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      Preface

    


    

      

    


    

      The Weight of Shadows didn’t start out as a book. It started with one story that came to me out of the blue one morning while I was getting ready for work—

      The Ghost in the Feed

      . Then came 

      Trust Issues

      . After that, 

      The Lens

      .

    


    

      

    


    

      Somewhere along the way, those three stories became a question:

    


    

      What else could I build with this? What else could I explore?

    


    

      

    


    

      Other stories followed. Then came the vignettes. The characters emerged, and their personalities shone through in ways I wasn’t sure I’d be able to put to paper. But it was on me to try. These stories reflect multiple viewpoints of our experience as Black people in this nation—and a few external voices as well, woven in to show contrast, context, or tension.

    


    

      

    


    

      Every piece of this book arrived in fragments. The characters, their families, the scenarios.  It felt like literary Tetris—shuffling pieces around until it all made sense. I followed my own footprints until I found where I was supposed to land.

    


    

      

    


    

      The last two stories I wrote were the first and last in the collection: 

      Ominira’s Wake

       and 

      Unclaimed

      . They became the bookends—both rooted in memory, resistance, and the sacred act of remembering. 

      Never forget

       isn’t just a slogan, it’s a way of life.

    


    

      

    


    

      My hope was for every paragraph to share the same heartbeat and pursue the same goal. I hope I succeeded. And I hope you feel that heartbeat on every page.

    


    

      

    


    

      Thank you for reading. May each story stay with you—offering something to ponder, something to carry, and something to believe in.

    


    

      

    


    

      —Brian Eldridge Sr.

    


    

      

    


    

      A note to my readers:

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      To each of you taking time out of your lives to absorb parts of my imagination, thank you. 

    


    

      

    


    

      If you’re reading this, you’ve got an updated version of this book. I reviewed the book with fresh eyes and found that there were some grammar and continuity errors, as well as a geographic error.  I updated those errors, and you’re now seeing a more complete version of the text.

    


    

      

    


    

      I needed to make those changes to make the book feel whole. Not just for me, but for each of you.

    


    

      

    


    

      My writing process is non-linear. I didn’t write these from Ominira’s Wake to Unclaimed. I started somewhere in the middle and just expanded in all directions. As a result, there were changes that I needed to make on the fly to various texts within the anthology. 

    


    

      

    


    

      This story has so many parts and it was important to make sure that I shared as much with the readers as I could. There are new stories that have been added to this edition - extended world building and some previews to things for the future. 

    


    

      

    


    

      It was necessary to give you the best experience as a reader, and I owe you that much for spending your time with me.

    


    

      

    


    

      I hope you enjoyed reading this book and I hope you found it enriching, enjoyable, and most importantly worthy of your time.  

    


    

      

    


    

      Thank you,

    


    

      

    


    

      Sincerely,

    


    

      

    


    

      Brian Eldridge Sr.

    


    

      

    


    

      —✦—

    


    

      Ominira's Wake

    


    

      By 

    


    

      

    


    

      Brian Eldridge Sr.

    


    

      

    


    

      The belly of 

      The Serpent's Kiss

       reeked of salt, fear, and human despair. Three hundred souls, stolen from the sun-drenched coast near what they now called Ghana, were bound for the Carolina heat, crammed into a darkness that swallowed hope. Weeks into the passage, the enslavers, gaunt-faced men with greed in their eyes, began to mutter about dwindling provisions. Below deck, a few of the captives overheard fragments of their callous calculations: 

    


    

      

    


    

      "...the Buchanans back in Charleston... expectin' a good haul... plenty of bucks for the fields." 

    


    

      

    


    

      The captain, a brute named Thorne, made the decree: half of them would feed the sea.

    


    

      

    


    

      One hundred and fifty bodies, shackled and terrified, were dragged, one by one, to the deck. The screams were choked by the vastness of the Atlantic, swallowed by the waves as men, women, and children were hurled overboard, their last gasps bubbling to the surface like grotesque pearls. The survivors below deck heard the splashes, the faint cries, each sound a fresh wound on their own souls.

    


    

      

    


    

      After the massacre, a chilling silence settled amongst the remaining 150. Fear was a cold hand, but in the hearts of a handful, something else began to burn: a furious, unyielding rage. Below deck, where the light dared not reach, five figures huddled. There was Ibinu, whose anger pulsed like a drum. Next to her, Ina, whose eyes seemed to hold the spark of fire. Agbara, strong and resolute, clenched his fists. Onigboya, brave even in chains, murmured prayers to ancestors. And Ominira, whose spirit yearned for freedom above all, whispered, "Fun wa ni ominira tabi iku." 

      Give us freedom or death.

    


    

      

    


    

      They waited for the next dawn. When the hatch opened, letting in a sliver of mocking light, they moved. Not towards the meager gruel, but towards the open air, towards the impossible horizon. With a collective, defiant breath, Ibinu, Ina, Agbara, Onigboya, and Ominira broke free of the huddle, pushed past the bewildered guards, and flung themselves over the splintered rail. The ocean, vast and unforgiving, swallowed them whole. They drowned, their last breaths a silent roar against their captors.

    


    

      

    


    

      But death was not the end. It was a liberation. Their bodies sank, but their souls, incandescent with vengeance and the unfulfilled promise of freedom, did not. They coalesced in the dark waters, five distinct lights burning brighter than any star. They rose. Not as flesh and bone, but as pure, elemental fury.

    


    

      

    


    

      They surged back onto 

      The Serpent's Kiss

      , unseen by mortal eyes, yet profoundly felt. The enslavers, those bastards who had condemned 150 souls to the depths, began to shiver. A cold, unnatural dread seeped into their bones. Food rotted in their mouths. Water turned to bile. Whispers filled their minds—not words, but the echoes of screams, the chilling splash of bodies hitting water, the silent rage of the drowned. Torments, invisible and relentless, clawed at their sanity.

    


    

      

    


    

      Captain Thorne, a man who feared no living thing, awoke to phantom hands choking him, a ghostly weight pressing him down. He saw faces in the shadows—faces contorted in silent agony, mouths open in unheard screams. His crew, equally afflicted, descended into gibbering terror. They clawed at their own skin, screamed at empty air, their sanity unraveling thread by thread. The ship, already groaning under its ill-gotten cargo, began to creak ominously as panic seized the crew. They saw no attacker, but they felt the vengeance. In their frantic, blinded terror, they cut ropes, released sails in a frenzy of self-destruction.

    


    

      

    


    

      The ship, 

      The Serpent's Kiss

      , groaned its last. Its hull, battered by invisible blows, began to take on water, slowly at first, then with a desperate gurgle. The enslavers, consumed by a fear far greater than any storm, could only watch as their vessel sank, dragging them down into the very depths they had condemned their captives to.

    


    

      

    


    

      As 

      The Serpent's Kiss

       slipped beneath the waves, the remaining 145 enslaved Africans, still chained below deck, felt a sudden, liberating chill.  As a whole, the chants began in unison.

    


    

      

    


    

      "Fun wa ni ominira tabi iku.”

    


    

      

    


    

      The terror of the enslavers, the ship's final descent, released them. Their souls, too, were freed, rising from the sinking hull like a shimmering cloud. They soared into the cool, dark waters, no longer bound by flesh or chain.

    


    

      

    


    

      And there, beneath the vast, indifferent Atlantic, they were met. The 150 souls hurled overboard weeks before, swollen with sorrow and ancient rage, embraced them. Together, now 300 strong, they became one with the ocean’s currents, a silent, powerful presence forever guarding the depths where their journey had tragically ended. But they were not just guardians; they became benefactors of a painful legacy.

    


    

      

    


    

      As other ships sliced through the waters of the Middle Passage, the 300 would reach out, not with malice, but with a spectral touch of recognition. To the souls of the captive who had hope, they would pass on a fragment of their power-a spark of their defiant fury, a drop of their enduring strength, a whisper of their unyielding will to be free.

    


    

      

    


    

      This gift, born of tragedy, would travel down bloodlines for centuries, manifesting in different ways. Their collective power began to shift more than just the currents of the sea; it shifted the destiny of their people with a silent, endless roar. 

    


    

              

    


    

      To this day, the souls of the 300 inhabit what was the Middle Passage, near the present-day West Indies, their legacy not just a memory, but a living power in the world.

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      The Unfinished Work of Etta Clark

    


    

      

    


    

      By

    


    

      

    


    

      Brian Eldridge Sr.

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      Etta Clark was born on a blood moon in the summer of 1844. Christian County, Kentucky had just begun to feel the heat of its own sins, though it didn't know it yet. The midwife, a woman folks called Auntie Rue, swaddled the baby girl and whispered over her forehead: "This one sees before she speaks. She gon' remember things that ain't even happened yet."

    


    

      

    


    

      Etta's mother, Dinah, knew the weight of those words. She'd felt it too. Etta barely cried. Just blinked those dark, shining eyes and held her mother’s finger. Dinah never wanted to let go and lose that feeling of connection.

    


    

      

    


    

      They stayed together until 1857, when a tobacco planter from East Tennessee bought them both at auction. Dinah begged the man not to split them, so he didn’t. He just moved them somewhere worse. The fields were harsher. The house colder. The overseer meaner. 

    


    

      

    


    

      Mr. Tucker is what they called him. He was mean as a snake, Dinah would always say. Etta recognized the anger in Mr. Tucker, but she never backed down. She caught the end of his whip on many occasions. Sometimes for talking back. Other times for not moving fast enough. 

    


    

      

    


    

      Etta possessed a boldness that Dinah couldn’t account for. She had a strong will. The kind of constitution that wouldn’t allow her to back down when she knew she was right. Dinah warned Etta often that she was going to get herself killed. She feared for her daughter’s life. All of the punishment she endured hardened her. She became more emboldened, but she found ways to channel it all.

    


    

      

    


    

      By the time Etta was thirteen, she already knew how to patch wounds, sing a baby quiet, and read the moods of white men like Mr. Tucker the way she could look at the sky and check the weather. She'd look at a man and say, "That one’s gon' break something today," and by evening a whipping post would bear the truth.

    


    

      

    


    

      She never knew how she knew. She just... knew.

    


    

      

    


    

      And then one night, she ran.

    


    

      

    


    

      Etta had been helping Union soldiers who had crossed into Tennessee. She believed that they would help the enslaved find freedom. In her bones, she knew she was meant to be a part of this fight. But she believed she had been spotted by some local white men talking to a blue coat. She felt like her time was short. It was time to make a move.

    


    

      

    


    

      The year was 1862. Union soldiers whispered through the hills. Etta slipped away under a sky thick with clouds, praying to God for grace. Dinah had died a year earlier, and Etta had promised to find something freer. Something hers. There would never be freedom on that plantation-not while slavery was lawful. 

    


    

      

    


    

      Etta began to trek to the north, hiding during the day and travelling at night. She dodged bullets, dogs, and angry white men - not even Confederate soldiers. Just white men who felt entitled to any Black body in the area. It was an arduous task, but she eventually found her way back to her home state.

    


    

      

    


    

      When she made it back across the Kentucky line, she was bleeding from her feet, trembling with hunger. But she lived. A free Black family on the outskirts of Louisville took her in. Gave her work. Gave her space. Gave her the name she chose for herself.

    


    

      

    


    

      "You got a last name, child?" 

    


    

      

    


    

      "Clark," she said. "My name is Etta Clark."

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      ***

    


    

      

    


    

      By 1864, Etta was guiding escaped men through the countryside. Soldiers, mostly. Black soldiers who had joined the Union ranks, some even who had first marched with the Confederates until they saw their chains shining beneath the buttons.

    


    

      

    


    

      She'd bring them biscuits wrapped in cloth and maps scratched into bark. She would encourage them, read them scriptures. She'd speak to them plain.

    


    

      

    


    

      "You ain't crazy. Just surrounded."

    


    

      

    


    

      "They trained you to believe freedom was too big a dream. Well, let’s make them choke on it."

    


    

      

    


    

      "Hold the line. Ain’t nobody promised tomorrow, but somebody needs to walk into it. Might as well be you."

    


    

      

    


    

      Etta’s words were salve and steel. She always knew what to say to get people to keep going - to give their last steps in the name of freedom. When freed Black people and escaped Black people would travel through Kentucky, they would look to Etta for guidance. She was a folk-hero to her people.

    


    

      

    


    

      The Sect of the Freed noticed.

    


    

      

    


    

      She began seeing them in dreams at first. Men and women with eyes like hers. People who walked through walls, who whispered secrets no one could’ve known. They didn’t name themselves at first. Just watched.

    


    

      

    


    

      But Etta spoke to them anyway. "If y’all gon’ haunt me, come do some good. I got more work than time."

    


    

      

    


    

      They listened.

    


    

      

    


    

      After the war ended, she joined them. Became a Keeper. A Seer. She held a special reverence, even among the Sect of the Freed, which had been operating in the shadows of the Confederacy for over 100 years. 

    


    

      

    


    

      During Reconstruction, she rode through towns with strong words of wisdom. Her sight beyond sight was crucial in helping Black people see through the false promises politicians would often make. She would also have visions that would save lives before catastrophic events.

    


    

      

    


    

      "They tryna teach y’all how to vote wrong. Pay attention." "That teacher in the red dress? She’s from Georgia. Smiling too much. Watch her." "There’s a man in the hills planning to burn a church next Sunday. Don’t wait for proof. Move."

    


    

      

    


    

      She was never caught, never called out. Folks said she could make herself invisible. Truth was, most white folks didn’t believe a Black woman could be dangerous in the first place. They would see her. But they never 

      saw

       her.

    


    

      

    


    

      In 1885, two Black children—twins, barely ten—were cornered outside of Pulaski, Tennessee by a group of angry white teens. They were accused of stealing watermelons. The mob had ropes and bad intentions. They had no problem hurting Black children.

    


    

      

    


    

      Etta showed up like a phantom riding a horse, holding a shotgun. 

    


    

      

    


    

      "I suggest y’all go on home," she said. "The Lord's watching, and so am I."

    


    

      

    


    

      They laughed.

    


    

      

    


    

      So she loaded and fired one shot into a nearby tree. 

    


    

      

    


    

      “Git!” she yelled fiercely.

    


    

      

    


    

      The mob scattered, but not before one of them shot her in the side. She staggered, stayed upright.

    


    

      

    


    

      The children lived. She made sure of it.

    


    

      

    


    

      But the wound festered. The infection began to take hold quickly. And with the medical care of the day, it was only a matter of time.

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      ***

    


    

      

    


    

      In the days that followed, Etta lay in a borrowed bed, fevered and whispering. The Sect returned, clearer now. One sat by her feet.

    


    

      

    


    

      "Your work ain’t done, Etta. Not too many years from now, you have to begin to prepare for the biggest battle. A reckoning." 

    


    

      

    


    

      "My body says otherwise," Etta retorted.

    


    

      

    


    

      "You’re more than that body. There’s something else in you larger than you can put your mind around."

    


    

      

    


    

      She chuckled, rasping. "So y’all come to collect me, then? Let me grab my gun."

    


    

      

    


    

      Another figure—a woman with violet eyes—smiled. "We came to wake you up."

    


    

      

    


    

      Etta’s last breath didn’t rattle. It exhaled like a decision.

    


    

      

    


    

      Her body died.

    


    

      

    


    

      But Etta Clark remained.

    


    

      

    


    

      She learned to move without breath. Speak without voice. She whispered into the hearts of men and into the dreams of women. She did not haunt. She nudged. She anchored. She guarded. She kept everyone on task.

    


    

      

    


    

      Time did not move for her the way it once had. But she remembered everything. She traveled from place to place like going from room to room in a house. She may be in Kentucky one hour, Florida the next. Then back in North Carolina 30 minutes later. Wherever she was needed, she found her way there.

    


    

      

    


    

      Wherever she went, truth and memory followed. In her sturdy grip was a divine book. She kept history of who was present, their actions and the outcomes. 

    


    

      

    


    

      She scrawled the names of FreedMan Guardians, their families left behind, their tasks at hand. She shared triumphs with those she encountered, encouraging their next move in a prosperous way. 

    


    

      

    


    

      Etta knew their mission was fraught with conflict and danger, but the mission was necessary. It was righteous. Ordained by God. Jehovah El Elohim. 

    


    

      

    


    

      For years her steps were guided and she spread the guidance among those in need. Building up The Sect of the Freed and the Guardian-class was her primary mission. But the next calling was on the horizon.

    


    

      

    


    

      It was almost time for her special task to start. A little girl with immense potential was coming. Etta needed to be there.

    


    

      

    


    

      And on January 1, 1918, when the child was born in the hills of Appalachia beneath a sky that cracked with frost and fire, Etta turned her gaze to the house.

    


    

      

    


    

      She saw the child’s eyes first.

    


    

      

    


    

      "That one sees before she speaks," Etta said, echoing Auntie Rue without realizing.

    


    

      

    


    

      She stood watch that whole night, silent and proud. For the first time in decades, she whispered a name and it did not echo—it landed.

    


    

      

    


    

      "Emma."

    


    

      

    


    

      Because her work wasn’t over.

    


    

      

    


    

      Not yet.

    


    

      

    


    

      The Sight of Emma Loving

    


    

      By

    


    

      Brian Eldridge Sr. 

    


    

      

    


    

      Emma Loving was born on January 1, 1918, beneath a sky that cracked with frost and fire. Her grandmother, Violet, always said the storm that rolled through that night wasn't just weather; it was warning. "That child come through the veil with her eyes open," she'd whisper, holding Emma tight to her chest. "The old ones brought her through with a purpose."

    


    

      By the time Emma could speak full sentences, she was already asking questions children shouldn’t ask. Not because they were inappropriate, but because they were too precise. Too knowing.

    


    

      "Why does that man lie when he smiles?"

    


    

      "Why do Miss Cora's hands smell like ashes when she says she likes me?"

    


    

      She would freeze when certain people entered the room, stare through others like she was reading something written on their souls. And when a neighbor once reached for her too suddenly, she screamed and said his face looked like a wolf with teeth made of nails.

    


    

      It scared Violet the first time. But not for long.

    


    

      Jacob from across the holler stalked through their yard one time - supposedly looking for his dog. Jacob wasn’t quite right in the head. There had always been talk about him hurting the women in the area. And it wouldn’t have surprised Violet if it were true. 

    


    

      Emma was outside playing near the flowerbed when he came up. 

    


    

      “Hey, there lil one?” he said to Emma. “Have you seen an old dirty brown dog come through here?”

    


    

      Violet came outside in time to hear the question. Emma sat silently, staring at Jacob like there was something there besides him and his soul. 

    


    

      “We ain’t seen no dog, sir. If we do, we’ll be along directly to let you know,” Violet said. 

    


    

      Jacob looked at Emma and backed away slowly. It was as if he knew he was being seen. It was irritating him. But Emma never moved. She just stared. Violet scooped Emma up and brought her into the house.

    


    

      Violet wasn’t completely sure what happened until Emma simply asked, “Granny, why did that man have goat horns and a wolf mouth?”

    


    

      Her grandmother hugged her a little tighter that night. Emma’s sight may have saved her from something horrible.

    


    

      They lived in the hills of Appalachia, in a creaking home that had stood since before freedom rang out. Emma's parents had gone north to Ohio for work when the mills opened, promising to send for Emma soon. They never did.

    


    

      Violet raised her with warmth and blunt wisdom. She planted roots deep in the girl, taught her how to can peaches, twist her hair, keep her face neutral when white folks got curious, and never step into a room without sensing its weight first.

    


    

      "You got the sight," Violet said often, always in a tone that mixed reverence and warning. "That ain’t just knowing what folks think. It’s knowing what the world is tryin' to hide."

    


    

      As Emma got older, the monsters sharpened. Not always fanged or clawed, but twisted, wrong. A kindly schoolteacher with smoke leaking from her collar. A shopkeeper with yellowed eyes like mold. People smiled at her, but their spirits told different stories.

    


    

      At first, Emma cried every night.

    


    

      But then she started praying.

    


    

      And the dreams began. People she had never seen before would talk to her. They’d tell her things that no child needed to know. Things about her neighbors, the people in town, people she’d never met. She was spared no detail. Then she began seeing a specific woman who stood silently and strong. There was something different about her and even as a child Emma could sense it. 

    


    

      ***

    


    

      She was twenty-two when she first saw the woman in full. A tall figure in a gray-blue dress with a lace collar and eyes like burnt copper. The woman stood at the edge of Emma’s bed, silent but radiant, her presence as firm as a bell rung in stone.

    


    

      "Who are you?" Emma whispered.

    


    

      The woman didn't speak, just raised her hand and opened it. Inside was a single black feather wrapped in silver thread.

    


    

      From that night on, the woman came often. In dreams, in reflections, in the flicker between blinks. She walked alongside Emma down dirt roads. She hummed spirituals when Emma scrubbed the floor. And one morning, while drawing water from the well, Emma blinked and the woman stood there in full light.

    


    

      "My name is Etta Clark," she finally said. "And you, Emma Loving, are one of ours."

    


    

      ***

    


    

      Etta was the first Keeper of the Sect of the Freed.

    


    

      She had lived during the years after emancipation, guiding newly freed souls through a world that still wished to consume them. Her power was forged in sorrow and sharpened in hope. She had once walked through fire to save a child from a burning cross. Her voice had brought mobs to a halt. Her prayers had turned bullets into ash.

    


    

      Now she was a spirit who watched from beyond the veil. And she had come to train her successor.

    


    

      Emma learned quickly.

    


    

      She learned that her sight wasn’t madness or curse, but legacy. That racism had layers—spiritual, psychological, systemic. That her role wasn’t just to protect, but to reveal. To peel back the illusions people clung to and show the cost of hatred in real time.

    


    

      Etta taught her how to walk through spaces unnoticed. How to age at half the rate of those around her. How to dim the sting of racism when it threatened to consume someone’s spirit. How to see the intent of a man before his words formed.

    


    

      "We do not fight with fists," Etta said one night, her form glowing in the windowpane. "We fight with knowing. We fight with presence. We fight with truth."

    


    

      ***

    


    

      By Emma’s twenty-fifth birthday, Violet had passed. Her final words were simple: “Don’t let ‘em take your light, baby. That light’s older than hate. It’s a gift. 

    


    

      Emma accepted her calling to the Sect of the Freed shortly after, becoming a Seer. From that point forward, Emma Loving lived in two worlds.

    


    

      In one, she was a quiet woman who moved through communities with grace. A seamstress. A midwife. A choir director. A caretaker. A neighbor who always knew when to show up with soup and when to slip away unnoticed.

    


    

      But in the other world—the world beneath the world—she was a Seer.

    


    

      A sister to the FreedMan Guardians and to the Keepers. A member of the sacred Sect of the Freed.

    


    

      A woman who whispered warnings to the living and carried the stories of the dead.

    


    

      She never sought recognition. Never claimed titles. But across the decades, in moments no one could explain, Emma Loving had been there:

    


    

      On the edge of riots, soothing chaos.

    


    

      In courtrooms, watching trials shift.

    


    

      In churches, praying under her breath while lawmakers trembled.

    


    

      Outside a town square in 1946, when three Black soldiers returning from war were cornered by a lynch mob. Emma stepped into the center of that square, looked each man in the eye, and whispered names only they would recognize. The ropes frayed. The white men froze. And the soldiers walked away untouched.

    


    

      In a modest home in Louisville's West End in 1952, where she served as midwife to a woman named Fannie Mae and welcomed a baby boy into the world. His name was Morris. She held him first and whispered blessings over his head while the sun rose over the Ohio.

    


    

      She did not stop racism.

    


    

      But she interrupted it.

    


    

      Disarmed it.

    


    

      Confused it.

    


    

      And in rare, holy moments, she crushed it beneath her gaze. Those moments became myths and old wives’ tales among the people of Louisville. 

    


    

      People knew that Emma existed and many people knew her personally. But it was difficult to grasp her ability. People didn’t talk about what she could do. Not because they feared it, but because they respected it too much to name. 

    


    

      Her aging slowed with every act of clarity. 

    


    

      

    


    

      She watched friends grow old while she remained. Grieved deeply and often. And yet still she served. She never married. Never had children. But her family consisted of everyone who needed her help. 

    


    

      If Emma needed help, she had to make a way on her own. All of her abilities couldn’t fill in the empty gap of loneliness she lived with every day. Everyone knew they could depend on her. They always did. Emma never had anyone in this physical world who she could depend on - not since Violet died.

    


    

      But that was the job. She knew that going in. And her duties outweighed her own heartache, needs, and wants. Emma sacrificed her life on the altar of Black progress.

    


    

      Emma gave everything to make sure Black people had something to build upon. 

    


    

      When the feeling got too thick, she saw through it to the cause. She steeled her resolve to help deal with the impending conflicts. Ever present, Emma was a rock in every battle.

    


    

      When Louisville erupted in unrest again, and new forces of hatred took on sharper teeth, Emma remained. Waiting.

    


    

      Watching.

    


    

      Until the next Seer would rise.

    


    

      Until it was time to step forward again.

    


    

      And when the veil thins, she answers.

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      Preunion

    


    

      By

    


    

      

    


    

      Brian Eldridge Sr.

    


    

      

    


    

      ⚜ Juneteenth, 2010 ⚜

    


    

      

    


    

      The sun perched high over Louisville, already lacing the sidewalks with heat by midmorning. The scent of charcoal grills floated across the city like a hymn. It was Juneteenth, and Russell’s Market was alive with movement—voices raised in greeting, shopping carts clattering, screen doors swinging in rhythm.

    


    

      

    


    

      Inside the market, Joycelyn Timberlake wiped her hands on her apron, surveying the front register like a captain scanning her deck. Russell Timberlake was at her side, cracking open a case of root beer and offering smiles to the kids running in barefoot, sticky from Bomb Pops.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Can’t let ‘em run wild,” Joycelyn muttered.

    


    

      

    


    

      “They’re celebrating,” Russell said, lifting a watermelon with both arms. “We were kids once, remember?”

    


    

      

    


    

      “Oh, I remember. We also had parents who corrected us. Where these kids people at?”

    


    

      

    


    

      Russell just laughed as he walked off with the melons.

    


    

      

    


    

      Twenty-five-year-old Mitchell Haynes was working double-time, hauling cases to the back and walking bags to people’s trunks. He wore a Russell’s polo faded from a thousand washes. A few small holes told the story of a man who had put in his time already, but was more than ready to put in more.  A younger customer offered to tip him, but he waved it off.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Keep your change. Spend it on more ribs.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Nineteen-year-old Tamara Timberlake stood at end cap four, pricing the last of the potato salad containers. Her cornrows were pulled back tight, her UofL shirt tied at the waist. She wasn’t scheduled to work, but she came in anyway.

    


    

      

    


    

      “I just want to be with my people today,” she’d told her mother. “And my people are here. Wherever you and daddy are, I’m gonna be close.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Joycelyn smiled - she was quite proud of her only child. Tamara was everything the Timberlakes ever wanted in a child and more. And she had become the kind of young woman who wanted to make a difference and always did her part.

    


    

      

    


    

      She spotted Mitchell helping a customer at the meat counter and smiled to herself. Russell’s might be a store, but on Juneteenth, it was church. And she was proud to be part of the choir. She was about to go help Mitchell when she was interrupted.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Excuse me, miss?” a small voice asked.

    


    

      

    


    

      She turned and saw a boy—no more than eight—staring at her like she’d just stepped out of a cloud. His hands clutched a bundle of bananas. His ears stuck out slightly from beneath his red University of Louisville bucket cap.

    


    

      

    


    

      She smiled warmly. “Hey there.”

    


    

      

    


    

      “You are pretty,” he said with a giggle. “Like one of the princesses in my sister’s coloring book.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Tamara blushed. “You are so kind, little guy.” She lightly tapped his cap and brushed the Cardinal on his hat. 

    


    

      

    


    

      The boy blinked, then waved—one awkward, jerky movement—and hurried away. Behind him trailed his parents: Rhonda and Walter Chaney. Rhonda was asking a stocker if the collard greens were local. Walter was already filling a second basket with chicken breasts for the cookout. 

    


    

      

    


    

      Rhonda noticed her little boy had strayed off a little.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Elias,” Rhonda called, “stay close, baby!”

    


    

      

    


    

      But Eli was still glancing back at the pretty girl by the potato salad, her face imprinted like a sketch behind his eyelids.

    


    

      

    


    

      Over at checkout, Cita was scanning items as fast as they came across the belt. She was a pro and it showed. She couldn’t wait until 6 pm. She was going to hang out with her best friends Yanni and Torrey. Her adrenaline was pumping and she just wanted to get the job done and the day over. 

    


    

      

    


    

      Toya Roberts stopped by with her cousin, grabbing a few bottles of soda and debating hot sauce brands.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Louisiana Hot Sauce,” Toya said definitively.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Girl, no. Red Hot.” Her cousin shook her head, reaching for the shelf.

    


    

      

    


    

      “I’m not about to argue hot sauce with a woman who can’t even cook scrambled eggs. Besides, Red Hot is for hot wings. Bitch, ain’t you never make buffalo sauce?” Toya said with a cackle. 

    


    

              

    


    

      “My wings are crispy, saucy goodness, Toy,” she said.

    


    

      

    


    

      “More like goopy and burned. Just wait til I get my cooking show,” Toya laughed. “I’m putting The Neelys on notice. Food Network bound!”

    


    

      

    


    

      In the snack aisle, Morris Carter leaned over a cart filled with chips and orange drinks. He was talking to his son Desmond, explaining why a proper Juneteenth cookout needed both baked beans and green beans.

    


    

      

    


    

      “You don’t pick sides on freedom,” he said. “You bring both to the table.” 

    


    

      

    


    

      Desmond laughed. “I’ll pass that on to my son, dad.”  

    


    

      

    


    

      “You’re going to be a great father, son. Don’t be discouraged by 

      all that

       other mess.” Morris rubbed Desmond’s shoulder. “Lauren will come around.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Desmond smiled at his dad. He knew things would be alright. If there was one thing in life he knew, his dad was going to lead him in the right direction. 

    


    

      

    


    

      “I know dad. I know.”

    


    

      

    


    

      In front of the butcher counter, “Big G” Swift stood debating rib cuts with Russell.

    


    

      

    


    

      “You got them Flintstone joints back there or not?” Big G asked.

    


    

      

    


    

      Russell grinned. “I might. Depends on how much you planning to buy.”

    


    

      

    


    

      “Give me about 50 pounds of spare ribs, if you got’um. And if you have some of them St. Louis ones - roll out 30 racks. I’m about to buy out the bar, Russ!” 

    


    

      

    


    

      Russell laughed. “Shut my meat department down for the day, G. I dare you!”

    


    

      

    


    

      “Don’t test my gangsta, Russ. They don’t call me 

      Big G

       for nothing!” 

    


    

      

    


    

      They both belly laughed while Russell dug through the meat chest.

    


    

      

    


    

      On her break, Joycelyn wiped her brow and noticed Cheryl James browsing the spice rack. The two women exchanged a nod. Not friendship. But recognition.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Where’s the family” Joycelyn asked.

    


    

      

    


    

      “They are at the park, waiting on me,” Cheryl grinned.

    


    

      

    


    

      “Yeah. Make them wait. Mama is always the star of the show,” Joycelyn winked.

    


    

      

    


    

      Outside, LaTrice Brown—on break from her radio show in Atlanta—was in town visiting family. She picked up a couple items, joking with Tamara on the way out.

    


    

              

    


    

      “You ever think about radio?” LaTrice asked her. “That voice could melt traffic. Jody told me you got talent.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Tamara laughed. “I’m just trying to get through college. Freshman year has been tough.”

    


    

      

    


    

      “Well, if you ever want a mic, let me know. Atlanta loves a good story. You and Jody should come visit.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Tamara smiled wide. “That would be amazing!”

    


    

      

    


    

      And just like that, the moment passed—ordinary, magic.

    


    

      

    


    

      The store buzzed with rhythm and heat and the scent of smoked meat from the food trucks down the street. Music from a parked Impala slipped through the open doors—Frankie Beverly & Maze, “Before I Let Go.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Russell found Joycelyn near the front registers just in time for the first line from Frankie.

    


    

      

    


    

      “You make me happy! This you can guess…” he crooned.

    


    

      

    


    

      Joycelyn cocked her head back and laughed, pulling Russell in for a short two-step. Their smiles beamed through the front of the store.

    


    

      

    


    

      Tamara leaned against a cart, watching Eli trail behind his parents, still looking over his shoulder. Mitchell walked up beside her and chuckled under his breath. 

    


    

      

    


    

      “Bad ass kid.”

    


    

      

    


    

      Tamara waved at little Elias one more time.

    


    

      

    


    

      He smiled and waved back. He wouldn’t remember the market. Wouldn’t remember her name.

    


    

      

    


    

      But years later, when he saw her again behind that same register—wearing the same calm smile, holding down the same block—he’d feel it.

    


    

      

    


    

      That pull. That small, perfect moment from a Juneteenth he couldn’t quite place.

    


    

      

    


    

      And maybe, just maybe, he’d remember the taste of freedom in the air.

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      Trust Issues

    


    

      

    


    

      By

    


    

      

    


    

      Brian Eldridge Sr.

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      The polished oak door of the attorney’s office felt impossibly heavy, its surface slick with the lingering chill of Myra’s dread. She clutched Spencer’s arm, though whether for support or to keep him from saying something regrettable, she wasn't sure. Her father, Uncle Ray, and a scattering of cousins and siblings huddled in the waiting room, a grim tableau of uncertainty and thinly veiled greed. They’d all received the same cryptic letter, summoning them to the office of Bartholomew & Sons. Myra had dismissed it as a mistake, a prank, or worse – a scam. But here they were, a family reunion none of them had anticipated.

    

