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Creator of earth and heaven, we praise you. Let what you have willed come, as in heaven, also upon the earth. Give us today our portion of that which sustains us daily. Release us from our debts, as we forgive those indebted to us. Deliver us from destruction, and let us not fall into temptation, because in your dominion is the power and the glory unto the ages.
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Prologue
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A SHOT RANG OUT IN the dark, stirring the dogs in the area and breaking the silence. The wind carried the screams as something rumbled in the thicket edging the tobacco fields. Negro tenants poured out of shacks nearby, shaken by the endless wailing. Silas Kraus was dead.

Word of the murder spread quickly around the old Moravian settlement. It reached every house by high noon the next day, the assailant gone without a trace. Folks wondered who in the world Silas had offended. He hadn’t made a single enemy and never met a stranger. He’d always been a kind soul, even to the Negroes who worked the land.

“They’d been expecting him up north when it happened. The town paper called him ‘one of Nazareth Hall’s finest.’ Silas had been a student there, only home for a brief visit. The entire settlement mourned him for days.”

Those days turned into weeks for Major Clark, a tall, willowy gambler who bore a striking resemblance to Silas. Only he was colored. A half breed, rumored to be the offspring of Jake Kraus, Silas’s father. Everyone in town knew Jake had a fondness for colored women. Had his way with them whenever he pleased. Old Black Sally Clark had been one of his favorites. He had beaten her often, right in front of the child they shared.

Major never forgot. He vowed to avenge his mother someday. That day came, but he missed his chance. The wrong man had died. Half out of his mind with grief, he roamed the town on foot for days, crying.

Months passed. Major stepped into Baily’s Barbershop on Dadson’s Main Street, greeting everyone with a tip of his hat. They all knew him as Lucky Duck. He owned the finest car in town and wore shirts made of silk and genuine gators.

He passed through a door in back and climbed down a dark stairway. Major rapped rhythmically on the door at the bottom, signaling for entrance. Music spilled out when Sibyl Chavis finally opened up. A half breed like himself, he had claimed her as his woman, dressing her in fancy clothes, costly jewelry, and mail order colognes. She served liquor there, flirting with the men.

“Well! How you?” she said with a sly grin, playing with his tie. Sibyl was beautiful, but her heart was black. The next time he found Lucius Franklin in her company, he meant to settle it for good. He took his tie back and sidestepped her, entering the smoke-filled tavern.

Charlie Butner was on piano, singing some raunchy blues tune with a cigarette balanced between his lips. The song had stirred couples to get up and dance.

Major’s eyes settled on the loudest Negro in the house. Lucius was talking his usual mess, rolling dice on the table. He had drawn a crowd.

Conner Henderson had just gotten back from the war. He was from the area but had gained an apprenticeship with a big paper in Durham. The man knew where to find a good time. He was already tore down, a glass of brandy in his hand, dancing alone. He stumbled right into Major’s path. His face lit up when he turned and saw who it was.

“Hey, Lucky, my man! Been a long time. How you been?”

Major liked Henderson, a self-made man who had taught himself the art of photography. Reporting skills he’d picked up in the service. Still a single man, Henderson roamed the state looking for newsworthy stories. The men shook hands, Major forcing himself to smile.” 

“Heard about ole Silas. Had to come down and get the story, and look who I run into. Ain’t y’all some kin?”

Major’s smile faded as he looked him over. He shrugged it off and took a moment to think.

“Yeah, that’s what I been hearin’ all my life. Can’t say one way or the other. Anyhow, that’s a whole other world he from.”

Henderson sighed and shook his head.

“Ain’t it the truth?” he said. “Damn shame how he passed. Silas the only cracker round here ever treated a man like he was one.” He sipped his drink slow, letting it settle.

Major stepped away before Henderson could press him further. The crap game caught his interest. He made his way to the table, weaving between other patrons, and watched for a while.

“Major, you too chicken shit to get in? I’ll take your money too, chump. Make me no never mind.”

Major pulled out a roll of bills, drawing whistles from the crowd, then slapped ten on the table.

Franklin’s eyes stretched wide as he rolled the dice in his hands.

“A’ight then. Spend your rent money, fool.”

“Got more where that came from,” Major said. “That’s why Sibyl mine, not yo’ins.”

The crowd roared with laughter, making Lucius hot. Major thought too much of himself. It was time to take him down a peg or two. Two men matched the bet with tens, while four others slapped down five apiece. Lucius had been on a roll all night.

“Yeah, well money talks and bullshit walks, my man.” He released the dice and let them tumble. They rolled to a four and three, drawing mocking laughter from him.

Major smiled as he watched him roll again, the bones landing on a five and two.

Lucius shut his eyes tight, grimacing as his backers cursed him. His winning streak was over. Sibyl eased through the crowd and slipped her arms around the champion. She was his for the night, at least until the money ran out.

“Well, I reckon it’s time for you to take a walk,” Major said.

“High yellah bastard! How you ever get a name like Lucky? Ain’t nuthin but a jinx to me.”

“That’s all good. But I gotcha money and yo’ girl, chump.”

He kissed Sibyl to mock him, then gathered the bills.

Lucius moved toward him as the onlookers laughed even harder.

“Come around this table, Lucius, and you gon’ regret it for the rest of yo’ pitiful life.”

Lucius took his chances, moving slow but sure, men making room for him.

Major pushed Sibyl aside and slipped out his steel Dovo, striking fast.

The women hollered as Lucius clutched his face with both hands, trying to stop the bleeding.

“Oh shit, this fool really cut me!”

“Luck don’t wait on nobody,” Henderson shouted over the commotion. “Man, get gone!”

Major grabbed Sibyl, backed toward the door, and slipped out of the club.
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The Nikka in Fairmount
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March 21, 2002, Saturday afternoon



THE WEDDING OF HAKIM Abdul Al-Waliy, formally known as Joshua Clark, was finally at hand. He had talked Sarah Richardson into marrying him despite their separate religious convictions. They stood side by side beneath Fairmount’s Greenhouse at Almquist. Mama Elaine wept for joy. Her baby boy had finally returned home to settle down. And she had lived to witness it, front row, right side, holding her granddaughter Marian’s hand. 

It was an eloquent setup. The family requested Father Jessie Heath to officiate the wedding. He knew the groom was Muslim now and chose a nondenominational approach. A string quartet and flautist readied themselves for the first dance as he delivered the exhortation. The couple had wanted a small wedding with only close family and friends. But they knew it wouldn’t fly well with Dolores. She and Sarah had been best friends since they were five years old. They were local celebrities who had made it big in the entertainment industry, and the wedding was sure to be the talk of the town for months. The guest list was capped at two hundred. Journalists were on hand to record the event, Sarah’s first wedding ever.

Sarah dabbed her eyes with the handkerchief she’d borrowed from her nephew. Xavier had walked her to the floral arch in her son’s place. He’d finished college early and declared for the draft; the Charleston Blues had taken him in the first round. He was riding the bench for now, but grateful just to have made it into the NBA.

His father’s brother stood waiting, a helpless smile tugging at his lip. It should have been Evan’s job, but he’d been denied liberty and was still at sea. They had wanted to surprise him. Evan didn’t know Joshua, not really, but he’d grown up around the Clarks. Sarah was anxious for the young man to finally know his father.

Husband and wife were scheduled to board a flight to Honolulu after the wedding. Joyce made all the arrangements. She was the groom’s elder sister. Joyce grinned excitedly while standing among the celebrants. She had helped Dolores set up the wedding arena. 

Sarah was stunning in a designer original that fit her to a tee. A former runway model, she had selected Tony Medici to craft her gown. All he had asked for in return was an invitation to the wedding. Sarah had brought much of his success. He smiled proudly from the front row on the bride’s side, older now but still the same garish peacock.

Xavier’s Blackberry chimed well into the ceremony. He’d forgotten to turn it off. Unable to think on his feet, he stepped away quietly to answer the call. Dolores, his mother, had insisted on giving the bride away at the opening. His father was acting as best man. Xavier had been to the rehearsal and was certain he wouldn’t be missed. The few who recognized him took sneak pictures, but he paid them no mind.

It was Melissa, his daughter’s mother. She was now an Olympic hopeful, training at the University of Delaware. He rolled his eyes as her name flashed across the screen. Melissa had wanted to attend the wedding with him, but he held no power over that. He was only present to fulfill his mother’s request. Most of the attendees were older, but Melissa just wanted to be with him. She’d been calling him nonstop since morning. He decided to take her call this time.

“Melissa, what is it?”

“Why haven’t you been taking my calls?”

“Angel, there’s a wedding going on.”

“Well, why wasn’t I invited?”

“Because your name wasn’t on the list. Mom was very selective. There are celebrities present, security everywhere. Big money. Big names. They had to be extra cautious.”

“Xavier, I’m family!”

“Melissa, gimmie a break. I just told you the deal. You weren’t invited.”

His heart dropped when she started to weep. She was a nineteen-year-old college student but still sensitive as ever; it really irked him sometimes.

“Oh, angel, cut that out. Nothing’s personal. I’ll make it up to you before leaving town. Got a couple more off days before catching up with the team. We’ll go out to eat and catch a movie or something.”

A beat.

“You promise?” she asked.


By the power invested in me by the   Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, I now declare you husband and wife.



Xavier looked back just in time to see Joshua kiss his new bride. He smiled helplessly as the guests applauded them and laughed.

The quartet struck up the Miracles’ Up Again. They didn’t sound half bad to Xavier, though what did he really know about chamber music.

His uncle walked Sarah out to the floor and started their first dance.

It would be him and Melissa in a couple more years if she ever stopped annoying him. They already had a daughter named Major, after his grandfather. Xavier had nicknamed her Mia to keep the two Majors straight. She was nearing four with May coming on. His parents still held temporary custody.

A sly smile spread across his face. 

“Hey, I’m driving down to play the game after the reception,” he announced in a low seductive tone. “Hope your mother isn’t around.”

“Nope. Not doing that again. Mia’s enough for me. She’s with Mom in Overbrook. That’s where your parents left her before the wedding.”

Xavier frowned.

“Oh, come on, angel. You can’t be serious. So you let Mom get inside your head again, huh? Shoot. We’re almost man and wife.”

“Xave, I’m making it to the Olympics this time. You’re not messing that up for me. I’m really grateful for this second chance.”

Xavier rolled his eyes and blew out his steam.

His phone suddenly paused, prompting him to check the screen. It was Evan. He raised his phone again and sighed.

“Melissa, hold on. Got another phone call. It looks urgent.”

“Yeah, sure, Xave.”

His jaw dropped when suddenly she hung up on him. Xavier shook his head and switched to Evan.

“What’s up, man?”

A beat.

“Who’s this?”

“Well, who you tryin’ a call?”

“Sarah Richardson.”

“Evan, it’s me, Xave.”

“Xavier? Boy, whatchu doing with my mama’s phone?”

Xavier rolled his eyes, tired of being disrespected. The man was speaking in a deep husky voice, trying his best to intimidate him.

“This ain’t your mama’s phone, chump. I let her use it to make a call before the wedding.”

“Wedding? What wedding?”

“Your folks just got hitched, man.”

Evan kissed his teeth irritably.

“Boy, put Mama on the phone. Hurry up.”

Xavier shrugged, then set out to look for Sarah. The guests were intermingling now. They’d spilled out of the botanica and into the surrounding area. 

Marian was weaving through the crowd, trying to shake their mother. Twenty-four years old, mother of a five-year-old, and still fancy-free. Dolores had been on her case again about Bobby Gerber, determined to tie her down once and for all. Every few steps, someone stopped Dolores to reminisce, giving Marian a chance to slip away.

Xavier spotted her zigzagging and stepped into her path with an impish grin.

“Mom’s right behind you,” he murmured, eyes flicking toward Dolores.

Marian gasped but didn’t dare look. “Oh God,” she hissed, then darted off again.

Dolores finally caught sight of Xavier. She kissed her teeth, still half-trapped in conversation. She’d been evangelizing to Melissa again in his absence, making Xavier’s romantic life a nightmare.

“Oh, revenge is sweet,” he muttered, giving her a bright, innocent wave.

Dolores rolled her eyes and pasted on a smile for the people holding her up.

Joyce intercepted all of a sudden and aimed her camera at him.

“Smile for me, rook dawg,” she teased. “Boy, I’m so proud of you!”

“Oh, come on, Auntie. I’m tired of folks sticking cameras in my face. Evan’s on the phone. I gotta find Aunt Sarah.”

Joyce lowered her camera. His sour mood was killing her joy. She pointed Sarah out to him. Mama Elaine had caught up with her to give her special blessing.

“Over there, sour puss,” Joyce scoffed.

Xavier smiled helplessly as he drew closer to the picture-perfect bride. She was tall, svelte, and breathtakingly gorgeous in an eggshell white Medici original. Just for an instant, Xavier wondered if she was real. He was right up on her when she turned. Their closeness stunned her and she gasped.

“Xavier!” she called.

“Didn’t mean to startle you, Aunt Sarah. Congrats, by the way.”

“Oh, same to you, nephew. Heard about the big break. You just go, Xave!”

She hugged him gregariously, allowing him a whiff of her posh perfume. She even smelled like a million bucks. Sarah held him back after a while, amazed at how handsome he’d become. Finally, he had the sideburns he’d always wanted. He kept himself immaculately groomed for the ladies. Despite his commitment to Melissa, he lived for the attention.

“Are you enjoying the party, baby?”

“Everything is perfect, Aunt Sarah. You have a phone call.” He handed her the phone.

Sarah frowned as she took the Blackberry. “Now who in the world could be calling me at a time like this?”

“Evan. He sounds kind of urgent.”

Sarah’s face lit up as she raised the phone to her ear.

“Evan?” she called excitedly. “Baby, guess what!”

Xavier laughed as he watched her walk away through the crowd. He made his way to the refreshment tent and began to serve himself.

Joyce spotted him again and lifted her camera for another shot.

“Aunt Joyce, please. I’m starving.”

She laughed and finally lowered the camera, glancing around at everyone. “This turned out to be a nice little shindig after all, huh, Xave?”

“Yeah. Mom got her money’s worth.” He scooped a mound of macaroni and cheese casserole onto his plate beside the barbecue chicken.

“I’ll say. And it sure is a beautiful day, too. Not a cloud in sight.”

Her wide grin slowly faded. She looked around, searching for Joshua and Sarah. They seemed to have vanished in an instant.

“Now, I wonder where the bride and groom ran off to that quick.”

Xavier grabbed a dinner roll, then looked up just in time to catch a glimpse of Joshua running after Sarah in the distance. The bride was several feet ahead of her desperate groom. She had kicked off her heels and was running at top speed, holding up the hem of her wedding dress along the way. Sarah paid no mind to Joshua’s pleading for her to stop. He stumbled and fell a couple of times along the way.

Xavier could hardly believe the comedy unleashed before him.
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Joseph Barnabas
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SARAH DREW STARES AS she paced a hallway in Englewood’s maternity ward, a newborn in her arms. There had been no time to change; she was still in her wedding gown. Somewhere along the New Jersey Turnpike she’d lost her husband, riding ahead in Marian’s Salsa Red Jeep Liberty. Joshua was on a rented Road King; the man had always loved bikes. He’d planned to ride his bride to his brother’s house for the walima.

Marian had driven the bride from her parents’ house in La Mott to Fairmount. She left her keys dangling from the ignition when they arrived. In her flustered state, Sarah forgot to mention them to her. She ran straight for the Jeep after receiving Evan’s phone call.

On her first trip to meet Chenoa, the baby's mother, it had taken an hour and thirty-five minutes to reach East Hill in normal traffic. Sarah beat her old time by ten minutes. She aimed to witness the birth of her first grandchild. Tears of joy streamed down her face as she grinned at the Métis baby boy.

“Joseph, your little Mama don't know how close I am to stealing you out of this hospital. Honey, you are so wonderful.”

She laughed, then smiled as she looked up at the ceiling. “Mama... Daddy? I know you're watching over us. I'm a grandma now. Can you believe it?”

Sarah wiped her tears on her shoulder and kept pacing. “I sure do wish they could hold you, Pumpkin. Those two kids for parents you got better treat you right. Let me find out otherwise. I'm coming back here to take you home to North Carolina with me and your Grandpa Josh.” She pressed her lips against the child's forehead. “You'd like that, wouldn't you, precious?”

Joshua exited the elevator with his motorcycle helmet in hand. He stopped in his tracks with a look of astonishment when he spotted his bride.

“Sarah?” he called.

Sarah laughed as she walked the rest of the way to him. “I'm sorry for running away like that. I guess I just lost my head when Evan called me. The Navy granted him special liberty. Take a look at your grandson, Josh. Isn't he beautiful?”

Joshua's heart raced as he continued to stare at her in amazement. His day had managed to turn completely surreal in an instant. He’d questioned Sarah's sanity all the way to the hospital. Finally, he understood.

“Evan?” he asked.

Sarah smiled and nodded. “Evan, honey. This is Master Joseph Barnabas.”

Joshua set the helmet at his feet and took the baby from her arms. He struggled inwardly to accept the fact that his estranged son was now a father himself. It had been his plan to make up for time lost.

Sarah hid her pregnancy from him, believing he was too young to shoulder fatherhood. He had been nineteen at the time of their affair, and she was ten years his senior. But Joshua had known of his son’s existence for sixteen years. His sister informed him on the day he sneaked into town on shore leave. He had only returned to check on his mother.

He laughed at the thought of how awkward his life had been.

“Ma'shallah,” he declared. “Now this is a day I’ll NEVER forget!”

“Joshua, we weren't even sure the baby belonged to Evan. Chenoa was just some kid he met in a club, passing herself off as a woman. I had second thoughts about selling the house in Montgomery. Backed out of a deal at the last minute. Evan likes to go there when he has leave. He met the girl in New York. I’ve been meeting with her parents, trying to smooth things over for him. There is a seven-year age difference. Chenoa’s still in school. He just didn’t know. Thank heavens she’d just reached the age of consent. Anyway, all medical expenses have been covered by me.”

Joshua looked down at the infant in his arms. “No way,” he said, shaking his head. This one belongs to us. Girl, he looks just like you.”

Sarah laughed. “Oh, I'm certain that he's ours now. The tiny ear pit? Evan has it too. And the Morton’s Toe.  He was born with blue eyes just like Barney; they’ll shift to brown before he’s a year old. Father and son are O-positive as well.”

“Al Hamdulilah!”

Sarah took the baby back. Her mood quickly turned serious. “Chenoa isn't sure if she wants to keep the baby, Joshua, and ain't no grandchild of mine going up for adoption. I wanna take Joseph with us.”

“Of course, sweetheart.”

Evan exited Chenoa’s room and walked toward them, dressed in his Navy jumper. He bore a striking resemblance to his cousin Xavier, only Evan was stouter and a couple of inches shorter. His face was clean-shaven, which gave him a youthful appearance. The perched eagle and two red chevrons on his left sleeve marked him as a Petty Officer Second Class. 

“Mama?” he called out in the deep, husky voice she’d grown proud of.

They turned to him.

Joshua’s breath caught as the seaman approached. They’d spoken over the phone, but it was his first time seeing Evan as a man.

“Baby, meet your father.”

Joshua’s eyes washed over the sailor as they stood toe-to-toe.

“How you doin’, Josh?”

“Good to see you, son. Well, I see your mama did well by you. One good turn deserves another. I hope you treat this one right.”

“Hey, no doubt, man. That’s my little soldier.”

Evan extended his fist for a bump.

Joshua shook his hand instead, smiling proudly.

“Evan?” Sarah called.

He met his mother’s gaze instantly.

“Chenoa’s keeping the baby, Mama.”

The breath rushed out of Sarah as they locked eyes. She swallowed back her disappointment, then lifted her chin.

“And just how is she planning on supporting this child with no job, no education, and you out at sea somewhere?”

Evan shrugged. “She should do alright with the money I send.”

Sarah turned sharply and walked away, rocking the baby gently in her arms.
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