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The Matter with Naija
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North Front, a community arts and education group in the Bronx, ran a culturally based charter school focused on African-centered studies. Nkrumah Academy operated on a year-round schedule. They were nearing summer break. Naija was a rising senior. Her boyfriend, Chris, arrived just before classes ended. He offered her a ride home in his turbo—an eye-catching little yellow Mazda with a spoiler on the back. His father owned a detailing shop in Westchester County, and Chris had restored the car himself.

The Mount Vernon jock had been dating Naija on the sly for two years. They still met up at the library on weekends or caught a movie at the local theatre. Sometimes, they went skating and grabbed food afterward. Naija liked Chris because he was handsome, popular with the girls, and just plain fun. He played football and ran track. But his favorite pastime was boxing. Chris planned to go pro after graduation—and he was wholly invested in Naija.

He turned onto Asbury Street in the North Side and pulled into the driveway of a pretty brick cottage with a high-pitched, gabled roof.

“Well, here we are,” he announced. “Looks like no one’s home.”

Naija glanced at her smartwatch—his Christmas gift to her. Chris was still making payments on it, scrimping from the modest salary he earned at the shop.

“Mama had a medical appointment,” she said.

“Mind if I come in?”

“Hell, no.”

“Naija! I went out of my way to bring you home. How about some thanks? I’m thirsty!”

“Yeah, that’s the problem,” she teased. “Chris, you know I’m not allowed to date. My father would hit the roof if he knew you were here alone with me.”

“Girl, I ain’t scared of your daddy!”

“Well, you should be. He’s six-foot-three, a former army ranger, and collects guns as a hobby.”

Chris smiled and reached over to toy with a coil of her hair. She always kept it nice.

“Naija, we’ve been going together for a while now. You haven’t even kissed me. Why I gotta beg you all the time?”

“I am not about to sleep with you, Chris.”

“Well, I’m still paying for that watch you’re wearing.”

“You want it back?”

Chris paused, considering, then shook his head. “Nah, it’s yours. I’m just saying—you wanted that thing so bad. Tell me what other guy would do that for you.”

“My father—if I asked. And he’d make me give this one back if he knew who it came from. That’s why I hide it.”

“Well, excuse me, rich girl.”

“We’re not rich.”

“Naija, look at this house!”

“My grandfather worked hard for it. And my father works just as hard to keep it in the family.”

Chris leaned in closer. “Just let me come in for a little while. They won’t even know I was here.”

“Nope. I don’t trust you, Chris. You’re too desperate.”

He gave an exaggerated sigh. “Girl, I ain’t dumb enough to get you pregnant. I know what to do.”

Chris started to pull something from his wallet, but she caught it before he could go further.

“What’s this for?” she asked coolly.

His grin faltered. “Naija, I’ve been faithful to you for two whole years. Haven’t even looked at another girl. I’m Chris Graham—I’ve never been short of honeys.”

“I’m not a prostitute,” Naija snapped. “My answer is still no.”

Chris rolled his eyes in irritation. She was always making it hard. But he leaned in close again, brushing his cheek against her neck, trying to lower her guard.

“Ooh, Naija, we’re wasting time.”

“Well, I’ve already told you no.”

“Naija, you’re mine. I’d choke a dude out over you. But your boy needs some affection now and then. Who else am I supposed to turn to?”

Naija shifted and studied his face. His expression was equal parts hunger and pleading. She’d heard him and his teammates clown around, bragging about scores that probably weren’t true. Chris wanted so badly to measure up. She almost pitied him.

“Chris, how many girls have you used that line on?”

He chuckled. “Now, listen at cha! I just told you I love you. You my personal Natalie. I don’t want nobody else but you.”

Naija raised a brow. “I’m your what?”

He laughed, trying to recover. “Natalie Cole, girl. That’s who you remind me of. You sexy like her! Something about those hazel eyes drives me crazy!”

Naija didn’t flinch. “Is that it?”

“Whatchu mean, sweet thing?”

“You say you love me. I hope it’s more than the color of my eyes that makes you feel that way.”

He scratched the back of his head. “I can’t explain it. It’s just the way you move and speak. You’re smart. Sometimes I don’t even feel worthy of you. But you get me all stirred up inside. I don’t be thinkin’ about no other girl. That’s the truth. On god.”

Her shoulders relaxed a little. A reluctant smile tugged at her lips.

“Come on in,” she said, despite the alarm in her gut. “But don’t overstay your welcome. I don’t know when my parents’ll be back.”

Chris’s pulse kicked up as he watched her step out of the car. For a second, he couldn’t believe his rap had actually worked. He climbed out and followed her up the walk.

Nearly five minutes later, a blue Nissan turned the corner. Emile was in the passenger seat, her husband behind the wheel. Dilation made her eyes sensitive to sunlight, so she wore tinted shades until her vision leveled out. The sight of an unfamiliar Mazda in their driveway startled them both. Visitors on a weekday were rare.

Emile pulled her shades down.

“Djuma, I wonder whose car that is.”

“Your guess is as good as mine, honey.” 

“Hey, maybe it’s Eb!”

“In that contraption? Humph! I think not.”

“Then Naija must’ve caught a ride home today.”

“Oh, no. Naija knows better than that.”

Emile glanced at her husband and smiled knowingly. “Djuma, she’s our daughter. Naija always gotta push back when we say no. That child is headstrong.”

“Well, it better not be a boy with her.”

Emile reached over and patted his leg, steadying him. “Just don’t block them in.”

Djuma parked at the curb and stepped out. They were long past the hand-holding phase. Emile exited the car and followed him up the lawn. Djuma eyed the house for signs of forced entry before fishing out his key.

Inside, Chris leapt up from the sofa, startled, fumbling to fix his clothes.

“Christ my master!” Emile shouted.

Naija rose quickly and tried to compose herself, her eyes locked on her father, whose jaw had already begun to clench.

“Mama! What are y’all doing here?”

“My doctor had a cancellation,” Emile answered. “I went in early. Thank God I did.”

Djuma glared at the boy, eyes narrowing. Chris awkwardly zipped up and looked for an escape route.

“Who the hell is this?” Djuma demanded.

“Uh... hi, I’m Chris.”

“Chris who?”

“Christian Graham, sir. My father’s Samuel Graham—the Olympic boxer? He owns a body shop in Westchester.”

“That don’t give you the right to sneak into our home and disrespect our daughter!”

“Daddy, he’s just a friend,” Naija pleaded.

“Well, your friend oughta know better than to be in a man’s house uninvited.”

“But Naija invited me in.”

“Naija don’t pay no bills here,” Emile cut in.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. It won’t happen again. I swear.”

“But you’re still here, Chris,” Djuma barked.

“Yes, sir! I brought your daughter home from school.”

Djuma pointed toward the door. “Boy, you better get gone before I make you wish you had.”

Chris flinched. Djuma turned and stormed off around the corner.

“Gooo!” Naija hissed. “I told you he had a gun.”

Chris bolted toward the front door and disappeared outside. Emile blocked Naija’s path as she tried to follow.

“Girl, have you lost your mind?”

“Completely,” Djuma said, reemerging with his father’s old hunting rifle. He knew it wasn’t loaded, but released the chamber with a sharp click anyway—enough to make Naija flinch.

“Djuma, put that thing away!” Emile snapped.

“I asked him to leave. Is he gone yet?”

“Well, you heard yourself.”

Djuma rested the gun across the coffee table. His hands went to his hips.

“You’ve crossed the line, girl. I’m putting you on the first thing smoking to Georgia this summer.”

“I’m not going to Georgia!”

“You don’t get to decide.”

Emile turned to her. “Naija, how long has this been going on?”

“We just got here, Mama.”

“Well, did anything happen?”

“No, ma’am. We were just messing around.”

“Naija, you promised me you’d wait.”

“I just said—we didn’t do anything.”

Emile raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Lord Jesus, give me the strength.” She took a breath. “Girl, that condom in his wallet has probably been there since middle school. They all keep one. It would’ve broken your first try. Then what?”

“I’d break his damn neck, that’s what,” Djuma muttered.

Naija opened her mouth but said nothing.

“What were you thinking?” Emile asked, calmer now. “What if we hadn’t come home early?”

“It’s not like I was forced.”

“Say what?”

“Mama, I’m almost eighteen. That’s the legal age here. You don’t even let me date!”

“Not him,” Djuma growled. “You don’t come into a man’s home and take liberties with his daughter. That’s total disrespect.”

“Naija, can’t you understand?” Emile said gently.

“Daddy, you let Eb do whatever he wants. But I’m treated like a prisoner.”

“We’re trying to protect you,” Djuma said. “These streets don’t care about you. We do.”

Naija’s eyes welled up. “I’ll be so glad when I finally leave this house.”

“Where you going?” Emile asked, half amused.

“Princeton offered me a scholarship. That includes room and board. I don’t need this!”

Djuma lunged toward her, but Emile jumped in front.

“Who in hell do you think you’re talking to?” he barked. “You better check your attitude. Princeton hasn’t got you yet. You still live under my roof.”

“Naija,” Emile said, voice steady. “Go upstairs and pack your things.”

“But what about school?”

“You’ve passed your exams. You’re done. Just do it. I’m trying to save your life.”

Naija met her father’s eyes one last time. His expression told her enough. Without a word, she turned and ascended the stairs.
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Return to Old Meyer Pond
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It was lunchtime in Yuchine. Sheriff Moore took his usual hike to Old Myer Pond. He parked his cruiser along Main Street and followed a narrow dirt path uphill. Nick Damaskos owned the property now. Moore didn’t think he’d mind the intrusion—Nick was an easy-going guy.

There were still questions Moore needed answered, if only for his own peace of mind. He’d vanished near the pond last winter. Closure was overdue.

Moore spotted a young man standing ahead with his back turned, skimming pebbles across the surface of Old Myer Pond. His outfit was bold—a suburban kind of swanky. Orange waffle-knit polo, khaki fishing shorts, and dingy white skates. Moore approached quietly and cleared his throat.

The stranger turned and lifted his sunglasses. His face rang a bell, but Moore couldn’t quite place him.

“Who are you?” he asked. “Better yet, what’re you doin’ back in these woods? This is private property, man.”

“Oh, I know. I’m Eb. My aunt is Moselle Damaskos. I helped out when she went missing. Remember?”

“Ah, yeah! I thought your face looked familiar. So what brings you around here, Eb?”

“Haven’t been back since it happened. Just wanted to check on family, that’s all.”

“You do know this place is haunted, right?”

“Don’t tell me you actually believe that.”

“Why would I lie? Something out here got me last winter. Spooks, sure as hellfire. I ain’t been right since.”

“What did they look like?”

Moore stared across the pond. “I don’t remember. They erased my mind, or something. Still trying to piece it together.”

Eb turned back to the water and tossed another stone. It skipped three times before sinking. Moore smiled. The kid just broke his old record without even trying.

“I’ve been having dreams too,” Eb said.

“Yeah, I heard it runs in your family. I thought it was BS until I went missing myself. There’s time I can’t account for.”

Eb turned. “So where’d they take you?”

“I don’t recall that either. Jack keeps yammering about the simbi. But he’s full of it.”

“Oh yeah—Aunt Vye said Jack was snatched as a kid. Said his grandma made a trade-off with the simbi to get him back.”

“You mean Divine Drayton?”

“Yeah, that’s her.”

“Pshh! That charlatan. I’d love to toss Miss High and Mighty in the slammer for a few days.”

“Hey—watch how you talk about my aunt. Vye’s good people. She’s never hurt anyone.”

“Ah, so y’all some kin. Figures. She still runnin’ that fortune-telling scam in Savannah? That café’s just a front, you know. Can’t nobody tell me different. Oh, I’ll catch her one day. Just wait.”

“Now who’s full of it?” Eb scoffed, giving him the once-over.

Moore chuckled. The veins in Eb’s neck were twitching. “I’ll let that slide. You’re loyal to your blood. I respect that. But you really shouldn’t be out here in these woods alone.”

“I just wanted to check on the house Aunt Vye’s building back here.”

“Oh, she’s building, alright. Hired a custom builder—Dudley & Sons. Top tier. They’ve built half the mansions in Savannah.”

“Not surprised. Vye’s always been classy.”

Moore sighed. “Still don’t sit right with me. Your aunt’s living the glamorous life with money she conned from honest, hard-working folks like me. I bust my tail every day. I’d never think of taking from anyone.”

“Man, you’re just jealous! She’s a professor. She paid her dues. If people want to believe she can see the future, let ’em. It ain’t hurting nobody.”

“I know folks like Drayton. I’m from Chi-Town—full of hustlers.”

Eb pointed a warning finger. “Watch your mouth. Ain’t nobody here but us. You don’t know my aunt. Scrub away those assumptions and maybe some light’ll shine in.”

Moore gripped his shoulder, still chuckling. He liked this kid—even when he was mad. Eb was sharp. “Chill, man. I’m just saying—professors don’t usually live that lavish.”

“She’s more than that,” Eb said, shrugging off his hand. “Vye sources coffee from a village she adopted in Africa. Imports and sells it in her café. Ever heard of Robusta?”

“Nope.”

“It’s a species that originated below the Sahara. That’s her specialty. She’s got connections in Rwanda, Sidama, Taraba State... even carries Arabica blends. DIVINE GRACE is her brand. So quit with the reckless talk. That’s pure jealousy, and it shows. Why can’t we just be happy for folks when they make it?”

Moore hadn’t expected such a speech. Still, he poked at him. “So you believe one little café’s paying for a beachside condo and a custom build?”

“People come for her, man. The coffee’s just part of the draw. She’s a celebrity in Savannah. What’s it to you?”

Moore could see his fists tightening. He backed off before things got too heated.

“Well, anyway, best be heading on. Don’t want your family filing another report. These spooks don’t like visitors.”

“You here.”

“I’m the sheriff.”

“And I told you who my people are.”

“Yeah, but I know the Damaskos family’s out of town. They won’t be back for days.”

“They won’t mind me being here.”

“Hard-headed, ain’t you?”

Eb didn’t respond.

Moore didn’t appreciate being challenged, but he let it go. He liked the kid. Clean-cut. Sharp. He softened and gave Eb’s shoulder a tap. “You eaten yet?”

Eb shook his head.

“Come on then. I’ll treat you to dinner. After that, best head back before the shadows do.”

They descended the hill. Main Street buzzed at high noon. Coddle Brook was hopping—truckers pulling in to refuel at the old Shell before grabbing lunch at OLA MAE’S.

Moore crossed over with Eb. Inside, the café was packed. They grabbed seats at the vintage bar counter. The scent of fried catfish and cornbread lingered in the air.

A short, stout woman approached with a steaming carafe. Pink waitress dress. Fire-red wig. Gold tooth flashing with every laugh. Youth-Dew trailed behind her—Eb recognized it from his Grandma Marie.

“Good God o’ mighty!” she cackled. “I don’t need no name. Chile, you look just like Maurice!”

“Yeah, this my guy Ebenezer,” Moore said. “Son of Mr. Holloway.”

“Well, I’m Ola Mae, sugar. I’ve known your daddy since he was knee-high. Used to be with Vye all the time. They ran errands for me back when. Your daddy came every summer—stayed with Miss Marie. That’s your granny. She looked after both of them, though neither one knew they were siblings till they was grown. Now ain’t that something?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Eb said, smiling faintly.

“Well, I sure do hate to interrupt y’all’s trip down memory lane,” said Moore, standing to stretch. “But lunchtime’s almost over. Whatchu havin’, Eb? Order anything you want. It’s on me.”

“Okay then! I’ll take a chili cheeseburger with fries.”

“Betcha could use a root beer float with that. Ola Mae makes the best in town.”

“Sho do!” Ola Mae chimed in. “Consider this one on the house. Welcome home, young-blood!”

Eb grinned with appreciation. He watched her walk off to place the order, then rolled his eyes back to Moore. “So what’s your business in those woods?”

“Well,” Moore said, lowering his voice, “Mayor Digby ordered patrols before your people moved in. Kids used to camp out by the lake on a dare, but the oldheads put a stop to that. It’s like I said, Eb—folks around here consider that ground sacred.”

“Well, why didn’t any of the kids get snatched?”

“’Cause they knew better than to take what ain’t theirs. Me, I took a picture—fool that I was.”

“Well, it’s all private property now.”

“Yeah, and you were trespassing.”

“Anyway—you said something grabbed you?”

“On God! I was spying on the oldheads that night. They had some kinda nocturnal gathering by the pond. Both your aunts were there. So was Ola Mae. I hid behind this big oak tryin’ to snap photos, and then—bam! Something clutched my shoulder from behind. That’s the last thing I remember. I woke up face down in the dirt, beard grown out, smelling like swamp water. Could barely speak. Wandered back to town like some lost soul.”

Eb blinked. “How long were you gone?”

“Almost a month, they say. Digby spotted me and called it in. Hospital ran every test—nuthin’ came back. Jack says I oughta be thankful. He helped cover my rent while I was outta it. So did a few others.”

Ola Mae returned just in time with the float, setting it gently in front of Eb. “Now Eugene, you know Digby can’t stand your ass! Jack vouched for you when you couldn’t. We all chipped in on your rent.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll take a grilled cheese on rye and veggie soup to go.”

“Anything to drink, sugar?”

“Yeah—the usual, Ola Mae.”

As she walked off again, Moore leaned toward Eb, who was now slurping the foam off his float. “I gotta get back, man. But don’t overstay your welcome. Next time, I might not be this friendly.”

“But I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Bruh—I already told you. Your folks are gone. Move on.”

“Aunt Vye is still here.”

“Your aunt lives in Savannah. You’ll be better off there. At least they’ve got hotels.”

“Well, what about my car?”

“Yeah, I saw it in Nick’s driveway. I’ll give you about an hour to clear out. But if I catch you back in those woods—I’m writing a ticket, or maybe I’ll just haul you in.”

“Thanks a lot,” Eb muttered.

Moore just smiled and nudged him. “Hey, I’ve seen the new baby. Drove both parents to the hospital when the wife went into labor. My girl stayed back with the other two kids. That’s how we planned it. Cute kid—green eyes, real heartbreaker. They named him Ian.”

“It’s probably short for Adrian,” Eb said. “That was Nick’s late brother.”

“Oh yeah? Well, rumor is they went to show him off to the in-laws. Maybe try again next week.”

Ola Mae returned with the takeout in a white paper bag and a Styrofoam cup filled with lemonade over chopped ice. Moore took it, tipping his hat. “Gracias, Señorita,” he teased as he headed to the door.

“Hey! That’s fifteen bucks!” she hollered.

“Put it on my tab, Miss Ola! You know I’m good for it.”

She kissed her teeth, watching him walk out. “Jive turkey,” she grumbled. Eb pulled out his Discover card and handed it over.

“Thank you, sugar! Some folks ain’t worth the salt you put in greens,” she scoffed. She swiped the card and grinned when it cleared. Eb sighed with relief as she handed him the receipt.
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Plan B
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Divine sighed and shook her head. Things just weren’t adding up. She’d spent the last two hours trying to figure out how to cover Veronica’s first IVF cycle. Veronica had earned her graduate degree in December and was more determined than ever to have a child. But there was just too much going on. Construction had started on their new house. Ten people were on Divine’s payroll at the café, Veronica included. Then there were the day-to-day bills—all of it a substantial load. They were getting by, but IVF was a steep addition.

Divine rose from the dining table and made her way to the in-built corner bar.

Veronica, lounging on the sofa, was thumbing through one of Divine’s queer vintage magazines. She always found their racy tales of taboo romance oddly compelling. She set her journal aside and intercepted Divine mid-route.

Divine settled on a bar stool and watched. A portable ice maker sat in the corner. Veronica scooped ice into a double old-fashioned glass.

“I love you,” she said, pouring rum over the cubes. She grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and added a splash.

Divine sighed, massaging her temples as Veronica stirred.

“Ronnie, I just don’t see how we’re gonna do it.”

“Don’t sweat it, Vye. Time is in God’s hands. He’s got us, sweetheart.”

“Asé,” Divine replied. She was trying to stay positive. But her greatest fear was losing the love of her life over something only the gods could alter.

Veronica slid the glass to her. Divine took a long sip.

“You’re stressed, Vye. I’m really worried. We need a break.”

“I’m ahead of you, kid. I already made our reservations. It was supposed to be a surprise.”

“How much?” Veronica asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Ronnie, it’s the amount of love in a gift that matters.”

“But we already did the Blue Ridge.”

“Oh, honey, that was just a weekend getaway. This is a celebration—your winter graduation.”

“Vye, you hate skiing. You should’ve seen your face on that slope. I still wish I’d brought the camera!”

“Well, if that didn’t prove my love for you, I don’t know what would.”

They both laughed. Veronica reached over to tease her hair. “Best part of that trip was snuggling with you on those cold nights. We could do that right here, you know. I love being with you, Vye.”

“Well, then you’ll love it even more on an exotic beach.”

“Divine! I do your books—I know exactly what you can afford. Please don’t overdo it.”

“Oh hush. We’re going. That’s final. Now... what’s for dinner?”

“You can have me all night,” Veronica teased.

“Girl, please. I’m already having that. You make life worthwhile, beloved.”

Veronica’s smile bloomed into the grin Divine adored. “I made pasta primavera and tofu nuggets while you were figuring. There’s a strawberry spinach salad, and the focaccia’s still in the oven.”

“Mmm, that sounds delightful. There’s a Barefoot Moscato in the fridge. It should pair nicely with that.”

“You’ve had your drink for today. We’re having water tonight,” Veronica said, sealing the rum and placing it back.

Divine kissed her hand sweetly. “Ronnie, we need to come up with a Plan B—just in case.”

“I never meant for this to be a burden.”

“I know, dear. But I want this for you. It’s part of who we are. And we do have other options.”

Veronica pulled her hand back, eyes narrowing. “Where are we going with this, Vye? I don’t like that look.”

“We’ll talk later, beloved. I’m scheduled for a wash and dry this evening.”

“What about dinner?” Veronica pouted.

“It won’t take more than an hour, girl.”

“I can style your hair, Vye. I did your sister’s after the pond incident.”

“And you did beautifully. But this is about loyalty. I’ve been with June for over twenty years.”

“Divine—you’re married now.”

“So I can’t have friends outside of our marriage?”

“June was more than a friend.”

“Oh, baby. Don’t make a thing of this. I always come home to you. You're wearing my ring.”

The doorbell saved them from spiraling deeper. Divine exhaled in relief as Veronica sashayed toward the foyer.

“Yeah, who is it?” she called out blandly.

“Ebenezer. I’m looking for my Aunt Vye. Is she home?”

Veronica unlocked the door quickly. She’d heard much about Eb and was curious. Divine always spoke of him with fondness. Two years had passed since she’d seen him last.

He stood there, stylish in a fresh Polo and Italian slacks that seemed tailored to him. She liked the Birkenstocks—reminded her of her Monterey days. Eb pushed his shades to the top of his head and gave her an appreciative once-over.

“Well, hello there,” he said in his smoothest tone.

“Welcome, Eb. Your auntie’s inside. Come on in.”

He looked surprised. His aunt had always lived alone. No one had mentioned a roommate.

Veronica led him to the living room. Divine had traded her stool for a spot on the sofa.

“Eb! To what do I owe the pleasure? Everything alright?”

“Hey Auntie. Moore kicked me outta town with his big ol’ pole head. Said I was trespassing. Threatened to arrest me! Can you believe that? Mo told me I was welcome anytime.”

“Lord have mercy. That man.” She stood and opened her arms. Eb stepped into them.

“Welcome, sweetheart. It’s good to see you again.” She kissed both cheeks and held him back for a closer look. That new mustache suited him. “How long are you in town?”

“Wanted to surprise everybody. Mom told me about the new baby. Thought I’d take a peek at my lil’ cuz.”

“Auntie’s out of town, love. I’m sorry you missed her. Do you have a place to stay?”

“Yeah, Miss Betty’s putting me up for a few days.”
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