back to the front entrance.


When they got there, they saw that dozens—perhaps hundreds—of black people were now on the sidewalk. How, Roland couldn’t even begin to explain it. It was as though time had gone haywire again. The people were everywhere, stopping traffic and displacing all the celebrity-seekers from the pavement. And they were chanting, “No justice, no peace!” with such vehemence that it was as though their voices would bring the world down. It was yet another thing for Roland’s overburdened mind to account for. It was as if they had appeared out of the nothingness: been beamed there, straight from some netherworld. Roland felt as though he were unraveling from within; he was lost in a world of random violence, seeing corpses lying in the darkness, felled by his own hand; and now, here were these people, standing in the night like some satanic cult, chanting the words—the incantations—which would bring down the world. He couldn’t take it anymore! He needed to stop and clear his head—press some cosmic pause button—but the world was marching on wildly—


And in the meantime, while the people chanted, the cameras of the paparazzi went off with the same machine-gun-like explosiveness. Network camera crews were now on the scene, also joining in the fray; and while all this went on, the six police officers stood before the door, desperately calling for backup. The chaos all reminded Roland of going to see his father that day; and placed in that light, the body in the parking garage was an omen of coming madness. He had killed, just as his father had killed; and like his father, he had looked at the work of his hands and fled like a scared nigger—


“No justice, no peace!” the people screamed into the night. And as he fought to make sense of it—or at least to protect himself from it by giving it some tangible form—Roland realized that the protest was most likely for some unarmed black youth that had been killed by the police a few nights ago. It all came back to him from bygone gleanings of the news. Four undercover officers on a drug sweep had shot the kid 27 times—some inconceivable number like that—thinking that his cell phone was a gun. The police shooting had been all over the news for days: was everywhere. One couldn’t look up without hearing comments from the police commissioner or the Mayor or the victim’s crying mother. Even Roland had felt himself being swept up when the story first came out, but one couldn’t honestly be outraged by something that occurred so frequently that it was clearly systematic; because one couldn’t honestly talk about “the system” anymore, without sounding like a nut from the 60s, or a deluded conspiracy theorist, trying to get everyone else to see ghosts. The reality was that most people would look at the story for a while then become confused and frustrated—or bored and annoyed; and to get rid of the discomfort, they would allow themselves to forget, with that well-cultivated, “who the hell cares” attitude hovering in the back of the American consciousness, and move onto something that they understood, like the latest celebrity gossip, or the NBA playoffs.


But while the people in front of the banquet hall chanted, Roland felt as though his head were being pried open, and that all the politics and gossip and self-destructiveness of his society was being shoved inside. He was drifting further away from reality now. None of it seemed real anymore: not the corpse in the garage, not the chanting crowd . . . He felt, strangely enough, as though he were trapped in someone else’s dream, forced to make sense of her delusions and neuroses. Roland was about to retreat into the banquet hall when he detected footsteps at his back; and looking over his shoulder, he saw the Mayor followed by dozens of people! He felt trapped again—trapped within the randomness. In desperation, he quickly moved to the side—as if fearful of being trampled. Several bodyguards were trying to restrain the Mayor now, yelling that it wasn’t safe, but Randolph scoffed at this, especially when he looked into the night and saw that the protest was being led by Charles Marenga. The latter was a tuxedo-clad, rotund black man about 55, whose history of flamboyant protest had made him a kind of laughingstock—particularly to the mainstream. In fact, Randolph instinctively smiled when he saw the man.


As for Roland, he felt sick. He put his hands to his ears, futilely trying to block it all out. He tried telling himself that he was Roland Micheaux, Millionaire Corporate Lawyer, etc., etc.; but no matter what he tried, he kept seeing the body lying in the darkness of the parking garage; and there was his father’s grinning face, and countless other maddening images; and now, on top of everything, the strangely melodic chants of the crowd made him want to scream out and run away, betraying to the world that he was no longer sane. The world seemed to be swirling before his eyes: he felt like he was only moments away from passing out. These seemed like the last moments of his life; but just then, when he happened to glance up, Randolph, who was still on his way to the entrance, winked at him—their usual greeting. Roland barely managed to nod. . . .


Mayor Alexander Randolph was a tall 48-year-old, who had been a star athlete in his youth; and as the man stopped in the doorway, looking out boldly, he seemed so heroic that cameramen scrambled to get a shot of him. Added to the sudden outburst by the media, Charles Marenga stepped up as far as the police officers would allow him. He brought with him a microcosm of black rage—if not black insanity; and at the sight of Randolph, the people’s chants intensified. It was again as though their words would bring the world down—make buildings crumble at their foundations . . . cause streets to rip open and buckle as if from underground fault lines. Marenga was waving his hand wildly in the air now—they all were. He and his gangly sidekick, Botswana Glade, were urging the people on to even more hatred and outrage and madness . . . and it only seemed to be a matter of time before the world crumbled around them.


Still, despite all of that, Randolph seemed perfectly at ease as he surveyed the situation and inquired in a booming voice: “What’s the problem?” Strangely enough, the chants stopped. Some people—particularly those from the banquet—naturally relaxed and smiled, because that was Randolph’s catch phrase: the slogan which had led him into City Hall four years ago, and which was constantly being repeated in his re-election commercials. In the sudden silence, Marenga screamed back:


“You and this racist system are the problem, Randolph!”


“Yea!” Botswana Glade and the rest of the protesters screamed in unison. [Roland’s head was swirling!]


“A young, unarmed black man has been shot by the police!” Marenga screamed. “—Murdered! Ruthlessly gunned down by 27 bullets! And you have the nerve to be holding a banquet!”


“Yea!” the protesters yelled once again.


The tension in the air seemed palpable; some cosmic explosion seemed imminent—at least to Roland. Nevertheless, Randolph merely looked on with pursed lips, then smiled as he said: “Do you want to come in, Marenga?”


“. . .What?”


“I see you came in your tuxedo,” he said, and there was laughter from the people at Randolph’s heels, while Marenga and his protesters looked on confusedly. It was while Marenga was standing there, somewhat disarmed by Randolph’s question, that Randolph walked down, past the six officers, and gripped the much shorter Marenga by the shoulders, saying:


“Come in, come in . . .” There was something compelling about Randolph’s manner; and he was so decisive, that in a matter of seconds, he brought Marenga though the entrance, leaving the rest of the protesters standing there ineptly; and as easily as that, the protest was over. Botswana Glade and the rest of Marenga’s cronies looked like puppies watching their master go. There was something sorrowful and pathetic about them now.


“We’ll talk later,” Roland heard Randolph say to Marenga as they walked past him. “Man can’t live on politics and conflict alone,” Randolph laughed in a louder voice; and then, poking Marenga in his pendulous gut, “—see how bloated it’s gotten you!” Everyone again laughed as Marenga, scowling slightly, was whisked away. But despite the scowl, there was a look of hopelessness on his face as he seemed to ask himself how in the hell Randolph had managed to do it to him!


Roland looked at it all, and was acutely aware that the world was mad.


All the guests were returning to the main hall now, most of them talking excitedly amongst themselves—like children after a Saturday matinee. Even while aftershocks from the parking garage continued to eat away at him, Roland was relieved beyond reason that the protest seemed to be over. Just the sound of their voices had been maddening. As such, while the other guests returned to the banquet hall, Roland wanted to stand there by himself and recover his composure. And the dark images of the parking garage were now taking on supernatural dimensions. It was not even criminal prosecution or his own conscience that he feared anymore, but something more amorphous and dire. He had to find a way to reconcile those dark realities—to purge his soul of them—before they drove him mad. He was just beginning to convince himself that he would eventually master the situation, when Candice—whom he had forgotten about entirely—once again looped her arm through his and pulled him along. He took a few unsteady steps towards the main chamber of the hall when, all at once, a voice boomed:


“Micheaux!”


Looking up in alarm, Roland saw one of the partners from his firm: Dallas Phelps! Just the sight of this man, who was so indelibly associated with all that Roland had spent the last 20 years building—and all that he stood to lose!—pushed him towards the edge again. He felt his mind lurching off wildly once more, conjuring more horrors as it went. Phelps was a white man in his 40s with premature gray, almost white, hair, who always reminded Roland of Steve Martin. The man came up to Roland, giving him a hearty handshake and patting him on the shoulder. Roland, feeling himself drawing closer and closer to the edge, had to bite his lip to keep from screaming. Alarm bells were going off inside of him. He kept seeing the body lying on the dusty concrete of the parking garage. He had killed a man, and now there was no going back: no way to purify the evil and reclaim his soul. For the first time in years, Roland felt helpless before the world—wanted to run from it. He again had an urge to scream and rant—and vent all the irrationality surging within! He looked at Phelps’ smiling face and knew that self-preservation meant getting away: fleeing . . . But somehow getting in touch with the remnants of his reason, he knew that in the interim, he had to play along; and pooling all his will, he forced himself to smile: to effect the intonations and expressions of the world in which he was currently stranded. He felt as if his face were going to crack—his smile, or whatever passed for it, felt that phony. He didn’t know how much longer he could keep it going. However, just then, as though offering him a reprieve, Phelps, in that annoyingly cliché social way, looked at Candice and asked, in the third person:


“Who is this beautiful young woman?”


Roland distractedly introduced Candice to Phelps; she quickly took the lead and introduced herself.


“I like your accent,” Phelps declared, smiling down at her.


“Oh, you like talking, do you?” she joked in her usual fashion. “You must be one of those new sensitive men.”


“I ain’t too sensitive,” Phelps howled, “but I’ve been known to bruise easy!”


While they laughed, Roland found them both insufferable. He had an urge to leap at them and strangle them both!


Control yourself, Roland!


“Hey, Dallas,” Roland broke in, his voice strangely winded, “why don’t you take her to get a drink—I have to use the bathroom.”


“It would be my honor,” Phelps said quickly, offering her his arm. And without further ado, they walked away together, into the hall. Phelps, Roland just then remembered, was married to one of those blond, Barbie Doll wives. As Roland watched Phelps sauntering away with Candice, he suddenly doubted that the wife, Cindy, was here. But he also didn’t care. To hell with them all. . . .


He needed to rest: to get away and clear his head; but now that he was alone, another of the aftershocks from the parking garage drained more of his strength and will. The banquet that he had once thought of as a social triumph, now had a macabre edge to it. The banquet was a wake; the music that was playing, was a dirge, and the corpse about to be lain at their feet, was his own—


Get a hold of yourself, man!


Just five or ten minutes alone in a bathroom stall should be enough for him to compose himself. Looking around for the bathroom, he saw that the jazz quartet was playing on a dais on the far side of the room; and that next to that dais, there was an archway, above which were the icons for the bathrooms. He took a step in that direction when, all of a sudden, a skinny black man of middle age, with a bushy afro that was way out of style, stepped before him.


“Ah, Mr. Micheaux,” the man said in a deep baritone that was out of proportion with his gaunt frame, “—I knew you would be here!” The man then pat Roland on the shoulder, looking up at him as though they were old friends.


Roland again bit his lip to keep from screaming! It was as if something had exploded in his head! He couldn’t take it anymore! An entire world of random idiocy! It was driving him mad. He had a sudden impulse to bash the man’s head in; and as he realized this, more of his precious strength was drained away! Relax, Roland! But even that plea—and the desperation evident behind it—only drained more of his sanity. The man was still staring at him knowingly; and Roland, marshaling his strength, blurted out: “—I’m sorry—do I know you?” But even as he said it, he avoided eye contact with the man, anxiously looking in the direction of the bathroom.


“You’ve been trying to know me all your life,” the man responded matter-of-factly.


What . . .? Roland felt as though the room were swirling! The feeling of hysteria again welled up inside of him, so that he felt himself even closer to screaming and ranting. Desperate to get away, he made a curt nodding gesture with his head and went to leave, but the man again stepped into his path.


“—What the hell do you want!” Roland cursed, no longer even pretending to remain calm. He stood there panting like a beast, while the man laughed and shook his head in a self-deprecating manner.


“I’m sorry,” he laughed, seemingly oblivious of Roland’s outburst—of the murderous rage in his eyes. The man again patted Roland on the shoulder, going on: “I got so excited that I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Jasper Kain, Mr. Micheaux. I am a statistician for the Mayor.” Kain stretched out his hand then, and Roland shook it confusedly.


“A pollster?” Roland said, fighting to understand—and to focus.


“Yes. I do calculations and give probabilities.”


“—You said you were expecting me?” he went on quickly. He was taking deep breaths to calm himself—and it seemed to be working.


“Yes: you are part of a survey I’ve been keeping.”


“Me?”


“Yes.”


“I . . . I don’t understand.” And he didn’t. He was so far gone that he didn’t know if that lack of understanding was a result of his mind being unable to decipher Kain’s words, or because Kain’s words were indecipherable. A side of him suspected that his mind was skipping over entire sentences, discarding huge chunks of vital information—


“Everything will be made clear tonight!” Kain suddenly exulted—or so it seemed to Roland. “Ever since you won that big freedom of speech case,” the man continued, “I’ve been keeping an eye on you, Mr. Micheaux. You’re an inevitable byproduct of these times. Since back then, I knew that we were all going to be here on this night—all the big players: you, Marenga, Randolph, Botswana Glade . . . Probabilities are becoming certainties, Mr. Micheaux!” the man said, smiling triumphantly.


“What are you talking about?” Roland said from the depths of his frustration. And just then, he abruptly looked in the direction of the quartet—the music seemed strangely cacophonous just now; the surrounding laughter all at once seemed disconnected and unsettling. It was all a warning for him to get away. He felt as if the ground were falling away beneath him. And as another of the aftershocks from the parking garage hit him, he shuddered, as though a jolt of electricity had gone through him. The image of the corpse lying in the darkness, and Phelps’s good cheer, and Marenga’s shouting match with Randolph, and all the other random events, were swirling in his mind. He definitely couldn’t take much more. The world seemed to be going out of focus; and for a moment, he found himself wondering if Kain, with his bushy afro and his disconcertingly deep voice, was even real. Maybe the man was some delusion cooked up by a mind that had long cracked. He shook his head to drive away those thoughts, but everything seemed useless now. He was losing his grip, disappearing into the darkness within himself—
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