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THE ARRIVAL

[image: ]




The deputy's fist cracked bone before Jerome Blake’s boots hit the platform.

The sound carried—sharp, wet, unmistakable—and a man went down hard, shoulder striking wood. Onlookers gasped. A few laughed and cut it short.

Jerome stepped off the colored railroad car into the smell of creosote and sweat. The boards beneath his boots were unpainted, raw pine, warped from too many summers, nails lifted just enough to catch a heel if you weren’t watching. Fifty yards ahead, white passengers spilled onto painted decking lined with palms in clay pots, their voices light, luggage thumping, a brass bell ringing somewhere down the platform.

The Florida East Coast Railway depot divided itself the way everything else did—clear lines, no apology.

“COLORED," a hand-painted sign announced, its arrow pointing toward a single iron water pump and a structure that barely qualified as an outhouse. The platform narrowed there, boards gapping wide enough to show sand beneath.

Another blow landed.

The Seminole was a big man—broad through the shoulders, arms thick from work or hunting—but he carried himself with a humility that blunted the advantage. He stayed down, curled tight around something clutched to his chest, boots scraping uselessly against the boards as the deputy drove a knee into his side.

“I told you yesterday, Cypress.” The deputy’s voice was breathless now, excited. He hit him again, this time in the stomach. “Sheriff Jakes don’t want you bothering decent folks.”

The name landed in Jerome’s chest like a stone dropped into still water.

Jakes.

His hands went still at his sides.

The Seminole coughed, blood spattering the boards. He lifted what he’d been protecting—a photograph already bent at the corners. A young woman’s face. Dark hair. A smile caught mid-laugh.

“Please.” Cypress held it up with a shaking hand. “My daughter. Six months now. Someone must have seen—”

A woman nearby sucked in a breath and pulled her child closer. A porter froze mid-step, the handle of a trunk cutting into his palm. A tourist dropped a glove and did not bend to retrieve it.

No one moved.

The cost of interference was visible.

Althea followed Jerome down from the car, one hand pressed lightly against her midsection. Her face stayed composed behind wire-rimmed spectacles that caught the glare, but her steps had changed since Miami—shorter, careful. Jerome noticed because he always noticed what people tried to hide.

She took in the blood, the photograph, the deputy’s grin tightening with each strike. Her jaw set.

She said nothing.

The man who’d ordered it stood back, letting the moment ripen.

Tall. Broad. Sun-damaged skin. Thinning brown hair combed carefully over a skull that had never known doubt. The sheriff’s shield on his chest was not a deputy’s star but the real thing—polished bright enough to flash when he shifted, as deliberate as a signal fire. He wanted people to see it coming.

He wanted it seen.

His right hand opened and closed slowly, the unconscious flex of fingers long accustomed to breaking men without consequence. His posture said he’d never once had to explain himself to anyone who mattered.

He raised one hand.

The deputy stopped mid-swing, breath still heaving.

“That’s enough.”

The voice carried without force—no bark, no threat. Just certainty. The kind that didn’t need witnesses to work.

“He’s learned his lesson.”

Billy Cypress stayed down, curled on the boards. The sheriff stepped over him like garbage and continued toward the white section of the platform. Anxious passengers stepped aside as he passed. Recognition of what lived behind his eyes.

The eyes — Jerome’s throat closed. Green. Hazel green, the color of shallow water over sand. He knew those eyes. Had seen them in his own reflection every morning until he’d learned to stop looking.

His hands started shaking. He pressed them flat against his thighs to stop the tremor.

For one breath his gaze swept over the colored section, toward where Jerome stood frozen beside his bundles. Those green eyes passed over him without recognition, without interest, finding nothing worth attention in another travel-worn colored man stepping off the Jim Crow car.

Then the green gaze moved on.

Jerome exhaled. But that near-miss settled into his bones. He was in this man’s territory now. Visible. Exposed.

He shifted both canvas bundles to his left shoulder. All that he and Althea had salvaged in Miami and take with them.

The fabric bit into his collarbone where the jacket had thinned to nothing, rubbing against skin that was still yellowed and sore. He shifted once and stopped—no sense advertising weakness.

In Tampa, he’d carried a leather valise instead. Solid weight. Respectable. He’d set it down in Ybor City like a man with a future, a man ready to step into Charlie Wall’s shadow and survive it.

Here, he kept his eyes on the boards.

He couldn’t meet the gaze of the other passengers stepping off the colored car.

He looked back.

A colored porter had hold of Billy Cypress now, hauling him upright, murmuring something low and urgent near his ear. Cypress swayed, barely steady on his feet.

The photograph had torn.

Cypress held both halves as if he hadn’t realized yet what had happened—one piece in each shaking hand. His daughter’s face split clean down the middle.

Jerome was drawn to it. The instinct to cross the platform. To offer a word. To be seen saying it.

But the part of him that had survived Tampa, Miami—every danger he’d crossed—tightened its grip.

That part turned him away from trouble.

Jerome followed it.

⁂

“I need the water closet.”

Althea’s voice was flat. Controlled.

He nodded toward the colored facilities. “I’ll wait.”

She moved off without touching him.

In Miami, even when things went bad, she’d found him—fingers at his sleeve, a brief squeeze at the shoulder. Nothing anyone else would notice. Enough for him to feel anchored.

Now she walked ahead, precise, already occupied with something he wasn’t part of.

Jerome watched her go. Althea didn’t waste motion.

She didn’t waste silence either.

While he waited, Jerome watched the crowd.

Workers streamed past in both directions—the machinery of service already grinding, faces dulled though the day was barely half spent.

Then he saw them.

A knot of porters shooting dice in the wedge of shade behind the depot. Five men, mixed ages, crouched around a busted crate. Bills folded tight. Ivory dice worn smooth from use. Nobody attempted to hide it.

His fingers found their rhythm against his thigh.

Once.

Twice.

Pause.

He should walk away.

They needed every cent—food, a room, time to get their feet under them in a town that had already made its rules clear.

But the pull had nothing to do with money.

It was the instant before the dice stopped. The breath held. The silence. The instant when anything was possible. That weightless beat where luck hadn’t chosen sides yet.

Jerome lived for that moment.

He was already moving toward the shade when the dice hit the wood again.

His footsteps announce him. The oldest porter—grizzled hands showing decades of hauling luggage, a scar across his left knuckles that looked like it came from a blade—looked up first.

“Y’all mind if I throw in?” Jerome kept his tone easy, matching their rhythm. “Just got off that train, money’s burning a hole.”

The younger ones looked to the older man.

“Solomon?” one asked.

Solomon studied Jerome for a long moment, taking in the travel-worn clothes, the bundles, the exhaustion of someone running from something.

“Your money spends like anyone’s.” Solomon shifted to make room. “Two bits minimum. No markers. Can’t cover, don’t play.”

Jerome set down the bundles and pulled out two crumpled bills.

The dice were worn ivory, edges softened by a thousand hands. The younger porter—lean, eager, energy not yet beaten down—grinned wide.

“Luther.” He introduced himself with the confidence of a man who knew his territory. “That’s Benny. Work at the Coral Crown Beach Club. Finest establishment on Palm Beach, if you don’t mind serving folks who lose your monthly wage on a single hand.”

“That right?” Jerome crouched into the circle. Packed dirt scattered with pine needles. Air thick with sweat and machine oil.

Luther rattled the dice. “Seven’s the number. Who’s in?”

Money hit the crate. Jerome laid down fifty cents—conservative, feeling out the game. Luther rolled. Five and two. Seven.

“Pay the man,” Solomon said.

Jerome’s turn. His palm cradled the dice. Balanced. Honest. He breathed out and let them fly.

Six and three. Nine.

“Nine’s the point.”

He rolled again. Four and five. Nine.

Money shifted his direction. Two dollars now. A week’s rent at a boarding house. Food for five days.

“You got the touch.” Luther’s grin had shifted, becoming calculating. “Double or nothing?”

The smart play was walking away. Jerome had watched other men destroy themselves on this exact proposition. Four dollars. Two weeks of breathing room. Time to find work, scout the town, build something.

“Why not?”

Luther picked up the dice, rattled them longer this time. Benny leaned in. Even Solomon’s weathered face showed interest.

The ivory cubes hit the crate and bounced.

One.

One.

Snake eyes.

The air left Jerome’s lungs. He stared at those two single pips staring back like empty eyes. His fingers went cold. His mouth tasted like copper.

You knew. You knew and you did it anyway.

“Six dollars.” Luther wasn’t smiling now.

Somewhere, a train whistle sounded, mournful and distant.

“You got that six dollars?” Solomon’s voice hinted that he’d seen this scene before.

Jerome met his eyes. Running would get him marked. Fighting would get him arrested or killed. Only one option left him standing.

“My wife has it.”

Solomon studied him. “Then you better go get your wife.”

⁂

Jerome found Althea leaning against the colored facilities building, sweat beading at the hair on her temples.

“Six dollars.”

She closed her eyes. A muscle worked in her jaw. When she opened them again, he saw something worse than anger. Disappointment so familiar it had worn grooves in her face.

“That was our rooming money.” Not accusatory. Just stating facts, the way she’d state that three and three made six.

“I know.”

She reached into her bodice—the hidden pocket where she kept what mattered—and pulled out bills creased from her body heat. The six dollars were counted out, making him watch each bill separate from the others.

“Don’t lose the rest.”

She turned away before he could respond. Didn’t watch him go back to pay. When he glanced over his shoulder, she went to sit on the retainer wall, back straight as a church pew, hands folded in her lap like she was keeping them still so she wouldn’t use them to hit him.

Jerome returned to the dice game and handed over the money.

Solomon counted it, nodded, folded it into his vest pocket.

Then the old porter surprised him—reached back in, peeled off a single dollar, and pressed it into Jerome’s palm.

It settled in his chest.

Not guilt. Not shame.

Recognition.

He knew this moment. Had stood in it before—the quiet after the loss, the game already receding, the table cooling as if it had never mattered at all. The world resuming its ordinary shape.

It never lasted.

Somewhere ahead there would be another table. Another handful of dice. Another suspended breath, where the future hovered, undecided.

And when that moment came, his hands would be ready.

They always were.

“Finder’s fee,” Solomon said. “For being the kind of man who comes back instead of runs.” He glanced at the scar on his own knuckles. “Last fellow who lost to us and didn’t pay? We found him trying to catch a northbound freight. Man like that can’t work Palm Beach no more. Can’t work nothing.” He shrugged. “You showed sense. That’s worth a dollar.”

“Appreciate that.” Jerome pocketed the dollar. “And the boarding house you mentioned?”

“Van Ness sisters on Evernia and Division.” Solomon’s weathered face shifted, became less guarded. “Sister Lurlean’s the tall one — but runs that house tight. She may look at you like you stole something until she decides you’re worth her time. Her younger sister, Irene’s best cook in town. Softer, quiet as a church mouse. Keeps a pot of rosemary in the kitchen window for her medicine teas. They don’t tolerate foolishness, but they’re fair. Two dollars a week if you help with the maintenance.”

Luther, friendly again now that he’d been paid, leaned closer.

“You looking for work?” he said easily. “Hotels always need hands. Railroad’s hiring too—track repair, mostly.”

He tipped his chin. “See that fellow there? Gray hat. Pretending to read the schedule board.”

Jerome followed the motion.

A thin white man stood apart from the crowd, eyes flicking up at the arrivals board and back down to his pocket watch, fingers worrying the chain like it might break loose.

“That’s Emmett Polk,” Luther said. “Runs a still out past the canal. Sells shine to the construction camps.”

Luther smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Last month he decided he didn’t owe Ruskin Holz anymore. Figured being white meant he could forget certain arrangements.”

Jerome kept his gaze on Polk. The man shifted, tucking his hands into his pockets.

“Holz sent visitors,” Luther went on. “Now Emmett pays double. Lost two fingers learning the arithmetic.”

He shrugged. “Still standing, though. Still selling.”

Luther tapped the table once, light as punctuation. “Holz prefers percentages to funerals. Long as you know where the edge is, he’s reasonable.”

Jerome understood.

Ruskin Holz. Not the law.

He was the man you paid before you made plans.

“That’s how it works here.”

“And the law?” Jerome asked.

“Sheriff Earl Jakes.” Solomon spat tobacco juice into the dirt. “Mean as a snake and twice as poisonous. Leaves colored folks alone mostly, long as they stay in their place. But cross him...” He shrugged.

The full name landed in Jerome’s chest like a bullet finding home.

Earl Jakes.

Not common. Not coincidence. The same green eyes.

The same man whose shadow had fallen across his mother’s life in a cabin near Lake Okeechobee.

A whistle blew. The men stood, brushing dirt from their knees.

“Back to work for us,” Solomon said. “You looking for dock work, come find me in the Styx tomorrow morning. I’ll walk you over to the Coral Crown, introduce you to Henry Clay Morrison—he’s head bellman, runs the dock crews. He’ll put you on. But word of advice? Whatever you’re running from, leave it behind. This place don’t care about your past if you’re useful.”

They dispersed toward the depot, leaving Jerome alone with his bundles and his shame. And a dollar he hadn’t expected. And a name he’d spent twelve years trying to forget.

⁂

He walked back to where Althea waited, sitting on a retainer wall, head in her hands. When she looked up, her expression was carefully neutral.

“Paid?”

“Paid.” He showed her the dollar. “And got this back. Finder’s fee for being honest.”

The look on her face—not quite hope, but the ghost of the woman who’d once looked at him and seen possibilities instead of problems.

“Tell me,” she said.

“Man named Ruskin Holz runs the real economy here. Everyone pays protection—fair rates, but the price of not paying is steep.

Then he cut short when he heard her sigh and he heard what she wasn’t saying: Give me something to work with. Let me think instead of just endure.

“There’s a boarding house on Division Street. Two dollars a week.”

“Good.”

She stood, swayed slightly, caught herself before he could reach for her. They gathered their bundles and started walking toward Colored Town. The Northwest District. A mile’s walk, maybe more.

The town opened before them as they left the depot. Clematis Street stretched east-west with white businesses lining both sides—dry goods stores, restaurants, saloons with etched glass windows. WHITE ONLY signs hung like accusations.

They walked without speaking.

Workers streamed past heading west—the daily release from Palm Beach service jobs. Men with smiles already gone slack now that no one was watching. Women with hands red and swollen from lye soap and scalding water, skirts damp at the hem.

Everyone here wore two faces.

The one that earned the wage.

And the one they carried home.

Jerome watched the switch happen mid-stride—backs straightening, mouths settling, eyes sharpening once the hotels were behind them.

He noted it and kept walking.

Places like this always had room for men who understood the difference.

They crested a small rise that offered a view back toward the waterfront. The bridge to Palm Beach stretched across Lake Worth, iron and ambition spanning the water. Beyond it, the hotels rose like white palaces—the Royal Poinciana, the Breakwater—catching the late afternoon sun. Monuments to wealth neither of them could properly imagine.

“Three hundred yards,” Jerome said, pointing to the bridge.

“What about it?”

“Three hundred yards between paradise and poverty. Close enough to serve them everything they claim not to want. Far enough to deny knowledge when respectability requires it.”

Althea turned to face the Northwest District sprawling ahead—simple frame houses, dirt streets, cooking smoke rising despite the heat.

“That’s where the money is,” he said, still looking at Palm Beach.

“But that’s not where we’ll make ours.” She studied the colored district. “We’ll build something here. Something they can’t take from us.”

It was the first time either of them had said it clearly. Not subservience. Not entry. A dominion in the shadows.

The railroad tracks disappeared as they walked west—the literal boundary between worlds. On one side, remnants of white commercial district. On the other, the Northwest District beginning. Houses getting smaller, gaps between structures wider.

Children stopped playing to watch them pass. Women on porches paused their conversation. New faces meant new stories, new possibilities, new troubles. Jerome nodded to those who met his eyes.

We’re like you. We belong.

The Van Ness house would be somewhere ahead on Division Street. A tin roof that sang when it rained. Two sisters who kept rosemary in the window.

Two dollars a week for a place to plan.

“You can’t keep losing our seed money,” Althea said.

“I didn’t lose it. I bought us the key to a kingdom nobody else sees yet.”

She was quiet. Then: “We’re still borrowing against our stash.”

“Yeah.”

“And I’m still hungry.”

“I know.”

“And you’re still the man who can’t walk away from trouble.”

“Yeah.”

The sun was setting now, painting the sky orange and purple, the heat finally breaking. Someone was singing a hymn, voice carrying over the evening sounds. Wade in the Water. The song slaves had sung.

Jerome thought about Sheriff Earl Jakes. Those green eyes. That casual authority. The way Billy Cypress had curled around a torn photograph while the man who’d ordered the beating stepped over him like garbage.

Twelve years ago, Jerome had fled a cabin near Lake Okeechobee and the shadow of a man who moved like that. Now he’d stepped off a train into the same shadow, longer and darker than before.

Two dollars in his pocket. A pregnant wife beside him—though she hadn’t told him yet, though he’d only half-guessed from her silences and her sickness. A town run by the man who’d haunted his childhood.

And nowhere left to run.

The dice were already in the air. But Jerome wasn’t the one who’d thrown them.
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THE VAN NESS HOUSE
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The house watched them approach.

Windows flanked the front door, dark and unblinking. The wraparound porch sagged in places, crowded with mismatched chairs and two rockers worn smooth by decades of waiting. Whitewashed boards blistered where the sun had worried them. The tin roof was patched with tar, seams sealed by necessity rather than care.

This wasn’t a house that invited admiration.

A broom leaned against the doorframe, bristles spread wide from use. Beside it hung a hand-lettered sign, the words small and deliberate — words too small for Althea to read from this distance.

The screen door banged open before they reached the porch steps.

The sound sharp enough to make Althea flinch. Her hand pressed against her midsection. Habit now.

The curtain twitched—someone was spying.

Then a woman filled the doorway, tall and thin, sharp-featured, her gray hair pulled into a bun so tight it seemed to draw her skin back from her bones. Dark skin, no powder, no ornament. A functional dress, sensible shoes. Hands held loose at her sides, work-worn and ready.

Her eyes swept them quickly then settled on Althea, making her stomach tighten. Not hostile. Not welcoming. Appraising the way a shopkeeper looks at a customer who might be worth keeping an eye on.

Althea slowed without meaning to; her steps shortened.

This was not a woman who wasted words. This was a woman who decided things.

Her eyes went first to Jerome’s face—his complexion, his hazel eyes—then to their worn bundles. The woman’s mouth tightened almost imperceptibly.

“Running or searching?” Her voice matched her face—blunt, declarative words dropped like stones into still water. “Those the only kind of people who get off that train.”

Jerome opened his mouth.

Althea stepped forward before he could speak.

“Searching, ma’am.” She pitched her voice carefully—refined but not soft, the register she’d learned for church ladies and women who ran things quietly. “My husband and I are looking to settle. We were told The Van Ness sisters keep respectable lodging.”

“Told by who?”

“Solomon Wright. We met him at the depot.”

She seemed to soften. Not kindness—permission.

“Division Street,” Althea continued, pressing while the door was open. “Two dollars a week, he said. Help with maintenance.”

“Two dollars a week.” The woman looked them over again. “High yella man traveling with a brown-skinned woman. Interesting.”

Jerome stiffened beside her. Althea felt it like a ripple in water.

“We’re married,” she said. “Up from Miami.”

“And what did you do in Miami?”

“I kept books for a boarding house.” The lie slid out clean but was built on enough truth to hold weight. “Jerome did maintenance. We heard West Palm Beach had opportunities.”

“Opportunities.” The woman turned the word like she was checking it for rot. “What kind?”

“Porter work. Bellman. Whatever the hotels need.” Jerome found his voice, steadier than Althea expected. “Ain’t afraid of hard work.”

“Hard work,” the woman repeated. Her eyebrows lifted, and her gaze lingered on him longer this time. “Why West Palm Beach? Why not stay in Miami?”

“Lot of no-goods in Miami,” Althea said.

From inside the house, a softer voice called from behind the front window’s curtain, “Lurlean, for heaven’s sake. Let them come up on the porch at least.”

The woman—Lurlean—pressed her lips together, then stepped aside. “Come on then. But we’re not finished talking.”

The porch boards creaked under their weight. Up close, Althea now read the sign:

NO DRINKING.

NO GAMBLING.

NO OVERNIGHT GUESTS.

CHURCH EXPECTED.

THIS IS A RESPECTABLE HOUSE.

She caught Jerome’s eye, pointed, mouthed: No gambling.

His face soured.

She enjoyed that. Just a little.

⁂

Inside, the house smelled of lye soap and fresh bread and something savory bubbling deeper in. The smell caught Althea off guard—her stomach answered before her manners could stop it.

The front parlor was simple but immaculate: a worn settee with crocheted arms, a side table stacked with copies of The Colored American Magazine. A faded photograph on the mantel showed two men, young and solemn in their Sunday clothes. The husbands, Althea guessed. Long dead. The sort of loss that turned tidiness into conviction.

A second woman appeared from the kitchen doorway, wiping flour-dusted hands on her apron. She was softer than Lurlean, smaller, with warm brown skin and smile lines worn deep. Her gray hair hung loose around her round face.

“I’m Irene Van Ness,” she said, already moving toward them. “You both look worn through. Sit, sit.”

“They haven’t agreed to terms yet,” Lurlean said.

Irene waved a hand. “They will. If not, they’ll at least sit while we talk.”

Althea sank onto the settee, and the relief of it nearly made her dizzy. Her calves trembled. Her feet throbbed. She kept her hands folded, dignified, while her body betrayed her.

Jerome remained standing.

Lurlean stayed that way too, arms crossed, eyes moving over him with professional thoroughness. Face. Hands. Shoes. Skin. Eyes. Back again.

Althea watched Jerome endure it for a full five seconds before he grimaced under the scrutiny.

He was being evaluated, and he hated it.

“Two dollars a week,” Lurlean said. “Paid in advance. Help with maintenance means real work—fixing, hauling, whatever needs doing to keep this house maintained.”

“Understood,” Jerome said. He stood straighter, as if posture might improve his chances.

“No drinking in the house. No gambling at all. I catch you with dice or cards, you’re out the same hour.”

Jerome’s face showed resentment, then he buried it quickly.

“Understood,” he said again, clipped.

Miss Lurlean delighted in Jerome’s muted response and went on.

“Church on Sundays unless you’re working. Baptist or AME. Your choice, but you go.”

“We’ll attend,” Althea said smoothly.

“This is a respectable house.” Lurlean’s voice hardened. “Whatever you’re running from, whatever you’re carrying—you leave it outside.”

“We’re not running,” Jerome said. “We’re searching.”

Lurlean’s eyes narrowed. “She’s searching. You—”

Irene cleared her throat. Soft. Strategic.

“Lurlean,” she said gently, “the man’s been standing since the door. Let him sit before you decide.”

Jerome shot Irene a grateful look and lowered himself into the nearest chair with exaggerated care, as though proving he could follow instructions when properly issued.

Althea hid her smile by lowering her eyes.

“Two dollars,” she said before the silence sharpened. “We can pay now.”

She reached into her bodice and drew out the bills, still warm from her skin. Two dollars exactly. It left them with one dollar and whatever coins Jerome carried. The rest — the three thousand in stolen mob money tucked in the bundle — might as well have been imaginary.

One dollar left.

If Jerome didn’t find work by week’s end, they’d have to break into the stash—the money they’d promised themselves was for building something, not surviving.

Lurlean took the money, counted it, and folded it into her apron pocket. “Dinner’s beans tonight. Just beans.”

Jerome’s shoulders slumped a fraction.

“You want more,” Lurlean continued, “your husband finds work tomorrow.”

“I can pay for a real supper,” Jerome said quickly, producing the dollar Solomon had returned. “Whatever you’re cooking smells too good to pass up.”

Althea inhaled sharply—half warning, half laughter.

Lurlean’s face changed in that moment. Not approval, but grudging respect.

Irene smiled outright. “Chicken and okra stew,” she said. “Cornbread too.”

Lurlean hesitated, then pocketed the extra dollar. “Room’s upstairs. Second on the left. Dinner’s at six.”

She turned away, then stopped. Looked back at Jerome again.

“Running or searching?” she asked.

Jerome met her eyes. “Searching, Miss Lurlean. For a place where what we build can last.”

Lurlean studied him a moment longer, then nodded once and disappeared into the back of the house.

Irene let out a small breath. “She doesn’t mean to be so unpleasant,” she said kindly. “She just likes to know what she’s dealing with.”

Jerome muttered, “I feel very dealt with.”

Althea smiled at him then—small, private, earned. They were inside.

They were not safe.

But they had survived the first inspection.

⁂

The kitchen pulled Althea like a current. She had meant to rest in their room. Jerome had gone to help Lurlean move furniture, and the nausea had returned—sudden and insistent—turning her stomach hollow and sharp. She needed air. Something steady.

The smell reached her first—boiled coffee grounds and warm starch, with a hint of onions softened down to sweetness. Late afternoon light slanted through the broad window, dust motes drifting slow as breath, catching on shelves of glass jars labeled in a careful, patient hand. Beans. Rice. Sugar. Things meant to last.

The iron stove radiated a deep, even heat, the kind that settled into bone. A kettle murmured on the back burner, not boiling yet, just thinking about it. Miss Irene—warm, open, unguarded—moved between counter and stove without hurry, skirts whispering, humming low and sweet.

Hallelujah, Thine the glory. Hallelujah, amen.

The sound wrapped the room, stitched it together. This was what Althea leaned toward without meaning to: a place where nothing had to be defended, where food waited, where a woman could move through a house and belong to it.

She stood there a moment longer than necessary, letting the warmth hold her, letting the wanting pass unnoticed.

Irene Van Ness didn’t turn when she spoke. “There’s a chair by the window.”

Althea took it. The wood was smooth with age. On the sill, a rosemary plant lifted its sharp green scent into the air, clean enough to cut through the nausea.

“I’m all right,” Althea said. “Just tired from the trip.”

Irene opened the cupboard and selected two jars from the shelf. “Travel does that,” she said mildly. She measured without looking at Althea—ginger, then mint—the lids clicking softly as she tipped them into a chipped ceramic cup. “My mother’s recipe.”

The kettle came to a boil, steam ghosting the air. Irene poured, stirred once, and carried the cup over, setting it within reach. “Drink slowly.”

Althea did. The heat spread down her throat and settled her stomach almost at once, loosening the tight coil beneath her ribs. It reached places she hadn’t known were clenched.

Irene watched her over the rim of her own cup—not staring, just there. Waiting.

“That better?”

“Yes.” Althea exhaled, the breath longer than she’d meant. “Thank you.”

Irene sat across from her and folded her hands on the table.

“How long have you been feeling this way?”

The question was quiet. Not sharp. Not soft either.

Althea’s fingers tightened around the cup. “A little while.”

Irene nodded, as if that answered something. “You hold yourself carefully,” she said. “Like someone listening to her own body.”

Althea said nothing. Irene did not fill in the silence.

“Two months,” Irene said at last. It was not a guess so much as a placement. “Maybe three.”

Althea’s breath caught. She hadn’t known how badly she wanted to express what she knew was true.

“I don’t know exactly,” she said. “I haven’t counted.”

“You will,” Irene said. “As the time gets closer.”

That, more than anything told Althea who she was dealing with.

“Does your Jerome know?”

“No.”

Immediately, Althea regretted being so forceful with her answer.

Irene accepted it without comment. She rose, returned to the stove, adjusted the kettle so it wouldn’t boil dry.

“You’ll tell him when you’re ready,” she said.

“When we’re settled,” Althea said. “When there’s work. A place.”

Irene turned back then. Her eyes were steady, unreadable. “There’s always a reason to wait,” she said. “Just don’t let waiting turn into hiding.”

The difference was apparent.

“I was a midwife,” Irene rose and moved back to the stove. Almost as an aside, she said. “Before my hands got tired. I’ve heard more truths whispered than spoken.”

“You won’t tell Miss Lurlean.”

Irene’s mouth curved—not a smile. “My sister notices everything,” she said. “However, it’s not for me to tell.”

Althea’s mind moved, as it always did, into numbers.

Months. Weight. Time lost to recovery. Costs she couldn’t imagine. Risk. Exposure. A woman in labor couldn’t run. Couldn’t fight, couldn’t disappear into a crowd if trouble came looking. Every plan she and Jerome had made would need recalculating around this new development. She wasn’t afraid. Fear was a luxury for women with time to feel it. She was simply adjusting.

“Thank you,” Althea said.

Irene stood, picked up the empty cup, and rinsed it. “Finish your tea,” she said. “And sit awhile. It’s fine to enjoy the Lord’s peace.”

Althea gripped the teacup and took another sip.

She stayed.

⁂

The dinner table held six: Althea and Jerome, the Van Ness sisters, and two other boarders.

Professor Hamilton Duke sat straight-backed at the head, white hair neatly combed, his napkin folded with care before he touched his food. A former teacher—Savannah, he’d said—eased out when the board decided experience had turned into inconvenience. He spoke little during the meal, but when he did, his sentences came out complete and polished, as if he were still standing before a classroom that no longer existed. He ate slowly, the sounds of the room muffled, as if used to an audience.

Walter Prince was a puzzle.

He claimed to be a traveling salesman, passing through Florida with patent medicines and household goods. He smiled readily, asked polite questions, but answered few of his own. He ate quickly, efficiently, like time cost him money. Twice, Althea caught him watching Jerome—not with suspicion, or with interest, but with the look of one tradesman sizing up another.

Jerome noticed it too. His shoulders squared a fraction, his voice growing just a shade more careful when he spoke.

Althea kept her eyes on her plate and listened.

This was a table where everyone had learned to speak just enough—and no more.

The stew was rich and savory, chicken collapsing at the touch of a spoon in thick gravy. Althea forced herself to eat slowly, mindful of Irene’s glances.

Jerome ate like a man who’d been starving—three helpings, four pieces of cornbread. He wiped the plate clean with the last wedge and reached for another before thinking better of it.

Lurlean observed him over her spoon with something that might have been approval. At least he wasn’t too proud to show an appetite.

“So,” she said, setting her spoon down. “You’re new here. Means you need to understand how things are.”

Jerome looked up.

“The sheriff. Earl Jakes,” Lurlean said. The name landed. “Mean as they come.”

Jerome’s spoon stopped halfway to his mouth. His hand stilled. He set it down carefully, as if the motion required control.

Althea filed the reaction away. Something about the sheriff’s name touched a nerve.

“Leaves colored folks alone. Mostly,” Lurlean continued. “We’re not worth his attention unless we give him a reason. But cross him?” She shook her head once. “They say he’s done things. Nobody ever says what.”

Professor Duke cleared his throat. He had been eating with small, precise motions, as if the table were still a lectern.

“I encountered the sheriff once,” he said. “A former student got arrested for breaking the curfew on Palm Beach.” He stared into his coffee as if it might answer him. “I went to inquire about bail.”

No one interrupted.

“The way that man looked at me,” Duke continued, quieter now. “As if I were an insect he hadn’t yet decided to crush.” He shook his head once. “My student was released.”

A beat.

“Alive.”

Irene reached for the breadbasket and nudged it toward Duke without comment. He took a piece, grateful for the interruption.

“And you’ll probably be visiting the Brightwells's store soon,” Lurlean said, reclaiming the room. “Cornelius Brightwell runs the mercantile—biggest colored business in town. His wife Mildred leads the Christian Women’s League.”

Jerome glanced at Althea.

That kind—the respectable kind that kept tabs on everybody.

“They think they’re better than the rest of us,” Lurlean went on. “Old money. Society manners. Smiles sharp enough to cut.”

Irene sighed—not loudly, but deliberately. “Lurlean,” she said, “let them finish their supper before you scare them back on the train.”

“I’m not scaring anyone,” Lurlean said. “Just speaking the truth.”

Althea swallowed another careful spoonful. Truth, she was learning, chose truth as mercy.

Walter Prince chewed quietly, eyes moving from speaker to speaker. When he spoke, it was only to say, “Every town’s got its weather,” as if that explained everything.

Jerome picked up his spoon again, slower now.

Althea kept eating. Kept listening.

The rules were being laid out. Not cruelly.

Just plainly.

And plain rules, at least, could be planned around.

“And the hotels?” Jerome asked. His voice had steadied again; whatever the name Jakes had touched was now locked away.

“Nothing but decadence,” Lurlean said. “We cook their food, clean their rooms, carry them around like they’re Caesar himself. Spending more in a night than we make in a year.”

“There must be opportunities,” Althea said carefully. “In a town growing this fast.”

“Work, sure. Opportunities?” Lurlean fixed her with that sharp gaze. “White folks stay on their side; we stay on ours. Like railroad tracks—parallel lines that never cross.”

“Unless you build a bridge.”

Jerome’s voice was quiet, but it cut clean through the table.

Even Irene stilled.

Lurlean’s eyes narrowed. “Bridge builders,” she said, tasting the words. “You know what happens to bridges in storms? They wash out. You know what happens to bridge builders?” She leaned back. “They get crushed between the trains.”

Jerome met her gaze. “Maybe.”

The pause stretched.

“Maybe not.”

Althea stepped in before the silence hardened into something personal. “Which church do you attend?” she asked, folding the question into the table like a napkin.

Irene let out a breath and picked up the thread gratefully. “AME,” she said at once. “Though Lurlean insists she’s Baptist when it suits her.”

“I insist on quiet,” Lurlean said. “Church is where folks like to visit.”

Professor Duke nodded solemnly, as if this were a theorem long proven.

The conversation loosened, redirected onto safer ground—best sermons, schedules, who sang too loudly and who never sang at all. Althea listened. Who spoke freely. Who guarded. Where pride lived. Where fear did.

When the meal ended, Lurlean stopped beside Jerome’s chair.

“You two have the look of people who’ve survived something,” she said. Her voice was lower now, almost neutral. “Don’t want to know what. Just don’t bring it to my door.”

Jerome inclined his head. “Yes, ma’am.”

She gathered the plates and disappeared into the kitchen.

Walter’s eyes moved between Jerome and Althea again, with that same unreadable appraisal.

“Interesting couple,” he said, to no one in particular.

Then he left the table and went upstairs.

Althea waited until the room settled before she spoke again.

“Next time,” she murmured to Jerome, “maybe let me build the bridges.”

His mouth twitched. Suppressing a chuckle.

⁂

Their bedroom was small—a narrow iron bedstead with a sagging rope mattress, a washstand with basin and pitcher, a spotted mirror nailed to the wall. The floorboards showed through the thin rug, and their few possessions—Jerome’s hat, Althea’s valise—looked borrowed in the space.

Through the only window, Althea could see only the dark line of the street. Somewhere beyond a flat stretch of water was Palm Beach—out of sight, but not out of mind. A different order of living, close enough to shape their days and far enough to remain unreachable. A world they would have to cross tomorrow, and every day after.

Jerome sat on the edge of the bed, unlacing his shoes. The day had hollowed him out—she could see it in the slope of his shoulders, the care with which he set his shoes side by side.

“I shouldn’t have gambled our money,” he said, not looking at her. “Told myself it was strategy.” A pause. “But that’s not why I did it.”

She waited.

“I couldn’t help myself.” He exhaled. “I’m sorry.”

“Jerome,” she said gently. “We have a place to stay.”

“A dollar in my pocket,” he said. “Two weeks paid. Then what?”

“You’ll find work tomorrow.”

He turned to look at her. In the dim light, his eyes seemed almost to glow.

“I won’t let you down again.”

This was an opening.

“Jerome,” she said. “I need to tell you something.”

He stilled—not stiffened, just paused, as if bracing for weight.

“I’m pregnant.”

The word settled between them. He didn’t move. His hands stayed where they were, resting on his knees, fingers relaxed but alert.

She waited.

The question could go in so many directions—How? or When? or Are you sure? or the one she dreaded most, the one that would cut deepest. She didn’t know which version of Jerome would answer.

“Pregnant,” he repeated. Careful. “How long?”

“Two months. Maybe three. I’m not sure.”

She watched him count backward—not with his mouth, but with his hands. Thumb to forefinger. Once. Again. A habit she knew. He was working through the odds.

“A baby,” he said. Softer now. “Our baby.”

The word our loosened something—and tightened something else.

“I don’t—” She stopped, started again. “Jerome, I don’t know for certain—”

He turned his head just enough. She saw the understanding arrive before he spoke. Not accusation. Not surprise. Recognition. Miss June’s shadow. The men she’d had no choice about.

The silence that followed was the longest of Althea’s life.

“Does it matter?” His voice was strange—not angry. It was guarded, as if he were choosing where to stand. “Does it matter to you whose it is?”

“It might matter to you.”

He rose and crossed to the window. Stood with his back to her, shoulders cut clean against the lights beyond the water.

“I don’t know who my father was either,” he said. “Not for certain.” A pause. “Didn’t stop me from loving my mother.”

She waited for him to turn around. For the words she needed.

“Don’t you worry. I’ll find work tomorrow,” he said. “You start mapping this place. Find somewhere we can bore in like moles. Somewhere we can be useful.” His voice settled into familiar lines. “We build. Like we said.”

Practical. Forward. Controlled.

Everything except what she needed.

“Jerome—”

“We should sleep.”

He lay down with his back to her. The narrow mattress forced them close anyway, heat and breath impossible to avoid. Still, the distance held.

Althea lay in the dark, listening to his breathing. After a while, she matched it. Her hand found her stomach—not protective, not hopeful. Measuring.

He hadn’t said it didn’t matter.

He hadn’t said it did.

Outside, the night quieted. Too much.

Sleep came eventually. And when it did, it brought no rest.

They would face tomorrow with nothing but each other.

And she no longer knew if that would be enough.
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THE STYX
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You didn’t stop on the bridge unless you had a reason.

The bridge to Palm Beach crossed Lake Worth on narrow wooden trestles, one lane wide. It had been built for wagons, deliveries, and help moving back and forth—not for lingering. The boards were sun-bleached, the pilings eaten by salt. When traffic stacked up, the bridge creaked and swayed under the weight.

It was the only way across to the barrier island.

Jerome moved with the morning tide of workers crossing over. The crowd pulled him along, shoulders brushing, feet keeping time on the boards. Voices rose and fell around him—a woman griping about new rules at her job, two men still arguing last night’s fight, someone asking after a sick mother.

A young porter boasted about a girl he’d met at a fish fry. His friends laughed and cut him down with the practiced ease of men who’d been together too long to bother being kind.

Jerome kept his eyes forward and walked.

“She said she’d meet me Sunday after church,” the young man insisted.

“She said that to Clarence last month too,” one of his friends shot back, and the group laughed, the sound breaking apart.

Lake Worth caught the early light and threw it back in shards of gold and copper. Three hundred yards of bridge between the colored district’s unpaved streets and the white palaces of Palm Beach. Close enough to serve. Far enough to forget.

The planks moaned under their weight, each board giving just enough to make a man watch his step. Ahead, the bridge narrowed where wagons waited their turn.

One wagon rumbled onto the bridge—hotel laundry piled high, the mules skittish in the crosswind. The driver cracked his reins too hard. The wagon fishtailed on the warped boards, pushing the line of workers toward the edge. For a breath, everyone flattened themselves against the posts that passed for railings. The nearside wheel creaked inches from a man’s boots before the mule straightened and the wagon lurched forward.

A man ahead of Jerome—older, gray creeping through his close-cropped hair—stumbled on a bowed plank.

Jerome caught his elbow and kept him upright.

“Obliged.” The man steadied himself. “Somebody’s gonna get killed one of these mornings.”

Jerome released him and kept moving.

The bridge ended. Palm Beach began.

Two uniformed guards stood at the island end—stiff hats, brass buttons, shotguns resting easy against their hips. Their attention never left the stream of Black labor crossing onto the island. The workers were welcome to serve, but not to linger. Needed, but not wanted.

The line moved past without a word. No one looked up.

Jerome followed the stream as it fractured—maids peeling off toward private residences, groundskeepers heading for golf courses. He kept south, following the path that curved behind the Royal Poinciana’s service buildings. The path the white tourists never saw.

The smell changed first—wood smoke and fried sand perch, kerosene and standing water. Then the sound: voices calling in familiar rhythms, a child’s laugh, someone singing low.

The Styx

Solomon had told him it was a name the workers gave it, laughing when they said it.

The river you crossed to reach the underworld. They crossed it every morning to work and crossed it back in the evening half-dead.

A shantytown pressed against Palm Beach’s northern edge, kept out of sight by a screen of sea grape and palmetto. Shacks built from salvaged boards and palm fronds crowded close together. A few sturdier buildings stood apart—churches, a meeting hall. Smoke rose from cookfires while women hung laundry on lines strung between posts. Children too young for work ran through the open spaces, shouting until someone called them back.
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