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Prologue

[image: ]




Coddle Brook was a small, unincorporated community at the northern edge of Yuchine County. Originally a Black settlement from the Reconstruction era, the town had grown financially insolvent over time. It now fell under the governance of Greater Yuchine. Altogether, it was nestled in Georgia’s lower coastal plain.

Morgan Miller, a dapper businessman from Greater Yuchine, took a back road to the Meyer Plantation at the county’s northern tip. He needed an update on the house’s construction. The owners were renovating the property for potential buyers, and he’d already found one—some “ignoramus” from Westchester, New York. The name sounded “foreign” to him, which he considered a blessing. No local in their right mind would approach the place after midnight. Miller chuckled at the thought. Damaskós had been the only one to bid on the property.

It was early spring. The midday sun beat down on Miller unmercifully. He drew a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the sweat from his face and smooth, bald head. He’d just crossed into Coddle Brook—a sleepy town of old-timey homes and free-roaming poultry. Nearly every yard featured a blue bottle tree, believed to ward off evil spirits. Miller smiled and shook his head at the notion. Turning left off Main Street, then right onto a long gravel road, he entered a corridor carved through dense woods of oak, pine, and sycamore.

He cruised slowly until a wide clearing opened before him. The Meyer estate stood deep within it. A small construction crew had cleared most of the overgrowth and vines that once engulfed the house. They patched the roof, treated the façade, and moved inside. The house looked alive again. Miller pulled into the red clay driveway and cut the engine. Though not yet past his sixties, arthritis had already rooted itself in his knees. Getting in and out of his signature ’65 cerulean Coupe DeVille was a struggle.

He strolled the lawn with care, admiring the crisp geometrical cuts in the grass. He’d paid Travis Drayton to mow it once the “real work” was done. The boy needed the break.

For the first time, Miller saw the place in its full glory. He smiled and nodded. The two-story colonial mansion looked like a scene plucked from Gone with the Wind. Johan Meyer, the original owner, would’ve been proud. He’d made his fortune in tobacco. His slaves had worked the plantation, once spread across a hundred acres. The war had ended all that. No one had lived there in decades. Locals insisted the land was haunted.

The Meyer Plantation had been acquired by a multi-member LLC planning to sell it off in ten-acre plots. The first came bundled with the estate, and renovations began almost immediately. J.T. Realty had been tapped to auction the group’s holdings. Miller was one of their agents. Ten acres was more than enough for a modern family, he thought. Damaskós was getting the place for next to nothing.

A gray-bearded man in overalls and a wide straw sun hat emerged from the brush. Miller knew most of the locals but didn’t recognize this one. A red hound padded beside him. Miller adjusted his mauve-tinted glasses for a closer look.

“Whatchu doin’ around here, old-timer?” he called. “This here’s private property. There’s a sign posted. Can’t you read?”

The man approached slowly, leaning on a beautifully carved cane Miller immediately coveted. He seemed to be smiling—though maybe it was just the glare.

“Geechee, for sure,” Miller muttered.

The stranger stopped a few feet away. He was a “halfie”—tall and slender, with striking green eyes and cheekbones better suited to a Cherokee portrait. The breeze carried his scent—body odor, whiskey, and tobacco. Miller recoiled. Friendly or not, the man reeked. A battered corncob pipe stuck out of the front pocket of his grimy overalls.

Miller didn’t know him, but remembered his father’s saying: you can tell a lot about a man by his shoes. The elder wore rotting brogans caked in mud—likely the only pair he owned. Miller briefly considered offering his own, but they’d cost him over two hundred dollars. Besides, the “poor old bastard” looked near the end of life. He probably squatted in the house before renovations began.

“You gone have to find yourself another place to squat,” Miller said. “I just unloaded this place on a fine young fella from upstate! Expectin’ a nice commission, too. Easiest sale I’ve made in years.”

The man chuckled and turned to face the house. “Nah, eb’rybody frum ‘round heah know dishyuh place be haunted,” he said. “The land ain’t fit tuh live on no mo’.”

Morgan looked back at the house. The twisted oak in the yard summed it up—the tree was ancient and shrouded in gloom, its serpentine branches covered in green lichens. Still, the old “backwater coot” wasn’t about to spoil his day.

He pulled a Black & Mild from his inner blazer pocket and unraveled it. “Oh well,” he said with a shrug. “That’s his problem now.”

He tucked the wood-tipped cigarillo between his teeth and flicked his chrome lighter. The smoke curled richly in his mouth. Wine was his favorite blend. It suited his good fortune perfectly.
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Sold!
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“Mister Damaskós?” 

“Yeah.” 

“This is Morgan Miller with J.T. Realty. I’m calling to inform you that the seller of the property you’re interested in has accepted your offer. Congratulations, sir—you’ve won the bid.” 

“Jeez-us Christ! It’s five o’clock in the morning, man.” 

“An early bird never misses the worm, Mister Damaskós. Next step—contact your lender. I’ll need to hear from them before we can close the deal. Home inspection’s on you, of course.” 

“Uh, can I call you back later? I’m right in the middle of something, Miller.” 

“Oh, yes, of course. Please give Mrs. Damaskós my regards. Good day to you both.”

Nick ended the call and returned his wife’s affections. She’d been teasing him with soft kisses the whole time. He was nearly at home base before the interruption. It was a workday. His mood dimmed as the sun rose over the horizon. 

“Who was that?” Moselle asked softly. 

“Morgan Miller. The guy I’ve been dealing with about that house you’re interested in.” 

Moselle’s heart skipped. She pushed him away and slid upright. He chuckled, watching her instinctively cover herself—even after thirteen years of marriage. 

“Well, honey, what’d he say?” she shrieked. 

“Oh! They accepted our offer. He’s waiting to hear from our lender now.” 

Moselle gasped. “Yyyesss!” she cheered, fist in the air. “Baby, that means our dream is finally about to manifest!”

Nick propped himself on his elbows. “Yeah—though the nerve of this guy calling us this early!” 

Moselle had already tuned him out, fingers running through her short, tousled curls. “Oh, my! So much to do. I think we should let the girls finish out the school year before we move.” 

“Hold on, Mo. We don’t actually have the place yet. A few things still need sorting. I’ll have to fly down there and check it out before we even talk about moving the kids. It’s an old house in a place we barely know.”

“But Nick, it’s a genuine antebellum estate! And we’re practically getting it for free.” 

“Yeah, that’s what worries me. I don’t trust this Miller guy. Something tells me he’s as grimy as they come.” 

“Oh, Nikolaos, just listen to yourself—always so pessimistic.” 

“Hey, I’m just keeping it real, sweetheart.” 

“Well, you’d better get dressed for work.”

Moselle was almost out of bed when Nick caught her arm. His eyes burned with the same passion he’d felt before the call. “Hey, where you going?” he asked, voice low. “I thought we had something started here.” 

“Baby, I’ve gotta make breakfast. The girls’ll be up soon.” 

“There’s always milk and cereal.” He slid closer and nuzzled into her neck. Moselle almost gave in, but he’d missed his window. Her mornings were scheduled with precision to make time for writing—the calling she no longer delayed.

Though trained as an educator, Moselle now worked from home. She’d seen modest success writing for educational journals and e-zines, but her heart longed for fiction. She had roots near Savannah’s seacoast and often dreamt of the people there. Their voices had grown louder, insisting she tell their stories. She was convinced the house they’d bid on was meant for them. She’d known it the instant she saw it on Miller’s virtual tour.

“Ottimer, Ottimer, Vincent Ottimer,” she teased into Nick’s ear. 

Ottimer was his supervisor—and the man Nick loathed most. He’d spent seven “dreadful” years at the same firm. He was ready for change. Art was his true passion. A born painter stuck in an accountant’s life. Moselle had been nudging him toward the leap. She hung his paintings throughout their home, drawing inspiration from his talent.

Nick sank back on his hands. His libido vanished in an instant. He sighed long and deep. “You win, brown sugar.” 

Moselle smiled slyly, fully aware of her power. She crawled from the bed, wrapped herself in her robe, and turned to him once more. 

“If I were you, I’d start writing that resignation letter today,” she said. “Nick... that house is ours.”
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The Big News
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A full month had passed since Miller’s wake-up call. Business had commenced between J.T. Realty and Nick’s lender, and the couple was inching closer to achieving their goal. Moselle invited her in-laws over to celebrate. They’d been planning to visit the children anyway. John and Irene still lived in Astoria, where they had raised two sons. Nick, their youngest, was the only surviving child. He never made a move without their blessing.

Supper was nearly ready when John pulled up with his wife. They settled comfortably on the living room sofa while the children played at their feet, busy with new activity books and fresh markers—gifts from Irene on the way over. Moselle preferred educational toys for the girls, who were four and ten, respectively.

Anthony Quinn was performing the shirataki on the family flat screen. Moselle had rented the film intentionally, knowing it was one of Irene’s favorites. Both women were film noir fans; they caught old showcases together in Greenpoint when time allowed.

Nick called everyone to the table after setting it for six. They gathered in a loud, happy clamor that Moselle adored. Cooking wasn’t her strongest skill, but her Greek salad was “to die for,” according to Irene—Nick had taught her how to make it. He’d also prepared lemon chicken and roasted potatoes, served with a basket of sliced psomi from the local bakery. Though her in-laws preferred wine, they never drank around the children. Moselle made a pitcher of mint iced tea for the occasion.

John smiled admiringly at the spread, rubbing his belly. “Hey! Get a load of this, Irene. They made all our favorites.”

Irene rolled her eyes toward Nick. “Yeah, so what gives?” she asked flatly.

“Well, we were going to save the big news for last,” Nick said. “But since you asked... drum roll, please!”

Nikol, the couple’s eldest, drummed on the table with both hands.

“Mo and I... have decided to move away from the city!” Nick’s eyes searched his parents’ faces. They looked confused.

“Well, you’re already in the suburbs,” John said. “Where you headed, fellah?”

Moselle cleared her throat as she served the girls their souvlaki—Nick had made it just for them. Full-course meals were rare without protest, but tonight was a celebration. She wanted everything to go smoothly. “Georgia,” she muttered.

John cupped his ear. “Eh?”

“She said Georgia, John!” Irene cried.

“Oh, come on—you’re pulling our legs.”

“No,” Irene said slowly, eyes wide. “They’re serious. O theé mou... they’re taking our girls away!”

“Mom, we’ve been planning this a while,” Nick said. “Tomorrow isn’t promised. We don’t want to die with regrets. Now’s the time to chase our dreams. I want to paint. And Mo—she’s finally going to write that novel she’s been dreaming about for years.”

“What about your job?” John asked. “You’re walking away from a six-figure income with a Big Four firm?”

“He quit last week,” Moselle answered.

“Yeah, Friday was my last day, Dad. I gave notice weeks ago.”

John pushed his plate away. “Oh, dear God! I thought this was going to be another baby announcement. I’ve lost my appetite.”

“Me too!” Irene said. “Nick, you’re over forty. How can you still be so green?”

“I’m not green! I believe things will work out.”

“Green as grass, you are! Your daughters should be your top priority.”

“Facts!” Nikol chimed in. The adults ignored her like always.

“Mom, I’ve worked hard to give Mo and the girls a good life. I’m not being selfish—this decision is for them. Mo will homeschool, and the girls will benefit from that. It’s part of the plan.”

“Oh, I wish you were more like your father,” Irene groaned. “He was levelheaded, hardworking, dependable.”

“Well, those are the very qualities that drew me to your son,” Moselle replied calmly.

Irene met her gaze. Her tone softened. “Mo, have we ever treated you as anything less than family?”

“No. You’ve been more than kind.”

“That’s right. We supported you and Nick in your first year of marriage. Welcomed you into our home. I even took care of Nikol while you finished your second degree. And now you want to take our only grandchildren away? That’s not right.”

“Well, Irene, please don’t see it that way. Have our doors ever been closed to you or John? You’re always welcome to visit once we’re settled.”

“But why Georgia?” John asked. “Aren’t you worried about racial tension down there?”

“Dad, prejudice exists everywhere,” Nick said. “New York might be diverse, but it’s still one of the most racially segregated places in the country. Besides, I know how to protect my family. Grandpa’s rifle is still in the garage.”

“Awesome!” said Nikol, finally getting her mother’s attention.

“Eat your food!” Moselle barked. Her expression made the girl straighten up immediately.

John pressed on. “How will you support the family without a job?”

“We were expecting that question,” Moselle said. “Right now, money isn’t a problem. Nick’s last painting sold well. And if needed, I can go back to teaching.”

“But you’re a city girl, Mo,” Irene argued. “Who do you even know down in Georgia?”

“Well, my mother was born there. She went to Clark University before marrying and moving here. This move is about reconnecting with that part of her I never knew. I want to explore it—and write about it.”

“It’s an inspiring place for a writer,” Nick added.

Irene scowled and turned to the children. “I just wonder how you girls really feel about all this.”

Anastazja looked up, chewing a skewer of roasted vegetables. “Daddy, do they have ice cream shops in Georgia?”

“Oh, Princess, I promise you all the ice cream you could ever want.”

Nikol rolled her eyes. “Oh, good grief! Yiayia, this sucks. Can’t you stop them? I’ll be leaving all my friends behind. We don’t know anyone in Georgia!”

“Out of the mouth of babes,” Irene said with a sniff. “Why put them through this? They have everything they need right here—including us.”

“Elbows off the table, Duchess,” Moselle said sharply. “You’ll adjust in time.”

Nikol obeyed, but sulked. “Wow. You two are impossible. Can I just go to my room now?”

“The correct phrase is may I be excused.”

“Well, may I?”

“No. You’ll stay and finish dinner with your family. This is supposed to be a special occasion.”

Irene exhaled forcefully and locked eyes with them both. “All right. You win. But if you go through with this, leave the children with us. We’ll take care of them.”

Nikol nodded. “Yeah, listen to her! It doesn’t sound like a bad idea.”

Nick smirked. “The girls are coming with us, Mom. We’re their parents. We know how we want to raise them.”

John sighed and shook his head. “No use arguing. Looks like you’ve made up your minds. How long do we have with the girls?”

“Until the end of the school year,” Moselle said.

“That’s right around the corner!” John exclaimed.

Moselle shrugged. “About another month. We need time to get things situated. Nick’s traveling ahead of us.”

Irene narrowed her eyes. “All right. Have it your way. But let me be clear—if anything sinister happens to those girls, you’ll see a side of me you won’t like.”

Moselle froze. Irene had never spoken to them like that before. Always sweet. Always kind. But the look on her face said she wasn’t bluffing—and both of them knew it.
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Djuma
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Purple had been Rosetta Holloway’s favorite color. Moselle thought it fitting for a queen. She ordered a gravestone saddle of violet amaryllis and purple roses to place near her mother’s marker. It had been a while since her last visit. She’d finally made time for it.

Moselle felt at peace now as she knelt before the flat, bronze plate.

“Mother, I’m moving,” she announced. “I couldn’t go without saying goodbye. Nick and I are taking the children to Georgia. There’s work to be done. I know I haven’t been the most obedient child. But I think you’d be proud of me for this.

“I really miss you! Nick speaks of you often. There are still some honorable men in this world, you know. My husband happens to be one of them. He’s been so good to me! Mother, I hope you finally realized that our love is sincere.

“Well, I left you purple roses today. I remembered how much you loved them! I’m thinking of planting a flower garden around the new house in your memory. Of course, there’ll be violets mixed in. Rest peacefully, Mother. Your daughter is in excellent hands.”

*******

[image: ]


IT WAS HARD TO BELIEVE that Rose had been dead for two full years. Moselle reminisced as she drove through their old neighborhood. Rittsville was a predominately Black community close to Mount Vernon’s north side. Her mother had worked as a public school teacher for years. Health issues forced her into early retirement. Rose had been a good mother in spite of her overbearingness.

Maurice was Rosetta’s only son. He now occupied her modest little Cape Cod home on Asbury Street. Maurice was an Army vet who worked as a postmaster in the surrounding metropolis. He had opposed Moselle’s marriage to Nick. They were still at odds because of it. Their conversation had been minimal at Rose’s funeral. Yet they managed to keep it civil for the sake of his children.

Moselle was still close to Emile. For that, she was thankful. Her sister-in-law had always been a pillar of strength—Emile was the big sister she never had. Moselle dared not leave New York without informing her. A phone call felt too impersonal. She set out for home on a whim after dropping the girls off at school.

The thought of confronting Maurice again made her nervous. She wasn’t in the mood for another senseless debate. Her stomach churned as she parked her Focus along the curb. Emile’s blue Nissan was in the driveway, but Maurice’s pickup was missing. A good sign. She took a moment to steel herself, then stepped out of the car.

Moselle crossed the freshly cut lawn and climbed the stoop. She rapped lightly on the storm door and waited.

A pretty teenage girl answered after a moment, dressed in the form-fitting style typical of girls her age. Moselle recognized the resemblance immediately and smiled.

“Can I help you?” the girl asked with attitude.

Moselle wondered how she could hear anything with AirPods jammed in both ears. She reminded her of Nikol. The girl was listening to The Weeknd—Blinding Lights, one of her daughter's favorites.

“My, how you’ve grown!” Moselle said. “I barely recognized you, girl.”

The teen stepped back instinctively, eyeing her up and down. “Uh, do we know each other?”

“Just tell your mama that Aunt Mo is here.”

Her jaw dropped. She stumbled backward into the house, yanking out both earbuds—nearly dropping one. The storm door slammed, but Moselle heard her loud and clear.

“Mama, come quick! It’s Aunt Moselle!”

Moselle chuckled silently as she opened the storm door and stepped inside. Her mother’s presence still lingered in the home—a warm, familiar feeling that wrapped itself around her. Nothing had changed. Emile had preserved it all. Rose would’ve been proud.

“Aunt Mo, I am so sorry! I didn’t recognize you at all. You cut your hair!”

The girl was plainly embarrassed. But Moselle didn’t mind. Her smile stayed as she looked around the room.

Naija was Maurice’s youngest. They had all lived together in this four-bedroom home before Moselle married Nick.

“No, I don’t suppose you would, sweetheart. You were barely five when I left home. Grandma’s funeral was too much for you. Your brother took you out of the chapel before I could comfort you.”

“Lord Jesus!” Emile exclaimed, entering unnoticed. The sudden outburst made Moselle turn quickly.

She was clearly mid-cooking, wearing one of Rose’s old aprons over her dress. Moselle smiled at the sight. Naija had taken after her father—tall and statuesque. She estimated the girl stood about 5'7", with a full figure. Her mother, petite and still beautiful, bustled into the room.

“Well, I’m home,” Moselle teased.

Emile exhaled sharply. They still spoke over the phone now and then, but Moselle hadn’t stepped foot in her mother’s house in years. Emile approached slowly, their eyes locking.

“I just can’t believe it,” she whispered. “Mo-Mo, is that really you?”

“In the flesh, girl.” Moselle stretched her arms wide. Emile rushed in, clinging to her and sobbing. The sight brought tears to Naija’s eyes. She wiped them away quietly while observing the reunion from a distance.

“Maurice ain’t here right now,” Emile sniffled. “Ain’t it funny how you showed up on his day off? He should be home for lunch in a few.”

“Well, who said I came to see him?”

“Oh, of course you did. It's been a long time coming. Mo, you’re as tired of this cold war as I am. You’re missing your brother. That’s why you’re really here.”

Emile stepped back and dried her face with her palms. “Come on into the kitchen. I was making lunch for your brother. I’ll fix you a cup of coffee while we catch up. It’s cold out.”

Moselle winked at Naija as they passed her. She settled into her mother’s old breakfast nook as Emile searched the cabinets for a mug. Naija stood silently in the doorway, watching them.

“Emile,” Moselle said warmly, “our baby girl has blossomed into a beautiful young woman.”

“With her ole nosey self!” Emile scoffed. “Naija’s playing hooky today ‘cause she ain’t completed her assignment. Waited till the last minute to get it done. Go on back upstairs and finish your homework, girl. Let us grownups talk in private.”

Naija rolled her eyes and disappeared around the corner.

“Oh, the youth will be youthful, Emile! Don’t be so hard on her.”

“Girl, I ain’t studdin’ that child!”

Emile filled a mug at the single drip, then carried it to the table. She set the beverage down in front of Moselle and settled opposite her with a long sigh.

“Well, I can see Nick’s taking good care of you! How are the girls?”

“They’re growing like weeds, Emile! My big girl is up to my shoulders now.”

“Mo, you should’ve brought them along!”

“Perhaps some other time, dear.”

“Well, I can’t hardly wait to see your brother’s face!”

Moselle shook her head. “Emile...”

“Now, listen to me, Mo! That’s all water under the bridge. Maurice needs to see those girls. I think it’s a downright shame he hasn’t tried to be in their lives.”

“Well, that was his decision.”

“Mo, people change! What—you think that don’t bother him?”

“I doubt it. Besides, they’re both in school, which is why I can’t stay for long. It’s my day to pick them up. Emile, we’re moving south. I thought it would be best to tell you in person.”

“To where, the Southern Tier? Oh, wow! Y’all really gettin’ country.”

Moselle studied her face in silence for a moment before continuing. “Nick and I found a place in Georgia. We’ve been planning this for some time now—saving here and there. It’s an opportunity to finally make our dreams come true. Nick just quit his job. He’s tired of the rat race, and so am I.”

“Ah! So you’ve caught the Atlanta bug, huh? Yeah, we have lots of friends down there. They always tryin’ to get us to move. But Maurice ain’t thinkin’ about leaving this place. It’s all bought and paid for. Your father was such a good man! He sure did treat y’all right.”

The compliment made Moselle smile again. “Daddy was the best,” she said. “The house we bid on is closer to Savannah.”

“Savannah?” Emile exclaimed. “Mo, who you know from there?”

“Well, it’s close to Mama’s hometown. We made the trip with her when we were kids. I haven’t been back since. But I keep dreaming of the people from years back. Isn’t that strange?”

“Sweetie, you have those kids to think about now! I’m not sure moving that far south is the right thing to do. You clearly see the climate of hate we’re living in today.”

“Oh, they’ll be fine, Emile! I just feel like something is drawing me there.”

Emile laughed softly. “So you’re finally gonna write that book!” she said.

“Well, that’s the plan.”

“And Nick?”

“He wants to paint full-time. Art has always been his true passion. But the children came along and changed everything. You know how that goes. We’re grabbing an opportunity while we still can.”

Emile sighed and shrugged nonchalantly as she thought about her eldest. “Well, Ebenezer is at Emory now. He still tryin’ to finish up that bachelor’s degree. Lord knows it took him long enough to choose a major.”

Moselle snorted a laugh.

“Now, what’s so funny?”

“Girl, I’ll just never understand why you gave him all that name. It’s so antiquated! Poor baby.”

Emile raised her head proudly. “That was not our doing, Miss Thing. Your mother named him after the creek. You know what happened there!”

Moselle frowned and shook her head. “No, I don’t! Please, share.”

“Girl, a host of slaves drowned in that water. They were massacred by the Confederates. It happened only months before Lincoln freed them all. Rose said we must never forget.”

Moselle shifted in her chair, the weight of the revelation pressing down. “I don’t recall Mama ever mentioning that to me!”

“Well, that’s all the more reason for you to stick around. Your brother is an authority on all that stuff.”

“He also detests my husband, Emile! I’m just not in the mood. I have a lot on my mind right now.”

“Well, I wasn’t gonna say anything. But since you’ve mentioned it—you do look peaked to me. You been sleeping well?”

Moselle took another long sip of coffee to calm her nerves before continuing.

“Emile, I’ve been having these dreams,” she began. “They’re always about people drowning. I hear them screaming and pleading for help. Then I wake up in a cold sweat. I think it might be stemming from some repressed memory. I’m not sure if I should see a psychiatrist about it or—not. Now here you are, telling me about some mass drowning in a creek. Maybe it’s all connected.”

“Well, why don’t you stay and find out?”

Moselle heard a car pull up and immediately went into panic mode. The driver honked twice—their father’s old way of announcing his arrival.

“I’d better go,” she said.

“Mo, time is not forever! It is God who directs our steps. He brought you here today for a reason. Talk to your brother, honey! But, please, don’t call him Maurice no more. His legal name is Djuma now.”

“Oh, girl, is he still militant?”

“Yes, more than ever now! His name is Djuma. Got it?”

Moselle nodded.

They heard the front door open and close.

“Emile, you home? I hope I don’t have to wait too long today. There’s really no excuse, you know. Your only job is to keep this house in order.”

“Djuma, don’t start with me today!”

Moselle eyed the back door and readied herself to flee, but Emile grabbed her wrist and forced her to sit again.

“Oh no, you don’t! Mo, this is your only brother. You can’t leave matters this way.”

“That’s all Maurice,” Moselle hissed quietly.

“I don’t care who started it—you’re gonna end this feud today.”

“Who’s that with you in there?” Djuma called.

“Why don’t you come and see?”

Djuma appeared at the doorway almost instantly. His sister’s presence didn’t seem to surprise him. He sighed and placed his hands on his hips as they locked eyes. Moselle had always been proud of him. He was tall, striking—former Army Ranger, Desert Storm veteran. He reminded her of Lieutenant Boma from Star Trek, but with their father’s hazel eyes. If only he wasn’t such a fascist, she thought. How Emile tolerated him all these years was beyond her.

“Well, if it isn’t Miss Anne’s best girl,” he scoffed.

Moselle rolled her eyes at the petty insult and stood to face him. She had never feared her brother—and wouldn’t start now.

“You know, Maurice, there was this inkling of hope in my heart that you had somehow changed for the better.”

“The name is Djuma now. Didn’t Emile tell you?”

“How does that even matter when your heart is still cold as ice?”

Djuma stepped in close until they were toe to toe.

“Girl, don’t you dare come smarting off at me in my house! I risked my life in some damn war just to keep you housed and properly fed. And what did you do, Mo? You ran off to be with that greaseball after Mama begged you not to.”

“Mother was suffocating me! I was a grown woman, Maurice. Is it a crime to fall in love? I couldn’t care less about color. That’s always been your hang-up.”

“You should’ve listened to Mama!” he shouted. “She had plans for you. But you got yourself knocked up on purpose. So whatcha come running to me for? I knew it was only a matter of time before he started beating your behind.”

“Oh, how you wish that were true!” she scoffed. “Our hearts are still in perfect harmony, Maurice.”

Emile rose and planted herself between them.

“Oh, stop this, both of you! We’re supposed to be family.”

“Where are the children at?” Djuma asked. “He don’t trust ‘em around us niggahs, huh?”

“You will not bring my children into this!”

“Uh-huh. Do they even know they’re Black? Probably not. I bet you’re feeding them that lie about race not mattering.”

“It is a social construct. I just don’t want them subjected to a superfluous of racist ranting. My God, Maurice! Don’t you ever get tired of this?”

Djuma pointed a warning finger.

“What did I just tell you about my name? You better show some respect in my house!”

Emile grabbed Moselle’s arm. “It’s Djuma now, honey.”

Moselle peeled her hand away, eyes locked on her brother.

“This is my father’s house! He worked for it. I belong here just as much as you do.”

Djuma laughed at her boldness. She’d always been able to stand toe to toe with him. At least she hadn’t lost her fire.

“I’ve seen your girls,” he said. “They’ve inherited their father’s likeness. Well, that’ll make it easier for them to slip into his world. You know it only takes nine generations for your genes to recede into oblivion? It’s called genetic annihilation, Moselle. But then again, Zorba clearly has a type. Ain’t that right, brown sugar?”

She raised her hand to strike him, but Djuma caught her wrist mid-air.

“Girl, don’t fool yourself. They ain’t accepted you as their equal. You’re just a bed warmer for that man.”

Moselle yanked free. Tears welled in her eyes—but she refused to let them fall.

“Maurice, what on earth has Nikolaos done to make you hate him this much?”

“It’s what the whole damn race has done! They’ve belittled our people for so long, we don’t even know our own worth. That beast ain’t happy unless he’s in control of everything—our mind, body, and soul. He don’t want us to have nuthin’ for ourselves. Not even control of our own women. He’s stolen you away from the man you were meant for—the Black man!”

Moselle swallowed the lump in her throat.

“I only came here to inform you people we’re moving out of this state.”

“Djuma, they’re moving to Georgia!” Emile whined. But he didn’t seem to hear her. His eyes stayed fixed on Moselle.

“I know exactly who I am, Maurice. I’m taking the girls back home—to their roots. And to think! I honestly considered returning here with them. But you’ve made it crystal clear how you really feel about us. No worries. We’ll be out of your life for good very soon. Isn’t that what you always wanted?”

The sight of him repulsed her now. She turned her back and folded her arms.

Emile had had enough.

“Moselle Vivian Holloway!” she shouted. “You bring those girls back home before you leave. Djuma’s just throwing jabs because he’s hurt. You shut him out all these years—no letters, no phone calls, nothing! Girl, can’t you see through him? He cares about you and those babies. He’s just too pig-headed to say it, Mo. You cannot leave this way.”

Moselle blinked hard. It felt like her mother was speaking through Emile. She brushed away her tears and turned. Djuma hadn’t changed. Still, she willed herself to meet his eyes.

******
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NICK WAS HOME WHEN Moselle arrived with the girls. He had boxed just about everything on the bottom level. Only the furniture and bare essentials remained. Moselle was glad to be back in her own domain. It was Greek spaghetti night. She’d stopped by the supermarket for Nick’s order of minced lamb.

“My, you’ve been a busy boy!” she said while unbagging groceries at the island counter.

Nick observed in silence while heating a pot of water for the pasta. He left his unbroken—the children loved watching him twirl it around his fork. Still, something was off about his wife. She allowed Nikol to turn on the television before finishing her homework, breaking a cardinal house rule. Anastazja was jumping for joy on the living room sofa. That was a definite no-no. But Moselle didn’t seem to notice—or didn’t care.

“Yeah, I’ve been packing since you left this morning,” Nick said. “Just trying to make it easier for you and the movers before I travel. So, how was your day?”

“Strange,” she answered abruptly.

“Well, in what respect?”

Moselle made space in the refrigerator for the eggs and milk as she expounded. “I made an impromptu decision to drive home after dropping the girls off at school. It didn’t seem right, moving out of state without informing Emile.”

“Hm.. Well, that explains why you never answered my calls,” he said. “So how did it go?”

The deed was done. Moselle slammed the refrigerator shut, jarring the items on the shelves.

“Jeezus Christ! That man will never change,” she scoffed.

“Ummm... you had a run-in with Maurice.”

“Point of correction,” she said, cramming a giant box of Honey Nut Cheerios into a lower cabinet. “He calls himself Djuma now. I can’t stop thinking about our twisted conversation.”

She slammed the cabinet door and faced Nick with a hand on her hip.

“Nick, how did Maurice come to see the children? Emile told me he refused to acknowledge any of the photos I sent to Mama. It’s as if he’s trying to erase us from his memory.”

Nick wasn’t sure if she was angry or just curious. It was hard to tell sometimes. He took a seat at the island counter and released a long, pitiable sigh. She joined him there and waited patiently for his reply.

“We met up at the medical center last year,” he began. “It was when Anastazja caught that bad cold. We feared it might be pneumonia, so we scheduled an appointment with her pediatrician.”

“Yes, I remember,” Moselle said.

“Well, I had both girls with me. We ran into your brother on our way back to the car. Apparently, he’d seen us first. He just stood there, staring at the three of us. For a moment, it looked like he might actually speak. So I approached and took the initiative. ‘Hello, Maurice. It’s been a long time, man. These are the children—Anastazja and Nikol.’ But he just kept staring. His eyes were ice cold. Then he walked away without uttering a single word.”

“And you never told me until now!”

“Honey, I didn’t want to upset you.”

“Nick, I promised Emile we’d return with the girls before leaving.”

“What about your brother?” Nick asked. “A leopard never changes his spots, Mo. I don’t think it’s a good idea. We can’t expose our children to that.”

“Oh, he dare not utter a single word of disrespect in front of my girls! I want you to come along with us.”

Nick shook his head. “Mo, I don’t think so.”

“That wasn’t a request,” she said. “You are my husband. Your place is by my side. We will not be intimidated by this man. If these babies don’t break him, then nothing will. They’re a part of me. Djuma has no business calling anyone a devil. He’s as wicked as they come!”

Nick felt his stomach drop. “You mean he actually called me a devil?”

There was no reply.

“Well, the apple never falls far from the tree,” he said. “Your mother never accepted our marriage, either.”

“Nick, how many times must I explain? Mother had no issue with your color. She was present when the girls were born. She attended every birthday with gifts and well-wishes. You saw how much joy they brought her.”

“Yeah, whatever, sweetheart.”

“Oh, Nikolaos, you just don’t understand. Mother never intended for me to leave that house. But then you came along. I couldn’t resist you.”

“Well, why’s your brother still so uptight?”

“Baby, this is New York. Racial tension has always been rampant here. Try walking in a Black man’s shoes for just one day. Nick, come home with me. Please! I’m not about to cower down from Maurice—or whatever he’s calling himself these days.”

Nick thought it over. He still didn’t want to go. But she’d never let him live it down if he refused.

“Yeah, alright,” he said with a shrug, then leaned over to kiss her lips.

“Uh, Nick?”

“Uh-huh?”

“I hate it when you call me brown sugar. No more. Okay? Now will you please get that hyperactive child off my sofa? And that television has exactly thirty seconds to be off before I explode. Your daughters are trying me today. They wanted pizza for dinner, ice cream before that, then chips and soda from the marketplace. I said no to all of the above. Time for you to be the enforcer, dear. It’s Calgon time for me.”

Nick laughed as she rose from the stool and left the kitchen. His wife was back.

*******
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IT WAS FRIDAY MORNING. The clock on the bedroom dresser read 2:00 a.m. Moselle’s mind was still brimming with thoughts. They kept her awake.

She slipped out of bed while her husband slept, put on a robe, and made her way to the study downstairs. It was the space she used while the children were at school. Her laptop was still on the desk. The screen awakened when she lifted the lid.

She typed in EBENEZER CREEK MASSACRE then read aloud from the wiki.


On Dec. 9, 1864, scores of newly-freed men, women, and children were slaughtered at Ebenezer Creek by a Confederate cavalry under the command of General Joseph Wheeler...



Moselle jumped in her seat when Nick placed his hands on her shoulders from behind. She looked up into his eyes as he massaged her gently.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Oh... Emile was telling me about a massacre that happened near the place we’re moving to. It took place just before the Civil War ended. I think it might be connected to our family.”

Nick scanned the screen. “Hm.. Ebenezer Creek Massacre... Oh, I see! Eb is short for Ebenezer, isn’t it?”

Moselle grabbed his right hand and smiled. “I’m so pleased you remember him. He was just a boy when I left home. Eb’s a student at Emory now.”

“Hey, that’s outstanding! We should invite him over for dinner once we’re settled in.”

“Well, I just hope he isn’t anything like his father.”

“Honey, those are just an old man’s hang-ups. Eb was always a good kid. Come back to bed now. You know I can’t sleep without you.”

Moselle closed the lid but planned to continue her search later that morning. She stood and allowed Nick to walk her back upstairs.

*******
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A STORM RAGED OUTSIDE. Wind whipped rain against the girls’ bedroom window. It whistled through the cracks.

Anastazja moaned and twisted in her sleep. The noise had slipped into her dream. Nikol rolled over and checked on her. The child appeared to be drowning, waving her arms and gasping for air.

“Mommy!” she whimpered. “Mommy, Mommy, help me!”

Nikol scurried out of bed and shook her gently. “Anastazja, wake up! It’s only a dream.”

Anastazja opened her eyes, relieved to see her sister beside her. She wrapped her arms around Nikol’s neck and cried.

“The water drowned me!” she sobbed.

“Oh, the water dream again, huh?”

Anastazja pushed away, wiping her tears.

“It isn’t real,” Nikol said softly. “It’s just the rain making you dream. You’re safe in your own bed now. Try to go back to sleep.”

Anastazja clung to her sister’s gown and lay back on her pillow.

“Oh, no! I’m not sleeping with you,” Nikol scoffed. “You’re still wetting your bed.”

“Don’t leave me, Nikol!”

“I’ll be right here beside you.”

“No, stay!”

Nikol sighed. Watching her sister cry melted her resistance.

“Move over,” she muttered.

Anastazja made just enough room. They curled beside each other as the wind howled and the trees bent under its force.

A streak of lightning flashed through the master bedroom window. Then came thunder. It fractured Moselle’s sleep.

She’d fallen asleep in her husband’s arms after making love to him. Now she tossed her head, rolled onto her back—and suddenly sat up with widened eyes, gasping as if surfacing from underwater.

Nick stirred. He slid up beside her and patted her cheeks gently.

“Mo, wake up. You’re dreaming again.”

She blinked rapidly, panic etched on her face. She reached for Nick’s face with both hands, needing the reassurance that he was real.

“Oh my God, Nick—I saw my baby drown! There was nothing I could do to save her. I tried so hard.”

Nick pulled her close as she wept.

“God forbid,” he whispered. “It was just a dream, Mo. A terrible dream. The girls are safe in their beds.”

His words brought little comfort. She pulled away, scanning the room for her robe. It was draped across her vanity chair.

“I need to see them,” she insisted, slipping it on.

“Honey, I promise you—they’re fine,” Nick said. But she was already out the door.

He followed her down the hallway as she quietly opened the girls’ bedroom door. They were fast asleep—curled together, peaceful.

Moselle exhaled deeply and dropped to her knees at their bedside. She kissed each girl gently on the forehead. Nick stood at the doorway, silently relieved, watching the woman he loved in the hush of moonlight and storm.

*******
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THE SUN WAS OUT. NICK put on a robe and stepped outside to assess the damage on their street. A tree had toppled a few houses down, crashing into a power line. Fortunately, it hadn’t affected their electricity. Utility trucks were already on the scene. He watched the workers from the lawn for a moment, then returned inside when all seemed well.

He made breakfast for everyone—Greek scrambled eggs, sliced turkey ham, and toasted horiatiki bread. Moselle got the girls dressed, then ushered them to the table. Nick joined them after pouring chilled pineapple-mango juice into their glasses.

“Well, there’s no damage to the house,” he announced.

“What a relief!” Moselle said. “We want this move to go over smoothly.”

Nikol played in her eggs with a fork while watching her mother feed Anastazja from her own plate. She’d sat the child on her lap as if she were an infant.

“I bet you never held me like that,” Nikol scoffed.

Moselle met her daughter’s eyes and froze. “Nikol, you are our firstborn. Our love for you is insurmountable. Now, finish your breakfast. You cannot be late for school again.”

“Why? It’s almost over anyway.”

Nick kissed her forehead and handed her a jar of orange marmalade for her toast—her favorite.

“Duchess, why were you in bed with Anastazja last night?”

“She had the water dream again.”

Nick met Moselle’s eyes, then turned back to Nikol. “Water dream?” he repeated for clarity.

“Yeah. She almost drowned this time.”

“The water drowned me!” Anastazja whined.

Moselle dropped her fork into the plate. She clung tighter to Anastazja and rocked her gently.

Nikol looked to her father for explanation.

“Your mother had a nightmare about Anastazja drowning,” Nick said.

Nikol gasped. “Jesus Christ! Dad, maybe this is a sign for us to stay put.”

Moselle looked at Nick but said nothing.

“Mo, come on,” he scoffed. “You girls are taking this thing too far. Just maybe you shouldn’t be reading about massacres late at night.”

“Well, who said anything about a massacre?” Nikol asked.

“I believe that was directed toward me,” Moselle said. “Nick, I concur. But how do you account for us sharing the same dream and being frightened out of our wits?”

“I don’t know.”

“But you do agree that it’s something we should look into, right?”

“I’m not following you guys,” Nikol said.

Nick looked her way again. “Duchess, how long has your sister been having these dreams?”

“For a while now. They seem to get worse each time she has one.”

“And you’re just now telling us?” Moselle scoffed.

“Well, gosh—it’s just a dream! I didn’t think it was a big deal.”

“Nikol, we are your parents. Your father and I are interested in everything that concerns you. You should have come to us sooner. This isn’t normal, sweetheart.”

Nikol hung her head. Her appetite faded as she went back to playing in her eggs.

“Duchess, you are not to blame,” Nick said. “We’re all a little shaken right now. Let’s just talk about something else. I’ll be flying to Georgia in a few days. You’ll be staying with your mother while I’m gone.”

“What if I have another bad dream?” Anastazja whimpered.

“You can sleep with Mom. That way she can keep an eye on you. No more bad dreams.”

“Hey, what about me?” Nikol protested. “I don’t wanna be all by myself.”

“We’ll all sleep together,” said Moselle.

Nick sighed and shook his head. “Mo, just listen to us. They’re just dreams. We’re going to church before I leave.”

“Oh really?” she scoffed. “Since when did we start believing, Nick?”

“Well, I never stopped. You know my folks are churchgoers. I served as an altar boy until I went off to college.”

“Nick, all those discussions we had while dating—”

“Honey, I’m a guy. I said whatever it took to get close to you.”

“Nikolaos!”

Nikol smiled, amused as her eyes bounced between them.

“Mo, I’ve always believed in the hereafter. It’s hard for me to accept that we exist for no reason at all. That’s ridiculous. We are all born with a purpose. Life is just a matter of figuring out what that purpose is. You’ve decided to become a writer. I love to paint. Maybe Duchess will become a renowned musician someday. We’re all glorifying God in our own unique way. One thing is for certain, sweetheart—we’ll all know the truth at the end of this journey. I still have faith that I’ll see my late brother in the end.”

“Nick, history has shown time and again that organized religion leads to nothing but war and destruction. You know this. Religious hierarchy is no better than fascism in my opinion. Who needs it?”

“Our children do. Mo, these girls need something to sustain them in this world. Especially now. They need faith. I want you to be on my side on this. Prayer won’t hurt.”

Moselle didn’t know what to make of Nick. The man had clearly been “playing” her all along. But he’d given her two beautiful children. She kissed Anastazja on the temple and then served the child a portion of her juice.
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Nick had lived well with his wife without committing to any particular faith. They’d decided to raise their children without prejudice. The girls had visited his parents’ sanctuary, but they had yet to experience their Methodist roots.

New Friendship A.M.E. was Moselle’s family church. It was Sunday morning, and Nick drove everyone to worship at the Rittsville chapel.

New Friendship was a historically Black institution, now under the pastorship of Reverend Dr. Vivian Jones—its first female minister. Moselle was proud of that alone. But nearly every congregant was unfamiliar. The faces had changed.

Nick stood apart, but smiled contentedly. The choir sang Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing with just the organist accompanying them. They were a small, disciplined mix of young and old. Their fastidious little choir master kept time with brisk precision. Nick caught Moselle smiling during the performance. The operatic blend seemed to lift her spirit.

Service ended within the hour. Nick drove his family straight to Moselle’s old home. Emile was expecting them. She greeted everyone with hugs and kisses when they arrived.

Nick held Anastazja in his arms—she’d fallen asleep on the drive. The child clung to him, peering cautiously around their peculiar surroundings.

“Nick, it’s so good to see you again!”

“Same here, girl! It’s been a long time, huh?”

“Too long! And the girls are just beautiful. Now, who is who?”

Emile recognized them from the photos Moselle routinely sent, but she wanted them to introduce themselves.

Nikol, excited but shy, clung to her mother’s waist. Emile was petite and pretty like Moselle, and her warmth felt genuine. Nikol took a chance and smiled.

“I’m Nikol,” she announced.

“And this is Anastazja,” Nick added.

“With her quiet self! Just like her mama,” Emile teased.

Nick caught a whiff of dinner and smiled. “Ummm, something smells good in here!”

“Well, supper’s on the table. We’ve been waiting for you people to arrive.”

Nick placed Anastazja on her feet, then looked to his wife. He hadn’t forgotten how her brother felt about him.

“You sure it’s alright?”

“Honey, relax,” Moselle said, brushing his cheek. “This was my home before we were married. You are welcome.”

Still, her touch failed to ease his apprehension. Moselle glanced at Emile and whispered, “So... where’s you-know-who?”

“At the table, chile.”

“Hm. We expected a volcanic eruption. Now I’m really uneasy. What’s he up to, Emile?”

“Girl, who knows? But whatever he says, take it with a grain of salt. He’s still your brother. Ain’t nuthin’ can be done about that. Y’all follow me.”

Djuma was reading a newspaper when they all filtered into the small dining room. His radio played Nick’s favorite jazz station. Nick smiled, caught off guard.

Naija sat to her father’s left. She smiled warmly, studying the family. Moselle and Nick made a handsome couple, she thought—and the children were adorable.

“Djuma, the girls are here,” Emile announced.

He lowered the paper and smiled politely—much to Moselle’s surprise.

“Well, so they are.”

“That’s your Uncle Djuma, girls. Y’all have a seat. Don’t be shy, now. You’re at home.”

Nick pulled out a chair for Moselle. She sat opposite Naija and returned the teen’s smile.

“It’s good to see you again, Djuma,” Nick said. “Thanks for inviting us over.”

Djuma ignored him outright. His eyes were fixed on Moselle, who settled Anastazja on her lap and stared back coolly.

Emile surveyed the table.

“Now, let’s see... Nikol, you sit next to your cousin Naija. I want you girls to get to know one another. It’s a downright shame it’s taken this long.”

“Well, whose fault is that?” Djuma scoffed.

Naija slid the chair beside her back and waited patiently. Nikol swallowed hard, then moved toward her. Their eyes locked. Her cousin seemed so much older than the other teens she knew—poised like her mother, with a womanly figure, makeup, long polished nails. Nikol sat humbly beside her.

“You’re so cute!” Naija said. “How old are you?”

“Ten.”

“Just ten!” Emile chimed in. “Mind yourself around her, Naija.”
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