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			One

			way of the transgressor

			“What’s your goddamn name?”

			I stared at the huge man who wore the preacher’s collar. He’d been crippled by paid-for violence, dragged downstairs, and tossed onto the marble floor. His arrogant face and body bruised by the brass knuckles that were at my side. He was a big man, much bigger than I. He looked like John Coffey, from The Green Mile, in a $3,000 suit and gators.

			“Who are you? Why are you doing this? What’s your goddamn name?”

			I yawned, exhausted from traveling. I told him, “I don’t have a name.”

			“What do you mean, you don’t have a name?”

			I had rented a hotel room near Oakland University. Oakland University was in Rochester, Michigan. Not Oakland, California. This Oakland wasn’t black. The winters in Michigan were not to be played with. I had on a serious coat, one big enough to shelter my weapons.

			From the hotel, I had traveled a few miles away, was creating terror at midnight in the Bloomfield Villas subdivision. On Oak Avenue in Birmingham, Michigan. A sweet $2 million home. Four-sided brick. Four bedrooms. Three full baths. A half bath on the main floor.

			We were in the basement. A finished basement that was laid to the bone. Marble. Golden fixtures. Game room. Full gym. Bar. Bathroom. Jacuzzi. Kid’s playroom. Wine room.

			I had disabled his alarm system in less than ten seconds. People bought million-dollar homes and never had the phone company move the D-Mark box inside their cribs. If they didn’t have backup power, all it took was a pair of dime-store wire cutters to slice the phone lines and shut down the alarm system. I already knew what kind of system had been installed before I crept around back and cut a single wire. I had information on the floor plans for the house, had studied its layout before I compromised his mansion. I had sat in the dark, just another shadow, waiting for the reverend to come home. Church had run longer than I had expected.

			He shouted, “What political organization are you representing?”

			“It’s freezing down here. I hate the cold.”

			“In God’s name who are you?”

			“Is this marble floor heated? Has to be. Marble gets damn cold.”

			“Who. Are. You?”

			His voice echoed, but no one could hear him scream.

			Pictures of the reverend and his family were on the walls. Photos of people who could be his parents and in-laws, political figures and church members, were in every nook and cranny. High-end art from Europe, sculptures from many parts of Africa, Ralph Lauren paint on every wall, the place was decorated to the bone. On the back wall was the largest high-def television I had ever seen. Had to be one hundred inches wide. Had to have been imported straight from Japan. Picture so clear it seemed like I should be able to get up and walk right into the screen.

			It was so clear I should’ve been able to leave this world and leap into a better life.

			There were gold-trimmed stairs. He had spent the congregation’s money well.

			I tugged at my leather gloves, said, “I’m watching the news. Do you mind?”

			My cellular was in my hand. I took a picture of the injured man, sent it to the person who was responsible for this job. The phone on this end was a clone, stolen and untraceable, just like the one on the other end, both to be disposed of when the evening came to its premeditated conclusion. I looked out the window again, stared at the freezing tundra. The weather was in the low twenties, was going to hit zero before long. My breath fogged in front of me.

			Reverend raised his pain-filled voice and asked, “How much are they paying you?”

			I looked at him.

			“I’ll pay you one hundred thousand to reverse this shit and . . . and . . .”

			“Do unto others.”

			He growled, “An eye for an eye.”

			“In the name of the Lord.”

			“I’m offering you one hundred thousand dollars.”

			Religion had vacated his tone, replaced by vulgarity and desperation.

			I said, “Let me think about it.”

			I went back to watching Local 4 News.

			There were accidents on Stephenson Highway, Thirteen Mile Road, and on the connector ramp to the Lodge Freeway. Weather was getting so bad that all of the public schools were being closed. New Haven Marquette Elementary, Monnier Elementary, many more.

			I said, “I didn’t know there was a Beverly Hills, Birmingham, and Berkley in Michigan.”

			After talking about layoffs at the Big 3 automotive businesses that dominated the Detroit economy, they talked about more layoffs at Lear and Johnson Controls.

			I shook my head. “Economy is fucked up here. Didn’t know it was that bad.”

			Then they reported on a rap war. Two rappers had gone at it Tupac and Biggie style. One called himself Sledgehammer. The other called himself the Big Bad Wolf. They both made cuts dissing each other. And fighting each other. Fights between their crews had just broken out at a radio station up in New York. A few people were shot, more than a few had been hurt.

			The reverend struggled to breathe. “Are you . . . planning . . . to kill me?”

			“Will you please shut up?”

			He shouted, “If this is a robbery, get to robbing and get the hell out of my home.”

			“What part of shut up don’t you understand?”

			“I have a family.” He was crying. “A beautiful wife. A daughter. A little boy.”

			I forgot about the news and looked at him. His right eye was swollen, the size of a baseball. His left eye wasn’t too much smaller.

			“There isn’t any money here at the house, I swear, but let me ring my wife. She will pay whatever you ask, without question, without reporting the incident. Let me talk to my children. I want you to hear their voices. Hear the love. You have a heart, don’t you? You have children?”

			He spat on the floor. Blood and saliva. Marked the floor with his DNA.

			I looked at my watch.

			Reverend sounded like he was in the pulpit, fire and brimstone in his voice, as if he were in charge. “I have two. Two wonderful children. Both attend Christian schools.”

			Confirmation was due five minutes ago.

			Palms sweating. Listening for sirens. That had left me more than nervous.

			“Greater Life Academy. A Christian school. Children must attend schools that are not afraid to acknowledge Jesus and give praise to the Lord. Do you believe in the Lord? My daughter is six. My son is four. Straight-A students.”

			“Hallelujah, Reverend. Now shut the fuck up.”

			He closed his eyes, prayed.

			Back to the news. The mayor’s recent State of the City address was being talked about, debated, said the mayor was forthright when he said Detroit was in serious trouble, refused to let Motown die on his watch, pundits saying the city was already dead and needed to be funeralized.

			“Reverend . . . is that you and a group of protestors standing behind the mayor?”

			“Is that what this is about?”

			“With the religious power you have, you could get a political stronghold on Detroit.”

			“Is that what this is about? My announcement that I was considering running for mayor?”

			“Wow. Look at that close-up of you as the mayor is speaking. Man, you look pissed off.”

			“Because we disagree with all the mayor has done. Under his rule, Detroit has been run into the ground. I’d rather live in Ninth Ward of New Orleans than watch my Detroit fall apart.”

			“Ninth Ward. Cutthroat City. Where you were born.”

			“I was born . . . in the Mighty 9. Came to Detroit when I was a boy.”

			“Now you’re going up against the mayor of Motown.”

			“Did he send you to do this?”

			“You sure publicly disagreeing with the sitting mayor was the right thing to do?”

			“That overrated, pimp-suit-wearing son of a . . . does he have something to do with this?”

			“He sort of reminds me of Suge Knight. Whatever happened to Suge?”

			“Is the mayor behind this? Is this about the church protesting and demanding the mayor to step down so we can once again make Detroit the great city it once was? Watch us. We will put the motor back in the Motor City. We will be mo’ better than when we were Motown.”

			“Running for mayor. Didn’t know you were that famous.”

			“I am a man of God. I have been a pillar of the community for three decades.”

			“Big church?”

			“Twenty thousand members and growing. My message is broadcast around the world.”

			“I don’t know you.”

			“They know me from Seattle to South Africa. So you may want to reconsider.”

			“Hot damn. You’re famous. International. Maybe I should get your autograph.”

			“Please, let me go.”

			There were enough pictures of him and politicians to display his lust for power. His photos told me he was a man who had to be in control. Now he had no control.

			His joy was in controlling the sheep of this city.

			One sheep had stepped away from his flock, refused to bow down to his power.

			My eyes wandered the room again. The reverend had a lot. Seeing his wordly possessions reminded me that I’d been robbed of all I owned. Robbed by Thelma. I thought about Thelma. Thought about the last time I saw her. I thought about all she had taken from me. I should’ve put a bullet in her heart and killed my anger.

			My eyes went to the pictures of the reverend’s family. Images of his children and his wife all over the place. So much love in the picture between him and his wife. That forever love.

			Sometimes I wanted that. What I saw in those pictures, I wanted that shit for myself.

			I said, “I caught feelings for this woman a long time ago.”

			The reverend grunted. “What you say?”

			“Was talking, telling you about this girl. Met her at a pool hall in California. I was about an hour outside of Los Angeles, in North Hollywood. The old man they called Big Slim ran this hot spot. A bona fide thieves’ paradise. A simple girl, she was. At least she was back then. Beautiful, exotic girl dressed in Salvation Army clothes. But the part of her I found so beautiful, nobody could see. She didn’t see it herself. I saw beyond her daddy issues, the issues she had with her mother, saw beyond the sibling rivalry she had, saw beyond all of that shit in her life.”

			“What’s your problem, son?” Reverend coughed, spat up blood. “Speak your mind.”

			“Arizona.”

			“It happened in Arizona.”

			“No. That’s her name. Arizona.”

			“Speak your mind, son.”

			“Sure you want to hear this?”

			He grunted, struggled to breathe. “Speak your mind.”

			“She was seeing somebody else. Flimflam man. A high roller. But I put my bid in. She laughed in my face, told me that if I wanted to be with her, I needed a million dollars in the bank.”

			He released more pain.

			I whispered, “A million dollars.”

			“So that is what motivates you. Your love for a woman.”

			“My hate for one woman fuels my anger while my love for another fuels my purpose.”

			“Hate is cancer of the soul. Tell me about the one you hate.”

			“I don’t want to talk about that whore.”

			“A man should not speak of a woman with such venom.”

			“No, Reverend. Whore is accurate. She’s a woman of the night. She’s a whore.”

			“Like Mary Magdalene.”

			“The one I like, I’ve been trying to get a million dollars in the bank ever since I met her.”

			“The one you hate is a whore.”

			“Yeah.”

			“The one you love, she hung out in a den of thieves and wrongdoers.”

			“She’s a thief.” I nodded. “Runs scams. An artful dodger. Bona fide flimflam woman.”

			“A thief and a whore. Criminals and the unrighteous. Transgressors. Like you.”

			“I don’t scam or steal. I’ve been stolen from. But I never steal. Never been a righteous man, not like you. Guess you could say criminals always end up being drawn together.”

			His pain was getting the best of him. Sweat dripping from his skin like rain.

			Then my cellular phone vibrated. It was a text message. I flipped the phone open and finally saw a three-word message. Funds transferred, proceed. Followed by a smiley face.

			I told him, “Time for us to raise up out of here.”

			“Where are you taking me?”

			“Cold as hell outside.”

			“Can I please get my coat?”

			“Afraid not.”

			“I need to take my Bible. A man of God must always travel with His word near his heart.”

			“Sure.” I took a deep breath, both tired and irritated. “Get your Bible.”

			He loosened his collar and limped his gigantic frame across the room, went to the wall filled with leatherbound books, and with his injured hands struggled to pull out a worn Bible.

			It was a beautiful red Bible with golden letters across the front.

			He said, “This was my first Bible. My first. It was Father’s first Bible. He was a minister. He owned it before me. And this Bible, it is to be my son’s first Bible. Hallelujah, glory to Gawd.”

			He held his Bible to his chest like it was his salvation. Or his bulletproof vest.

			Again, in a shaky voice, he said, “Who are you?”

			“I don’t have a name.”

			“You have to have a name.”

			“Why?”

			“So people know who to be afraid of.” He laughed a pained laugh. “How are people going to know who to be afraid of? You can’t be afraid of someone who doesn’t have a name.”

			“I don’t need a name.”

			“What if Jesus didn’t have a name? What if Satan didn’t have a name? Good or evil, everyone must have a name. We name what we praise, we name what we fear.”

			The Bible he held, though his hands were wounded; at least two fingers were broken.

			He said, “The wrong you’re doing . . . stop doing evil while you can. Stop because one day somebody will come for you. One day what you do to other people, that will be done to you.”

			His righteous words slowed me down, sent a chill through my frame.

			I said, “Hopefully you and my employer can work this out for the best.”

			“Two hundred thousand. I’ll get you two hundred thousand in thirty minutes.”

			“Both of you care about the future of Detroit.”

			“The mayor. It’s that self-righteous, arrogant motherfucka. I knew it.”

			“Let’s go.”

			“I’ll get you three hundred thousand to kill that son of a bitch.”

			“You have that kinda cash on hand?”

			“Not here. At my church. In the safe. No one has access to the safe.”

			“No one?”

			“There is only one person I trust.”

			“Don’t tell me God has the combo to your safe?”

			“I mean here on earth. Only one person on earth I trust.”

			“Who?”

			“Do we have a deal?”

			I almost smiled. Three hundred thousand would put me much closer to my goal.

			I shook my head. “Sorry. I never double-cross my clients.”

			He asked, “And you’re going to kill me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Because some people deserve to die.”

			A rush of fear and desperation bloomed in the reverend’s face. He began praying. With those damaged fingers he fumbled with the Bible. Struggled to open the damn thing.

			The pain in his hands was too great. But he never stopped praying.

			He dropped the Bible and it popped open. God’s words had been hollowed out and replaced with a snub-nose .38. That four-inch barrel leapt out, hit the marble floor hard, slid ten inches in my favor. His swollen eyes met mine, panic came out of his body on the winds of the loudest scream I’d ever heard. I raced for his .38 like I was racing to stop my own death.

			He tackled me like he was a Pro Bowler, lifted me up quick and fast, ran with me, knocked over North African sculptures; the sheep became a raging bull as he slammed me into the one-hundred-inch television against the wall. I swung at his head, connected a few times, but it did no damage, not enough to take him down. He slammed me into the wall again and again.

			I gritted my teeth, grunted with each blow. One final slam and I screamed.

			Pain consumed me like fire and I went limp, almost blacked out.

			He was winded, out of shape, and had to let me go.

			I went down fast and hard. So did he.

			He collapsed and lay there praying and breathing hard. I lay there rolling in pain.

			Reverend made it to his feet first, staggered away from me, limped toward the .38.

			“Satan will not defeat me. Not in my home. Not in the Lord’s house.”

			He picked the gun up, frantic, grunting, his swollen fingers getting the best of him.

			“Son of a bitch. The mayor . . . I’ll kill every motherfucking devil he sends my way.”

			He wasn’t the reverend anymore. He was a pissed-off gangster born in New Orleans.

			He grunted and with his aching fingers raised the .38, pointed it at my head.

			I was staring at the long barrel of death.

			Time slowed down.

			By sunrise, the reverend would be a hero. Attacked in his home by an assassin. Then killing the assassin. God was on his side. He’d be a statewide hero by noon. His congregation would be with him on the evening news. CNN would call. Larry King would want to chat with him. USA Today would cover this, a picture of the reverend on the cover, followed by a photo of the reverend and his family on page two. He would become the next mayor of Detroit.

			All from my death.

			There were three explosions.

			The first bullet whizzed by my head and hit the wall.

			The second bullet would’ve been in my left eye, had I still been there.

			I scampered across the frozen marble, rolled, and yelled out my own fear, came up one knee, crouched, now a smaller target. Sweat in my eyes, pain in my lower back, I had come up facing my enemy, my hand reaching underneath my coat, pulling my .22 from its holster.

			I was trapped against the wall, broken television behind me, death in front of me.

			It was a .38 against a .22.

			The third explosion came from my gun.

			I had aimed at his chest, but my pain lowered my gun and my shot was way off, the bullet hitting his right leg. He screamed, staggered, went down on one knee.

			He wasn’t running. They always ran. He was coming after me. Minister by trade, soldier at heart. He’d become the wounded animal going after his hunter.

			His next shot hit the marble floor near my feet. The next hit the shattered television behind me.

			If I hadn’t beaten him down, if his hands weren’t broken, I’d be dead right now.

			There were two more explosions. Both came from the .22 I was holding.

			One tore into his left arm, that brand-new pain slowing him down.

			The second ripped opened a tiny hole in the front of the reverend’s head.

			There was another explosion, one last echo. The final sound from the battle. His gun fired at the ground, the bullet ricocheting off the marble and shattering glass.

			The gun fell from his swollen hand; the reverend slumped into his death. He lay there like a big rag doll, his body in a pool of blood, part of his brain decorating the wall behind him.

			I swallowed. Trembled. Looked down at the gun in my hand.

			For a moment I was seven years old. There was no joy in killing, not for me. The nauseous feeling that came after I did a job told me there was no joy at all.

			I used the camera phone, took a photo, sent that image to the other side of the country.

			I was still trembling.

			First I was as cold as a Siberian wasteland. Cold and detached, like a whore with her john. It was as if I were watching someone else do horrible things. Then I realized I was drenched, face damp. Sweat glands were pumping hard. Chest rising and falling.

			My cellular rang.

			Sweat in my eye, I pulled myself together and answered, “Talk to me.”

			“Is he . . . the reverend . . . did you . . .”

			I panted. “You get the picture I sent you?”

			“Yes.”

			I got my breath and firmed my tone. “Then don’t ask stupid questions.”

			Another chill hit me. Like Death was in the room collecting souls, passing through me, its icy fingers grabbing at my insides, knowing it wasn’t my time, but warning me nevertheless.

			I asked, “Where are you?”

			“My suite. Mayflower Hotel. Downtown Seattle.”

			“Why are you in Seattle?”

			“I’m . . . I’m . . . uh . . . T. D. Jakes conference.”

			“Pull yourself together. You’re at a conference. Doing what?”

			“Hosting events for the preachers’ wives, giving seminars on family values.”

			“Lots of people have seen you.”

			“Thousands. Was onstage at the convention center all day.”

			“Washington State Convention and Trade Center.”

			Her voice trembled. “Yes.”

			“Good. You have your alibi.”

			“My husband . . . the reverend . . . he’s due here tomorrow.”

			“He won’t make it.”

			“So it’s . . . it’s really . . . it’s done.”

			“Where are your kids?”

			“Sleeping. Different part of the suite.”

			“You’re alone.”

			“I’ve sequestered myself from the others in anticipation of this moment.”

			“You sound drunk.”

			“Had to . . . Yes, I’ve had a few drinks.”

			“Sober up. Go take care of your kids. This time tomorrow they’ll know they don’t have a daddy. Get yourself some rest. And you’ll have to face the media and plan a funeral.”

			“Detroit can bury that cheating bastard in a cardboard box for all I care.”

			“Either way, you have to tell your kids their daddy is gone.”

			“He was fucking the babysitter. Cliché, but true. The babysitter was a live-in. That black bitch was living under my roof. I went to Puerto Rico to visit my family. She took me to the airport. Was all up in my face smiling. I was gone for two weeks. Had taken the kids with me, but had forgotten to turn off the hidden camera. It recorded two weeks of . . . of . . . them fornicating.”

			She sobbed smooth and easy, made anguish sound beautiful. Soft music was playing in the background. Yolanda Adams. Hadn’t heard her spiritual ambiance until that moment.

			“In my own house. They did it in my house. Disrespected me right under my nose.”

			I held the phone, staring at their wonderful photos. He was dressed in an expensive suit, like he was the Donald Trump of Christianity. She was his stunning wife. Power and Beauty.

			Then I looked down at that hollowed Bible, looked at the reverend’s smoking gun.

			Anger rose up inside me.

			I said, “He said there is three hundred thousand in the safe at church.”

			She paused. “What else did he tell you?”

			“That you have the combination.”

			“I see.”

			“There’s probably more undeclared tithe money sitting around.”

			“Okay. So there is a little money in the safe. Big deal.”

			“I want twenty percent of the three hundred thousand.”

			“What? Twenty percent of . . . you’ve already been paid.”

			“The loaded gun tucked inside the red Bible, you failed to get me that information.”

			She didn’t say anything. Her breathing betrayed her true knowledge.

			I said, “Think of it as a sixty-thousand-dollar penalty. Or think of it as sixty thousand reasons for me to not catch a red-eye to Seattle. Think what you want. Just wire it to me.”

			“If I refuse to wire it to you?”

			I paused, then whispered, “Marriott.”

			That one word halted her.

			I said, “You’re not staying at the Mayflower. You’re at the Marriott Waterfront.”

			That deflated her arrogance.

			I said, “Who do you think sent that basket of fruit to the presidential suite?”

			She made a sound that radiated her fear.

			“Send my money. Or I will find you, Mrs. Reverend.”

			I closed the phone, stepped over the reverend, went inside a small room hidden off to the side, one that housed the central vacuum system. It also housed systems for DSL, the phone lines, the DVR, the system for the home surveillance. I took the brains of the system, took the recording of me walking up to this property, and got ready to head out into the freezing night air.

			Again I trembled, battled another wave of nausea, then pulled it together.

			If I had listened closer, I might’ve heard the sound of a terrified vixen making calls, then the sound of $60,000 being transferred to a numbered account in a faraway land.

			I opened all the windows. The frigid air would throw off his time of death.

			At the basement door, breath fogging out of my mouth, I wrapped my scarf around my neck, pulled my beanie down over my head, and prepared to ride through an area that reminded me of South Park and the Dilworth District; big-money areas in North Carolina that had plantation homes situated at least a quarter mile from the streets. North Carolina. Where I was born.

			I looked back.

			Over the years I’d learned that the most common reason for murder for hire was in relation to the dissolution of an intimate relationship. Especially when a lot of money was involved. If he had three hundred thousand in a safe, I’d love to see his bank account.

			Now Mrs. Reverend would be doing the breaststroke in a pool filled with Benjamins.

			The red Bible rested at her deceased husband’s side. My eyes went to the cover.

			In golden letters, a name stared up me.

			Through my pain I whispered, “Gideon.”

			I killed the lights, limped across the garden, each uneven step crunching frozen grass.

			The reverend was right. Every man needed a name.

			People needed to know who to praise.

			Or who to fear.

			Gideon.

			My name would be Gideon.
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			Two

			the damned don’t cry

			She wore black.

			The hue of grief and mourning.

			The color of a new death.

			Tears ran from behind her dark shades. She’d taken them off right after she got into her seat, while the rest of the plane was trying to get settled. She sobbed as the plane took off, the expression on her face revealing her anxiety. College Park and the Dirty South faded behind us. Tissue to her face, she shook her head like it was too late to change her mind, wiped away so many tears. More appeared. The redness of her eyes was as strong as the heat of the sun.

			The woman dressed in Prada and Rolex was drying one tear at a time.

			The black dress she wore. Reminded me of Audrey Hepburn. Breakfast at Tiffany’s. She didn’t remind me of Audrey Hepburn. Just the dress. It had class.

			I’d seen her crying at the gate, looking like she was about to have a breakdown, then we boarded the British Airways aircraft with the rest of the world travelers. I hoped she wouldn’t bounce her leg and cry the entire eight hours we would be on this flight, hoped she wouldn’t sob and blow her nose all the way to London. She put her shades back on, hiding from the world.

			I had my own problems. I’d made a bad move in Tampa and almost lost my life. Hadn’t been that careless since the reverend in Detroit. That Detroit contract had been years ago.

			My face ached. Would ache for a while. I had taken a BC Powder, the only thing that ever seemed to work for my pains. The swell above my left eye didn’t hurt as much, but my bottom lip still throbbed. My wounds were less than a week old.

			She wept. The woman dressed in death cried like she was at her mother’s funeral.

			She felt my energy, might have caught me peeping at her, and shifted away from me.

			Thick book resting in her lap, she ran her hands through her big Afro, hair with old-school flair and contemporary highlights, hair with two personalities, two moods, and glanced at me. No words, just a quick, almost embarrassed glimpse as she raised her dark shades and dabbed her bloodshot eyes. She took a deep breath, shook her head, took off her high-priced sunglasses, eased them into the seat pocket, made her leg bounce, and fastened her seat belt. She straightened out her clothes, continued manufacturing more tears than she could wipe away.

			My face. My hand. Both hurt bad. I opened and closed my fingers, felt pain in my hand.

			I was glad to be leaving the U.S. Needed to get far away from what I’d done.

			I grunted with my suffering, ached, and the woman dressed in mourning cried.

			As soon as I began to drift and land in a peaceful place, my agony grabbed me, woke me up with a start. My hands became swollen fists, my teeth clenched, until I realized where I was.

			She was looking at me, her mouth wide-open, almost terrified.

			The unknown woman smelled nice, her aisle seat one empty seat away from my window seat, and she was dressed in a black dress that hit right below her knees, her black heels now off, seat reclined, overhead light on. Her toes were pretty. Sexy. She reached into her purse and took out two miniature bottles of pinot, a small plastic cup, filled her cup, and began sipping.

			Bouncing her leg. Sobbing. Shaking her head. Drinking.

			She wiped her eyes again and again, got her crying under control, and picked up her book. I saw the cover. Skin in Darkness, a collection of erotic novellas by Maxim Jakubowski.

			I broke the silence, asked, “Good book?”

			She shrugged. “Better than reading wretched legal documents.”

			“What do you do?”

			“I was an attorney.” She hesitated. “Used to work in law. Not anymore.”

			I repeated, “Not anymore?”

			More tears fell from her eyes, and she turned away.

			Our conversation ended.

			I had all the information I wanted.

			I thought she was British, had assumed that because of her proper demeanor, but she was American. She said attorney, not barrister. She was born outside of the U.S. Her accent told me that. But her accent wasn’t primary, didn’t subdue the few words she had given me. She was born somewhere else and moved to the States. She was married. She was rich.

			Didn’t take much information to create a package.

			She blew her nose. Dried her eyes. Went back to her book, her body angled away from mine. That shapely leg was bouncing, drawing my attention to her flesh. Forcing me to notice.

			Had been a while since I’d been inside a woman. Had been too long.

			She was beautiful. Intelligent voice with a hint of accent, just enough to make her words ring as exotic. Like Arizona. But not like Arizona. The lady next to me cried. Arizona would never shed a tear. Had known Arizona for a criminal’s lifetime and never saw her shed a single tear, not even when she had been slapped in the face by the man she was with when I met her, not when she was betrayed by the man she was seeing, not even when she was betrayed by her own family. We had that in common. The part about being betrayed by people we cared about.

			I put on my headphones, popped in a DVD.

			The crying woman never said a word. She wore a silver cross, one that hung to the swell of her breasts. Her wedding ring was the size of a weapon, large enough to kill any man or slay any conversation of a particular kind. She wiped her eyes, went to the bathroom, came back, her red-rimmed eyes taking her right back to her erotica, her black dress clinging to her like unseen hands made of high-end fabric.

			Drink service came by. I went for the hard stuff. Whiskey. The good stuff. I took my liquor straight up, no chaser. She ordered two more bottles of white wine, sipped on her first glass as soon as it was handed to her, wiping away her tears and falling back into a world that Maxim had fabricated, that strange woman not wanting to be disturbed until her liquor was gone.

			She shifted, moved her leg in an easy, stimulated way. I cleared my throat, my peripheral catching her peeping around, checking to see if anyone was watching her in her literary voyeurism. I was right there with her. As she read, with every page, she was being read.

			I wondered if she was wet. If the folds of her secrets were moist.

			A while later a sensual noise rose in her throat. A sinful and naughty sound. Again she shifted. Another noise. More shifting. She licked her lips. Then, another sex-inspired noise.

			She returned to the real world, looked around, took her headset off, closed her book, disturbed, no doubt stimulated by what she had read, or by the cups of wine, maybe both.

			She finished her second glass of wine, asked, “What movie are you watching?”

			“Sci-fi.” I hit the pause button. “Battlestar Galactica.”

			She swallowed, a deep frown set in her face. “My husband . . . his favorite show.”

			I didn’t know if her abrupt disdain was because of her husband or sci-fi. My bet was the husband. Even the people who disliked sci-fi never rendered a stare of contempt for the genre.

			Still frowning, she went back to her book, returned to sex and fantasy, her silver cross taking refuge in the sweet mystery of her bosom, her wedding ring glittering in the faint overhead light.

			She began working on her third glass of wine. Not as many tears right now. Even in the middle of sorrow she was esculent, in the sensual sense of the word. Nice brown skin. Her voice had been strong, professional, accented with a mild erotic tone. She was streamlined, everything in its place, as if she had gone shopping for T&A and other accessories, shopped all over the world until she’d found the perfect match for everything, then draped it all in the color of death.

			I looked at my hands and expected to see streaks of crimson, but there was no blood, just swollen hands. For a moment I saw the dead bodies scattered in the parking lot. My flesh turned hot. Had to focus to keep from feeling nauseous. Stomach hadn’t felt weak in years.

			My subconscious was playing itself out, fucking with me.

			Mild turbulence shook me away from that memory. As soon as the turbulence eased up, that nauseous feeling ceased. The FASTEN SEAT BELTS sign went off, and one of the flight attendants came down the aisle, looking at passengers, then stopped at my row.

			No way would they send a flight attendant to look for me on a plane.

			But then again, there wouldn’t be a way for me to get off a plane.

			The flight attendant held the seats to stay balanced.

			He said, “We have a bit of a situation.”

			I tensed. But I smiled too.

			The woman in black put her book down, dried her eyes, tensed as well. No smile.

			Flustered, the flight attendant stood over me, his British accent so thick and cockney that I had a hard time understanding what he was trying to explain to me and the woman in black.

			“The flight is full and unfortunately we have to do a tad bit of rearranging.”

			I stared at the attendant, anger and dread in my injured expression.

			He asked, “Is that middle seat taken?”

			The woman in black looked at the vacant seat, we glanced at each other, the first moment we connected, if there was a connection, and we bonded like soldiers in a war, like strangers who had a common enemy, and that enemy wore a blue uniform, white shirt, red tie.

			I said, “Harvey is sitting there.”

			“Harvey?”

			“My rabbit. Don’t tell me you can’t see Harvey.”

			The woman in black didn’t miss a beat, said, “I see him. Hard to miss a six-foot rabbit.”

			The flight attendant was confused, then made a face that said he wasn’t amused.

			“So that seat is available.” The flight attendant shrugged as if our tribulations were no one’s but our own. “Tell your rabbit we have a full flight. We have to make a few adjustments.”

			The male flight attendant hand-signaled. Halfway down the aisle, a female flight attendant acknowledged the gesture; then she waved toward the front of the plane.

			The woman in black cursed. Called the flight attendant a bloody blood clot.

			She was from the islands. Married. Crying. I wondered if she was crying, reading erotica, and on her way to attend a funeral, or if she had just buried someone she loved.

			A moment later another woman was being ushered down the narrow aisle, her supersized and overstuffed backpack and coat being held in front of her.

			“Oh, God.” The woman in black groaned. “Not her.”

			The young woman heading our way. Her easy brown complexion the same hue as sugar in the raw. Dressed in tight jeans. T-shirt cut to expose her stomach, a stomach that had done hundreds of sit-ups. The swell of her breasts made it hard for any man to maintain eye contact. Her T-shirt read MAKE POVERTY HISTORY. But the jeans sent another type of message.

			The girl snapped at the flight attendant, “I don’t see why I have to change seats.”

			She was black American.

			The way those dungarees fit her small waist and rocked her thick thighs was obscene. Tight, low-rise pants that were well below her belly button. Built for both speed and comfort.

			The flight attendant remained proper. “Please, ma’am. The other couple, they have a baby and they were supposed to have those seats assigned to them. They need the seats designated for babies. It’s policy.”

			“Show me that policy in writing.”

			“We apologize for the inconvenience.”

			“Well, you’re going to be apologizing to the NAACP as soon as I land. Wait, is there a NAACP in England? Has to be a NAACP office in Brixton. That’s where the black people at.”

			“You can check, ma’am, upon your arrival. Somehow I doubt if there is one of those.”

			“Well, could you stick me in first class as compensation?”

			“Afraid not, ma’am.”

			“At least hook a sister up with a free drink or something.”

			The flight attendant walked away, left in a hurry, left the angry girl and her pissed-off attitude standing in the aisle. She cursed and flipped the bird. Her headset was around her neck, her iPod on her hip, her music loud, spilling into the aisle, Prince singing about Lolita.

			The angry girl looked at us. “Sorry, but they put me on the back of the bus. No wonder their asses are being investigated for price-fixing. Need to investigate them for seat-fixing too. And they need Jesus. They sent an employee home because she wore a crucifix. Heathens.”

			The woman in black raised her head, did that with reluctance, got up with a sigh.

			The angry girl looked the woman in black in her face, smiled, said, “Hey, it’s you again.”

			The woman in black dabbed her eyes with a napkin, created a smile. “Surprise.”

			“Sorry about this. But they moved three of us because of a baby. You’re stuck with me, I guess. Better me than the three-hundred-pound woman wearing floral spandex. They sent her wobbling the other way. Bet those people are mad as hell right about now. All because of a damn baby.”

			They shuffled around a bit, tried to get by each other.

			“Can you believe what they did to me? First they asked me to move. I said no. Actually, I told his ass hell no. That’s why I booked online and checked the box for a window seat. So I could put my head against the window and sleep. So I wouldn’t have to move to let people out every time they want to get up. Then they kick me to the back of the plane like it’s the back of the damn bus. This is a long flight and people will want to get up. I bought a ticket from Orbitz and I checked the box for a window seat and I had a damn window seat and now I’m being forced to get stuck in a middle seat? Why didn’t they ask some of those white people to move? Why me?”

			The woman in black sighed. Shifted.

			The angry girl went on, “Then that anorexic-looking, pale-ass bitch got all the flight attendants, all of them in my face, trying to encourage me to move back here. Had everybody watching the black girl, trying to see what I was going to do. I wanted to knock that bitch the fuck out.”

			The woman in black sighed again.

			The angry girl asked the woman in black, “How are you feeling now?”

			“Better. Can’t believe I’m on a plane to London.”

			“You’re still crying?”

			“Off and on.”

			The woman in black hurried by our new seatmate and headed toward the long line of people waiting to get into the claustrophobic-size bathroom. Our reluctant seatmate opened and slammed the overhead bins; each time she tiptoed, her tight jeans slipped down below decency. She marched up and down the aisle, complaining, hunting for some place to put her backpack and coat. She stuffed her coat in a bin about ten rows up, struggled to get her backpack in a bin in the same area, not enough room, went down five rows, found another bin, same result, gave up, and dragged her gear back to the seat, bent over, and squeezed her backpack in the little space we had, that move making her low-rise jeans fall even lower, low enough to see she was wearing a blue thong, a lacy number that contradicted the rest of her urban gear, and struggled to stuff her backpack underneath her seat, gave up, let it rest at her feet, her legs on either side of her luggage. Her left leg would be touching mine for the entire flight. She tried to shift, but there was nowhere to shift, no room left, would be even less when the woman in black came back.

			“Hate damn middle seats. Can you believe that shit?”

			The girl sucked her teeth, shook her head, enraged.

			“This sucks. This really sucks. Can’t wait to find the NAACP.”

			She saw me looking at her, saw me shifting, watching her struggle.

			She gave up a stiff smile, her headset still dangling, music loud, Prince still wailing.

			She asked, “Mrs. Jones hanging in there or what?”

			“What?”

			“The lady who is sitting next to you. Mrs. Jones. She was going through it at the airport.”

			“Mrs. Jones . . . a friend of yours?”

			“Nah. Met her when we were in line getting tickets. Had a problem with mine and had to go to the counter. Had an e-ticket but they couldn’t find my damn info. Nothing but drama.”

			“What’s up with her?”

			“Heartbroken. Running away from home.”

			“She’s too old to run away from home.”

			“I’m just repeating what she told me. Heartbroken and running away from home.”

			“That explains all the crying.”

			She took a deep breath. “She told me she hopped on a damn plane and decided she was going to London. She’s never been to England. She just passed by LAX, went inside, broke out her American Express, and bought a ticket. Being traumatized will make you do that. Just snap, break out a platinum card, slap down your passport, hop on a plane, and go as far away from your problems as you can afford to go. Or being in love. Being in love will make you spend your last dime. Will make you borrow money against your future. Love is an investment, you know?”

			“I heard it could be traumatic.”

			“Watch what you say. I’m in love, which is different than being traumatized. Or crazy. I decided this morning to just get up and go see my boyfriend. Well, I didn’t just decide. We were talking and he told me he wished I were there, in London. He’s an actor. I’m an actor too.”

			“Are you?”

			“Or an actress. Some call us actors, some say actress. I don’t care as long as they spell my name right on my check. But things are slow, not working right now. My agent sucks. I do massages on the side. No happy endings. People always ask. Men. And women too. Would you believe women ask other women for happy endings? I guess all the touching, you know, the dark room with candles, the soft music, I guess, you know, people are bound to get aroused.”

			“I guess. Touching does create arousal.”

			“My boyfriend is in London. He’s starring in a play. Rent. You heard of Rent?”

			I shook my head.

			“You haven’t heard of Rent?” She beamed. “It’s a play and a movie.”

			“What’s it about? People struggling . . . to pay their rent?”

			“Nah. It’s like . . . like . . . like Brokeback Mountain and Queer as Folk meets The L Word with the crackhead from Jungle Fever and it’s set in the eighties. I have it on DVD if you want to—”

			“I’ll pass on that one.”

			“Sure? It’s really good. It’s about love and loving unconditionally.”

			“I’ll pass. I’m sure. But if you have something with Clint Eastwood or Wesley Snipes . . .”

			“My boyfriend, he’s so good. From Boston. Never thought I’d fall in love with a black man from Boston. Hell, didn’t know there were any black men in Boston. Besides Bobby Brown. Maybe that’s why he left. Got tired of being the only black man in Boston. Just kidding. Lots of black people in Boston. My honey is straight gangsta. Public-housing baby. From Mattapan, aka Murderpan. Aka Ratattattattapan. You know Boston? I looked it up. Used to be Jewish area, but when black people showed up, white flight like a mofo. He grew up around Blue Hill Avenue. Blue Hill Ave., like the movie. My boo is six-four. Two hundred plus. Bona fide soldier.”

			I shifted, hoped she was done.

			She said, “My boo plays the part of the landlord. A straight part. He’s not a homophobe, but he wouldn’t audition to play a gay role to save his life, not at this point in his career. He said you didn’t see Denzel and Sidney Poitier or James Earl Jones playing no fag, and I’m not talking about a cigarette. No, sir. They played straight men all the way down the line. He wants to be famous and not get typecast, like, like, you know, like other famous actors. Wesley Snipes almost made it, but he played a transvestite and BAM, career went downhill from there. Wonder if he’s going to pay the IRS that twelve million or be on the run like he was in that movie with Tommy Lee Jones.”

			I put my things to the side, let my tray table up, told her to let me out.

			I had to get out of that corner. Was starting to feel claustrophobic like an American soldier during Vietnam, held captive in a small cage, being tortured by the enemy in Vietcong.

			As soon as I was free, she put her headset on, bobbed to Prince.

			The lady in black was hanging out in the back of the airbus, near the bathroom.

			I headed that way.

			Still anxious.

			Still looking for trouble.

			Still swimming in Lake Panic.

			Something told me I was being watched.

			I looked behind me.

			He was wearing a dark gray suit.

			Had bandages on his face.

			And he was coming toward me.
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