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Phantom Love

He showed up at church that Sunday and no one had ever seen him before. He shook hands and hugged the pastor. It looked like they were long lost friends. 

But he sat in last row in the back pew, in the furthest corner as if he wanted to be away from everyone. 

The church had consisted of mostly old white ladies who always made it a point to sit in front. And woe to the person who tried to sit in “their seats.” Pastor Tom Keeling was a good enough guy but  had no interest in marketing his church to the rest of the world. He was a round shouldered little man with small hands and a huge, wrinkled forehead. The forehead of a man who has spent his entire life worrying. His eyes were a dull green beneath bushy eyebrows. Early life battles with alcohol had crimsoned the tip of his large nose. He had primarily served families from the nearby military base. But with the cutbacks, the church had a dwindling membership and the pews were usually half full on Sundays. 
So initially I thought that the man elected to sit by himself because there really wasn't anyone in his age bracket. He was a “tweener”, too young to hang out with the elderly and too old to hang out with us hipsters. 
He sported a military buzz cut so initially I had him pegged as a serviceman. A few specks of gray dotted the sides. Impeccably dressed, he wore khaki slacks which fit tightly around his hips and a button-down blue shirt which could not conceal the rippling muscles of his chest and arms. I was a sucker for a man with a v-shaped torso, no matter what the age. 
I made eye contact with him once. I smiled and looked away. I wondered if he returned my smile. 
In the weeks that followed, he would come into church a half-hour before the service started. He would greet the pastor and his wife for a brief minute then sit down. 

He would always have his head down in either his Bible or the church program. His Bible looked tattered, with holes on the cover and worn pages which had been color-tabbed. 

I tried to figure out what car he drove, if only to get some kind of read into who he was because there wasn't much else to go on. 

He seemed to appear out of nowhere. Tall and lean, he was a shade over six feet and probably weighed one hundred eighty pounds of twisted steel and sex appeal.   

But it wasn't just his appearance that I found enticing. It was a vibe and a mood that I got from him. The way he moved and walked. One time he walked past me as I stood by the exit and his soft-soled shoes never made a sound. 

Then I would try to look to see where he was going and he would disappear, like a phantom. 

The girls that I hung with in the congregation were all intrigued by him.  Megan, of course, was the first to chime in.

“He's a serial killer,” she said “You can tell by the look in his eyes. Does anyone have Dexter's phone number?”

“I wish I had Dexter's phone number,” Tami said. “And his.”

“So what's his name?” I asked. 

“We call him the Phantom,” Megan said. “Because he just appears and then disappears.”

“I heard the old ladies talking about him,” Rebecca said. “They think he is a serial killer also. He has his ax buried in the back of the church. But I told them he was actually a Russian spy waiting for the return of the Cold War. That's why he never talks. He doesn't want his accent to give away his identity.”
“Well, Russian spies are trained to speak English, duh.” Megan said. Always the condescending sort. 
“I think he is a mobster,” Tami said in all seriousness. “I mean he looks Italian. And I was watching the Discovery channel and they were talking about how they hide different gangsters in different areas when they turn state's evidence. Who knows, your next door neighbor may have been a real life Tony Soprano.”

“Has anyone actually talked to him?” I asked. “I mean this is supposed to be a church. Not a gossip choir.”

“Who's kidding who?” Megan said. “We're a gossip choir disguised as a church. 

“I dare you to go talk to him,” Tami said to me. 

“Why me?”

“Because I see the way you look at him,” she said. 

“No way,” Megan said. “Our little Abby here is way too shy. Besides, do you see his designer clothes? And shoes? He is out of all of our leagues. I think he is some sort of high-flying businessman.”

I looked across the church aisle and spotted the “boys” in church. A group of guys who do the same thing us girls do, gossip about other people in the pew. 

Dale towered above everyone in the church. At six-foot four, he had the build of an NFL lineman. He always had a smirk on his face and said very little unless it was to intimidate. His wife, however, was the opposite. A petite blonde named Tawny she had the sweetest voice and disposition. She always wore low cut blouses and was quite pretty. 

Whenever Dale thought or imagined some other man looking at Tawny he would give the man the evil stare down. If the man didn't stop, he would take it a step further and intimidate the invariably smaller man. 

“Why are you looking at my wife?” he would ask. 

This question would be addressed to anyone who even glanced at his wife. It was usually met with a startled apology to the large Dale. 

“Keep your eyes to yourself,” he would threaten, then crack his knuckles. 
He claimed to be a Navy SEAL but no one ever verified the veracity of the claim. Everyone gave him total respect because of the size, however, and all of the male congregants looked up to him for his macho credentials, whether it be real or imagined. 
But the younger members of the congregation had been impressed with the Phantom. His good looks and the way he carried himself were things to be admired. They got the impression that he was everything Dale wasn't. 
One of the teens in the youth group claimed that the Phantom was in his Brazilian jiu jitsu class and could choke out anyone. 

“He's awesome,” Taylor said. “He'd take a Navy Seal in a minute.”
“Horse shit,” Dale said, interjecting himself in the conversation. 
Taylor, a bit of a young weasel, could not miss an opportunity. “I've been meaning to tell you this, Dale. And really don't know how to say it. But he's been eyeballing your wife.”

“What?”

“Checks out her ass whenever she steps in front of him. Then he licks his lips. I seen him.”

“The fuck?”
Dale's face turned red. He walked over to the Phantom who had already seated himself in the furthest corner of the pew. 
“Saw you looking at my wife,” Dale said. 

The Phantom looked up without saying a word. Then he gripped his Bible. 

“I don't know who your wife is,” the Phantom said. 

“The blonde chick. Front row. Wearing the pink top.”

The Phantom looked over and checked out Tawny. “Ah,” he said. “No, never seen her before.”
“Keep your fucking eyes off of her,” Dale threatened. 
“She's not my type,” he said. “Because she's married to a pre-op transvestite.”

“The fuck you say!” Dale grabbed the Phantom's shirt and picked him up. 

“Dale!” Tawny screamed as she noticed the fracas. 

The Phantom slammed his Bible into Dale's throat breaking his grip. Then he slammed the Good Book against the side of his head. 

Dale's knees wobbled. He was not making any threats anymore, just a high-pitched wail. 

“Stop!” Tawny yelled. 
The Phantom then opened his Bible to the middle and slammed it against Dale's face. The big man pitched backward with the open Bible remaining on his face, as if he fell asleep reading. 
Pastor Tom ran to intervene. 
“What is going on?” he said, his voice panicked. 

“He started a fight with me. I finished it.”

“But what-”

“Said I was looking at his wife.”

Pastor Tom just shook his head as if he had heard the story before. Tawny tried to lift her meat head husband off of the ground. Pastor Tom assisted. 

“Do you need an ambulance?” Pastor Tom asked.

Dale shook his head dumbly.

“Good,” Pastor Tom said as he escorted them to the entrance. “Third time this has happened. Don't come back. Either of you.”

“He was looking at my wife!” Dale said. 

“Dale, I have never seen anyone with more of a personality problem than you,” Pastor Tom spoke in a hushed tone. “You come here every damn week and accuse other men of staring at your wife. Trust me. No one is that beautiful! Not even your wife. So get over yourselves. And please don't come back!”

Pastor Tom slammed the door shut and smiled at the congregants who looked on shock. 

“Are we all ready to sing some hymns!” 

He motioned for the choir to begin. 

The Phantom picked up his Bible off of the floor and brushed it off as if it were something precious. Pastor Tom patted him on the back, whispered something in his ear and then the Phantom chuckled to himself as he sat back down.

“Kinda brings new meaning to the phrase 'Bible Thumper', doesn't it?” I said to the gaggle of girls. 

“He can thump me anytime,” Megan said. 
.................................................
I finally met the Bible Thumper officially at the Wednesday night service. It was one of those nights were I was deciding on whether or not I should go. I had had a crappy week at work and it was raining hard. Kinda reflected my mood and I thought I should just stay in.

“Perfect timing,” I thought as I stepped out of my red Honda Accord. “Forgot my umbrella and will look like a shipwreck victim by the time I get to the door.

Then a shadow came over me and the rain no longer pelted my hair. And I should say that I smelled him before I saw him. A designer fragrance that I never smelled before but made me want to just drink it in. 

When I realized it was the Phantom holding his umbrella over me, my heart began to race. 

“We finally got some rain,” he said as he walked me to the church entrance. He held the door open for me but didn't follow me in. 

I was stunned into silence. Did I even say thank you?

I looked back and he was gone, staying true to his nickname. Guess he wasn't into the Wednesday services. 

I sat in the service and had more of a maudlin, self-pitying experience. 

My life was a study in inertia. Here I was, Abigail “Abby” Clement.  Twenty eight years old. A registered nurse who hated the people I worked with and served. I mean I hated that shit. 

And I had no boyfriend or even a prospect of one to give me some light at the end of the tunnel. 
I wanted to make a difference or at least I thought I did. That is what we are supposed to say, right? I grew up in the church and went on missionary trips and helped poor kids in Ghana and Mexico. Kids who had lives of sheer poverty that made me cry. And also made me feel damn guilty when I thought about all of the trivial things I complain about. I liked Mexico the best. One time we helped build a house and one of the Mexican girls took me aside and cooked me a plate of rice and beans. She talked about her mom and her boyfriend and her little girl. She said I looked like her sister who died of cancer two years ago. I was amazed at how she put a good face on tragedy and how quick she was to smile. 
Flash forward ten years later and the work in the emergency room in Oakland is more than enough for me. Serving the community in the inner city made me jaded. I really wanted to care about the people I served but they made it awfully hard when they called me a “white bitch”, “white hoe” and my favorite was “you ain't nothin' but a white woman.”

I know it was supposed to hurt me but it only made me roll my eyes. 

But I knew I was on the wrong track, if you will. I looked at the nurses that were senior than me in department, both in age and on the job experience. They were almost all overweight, divorced or in unhappy marriages, and had low-level to extreme depression. 

That was the road I was on. And I didn't know how to make an exit.

Boyfriend?

Ah, well, his name is Chad. We met at church and he dumped me about a month ago 

“I just want something else out of life,” he whined.

“What do you mean?” take a chair and sitting with him at Whiner's Diner.

“I don't know. You and I just aren't clicking. We do the same things over and over. Talk to the
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