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PROLOGUE

In a deep sleep Rawn kept hearing this faraway voice—It’s between you and me—and the tone was eerily familiar. His eyes popped open. The syncopation of his day hinged almost entirely on how much sleep he had. If he could manage a good night’s sleep, all the minutiae, which defined his day, would not be so exasperating. But like a sequence of mornings lately, he woke up having experienced another fatiguing night and he was bone-tired. Rawn adjusted his deep cognac-colored eyes to the essence of premature autumn sunlight. He wished like hell he could stay in bed and let the day that was about to unfold do whatever it was going to do without him contributing to the collective consciousness. Annoyed, he tossed the bedding to the empty side of the queen-sized mattress. Finally, he was getting used to sleeping alone.

Absent-mindedly, he came to his feet. The room felt cool against his naked skin. Soft signs of early dawn trickled in from exposed roof windows which defined the neatly squared room. Rubbing sleep from his eyes, he became conscious of the fact that he was not sweating, nor had he been disturbed by a dream he could never quite remember. Immediately this struck Rawn cold; he had come to depend on trying to make sense of his dreams. Still not fully awake, he strolled to the bathroom.

He always let the shower run until the room was so steamy he could barely see a foot in front of him. Rawn observed his tired face in the bathroom mirror. Not long ago a young woman he knew only by sight approached him at his table. He was sitting at a neighborhood bookstore-café, and she said something about liking his “new look,” followed by a wink. By chance was she referring to stubble that shadowed his cheeks and jawline? Rubbing his face with his hands, he wondered was she throwing off an innocent flirtation or was she in effect hitting on him. Rawn could not recall exactly when he last noticed that a woman was flirting. He himself stopped flirting some time ago.

He was in and out of the shower in less than ten minutes. He was wrapping a towel around his lean waist when he heard the telephone ringing in the background, but he chose to ignore it. These days Rawn screened every single call; he made no exception. He was fed up with producers from popular television talk shows calling him every other day. Even though the preoccupation with him had tamed to a degree over the past several months, he chose to buy a cellular because, despite it being unlisted, his landline was now public knowledge. In less than thirty minutes he was dressed in a casual Perry Ellis suit that hung tastefully on his tall and lean physique. He stood at the front door, his worn-leather satchel slung across his chest. He bowed slightly as if he were saying a silent prayer. On his front porch he bent over and reached for The New York Times.

Fifteen minutes later Rawn entered Café Neuf and it was typically crowded. The bakery-café was rich with the smell of strongly brewed coffee and scrumptious French baked pastry. He stood at the entrance and studied the room. Straightaway he caught the local dot-com millionaires, Rowena and Sean, at their regular table wearing their trademark all-black. The café became their temporary office while their rambling waterfront home was being renovated. Cellulars rang incessantly, and top-of-the-line laptops congested the birch and poplar wood table. Jean-Pierre, the owner of the well-liked Café Neuf, always accommodated his regulars and knew each one by name. Of course he was well-acquainted with Rawn because he was a frequent customer, not to mention he spoke French. Likewise, Jean-Pierre, like so many on Crescent Island, knew all the good, the bad, and the ugly details of Rawn’s once private life. For months he was relentless Crescent Island gossip. What had happened last year forever changed the young man who dropped by Café Neuf most mornings for an espresso and rich buttery croissant. Jean-Pierre had a soft spot for Rawn. He gestured for the young man.

“Hey, good morning, Jean-Pierre,” he greeted the Frenchman.

“I open terrace. Let you sit in back. It be not so stressful, peutêtre?” Jean-Pierre shrugged.

Rawn looked over his shoulder at the animated room. “I can wait until a table’s free. It’s cool, Jean-Pierre.” He tried to pull off a nonchalant tone.

In his thick French accent, Jean-Pierre said, “D’accord! Take the table when it come, oui-oui?”

“Merci,” Rawn said. His intonation was virtually flawless.

He stood by a couple waiting for a table. It was impossible to not take notice that they were in the middle of a rather intense conversation. Politely Rawn nodded to a young woman seated alone nearby, primarily because he felt her eyes trace his every move from the moment he entered Café Neuf. She slid a laptop inside a high-end brand-named backpack, and as she headed for the door, folded an issue of the Weekly under her armpit. She offered Rawn a subtle nod when she passed. Rawn’s eyes traveled to her excellently shaped legs concealed by a pair of black opaque nylons.

Taking a deep breath, he flipped the newspaper to below-the-fold. More and more, he lost interest in what he read about in the newspaper or heard on the news. What was happening out in the world had no direct influence on him personally, not right now. It was rather apparent there was a moral crisis in America. Still, Rawn could not seem to focus on teens with handguns, the political and intellectual climate, foreign crisis, the Middle East, the president and his conflicting approval ratings as a result of a scandal, and the soi-disant thriving economy. Although he was naturally curious and typically engaged, the way the new worldview was rapidly transforming humanity—eco-friendly, technology, globalization—did not pique his interest.

When he turned to the sports page, Jean-Pierre approached him and said in a low voice, “A table, it come. Take it, rapidement, mon ami.”

Rawn looked to the couple a few feet away. They were caught up in a heated exchange and couldn’t care less that a table had become available. Because seating was first come, first serve, customers generally dashed for a free table. The couple’s conversation began to get increasingly passionate and Rawn caught “You have colossal nerve!” and “Go to hell!” through clenched teeth. The woman gave the man a finger and stormed out of Café Neuf. Rawn thanked Jean-Pierre and walked to the empty table. When he sat at the table-for-two, he could see beyond the French doors that the once tender blue sky had turned heavy, low, and gray.

“Ça va!” The familiar waitress greeted Rawn in good spirits. Her sultry mouth accentuated her strikingly attractive face.

He thought she might have quit or he missed her whenever he came into Café Neuf, because Rawn had not seen the waitress in—certainly before everything went down last year.

“Ça va!” he replied.

“What would you like this morning?”

Rawn was not up to meeting her warm, kind eyes; instead he looked beyond her slender shoulder, concentrating on copper-colored photographs of Paris arrondissements which classily lined the mauve-painted wall. “A café au lait and chocolate croissant.”

“Would you prefer non-fat, low fat, soy…?”

“Good old-fashioned milk,” he spoke in a tone verging on sarcastic.

“Oh-kay! French or American roast?” She knew his preference. Yet she was making every effort to engage him; throwing some loving-kindness his way which did not accompany an ulterior motive.

He dropped his eyes to the newspaper and said, “French.”

“The bowl or a cup?” The waitress shrugged subtly, her mind playing with the idea that he was different now; aloof.

“Bowl.” He purposely avoided eye contact. He stated, “C’est tout.” Rawn preferred that she not hover.

With a tight smile, the waitress departed swiftly, and her very gentle scent—jasmine or lavender, Rawn did not really know—caressed the air. When he first laid eyes on her, he decided that a man had to ease into the waitress. She was unapproachable, and not because she was cold or standoffish. There was something about her. The standard line—whatever a man generally used to get the attention of a very attractive woman—would not work on this one. She was classy, and more importantly, comfortable in her skin. She was complicated—if not mysterious—because she was not average.

Minutes later she carefully placed his French roast café au lait on the table, and Jean-Pierre’s to-die-for chocolate croissant. “Here you go,” she said. “Anything else?” She pressed her plump lips together as if doing so kept her thoughts buried deep inside her head.

“I’m good.” Rawn sensed the waitress wanted to say something to him. He had learned the look, the demeanor. He assumed she was like most people who struggled to be appropriate. But what exactly was appropriate?

When the waitress left his table, she was so poised, so graceful. She stopped at the table next to Rawn’s, and in a sincere voice inquired if the customers enjoyed their croque monsieur and whether they were ready for their check. Once, a little more than a year ago, Rawn ran into the waitress at PCC. Comfortably dressed in well-fitted jeans, her cropped lime-colored chenille sweater exposed a small butterfly tattoo slightly left of her navel. Before approaching her, Rawn observed the waitress leisurely walking through the aisles of the market. A subtle detail made her eye-catching; a je ne sais quoi-ness. When he finally managed enough nerve to approach her, they held a casual conversation for a while, talking and laughing so effortlessly in a way that happened when two people naturally clicked. No pretense, no façade, no status-dropping nonsense like where-did-you-go-to-school and what-do-you-do? When he inquired about her to Jean-Pierre, the Frenchman offered nothing more than the waitress lived in Seattle, and her name was Imani.

Rawn was attracted to Imani the very first time he laid eyes on her. On at least one occasion he sensed the attraction was mutual, and then out of the blue, she disappeared. A good year had come and gone since he last saw Imani, and it only struck him that particular morning. He had been suspended between the present and what used to be.

Without thinking, he reached for the small silver spoon and scooped up a sand-colored, miniature rock-shaped sugar cube in the porcelain container on the table. He dropped it into the bowl of steamy warm milk and black, strong coffee Jean-Pierre had imported from France and brewed in a French press. It was a bold aroma. Rawn sipped his café au lait mindlessly, slowly, and occasionally picked at his croissant. He studied Imani working the vibrant room with natural ease, and handled the demands of the dot-com entrepreneurs, Rowena and Sean, with such ingrained finesse. It was her spirit that resided over the room, and Imani brought class to the place. By no means was Café Neuf a hole in the wall. The bakery-café had a unique ambience: thick planked dark wooded tables, and Patrick Bruel music that did not interfere with the energetic conversations that most often took place at the intimately situated tables. Part of its charm was that Jean-Pierre, and any help that worked for him, greeted and took orders for customers in French. While Rawn observed Imani closely, it became apparent to him that there was very little about her he did not find engaging. Standing, and taking one last sip of his café au lait, he considered, for one split-second, what his fate might have been had he been courageous enough to ask her out at least once. He was hoping to slip out of Café Neuf unseen.

It started to rain when he crawled into his Jeep Wrangler, tossing the Times and his satchel to the passenger’s seat. Turning over the engine, it occurred to Rawn that he forgot to grab his umbrella before leaving the apartment. A year ago he walked to work, and it was something he only recognized recently—not so long ago he cherished the beauty of the day as it took shape: the rhythm of business owners washing down sidewalks and opening up; runners putting in their time before the demands of life took over; city centre residents walking their dogs; and morning dew on the grass. It was the first touch of a new day; still innocent, still filled with expectation. Eventually he decided to drive to work because when he took the ferry people stared; rarely was he fully present and aware of how the day evolved. Instead he spent more time mentally negotiating between this and that.

Over the past month he developed a routine: Rawn composed himself and went through the mental exercise to deal with the students he taught in South Seattle that persuaded him on day-one that they were absolutely indifferent to learning. He turned up Dante Godreau playing on his CD player. It took several rings before he recognized that his cellular demanded his attention. Rawn was still not used to having a cellular. “Hello?” Grinning, he said, “Khalil! Hey, man. Yeah, I’m about to cross the floating bridge.” Rawn listened thoughtfully to his best friend while concentrating on the traffic leading into the overcast, silver-colored city. “Hell yeah, it’s raining,” he joked. “My flight leaves at ten. Well, check your e-mail, bro. I sent my itinerary to you last night. Cool.” Unexpectedly, he began to feel a burst of excitement about heading to L.A. for the weekend. “See you then. Definitely. Later, man.”

Rawn had not quite come to terms with teaching in the hood. Be that as it may, when the opportunity was presented to him, he had not received offers which corresponded favorably with his qualifications; thus could not bring himself to turn down the one teaching position offered to him. Nothing from his teaching past prepared him for hallways flooded with boisterous, loud, and ill-mannered students. His perception of urban youth was swiftly revised. Hearing “nigga” casually fall off the tongues of not only black but Asian and Latino students troubled Rawn deeply. He was accustomed to being around born-and-bred-for-success kids.

The first day he taught at his new school, he asked his bored and tattooed eighth-graders if anyone wished to open the discussion of “separate but equal.” Each student looked pokerfaced, bored. Girls admired their nails polished with dramatic colors like fuchsia and citron green, while the boys talked to each other or perused Vibe and Spin, fantasizing about their own images gracing the publications someday. Lamentably, becoming a hip-hop artist was the only dream they trusted. Rawn’s pressing goal was to get each student to recognize their potential. As an educator he wanted every student who entered his classroom to realize their individuality, and the potential they had to influence history based solely on their unique participation. There was a point when Rawn learned that his responsibility was to take raw talent and give it energy, spirit, life. Every student whom he taught should have entered the classroom already aware she or he was a rising star no matter their background. Without that principle he feared he would fail his students, because he had yet to acquire the skills to pilot a young person who lacked at least a scintilla of hope. A dim spark was sufficient to work with; still, Rawn needed the student to have a little faith in the process.

It did not take a week for him to finally get it: these students did not relate to his ideas. And when he submitted his reading list the first week of school, reluctantly it was approved. But true to form, the students were unmotivated as ever when he announced to his literature class that they would read Richard Wright’s Native Son the first half of the semester. Furthermore, in three weeks there would be a class discussion on Part I of the novel, along with a typed, 300-word essay each student was expected to hand in by the end of the class hour. Moans and groans erupted throughout the classroom. After only a week at his new school, Rawn had a good sense about the type of young minds he was there to penetrate, and they were not even close to being ready to read the classics. Romeo and Who? they would ask. In truth, Shakespeare was way too deep.

Rawn had not discovered the reward that came with teaching overactive and combative eighth-graders. And the students were not used to a black schoolteacher who dressed all GQ; his parlance did not harmonize with theirs, and he told them like a broken record that they could not listen to music on their headphones while in class. Moreover, they were not comfortable with being challenged with philosophy and whatnot. While they knew every track by heart on popular music CDs, they never even heard of J. Edgar Hoover.

Something changed a week ago.

“Twisted? Tiananmen Square. Can you open up the discussion?”

“Tannum what?”

“Tiananmen Square.” Rawn studied the student closely.

Twisted slumped deeper into the seat. He lowered his eyes to the empty desk.

“Luis? Roe v. Wade.”

Luis grinned, his head shaking side-to-side. “Don’t know, dawg.”

“Remove that hoodie, please.” Rawn waited, but Luis simply grinned. “Luis!”

The look he gave Rawn suggested he needed to think about it. Eventually, although with exaggerated bravado, Luis removed his hoodie which exposed a shaved head.

“Okay, listen! Listen! This will be the last time I say it: Everyone in this classroom knows that Mr. Poussaint is more appropriate. Hey, look, I can accept Poussaint. But dawg? Leave it outside this classroom. Luis?”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“I want you to get this: drop the ‘whatever.’ So I take it you know nothing about Roe v. Wade.”

Luis shrugged; and he was perturbed that the man was all up in his face, making him look bad in front of his classmates.

“How about Brown v. the Board of Education?”

With his arms crossed stiffly over his chest, Luis slumped deeper in his seat.

Rawn’s eyes lingered on Luis before he stated, “Kurtis? Neil Armstrong.”

“Neil…come again, bruh?”

“Like dawg, drop the bruh! Who is Neil Armstrong?”

“I…I…”

“If you have no idea who Neil Armstrong is, own it.”

“Look, man. Dang. Why you gotta be all over a brother like ’at?”

Rawn met the gaze of several students in the classroom. Calmly, he walked to his worn leather satchel on the desk and pulled out a Toni Braxton CD. He held it up and said, “The first person who can tell me where you can find ‘give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free’ can claim this CD.”

All the students were immediately attentive; some leaning for-ward to get a better look at the CD Rawn held in his hand.

“Toni?” asked Jamaal, his always-ten-minutes-late student with one excuse after another—the bus, the rain.

“I already heard that CD!” another student said.

“Regardless…Who wants the CD?” Rawn interrupted.

“I do; I want it!” several students said in unison.

“I’m not asking you to recite the poem. I’m not asking you to name the title of the poem. I’m not even asking you to tell me what it means. It’s on a plaque on one of our country’s most famous statues. Come on, think about it. First person to name that statue walks out of this classroom with the CD.” Rawn, remarkably patient, waited.

Disappointed, Kurtis slumped in his seat. “Why you be like that? What huddle masses mean anyway, dude?”

Twisted threw his hands out at Rawn in frustration. Some students remarked beneath their breath, while the attention span of others swiftly waned.

Rawn had hoped the experience would demonstrate the hin-drance of lacking knowledge. Instead he acquired valuable details from his own experimentation. The students had not been giving him a hard time since the first day of school because they did not like him. They failed to answer the questions not because it was cooler not to, but because they had never learned about the subjects Rawn inquired about. And if they had learned any of it, the information did not stick. This had never really occurred to him before. With a slow sigh, he gazed over the classroom with a new set of eyes. For weeks Rawn went through the motions; prior to the CD exchange, he had never been that engaged with these students.

“Lakeisha, can you tell us something about Malcolm X?”

Like every other student in the classroom, with her arms crossed inflexibly over her chest, her bottom lip poked out, her body language all but stating I have better things to do with my time!, Lakeisha said, “Denzel played him in a movie.” She made a large bubble with her bubblegum, followed by a perceptible pop.

“Come on, Lakeisha. Surely there’s more you can share. Malcolm X is a man who influenced the Civil Rights Movement in ways you may never fully appreciate, even while you have reaped benefits. Yes, ‘Denzel played him in a movie’ ”…Rawn made air-quotes. “But seriously…”

“I guess you don’t hear good, cuz I tolju what I know!”

“Now if I know somethin’ ’bout X, you gotta know, Keisha!” said Twisted.

She looked over her shoulder at Twisted seated directly behind her and rolled her eyes. With an accent straight out of Brooklyn, she said, “Whu-ever!”

Momentarily Rawn kept his eyes on Lakeisha. He took a few steps toward her seat and looked directly into her coffee brown, almond-shaped eyes and asked, “Who is Monica Lewinsky?”

“Now you’re tryna insult me. Who don’t know who Monica is!”

“Who is Monica?”

“Monica!” Her head moved in a circular motion to give emphasis to her meaning.

“But who is Monica?”

“Girlfriend went down on the president.”

For a split-second the classroom went completely silent. A student in the back of the classroom, with nothing to lose, blurted out a surprisingly calm, “Wow!”

The comment got a rise out of the students. They all broke out in effusive giggles. One student, whom Rawn vaguely recognized as a student even enrolled in his class, yelled out, “The president up in the House gettin’ blow jobs…” A series of high-fives followed. In terms of classroom discussion, it was the most feedback Rawn had ever gotten from this class of would-be underachievers. The reaction produced a wide grin from Rawn. Unconsciously pleased, he stood in the front of the classroom observing their strange elation, and he sensed a level of renewed hope. There was a palette of potential sitting before him. With his arms crossed, new ideas began to take root.

A young girl raised her hand and exclaimed, “And Monica got her own lipstick. I mean, it ain’t her lipstick, but she made it celebrity. I mean, like, Club Monaco sold out ’cause she wo’ it in a interview. She got some game.”

With a nod Rawn said, “Okay, okay.” While his eyes rested on Lakeisha, he was speaking to the entire class when he said, “Since you seem to know something about Monica Lewinsky, let’s discuss Monica Lewinsky and the president. But let’s look at it from more than the salacious perspective.”

“What salacious mean?” Jamaal asked no one in particular.

“Duh!” Twisted said. “Like sexy, man. Yo!”

“Come on, like ain’t that what the whole thing was about? Sex and some damn dress with yuk stains on it?” said a female student seated in the rear of the classroom.

“That’s actually a practical question. Your name again?”

The student, wearing braces on her teeth, grinned. “Shanequa.”

“Yes, Shanequa. But no, there’s much more to Monica Lewinsky and the president than a dress and lipstick and all that other sensational—‘sexy’—stuff. I want us to look at the multifaceted issues—the subtext—surrounding Monica Lewinsky and the president…”

“Like whu?” The student shrugged flippantly.

Rawn sat at the edge of his desk, captivated. “Like politics.”



CHAPTER ONE

Fourteen Months Earlier

It was a slow and quiet Saturday and steady rainwater fell over Crescent Island. Rawn waited in Café Neuf hoping that it would lead to light drizzle—spit, they called it in the Pacific Northwest. He nursed the end of an iced coffee while he caught up on some reading he had put off during the school year. A sensuous, striking woman entered Café Neuf. She had take-notice features and was model tall, although not too tall, slender, with a delicate yet visible cleft in her chin, and seductive olive-colored eyes. She wore a silk pimento-colored all-weather coat cut less than an inch above the knee, and her shoulder-length hair was damp and limp.

Perturbed, she said loud enough for Rawn to hear, “Dammit!”

Jean-Pierre rushed up to greet the woman making a miniature puddle at the entrance of his popular bakery-café. “Bonjour, bonjour. Vous désirez quelque chose? Une table, oui?” Jean-Pierre was a handsome, stunted man with dabs of gray in his thick coal-colored hair. Next to the woman, she towered over him. Rawn guessed she was a regular because typically Jean-Pierre slipped in and out of French to those he knew, either by face or by name.

“It started pouring!”

“Oui-oui, the weather…” the baker said, and he shrugged. “You take-away?”

“No, Jean-Pierre. I don’t have an umbrella. And I didn’t mean to snap. I could afford to relax. Oui, une table.” Her pouty mouth shaped into a quiet smile.

“Après moi, mademoiselle.”

He pulled out a chair at a table next to Rawn’s.

The tables at Café Neuf were intimately positioned, and having a private conversation was next to impossible without someone eavesdropping. It was the bakery-café’s most noted appeal. Rawn had overheard his share of Crescent Island gossip.

The wet woman flopped in the chair and exhaled her breath like she was fed up and plain disgusted.

“Un café au lait?”

“No, Jean-Pierre. Something forbidden. Something—I’ll have a brevé-latte. Oh, and Jean-Pierre, sprinkle a mixture of nutmeg and cinnamon, un peu, s’il vous plaît. And make it a double, and dry.”

“Certainement, mademoiselle. I know how you like your forbiddu.” Jean-Pierre’s grin revealed a pair of crooked, tobacco-stained teeth.

“By the way, Jean-Pierre, how’s Imani?”

“Bon, good!”

Jean-Pierre left hurriedly. The woman, whose entrance shifted the energy in the room, could sense Rawn’s eyes judging her.

“What?” she stated. A quizzical brow lifted.

The corners of his mouth curved a bit. He reached for his iced coffee and took a sip. The sound of the last drop of liquid oozing through a straw broke their stare, and he returned to his book.

“You think it’s funny?”

Rawn knew the remark was directed at him, but he was not necessarily in the right state of mind to deal with this uptight white woman in a bad mood.

“It’s not funny!” she declared.

He let a few seconds slip by before he turned to look at her. “Have we started a conversation?”

“Excuse me? No!” She frowned.

“So…exactly who are you talking to?” Unbeknownst to him, intrigue began to play out between him and the wound-too-tight woman. Rawn looked closer at her. He was amused by the fact that she behaved liked a spoiled child unable to get her way.

In a casual demeanor she looked over her shoulder at the unusually empty bakery-café, seeking out a patron or two. “I spent three hours in Gene Juarez.” She combed her fingers through her moist hair to stress her point. “And these are two-hundred dollar shoes! Look, now they’re ruined.” When she inhaled deeply, her small nostrils flared.

Rawn took a fleeting glimpse at the scarlet suede mules, but his eyes lingered on the woman’s long, bronze-colored legs. Although casually dressed, she was classy, even if she acquired it somewhere along the way. Her style was more East Coast; definitely not Pacific Northwest.

“Voilà, mademoiselle. You like something more?” asked Jean-Pierre.

Rawn observed Jean-Pierre closely. The baker was obsequious toward the woman; his authentic French charm was overkill. Granted, the customer was striking and mysterious, but her body language alone insinuated she was like many beautiful women—insecure.

“No, merci,” she said.

She did not bother to meet Jean-Pierre’s kind gray-blue eyes. She dismissed him by sipping her brevé-latte with her back to him. The café owner glanced over to Rawn, shrugged with that audible turndown mouth so characteristic of the French, and with a wink, left their tables. The woman took off her rain-soaked coat and reached for a cellular in the pocket. She dialed a number, waited while she drummed her French manicured nails against the stunning wood table, and it was obvious she received no answer. Exasperated, she exhaled deeply and made another call. Because she was not getting an answer, her frustration was all the more demonstrative. The whole scene—her behavior—was dramatic, like her entrance, and Rawn sensed the mysterious lady was putting on a show for his benefit.

When he closed his book, he watched her while she examined her reflection in a compact mirror. Her deep cinnamon-colored hair with wheat and straw highlights, thick and bluntly cut to meet her broad shoulders, started to turn into wiry curls. While a white woman was not his type, there was no doubt Rawn was curious who she was. Did she live on Crescent Island or was she passing through? He had seen some fine white women, to be sure. But Rawn was naturally drawn—and soulfully connected—to women of color.

Coincidentally, he had a conversation about that very thing a few days ago. He and his good friend and colleague, Sicily, were roaming through shops at Bellevue Square Mall. Let Sicily tell it, every other couple in the mall was mixed. In general, she would get worked up when she saw a black man with a white woman, and Rawn told her: “You’re overreacting, Sicily.”

“It’s not like a black man can’t find a black woman. Come on, everywhere I go in Seattle I see black women. You’d think there was some kind of shortage. I’ve met plenty of black women here. It’s raining single black women in Seattle. But what can they do? There are sisters that will always be alone in this town.”

“Come on, Sicily. Aren’t you being a bit dramatic…parochial?”

“Statistics don’t lie. Besides, you’re a man. It doesn’t affect you.”

“Why should you care? I mean, you don’t want those men anyway.”

“Thank Goddess you aren’t into white women.”

He finished what was left of his cold espresso. Standing, Rawn said to the woman in a sullen mood, “Take care.” He headed for the French doors leading out of the café.

With a slight turn of her head, the mysterious woman stated in a quiet voice, “You, too.” Through her compact mirror, her soothing olive-colored eyes traced his exit. She attempted to be discreet yet wanting to get a closer look.

From the time he left Café Neuf until he reached his front door, Rawn thought about the woman in a bitchy mood, with her ruined two-hundred-dollar shoes and stylish pimento-colored, all-weather jacket—her long legs and silky, thick hair. Rawn, unconsciously, thought about her for days.



CHAPTER TWO

Sicily was tired. The day was way too long. Not to mention she was still feeling a sense of betrayal by her always-reliable empathy. She had a knack for contemplation. She was not the melodramatic type. An hour ago, while sitting in end-of-day traffic, Sicily reflected back on the afternoon. She could imagine what she might have looked like, not to mention how she may well have sounded, to the other members of the board. She came this close to speaking her mind at the monthly board of directors meeting. By now she knew full well her ideas—which were brilliant—and suggestions were going to be pooh-poohed. She did not personalize it, though. According to the board’s president, her contribution was “very valuable” and “very creative,” but, Sicily, where will we get the funds? always followed. Not only did Sicily bring her name to the board, she was headmistress of a top predominately all-white private school. But even with a Ph.D., she knew deep down that was not enough. There were two black male professionals—a computer game designer and a software entrepreneur—but she was the only black female on the board. For that very reason she tried to maintain a reasonably composed demeanor, because if she was not mindful, her homegirl façade could slip, easily.

Whenever the high-profile brothers leaned forward and offered any “input,” rarely were their ideas “tabled.” It might come as a surprise should she have shared this tidbit with any one of her friends, seeing as how the common thinking was that black women had it easier in the business world more so than black men. Was that some urban myth? So when Sicily recommended something she considered vital, and the board president said yet again, “Where will we get the funds?,” Sicily sighed, pushed her seat away from the desk and stormed out of the meeting. She was sick and tired of hearing Where will we get the funds? The hierarchy of the board earned serious six figures. They certainly took home a good chunk of change more than Sicily. Half the members rubbed elbows with wealthy people who had their names on buildings or donors with hospital wards named after them. Sicily had no lifeline. In more ways than one, she was in a lonely place.

She tossed her silk pashmina to the plump polyester sofa. With her arms crossed over her chest, she bowed her head, unable to shake her anxiety. Sicily looked out at the close of another day—cool, breezy, and a trickle of late-day sunshine. There were three, sometimes four days before she saw even a hint of sunbeams, and at times the bleakness of the days made her nearly lose her mind. Yet Seattle had finally started to feel like home. More than Philadelphia. More than Manhattan. She made some discoveries about herself and she liked what she uncovered in this—what her brother called “way up in the Boondocks town!” It took a minute, but meditation really helped her to be still. Besides, she could not go back to Philly. Not now. And New York? That’s what drove her to relocate to the Pacific Northwest in the first place. Taking a deep breath, she flopped in the sage-colored armchair. Her living room and dining room faced Elliott Bay; her bedroom and spacious bathroom looked out over Pioneer Square. That kind of view did not come cheap. No, she worked too bloody hard. Seattle was home now.

She loved the Pacific Northwest backdrop this time of year; especially Seattle: in between a gentle summer and the traces of a serene autumn. “But I’m lonely.” Her eyes bulged. The sound of her own voice ricocheted off her ears. Sicily was taken aback. Did I say that aloud? She certainly did not mean to. Verbally putting it out there meant that she was consciously aware that she was indeed lonely. If it stayed in her head, it was only a thought, not necessarily a reality. When was the last time she did not have a serious conversation with a woman who was not lonely? Her life could be busy as all get-out, but she knew. She knew. When Sicily passed women on the street, in their faces she witnessed the loneliness, the sorrow, the regret, the lack of something unnamable in her life. These were women from a myriad of socio-economic backgrounds. When women wept from an empty place, color, class and education had little to do with it.

Sicily decided a drink would relax her. She reached for a Ste. Michelle bottle in the wrought-iron wine rack. It was a refined red she bought last time she and Rawn went to Chateau Ste. Michelle. She had not planned to open it this soon, but she was antsy. After pouring a glass, she went back to her armchair and stared out at the day while it began to fade softly into a dramatic dusk. In that moment it became obvious to her that summer was almost over—the hues of the day vanished earlier in recent days.

Throughout the board meeting she had to keep pushing away the intrusive thoughts about the date she had a few nights ago. It took experience, wisdom, or both to figure it out: If someone did not return her call within a day and a half, she could scratch that one off the list. It became her thirty-six-hour rule. There was little reason to even put them in contacts. As a rule, Sicily was honest. She let the date know that the chemistry was not there. Yet more people than Sicily cared to think about were immature, narcissistic, and anxious when it came to being honest. It stroked their ego to play games with people’s sentiments. Likewise, they operated under the belief that they needed drama and chaos so as to feel relevant. It was such a pathetic cliché, but it did not mean it was any less true: You have to kiss a few idiots… She was halfway finished with her glass of Cabernet Sauvignon when she finally became aware of the sound of her new ringtone. Her cellular was in her mailbag across the room.

Sicily dashed for the mailbag she bought at Everything Dayna—and a few too many women were carrying the same bag and in the same color around Seattle. Eagerly she rummaged through the stylish, junky handbag, saying beneath her breath, “Where is that thing?” She reached deep into the bottom. “Why do I carry all this crap?… Yes, hello! Rawn.” Not conscious of it, but the intensity of her body naturally relaxed. Sicily reacted like his voice was a prescribed drug that did the trick. “I was thinking about you. Did you get my message?” She sat in the armchair and curled up; the self-pity that only moments ago started to kick in began to ease up. “So you’re up for going to Kingfish tomorrow? And you’ll be here by…I can drive. No, really, I don’t mind. Okay. See you then. ’Bye.”

When she released the call, Sicily stared out at the stunning sunset; vivid colors perched over the calm bay. She sighed. Goddess, I want a lover.

•  •  •

Kingfish Café, with its storefront façade, was an unassuming restaurant in a residential street where closely quartered houses and ancient trees dotted the Capitol Hill neighborhood of Seattle. Amid an intimate setting, Rawn and Sicily leaned against a wall sipping wine, expecting a table to become available any minute. A number of people sat or stood nearby having drinks and indulging in conversation. A small queue trailed out onto 19th Avenue into the Seattle air that was characteristically cool and damp.

“Are you going to resign from the board?” Rawn asked.

Sicily pondered momentarily, her mind seemingly elsewhere despite the fact she had looked forward to seeing Rawn all week. “No. I like the contribution they make to the community. AIDS has taken too many friends away from me. Between the Academy’s trustees and the A Blanket for My Friend board…I didn’t become a member of that board to deal with a lot of B.S. AIDS isn’t a game, and politics has no place with something this important.”

“You’re serious? Politics has its hands in everything. And life…hey, there’s always going to be some B.S. in life.”

Sicily looked into her wineglass, contemplating. She stared at the dark plum-colored wine. “Rawn, really. Do you always have to go deep?”

He grinned to himself, casually looking at the queue on the sidewalk that never seemed to move, not even a foot.

“I thought I met someone,” she said, to change the subject.

“What happened? No, let me guess. Not your type? As much as you get on my case about…”

“You’re right—not my type. But that wasn’t the problem.”

“So what happened?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe it’s that first sign of flighty. Besides, the date was too young.”

“How young?”

Sicily nursed her wine while scrutinizing the people whose faces she could scarcely make out from the warm glow of the room. “Young.”

“Young as in cradle-robbing—what?”

It was rare Sicily did not feel some level of contentment whenever she was in Rawn’s company. Giggling, she remarked, “Close enough. Nineteen.”

“Nineteen! Where did you two meet?”

“U-Dub. A student.”

“What were you doing with a student at UW?”

“I had a committee meeting over there. Our paths…crossed. We hung out. It was fun. I knew it couldn’t be anything else.”

“Nineteen. I guess not. I saw someone.”

“Saw—what, like a celebrity? What are you talking about?”

“I have to say, this one did get my attention.”

“Well, did you say anything?”

Rawn ruminated. “I wasn’t sure it would lead anywhere. Besides… I—I didn’t bother.”

“It’s not like you’re looking for someone to marry. Where did you see her?”

“Café Neuf.”

“Why didn’t you say something? Do you think a sister on, of all places, Crescent Island, would turn down your extra fine…?”

“She was white.”

“Like Caucasian white?”

“Like Caucasian white.”

“What?” Sicily frowned. “That’s why you didn’t say anything. That’s more Khalil’s thing.” They each drank their wine choices, and Rawn gazed at the mix of people lingering nearby. “How’s Khalil, by the way?”

“He’s in London.”

“You know, I don’t see you with a white woman.”

“You have trouble seeing me with any woman. You didn’t like Jas. You thought she was using me. Using me for what?”

“Then she moved to L.A. and slept with your best friend. I mean, look, Khalil is who he is and I love that he makes no apologies. But Jas? Even Khalil deserves better. She was with Khalil because she thought he could help her get a record deal. I mean, he’s a sports agent with connections, I’m sure. But… Sisters without credibility…she makes us—the credible ones—look bad.”

“And DiDi. You loathed her…”

“Oh, please—her!” Sicily butted in. “She has three snotty-nosed kids, or is it two kids?—I forget. That’s the last woman you needed. Besides, she was only twenty-six, goodness gracious! She wanted a daddy figure because the daddies to those snotty-nosed kids weren’t responsible and hadn’t paid child support in who knows when. Who, in their right mind, has three kids by three men…?”

“Two!” Rawn interjected.

“Sorry, two different men, and before she even turns thirty? I’m thirty-five and I’ve never even been proposed to. And I have far more to offer than a woman who spreads her legs… Who doesn’t discriminate.”

Rawn chuckled. His eyes followed the svelte waitress passing by. It was hard to disagree with Sicily because, while she was opinionated, there were few flaws in her argument.

“What about that Café Neuf waitress? The one with a name like—something Kwanzaa—Unity, no…See, now she’s fine. Without all that drama. She has credibility!”

“How do you know? You never even talked to Imani.”

“Oh, trust me, she’s credible.”

A waitress interrupted Sicily. “Your table’s ready. Follow me.”

Rawn and Sicily tagged behind the poised waitress to their table in a softly lit spot of the dining area. Over her shoulder, Sicily said, “Now she’s what I’m talking about.”

Rawn lowered his voice. “Sicily, give it a rest!”

•  •  •

Every tangible detail about Tamara suggested anonymity. Her beauty was natural. Most men—and women, too—would pause and give her stunning look a prolonged appraisal. Shy of six feet tall, she was seductively built. Tamara stepped out of the black sports car in a pair of skin-tight black slacks, and a next-to-nothing halter top that revealed her full cleavage, slender abdomen, and a small but visible tattoo. The line of people waiting to enter the café could not help but witness her awkward misstep. She reached for her date, Henderson Payne, who managed to catch her before she slipped and fell. The crowd looked on at the couple inquisitively, as their appearance created a buzz. Both were accustomed to attention, but for totally isolated reasons.

Tamara slipped off her open-toed shoe. “Oh, no, my heel. It’s loose.”

“Tamara, baby, I’m sorry. We don’t have to eat out tonight. We can order from my suite. It’s more private than this restaurant. Even better, I know the owners; they’d have something delivered for me.”

Tamara attempted a makeshift repair and slipped the sandal back on her foot, using Henderson’s multimillion-dollar right arm to maintain her balance. “No,” she said. “I want to dine at Kingfish, that’s why we came. I’ll manage.”

“Woman, you’re six feet tall barefooted. Why do you wear stiletto heels anyway?”

“Let me ask you something, Henderson.” She leaned into his chest.

“Oh, no. Here we go.” Henderson placed his hands into the pockets of his trousers and, without intending to, posed like a male model.

“Come on, I’m curious. Where does your wife think you are right now?”

“She thinks I’m in Seattle taking care of business. Why?”

“Does she know you’re having dinner with me? Your ex-lover? The one you were sleeping with while she was carrying your third child? The one that nearly…”

“Hold up, now. You need not go back in time and dredge up…”

“I’m just saying…”

“Do you mind?…” Henderson held out his hand which suggested after you.

Tamara reached up and kissed Henderson’s cheek, leaving a deep berry-colored imprint on his skin in the shape of luscious lips. “I promise to be a good girl, I promise. I won’t embarrass you.”

He moistened his mouth with his tongue, considering how good she looked under the glow of the streetlight. Henderson draped her arm into his, and they strolled past the crowd of people still waiting to get inside the café. Henderson opened the door for Tamara, and people inside waiting for tables promptly fell all over themselves to shake Henderson’s hand, and a string of hellos and how-are-yous and shoulder bumps traveled with them while they made their way to the crowded bar.

•  •  •

Rawn often spent a good amount of time deciding what he was in the mood for. He was a picky eater. Sicily had already decided and asked their waitress to bring an order of catfish cakes to get her started. She twirled a lock of hair with her finger and nursed her wine, checking out the clientele. She thought, the pseudo-sophisticated crowd, and her line of thinking helped to amuse herself. Rawn was still mulling over the menu when she looked over at him. Sicily looked away and her eyes—accentuated by hazel-colored contacts—wandered to the bar. They fell straight on Henderson Payne dressed in his traditional urban black. He is one fine man. Who is he with? Sicily’s back went ironing board-straight. Henderson towered over a woman sitting on a stool striking a pose, basking in the attention they were receiving. Henderson was definitely with her—they were too familiar, too cozy. That man is so brazen! His date was naturally striking; clearly ersatz. Henderson liked them tall and unanimously attractive. Sicily checked out the outfit the companion was wearing. Smirking, she took notice of others dining nearby to see if anyone else had recognized Henderson. Nearly everyone was looking his way, but were they looking more at Henderson or the woman who accompanied him? Even if she was not in a well-known Seattle restaurant and openly flirting with one of the highest-paid players in the NBA, her presence would command one to do a double-take. She can’t possibly live in Seattle. Our paths would have crossed long before now.

•  •  •

Tamara needed to get out of the townhouse, and when Henderson rang her up and asked if she wanted to “hook up” because he was in town “for a minute,” she was dressed and waiting for him in twenty. The type of girl that did not require too much makeup to camouflage small imperfections, all Tamara needed to do was to decide on what she would look good in. Since she was bloated—that time of the month, and unfortunately for Henderson—she needed to wear black! Before he called, she was starting to feel sorry for herself. Calling friends in Amsterdam and Istanbul and back home in D.C., and family in the Caribbean; not one unreliable soul was answering their phones! Now, feeling more herself, she looked around the room with its Pacific Northwest energy while combing her long fingers through her cropped hairdo that emphasized her exotic features. She placed her hand on Henderson’s chest like it was the most natural thing she ever did, and she could hear the chatter, but like years ago, Tamara was unfazed.

While Henderson made polite small talk with a “fan,” she searched the dining room for any familiar faces—clients, for one—and detected this woman sitting at a table with a man across the romantically lit room, staring at her. What is she gawking at? Henderson leaned toward her and said into her ear he needed to take a call. Tamara nodded with understanding. She smiled broadly to the woman who was very interested in what was going on between her and the married ballplayer. When the woman across the room clumsily reached for her menu putting on like she was not remotely intrigued, Tamara laughed. But curiosity could leave one spellbound: the woman who sat across the room could not keep her eyes away from the bar. For a split-second, Tamara wondered if she had some Henderson Payne history. But then she thought better of it because the woman, while attractive, was not his type. Tamara bent forward—her naturally full breasts nearly exposed from the skimpy halter top—and blew the nosy woman a deliberately seductive kiss.

“Oh, my Goddess,” Sicily reacted.

Nonchalant, Rawn glanced Sicily’s way. “What?”

“I…nothing.” She looked down at the menu and pretended to be looking at it because Sicily needed something to distract her. “Haven’t you decided? I’m starved.”

“The catfish cakes should be here soon,” said Rawn.

Yet Sicily could not stop looking over at the bar.

Rawn grew curious. Sicily was preoccupied by whatever was taking place behind him, so he looked over his shoulder. Searching the room, he caught sight of Henderson Payne at the bar. No sooner, Rawn’s eyes fell on the beautiful and seductive woman seated beside him.



CHAPTER THREE

It was a crisp summer morning when Rawn strolled along Street One and spotted the white woman he saw at Café Neuf a few days ago. Her vivid eyes were concealed by fashion-statement sunglasses. Despite her being dressed casually in a pair of faded red Converse sneakers, capri-style leggings, and a sleeveless sweater in bright watermelon that clung to her lithe silhouette, it did not play down the polished look that caught his eye at the bakery-café. She walked hurriedly, and only a few feet in front of Rawn. Because the island was secluded and attracted high-profile types, the mysterious woman from Café Neuf could easily be mistaken for a celebrity on holiday attempting to be incognito.

She turned on Heather Avenue, and Rawn, unbeknownst to his own curiosity, turned onto to that street too. It was that very day his life took a detour, and dramatically adjusted the direction of his fate. He lost her in the crowd of tourists and locals. His interest intensifying, Rawn poked his head through a few of the shops nearest to the corners of Heather and Street One, but the intriguing woman from Café Neuf had vanished like a solitary cloud. He walked into Starbucks, but the coffee bar was oddly empty with the exception of customers at the counter and at the pick-up order bar. Several doors down was Barney’s, a sports bar which was crowded and very loud on any given night. Rawn did not anticipate her being in the bar. When he walked in and headed toward the back by the pool tables with the pretense he was going to use one of the public telephones, he caught sight of her sitting in a booth. The woman sat with a tanned man with good looks and wearing workout clothing.

Rawn feigned using one of the pay telephones for several minutes, listening to a phantom on the other end. He had an excellent view of their table. The couple ordered another round of imported beer. Rawn liked how the woman from Café Neuf handled her beer and drank it from the bottle rather than from a glass. It took nothing away from her charismatic femininity. From his point-of-view the couple’s conversation bordered on passionate. More like two people with strong opinions on the topic of say, politics. At last, Rawn saw two men leave a table on the opposite side of the room. Eagerly he claimed it, and told the waitress when she came to clean it off, he would take a Corona. Not long after he sat and was served his beer, the couple finished their drinks. The man with good looks and a dark tan left loose bills on the table and they laughed with a rush of excitement while leaving the bar. Rawn nursed his Corona for ten minutes, paid his check and left Barney’s.

It had turned very cloudy, and the intensity of the sky made the island look dark and somber while he sat in the sports bar. On his way home he stopped at G Street Wok for Chinese, a noisy, disorganized and always busy take-away. It was the third time that week he had stopped off for something to eat. Earlier, he was thinking how ridiculous his routine had become: dateless nights, going to bed alone, and eating take-away meals from a carton or that he pulled from a paper or plastic bag. Sometimes leftovers he heated up in the microwave.
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