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About the Author 

Prologue: The Thread Between Lives

She was dying in Rita’s arms.

The sky above them burned with smoke, the ruins of the city trembling with gunfire. Naomi's breath came in shallow gasps, warm against Rita’s collarbone. Blood soaked through the fabric of her coat. They were alone in a war-torn street, lit only by the red glare of flame and the low whine of sirens far too late.

“You found me,” Naomi whispered, voice ragged but steady.

“I always do.”

Rita held her closer, rocking slightly, as if the motion could pull time back into place. Naomi reached up, weakly brushing her fingers along Rita’s cheek.

“Don’t forget,” she said. “Not this time.”

“I won’t.”

Naomi smiled, soft and sorrowful.

“Then I’ll find you again.”

She closed her eyes. 

She closed her eyes. And the world, once more, turned without her. The connection, a thread hot with memory, recoiled through the dark and settled, unbroken. Across centuries, their souls called to one another.

In one life, they met beside a river where women bathed in gold sunlight. The water ran cool over smooth stones, and Naomi’s laughter carried across the surface like wind-song. Rita, kneeling on the riverbank with a brush made of reeds and pigment ground from flowers, painted her before she even knew her name.

In another, they danced beneath smoke-thick skies, the streets alive with revolution and jazz. Naomi sang on dim-lit stages, her voice full of longing and fire. Rita sketched her from the shadows, fingers stained with charcoal and wonder. In that life, they loved like a rebellion. Breathless. Defiant. And they lost each other before the city had a chance to remember their names.

Sometimes they met in silence. Sometimes in fire. Sometimes they did not find one another until the very end. And sometimes they did, only to be torn apart by war, or death, or time folding them back into forgetting.

Each lifetime ended. The thread between them never did. It stretched across centuries and skin, across ash and ink, across language and bone. It shimmered without being seen. It held without being named.

In every life, their bodies were different. Their names changed. Their voices shifted. But something within them always recognized the other, a glance across a crowded room. A hand reaching. A dream that refused to fade after waking.

They were always two halves of the same remembering. Always pulled together by something older than memory.

Rita and Naomi.

And now, in this life, in this century, they had found each other again.
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Chapter One: Modern North Carolina
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The Meeting, The Becoming, The Remembering

The Meeting

The smell of honey and vanilla still lingered in the café long after Naomi left that morning. Rita stayed behind to close, moving in slow, thoughtful circles through the quiet space. The bell above the door had gone still, but her mind had not. Naomi’s voice, her laugh, the brush of her hand, all of it looped through her thoughts like a song she could not forget.

When she finally stepped outside, dusk had fallen. The air was heavy with the scent of rain and magnolia, and the sky over Durham glowed with rust and gold. Rita pulled her jacket tighter around her shoulders, trying to calm the current still humming beneath her skin.

That night, she painted.

She always did when she could not sleep. Her apartment was cluttered with half-finished canvases, layered in gestures and color. Tonight, her brush moved without hesitation, strokes quick and instinctive. When she stepped back, she saw what had appeared. Two faces, blurred at the edges, reaching toward each other through a haze of blue and gold.

She did not need to sign it. She already knew their names.

Across town, Naomi sat on her porch grading papers. She had tried to focus on her students’ essays, but her attention drifted again and again. Her days were carefully shaped: mornings for lectures, afternoons for writing, evenings for tea and jazz. The structure helped. It gave her space to think without unraveling. Lately, it felt like a thin surface beneath which something old had begun to stir.

She thought of Rita more than she wanted to admit.

The name itself seemed to settle on her tongue like a prayer remembered from childhood. There was a weight to it, a pull she could not explain.

When the radio station she always kept on low began to play You Give Good Love, she froze. It was the same song that had been playing the day they met. A breeze moved through the lace curtains, carrying the scent of vanilla from the bakery two blocks down.

For a single breath, time slipped.

She saw another porch in another life, saw Rita laughing in a soft yellow dress. The same smile. The same firelight in her eyes.

The pen slipped from her fingers and rolled off the porch. She bent to pick it up and whispered to no one,

“You always find me, sun.”

The Becoming

The next week, Naomi returned to the café. Rita was behind the counter, her hair tied back, sleeves rolled high, a streak of ultramarine paint dried on her wrist.

“Painting again?” Naomi asked.

Rita glanced down, slightly sheepish. “Caught red-handed.”

“What do you paint?”

“Mostly... feelings I can’t explain.”

Naomi smiled. “Then I’d probably understand every one of them.”

After that, there was always a reason to see each other. Coffee turned into conversation. Conversation turned into shared rituals. Naomi stayed longer than she needed to. Rita refilled her cup without being asked. A glance here, a brush of fingertips there. Soon their meetings became part of the rhythm of their days.

Naomi began calling her sunshine, sun for short. Quietly at first, like a name she had forgotten she once knew.

“You shine without trying,” she said once, brushing paint from Rita’s cheek.

Rita smiled, touched her chin, and whispered, “And you pull the tide in me, moon.”

Rita brought Naomi sketches. Faces caught in half-dreams. Eyes that reached. Naomi responded with books. Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time, Lorde’s Zami, Morrison’s Song of Solomon. They exchanged them like offerings. Quiet testaments of who they were becoming.

Rita noticed the way Naomi’s voice softened when she said her name. She saw how Naomi’s hand would sometimes pause mid-gesture, like it was remembering a motion it had made long ago. Every touch felt layered. It was as if another hand existed beneath the present one, belonging to someone they had known before.

One evening, a storm rolled in without warning. The café emptied quickly, rain hammering against the windows. The lights flickered once, then went out, leaving the room bathed in a blue-gray glow from the lightning outside. Rita lit a candle near the register. Naomi stayed to help.

They stacked chairs in near silence, their shoulders brushing now and then.

“Does this ever feel familiar to you?” Naomi asked, her voice quiet.

Rita turned toward her. “All the time.”

Everything paused. The rain. The clock. Even their breathing. Naomi’s eyes caught the candlelight, wide with something like awe and fear, as if she had seen someone return from a place she could not name. Then she smiled. It was the same small, knowing smile that seemed to live in every version of her.

After that night, they drew closer.

Naomi invited Rita into her home. A second-floor apartment filled with soft light and books. They cooked together. Danced barefoot to Coltrane. Argued about art. Laughed over glasses of wine. Rita painted Naomi’s portrait beneath the gentle hum of jazz. Naomi read Rita’s poetry aloud at a local showcase. Her voice trembled on the word again.

Saturdays became sacred. They wandered the farmer’s market, sharing peaches and stories. Naomi taught Rita how to make gumbo the way her grandmother had in Charleston. Rita painted the steam rising from the pot like incense from an altar.

Sometimes Rita woke in the middle of the night, her heart racing from dreams she could not name. Naomi would appear in flashes. Beneath a cypress tree. In a white cotton dress. On a dirt road lit by stars. Singing in a room full of smoke. Always turning toward her. Always whispering.

Find me.

Rita never told Naomi about those dreams. She did not need to. Some mornings, Naomi looked at her with the same expression. Eyes full of memory. Full of recognition.

The Remembering

Autumn came, a hush of amber and flame settling over the city. Outside the café windows, leaves drifted like burnt paper; inside, between shared sips of tea and quiet glances, Rita felt the slow bloom of something old taking root again.

Naomi did not love loudly. She loved with certainty, in the little things. Fingers brushing lint from Rita’s sweater. Her hand was at the small of Rita’s back when they walked. A glance held a beat longer than necessary.

Rita returned that language in her own way. She pressed dried flowers into Naomi’s manuscripts like secrets between the pages, saving pieces of their days in petals and scent. Silence often stretched between them, not empty but full, fluent, like their souls had learned each other in a tongue the body never forgot.

But as autumn deepened, so did the sense of déjà vu.

Rita saw things in flashes. A lantern swinging from a wood-beamed ceiling. She heard the clink of metal; saw gold bracelets circling arms that were not hers. Naomi cloaked in flowing fabrics that whispered of another time. She tasted salt on the wind, smelled smoke and sage. She felt rhythms her body had not lived but somehow remembered. In the breeze. In her bones. In Naomi’s touch.

One night, on Naomi’s porch, with rain pattering gently through the trees, Naomi spoke the truth aloud.

"Sometimes I’m scared of what it means," she said, her voice low. "Every time I find you, it feels like a second chance. But I always wonder what it costs us."

Rita reached across the space and threaded their fingers together.

"Then this time," she murmured, "we hold on."

Thunder cracked in the distance. Lightning lit Naomi’s face, and in that flash, Rita saw her. Not just Naomi. All of her. The woman she had always found across lives. The muse. The storm. The home.

Inside, the lights flickered, then vanished. Candlelight wavered. The scent of jasmine and wet earth thickened the air.

Naomi stood at the window, silhouetted in silver. Rita rose slowly, pulled by something deeper than desire. She crossed the room barefoot, the hardwood cool underfoot, until she stood so close she could feel Naomi’s breath on her lips.

"Do you think we’ve done this before?" she asked, her voice soft as silk.

Naomi turned to her, eyes steady and searching.

"Yes," she whispered. "And this time, I think we’re meant to remember."

The Revelation

Their mouths met. Not gentle. Not tentative. This was a kiss shaped by ages, urgent and knowing. Naomi’s hands slid along Rita’s waist, pulling her close. She whispered, “My sweet sunshine,” and Rita melted into her with a sound between a sigh and a moan.

Naomi undressed her with reverence, piece by piece. She lifted Rita’s shirt slowly and pressed kisses to the skin she uncovered. Rita’s breath caught when Naomi’s mouth found the slope of her breast. Lips warm. Tongue slow. Every movement carried weight, as if Naomi were relearning a map her hands had memorized long ago.
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