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THE BARGAIN

Savannah—June 1784









PROLOGUE

Death kept his pace on the lane to Hampstead House—gait steady, limbs just the right amount of loose.

The time was marked by the bright June sun hanging high overhead, beaming down on the tender green cotton shoots, the first true leaves bursting through. Three vultures circled lazily on the horizon, black slashes on the blue sky, as they spiraled lower toward their prey, doing their job—as was he.

He’d materialized a moment before, appearing alongside the gutted road etched with wagon wheel tracks and the hooves of many beasts, on his way to collect his next soul.

His deeply bronzed skin glistened in the light, sleek muscles stretching, as they had on the body of his last collection, taken from a fazenda outside Rio de Janeiro. That man had been beautiful before an unwieldy load of sugarcane crushed him.

Death had admired his form and taken it as his own as he arrived in the teeming, swampy marshland outside Savannah, Georgia, falling into step and his duty. Trying on bodies had become a habit, all stemming from his desire to understand.

Though he was far from human, his work consisted entirely of contact with the species. From the start, they’d perplexed him. Most were messy, chaotic, and cruel, so, he thought, if he could assume their shape, perhaps he might better grasp their perspective—find some reason for their barbarity toward themselves and most life on Earth. Irrational in the end, for the practice yielded no answers, at least none that satisfied.

But the custom turned to habit, and so he’d continued ever since.

He paused along the edge of the road, no stranger to these parts. Typhoid and yellow fever had done their rounds this summer, spreading stealthily from the swamp into fresh water, creeping into the white wooden main house, claiming first the master and his new wife before slipping into the cabins that dotted the surrounding fields, each ringed with a small garden. Death had collected souls from each structure, by ones and in twos, leaving neat rows of red-humped dirt to mark each earthly resting place.

Now someone else’s allotted hour was at hand.

It was always at hand for someone, somewhere.

That was the problem he’d been considering for some time, and he’d finally landed on a solution.

It was perfect.

He needed only to think of a suitable method of execution.

A clatter of hooves interrupted his thoughts as a wagon rattled toward him, the wheels churning through the thick mud, a pitiful brown mare staggering, straining against her load, her jutting ribs heaving as if each breath might be her last.

The driver, Murray, ignored the beast’s struggle and flicked his crop; a new lash leaked red on the mare’s hindquarters. He hunched over the reins, a brown rifle perched by his feet, glazed eyes shifting, scanning the empty road ahead. Death watched him passively, knowing of the deep and unabating infection that lurked within him.

Soon, the spasms would start, pain that would tear at his insides, making him wish for a swift end to his misery. Murray would find it at the end of the week, jerking and gasping for air in a pool of his own blood and vomit.

Murray did not know his fate as he snapped the crop again, urging the poor beast forward—his jaw clenched, his left hand twitching.

His cargo would fare no better.


A man called Scipio lay in the wagon bed, huddled in the sawdust, his broad brown hands and feet rigged in ropes, eyes closed. A gash on his head bled freely as angry welts marched up his arms, his white canvas shirt cut to ribbons, red blooming across it like a field of summer roses, guaranteeing that Death would collect him, too, before the day was through.

Death watched as the wagon rattled along its miserable way.

A feeling ticked through him—hot and rough—knowing what their imminent demise meant for him.

More work.

Always another soul to fetch and ferry.

Time and again.

For eternity.

Small plagues seemed to keep them in check, ushering the masses to the afterlife without much intervention from him, but then the humans always came back, more than ever, loud, pushy, conniving, and horrible—forever killing each other off with their unending wars, filth, and pestilence, their crimes replete with cruelty and violence.

Even now, they were inventing new ways to die.

Cannons.

Muskets.

Amputations.

How many men had he collected from surgeons’ tents that stank of rotting meat as the surgeon hacked off limbs? How many from the battlefield? What used to be dozens of souls had become hundreds, all at once. One would think gathering them in batches would make it easier, but the work never ceased.

Life squandered for no good reason.

Wouldn’t it be better to scrub it all clean? Death wondered. One final plague to rid the world of them once and for all.

A lot of effort up front, but surely the world would be better for it. Humans could be formed again over time and improved. Not by him, of course. But it could make his job a bit better. As far as Death could see, no redeemable one existed in the bunch.

He considered his plan as he turned down the familiar lane, his steps silent and sure, with only the buzz of blackflies and the whine of mosquitoes for company.

All other life had fled at his arrival. The birds stopped their chatter, and the white-tailed deer turned, leaping into the thick brush. The gray rabbits burrowed deeper in their dens, and the fox squirrels darted for the tallest treetops. They needn’t have feared him, for his dominion was over human souls affected by age, accident, or disease, while other beings were tasked with collecting animal souls. Only the lone mountain lion, shaded in the tree’s low branches, didn’t flee, for he, too, was a purveyor of death.

He’d almost reached the cabin to enact his latest reaping of the day when a tingle pricked at the edge of his awareness, sharp and keen. He slowed, scanning the land, seeing only the wave of low green branches bending in the wind.

Nevertheless, he was being watched, and not because he’d decided, as he did on rare occasions, to show himself to a human.

He winked out, slipping into the endless in-between, searching for the source.

A woman, on the young end of the human spectrum, stood not fifteen feet away, her body hidden by a wide gray oak, her eyes trained on where he used to be. He eased closer, studying her.

Sickness clung to her, scented through her sweat, marked by the red rash scattered on her neck and face. Her golden-brown skin was pale, several shades lighter than his own. She squinted at him with keen eyes, grown glassy with fever, as she held herself still. He watched her realize he had disappeared from the road, her gaze darting to see where he’d gone.

He cocked his head.

Most humans were blind to him, only catching a glimpse while on the edge of their death. He preferred it that way. She behaved differently altogether. His ennui melted away as his curiosity grew, his questions abounding.

How can she see me? Why can she? More importantly, what does she see?

The woman was his next soul to collect. Although the time of her reaping was near, he found himself . . . reluctant to take her. Surely he could spare the time to learn a bit more.

He shifted behind her, back into view. “Hiding from me, Nella?”

She jumped, twisting and falling back against the tree’s rough bark, her honey-colored chest heaving. Her homespun dress gaped at her shoulders, exposing a heart-shaped birthmark and the telltale reddened spots that crept across her collarbone and neck. A kerchief covered her thick black curls, which, slick with sweat, had escaped their binding. He noted that her pulse quickened at the use of her name, but she didn’t run or look away. He sensed no true fear, which conjured even more curiosity.

“Mama always said there’s no use hiding from Death—but best keep out his way when he’s about his business.” Her voice was quiet but rough, made worse by coughing.

“Your mama was a smart woman,” he murmured.

“If you’re here, I expect I’ll see her soon,” Nella said, her meaning plain.

“Smart woman,” he repeated, this time a compliment.

She trembled, even as she tried to stand tall. “You’re different than I thought you would be.”

He considered the statement. “Different, how?”

She paused, breathing with effort. “I saw you take the master’s littlest baby, Maybelle. You were a redheaded woman dressed in green muslin standing on the big porch. Then, another time, when you took Missus Carter’s sister in the front tearoom, you had skin the color of day-old corn bread. But I knew they were both you because your edges are hard. Almost black.”

Death nodded, struck. Never had someone seen him so plainly. “Is that what you see now?”


She nodded, pointing to his form. “I see it plain as day.”

“Have you always?”

Her eyes pierced him, the brown vibrant in the slant of light through the tree branches. “I’ve always seen you. Mama saw you too. Never knew why, but I reckon those sorts of things weren’t up to us. Must be God given.”

An unfamiliar sensation twitched in his chest. This was not the regular begging of the sickroom, the damned pleading for him not to take them to their final resting places as he claimed their souls. This was simply conversation. “You believe in God?”

“Sometimes.” She gazed off in the distance.

“Come, let’s get you ready.” He held out his arm, firm and dark brown, as real to her as it was invisible to others.

They didn’t speak as they reached her low cabin, situated at the far back of the plantation, edged by dense forest and brambles. The cabin’s condition was poor—even by human standards—with rough-cut windows providing little light and poor ventilation. A shoddily hewn door that gaped, somehow managing to both trap the heat of the day and allow in the creeping chill of night. Wooden wattle peeked through the rough white tabby walls as jagged bits of oyster shell glinted in the dim light. A crude fireplace sat at one end, a pair of lumpy pallets at the other, next to a small stand holding a washbasin, a pitcher, and two chamber pots, the fetid smell of sick rising in the cabin’s thick heat. A square wooden table, two chairs, and an assortment of pans and dry goods comprised the rest of the cabin’s contents.

He helped her to the closest pallet, where a small book rested on the stained cloth, its cover bright yellow. He moved it and settled her down. Once she lay back, it was as if all the strength had fled her body. He sat in one of the spindly chairs, surveying her.

“Where is everyone?” he asked, more for conversation than anything else.

“Once the overseer took sick, they moved everyone healthy to Master’s brother’s home and boarded up the Big House.”


“Why didn’t you go?”

She gestured to her skin, mottled with rash. Her eyes gleamed with fever; she had sweat through her dress. He’d seen humans abandon their young for less.

“So, what now?” she wheezed. Blood covered her hand where she’d coughed.

He considered her question. “I take your soul, and we transcend this place.”

She nodded, accepting the fact. “Will it hurt?”

“You’ll leave this pain behind.”

“That would be good. It’s all I’ve known.”

She reached for her book, and Death handed it to her, first reading the title.

Robinson Crusoe.

“Is that important to you?”

She nodded. “My father—I mean, Master Carter—read from it when I was small. I can read it myself now, having listened to his stepdaughter Mary’s lessons.” She dragged it up to her chest. “It brings a bit of comfort.”

“You can’t take it with you.” Although people were always trying. Gold, jewels, papers, and once even a prized pig. Worldly goods held no value in the next place. He nodded toward the book. “What’s it about?”

He didn’t particularly care, but he wasn’t ready to collect her—not yet.

She wiped her hand on her skirt, the blood smearing. “A man who goes on an adventure and sees all the sights to see. He is made a slave and then finds himself free.”

Death examined her. “Is that what you would do?”

She nodded adamantly, wincing at the effort. “I’d give anything to see the world. My brother and I dreamed about it when we were young. How we’d leave our old place and travel. Silas was so sure there must be more to life than this.” She gestured weakly to the rough, craggy wood floor where she made her home. A coughing fit filled her lungs, wet and thick.

It wouldn’t be long now.

By rights, he should take her and ferry her soul, but . . . he found he didn’t want to. All he wanted to do was carry on speaking with her.

“Tell me, where would you go if you could?” he asked, delaying the inevitable.

“Away from here.”

“Anywhere more specific?”

She was quiet as she considered the question, probably having never been asked anything like it before. “I’d want to go everywhere. Places I’ve only heard about, like Paris or London or where my mother said her father was from. I’d like to see the world and its wondrous things. I’d like to be free,” she said, her breathing ragged.

Death shrugged, slightly miffed at her answer. “You’re not missing much. Places are places and humans are humans, everywhere they live.”

“I don’t think so. I want to believe there is a better sort—at least better than I’ve experienced,” she challenged.

Death snorted. “I can assure you they’re not.” His mind wandered to the men he’d seen south of here who had set whole towns on fire to dominate those they thought inferior, leaving only destruction in their wake. Nothing about those men was worth saving, but it hadn’t been their time. When it was, Death would have something special for them, indeed. They would learn that no one was crueler than he.

“What about me? What have I ever done to anybody?”

Death’s gaze swept over her, studying her like he was seeing the core of who she was, deep in her marrow. It was true. She’d been born in bondage during this godforsaken time. Her soul, for all its ill treatment, was still pure.

This fact didn’t fit Death’s plans, so he conveniently ignored it.

“You are only one person. Millions more are wretches, waiting for their chance to inflict themselves on other humans. Living is more trouble than it’s worth.”


Her mouth fell open with shock. “How can you say that? Of anyone, you should know how precious life is.”

“It’s because I know that I am an authority.”

Nella shook her head forcefully. “Then you don’t understand it at all. Life, I mean. I’ve seen my fair share of trouble and terribleness. But Mama always reminded me there’s still love to be had, even in humans, even in this terrible place.” No doubt she meant the plantation she and others had been forced to labor on. “There’s family . . . even if they’re gone. There’s the people we love and who love us . . . even if it’s all just memories. There’s the things we leave behind. It’s the only way my people survived this hell. Holding on to dawn. All you have to do is pay attention.”

He quirked his eyebrows at her spirit. Even while dying, even in the face of all the horror she’d endured, she was willing to disagree with Death himself. “So, I can’t see people’s goodness?” he asked. “And you . . . could show it to me? Is that what you’re saying?”

Her eyes sharpened with clarity. “Let me live—and do this life over again. I’ll show you. It’s all around us.”

Death scoffed, but her proposition surprised him. She hadn’t lived long enough to see the fallacy of her words. If she’d existed as long as he had, she’d see this was the only conclusion. She, born enslaved, should know better than anyone.

But he paused as he considered her bargain. Many prayed to him for this sort of rescue, though he’d never answered. “So, you would like to live?”

She glanced at him. “Yes.”

Death was strangely animated; he’d never had to share his thoughts, let alone his plans, with anyone else. He played it out in his mind. It was an exquisite solution. “I’ve grown quite weary of humans. I could collect your soul and bring you to the new world, and that could be your new life.”

“What new world?”


“The one that will be created after I destroy this one,” Death said as a matter of fact.

She lurched up, eyes wide, using the last of her energy. “But you can’t do that. What about all the people? My brother, Silas? He’s out there somewhere. You’re going to kill them all?”

He frowned. She didn’t seem to appreciate the simplicity of the plan. “Precisely the point. I am quite sure there is no one and nothing redeemable among them. It will be good to start again,” he explained. “You would see if—”

“I bet I wouldn’t!” Nella’s chest heaved at her effort. “There’s me, Silas, my late mama, and surely others. We all can’t be as bad as you say.”

“I assure you this is the case.”

“I’ll find proof. I’ll show you what you cannot see. Give me a second chance . . . a new life.”

Keep her living . . . on the earth as it existed. Death thought it over. Could she do it? Make him care about them? Show him something he didn’t already know? Her arrogance amused him. “So, if I save you, grant you life, you’ll bring me this evidence you speak of? And I will decide if humanity should continue its existence?”

Her eyes widened, but she nodded. “What kind of proof do you want?”

What kind, indeed? His eyes dropped to the slim yellow volume.

Death grinned, more excited about this than anything he could ever remember. “Like your book—you’ll be Crusoe. Record your adventures, show me that man is redeemable—worth saving.” He hadn’t paid much attention to the inane scribblings of humans and their vain attempts at remembrance. But this would be different. This would be written for him, and only he would know.

“What’s the catch?” Her eyes narrowed. “There’s always a price.”

Nella continued to amuse Death. He thought she might not have seen much of the world beyond the Carter plantation in Georgia, but she knew that fundamental rule of life: There must always be an exchange for a deal to be honored. “I will give you the second chance you seek. A true chance outside of the shackles of this current existence. Several lifetimes of freedom and a gift to help you be understood, no matter where you might land. And you will write for me. Prove your lofty ideas about redemption and love—”

“What do I lose?” she interrupted.

Death leaned back, the shock of her irreverence increasing his curiosity tenfold. A slow smile crept into the corner of his mouth. “You shall have no descendants. No family. No tangible legacy on this earth. Only the words you write for me. And you can tell no one of our bargain.” He extended a strong brown hand, tickled at the idea. “What do you say?”

“How will you see these words?”

“You will publish them along the way, and I will meet with you to discuss them and anything else you want to show me.”

She took a deep, ragged breath. “How will you know the writing is mine?”

“I will know.” He liked how she underestimated him. “Any more questions?”

“For how long?”

“As long as you are able.” His smile deepened. “Given the task, I doubt it’ll be very long.”

“And if we don’t agree?”

He shrugged. “Then you die. I’ll take your soul and collect the rest of the world as planned.”

He watched memories rush through her mind: her brother and first friend Silas, sold away to the outskirts of New Orleans five years before. Her mama died not soon after that. Her lonely life left behind as Master Carter’s enslaved daughter. “You can’t do that.”

“I can, and I will.” He smiled at her, pleased with his solution despite her turmoil. “Whether I do so or not depends entirely upon you and the bargain you put forth. If I am not compelled by what you write, what you show me, then you’ll come with me, and the rest of this world will end too.”


The small cabin filled with her heavy breathing as she weighed his offer—the gift of life or a certain death.

Slowly, Nella put out her hand. “I’ll do it.”

He took her slender hand in his. He wondered how long it would be before she broke—before she saw the world as he did and surrendered to his will.

“I’ll check in from time to time—I’ll let you know when. Until then, I look forward to your efforts.” He reached out one long brown finger, brushing it across her forehead.

Nella shuddered. He watched the cooling sensation ripple across her skin as the pain receded. She rose, taking her first easy breath in days, lungs clear. She stared at her hands, spots gone, her rich brown skin smooth, every movement effortless. He relished in his power to change her.

Death stood, pulling Nella to her feet. She staggered a bit before she steadied, clutching her book to her chest.

She faced Death, eyes wide, uncertain. “What now?”

He smiled, his teeth white against his tanned brown skin. “What, indeed?”
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The Savannah Tribune

Dust Tracks Column

A CROSSROADS CITY

THE REAPER IGNORES THE HOSTESS CITY

Vivian Edwards

The haunted rumors about Savannah have always been true, despite reports to the contrary. Tourists’ claims of spirits standing above their beds in the Marshall House Hotel or lurking beneath the oaks of Madison Square, their business unfinished or their confusion about their demise ever present, have been debunked by the city council for years. The mayor and aldermen wish to keep ghost hunters searching for paranormal activity out of the city, in favor of a higher caliber of visitor. But perhaps the Hostess City of the South is a crossroads between this life and the next . . . or, worse, has been ignored by Death—the reaper having grown lazy in his collection pursuits, leaving behind untidiness and restless souls.

If seeing the otherworldly is on your vacation wish list, Savannah has all you’ll ever need. See the guide starting on page . . .









One

I sit in my favorite café, as I do every day, and wait for Death to arrive.

It’s a nice enough place to pass the time while I anticipate our usual meeting and his assessment of my latest writings.

Sunlight streams through the wide front windows, bathing the Parisian-themed café in a warm, pleasant glow. The bell jangles as new customers crowd in, decked out in crop tops, shorts, and flip-flops, drawn by the scent of fresh pastries and strong coffee.

They flock to the counter, their cameras out, diligently recording their authentic Savannah experience as they linger over tempting displays of rainbow-hued macarons, pain au chocolat, and fresh croissants. The place hums from their conversation and the soft music that floats from hidden speakers, mingling with the whir of the bean grinder and the gurgle of the espresso machine as it spurts smooth streams of richness into white cups.

I lift The Savannah Tribune and reread my latest weekly column, Dust Tracks, revisiting the hidden Black history in the city and surrounding area. It’s odd, this need to see the words in print, but I can never resist.

I look up every few minutes to eavesdrop on the tourists babbling about the antebellum mansions and cobblestone streets and the rumors about ghosts roaming the national historic landmark district. The noise of it all is a welcome distraction from the spirits chasing me.

This café is a good place to wait until I can face Death again.


And wait, I have.

I didn’t think it would be this long.

I’d thought Death would come see me the instant Winston died.

I imagined looking up from his bedside to find Death leaning against the hospital door, his head tilted, arms crossed, mouth smug, eyes glinting with the knowledge that he thought he’d won—that he might’ve been right all along.

He should’ve come.

Winston was my last person to lose. The last straw to break me, to make me write less and less.

But he didn’t.

Not then.

Not now.

Not for the three years, two months, six days, and sixteen hours since I left that hospital room. I’ve gone years without seeing Death, sometimes with more than a decade between visits. In the beginning, I used to fear him showing up, never knowing when he’d appear, uncertain if the words I’d published would be enough to please him and continue our eternal wager . . . leaving my soul and the souls of all at stake.

Even with the momentousness of the task, I can’t deny that there have been perks, in the wondrous things I’ve experienced. I’ve watched Marian Anderson sing on Easter Sunday at the Lincoln Memorial, sat with Langston Hughes as he wrote “The Weary Blues,” detailing one of our nights out, and ridden with Ollie Stewart on the convoy behind Charles de Gaulle during the liberation of Paris in 1944. I’ve covered the signing of the 1965 Voting Rights Act by Lyndon B. Johnson.

I’ve watched on a grainy black-and-white TV as men took the first steps on the moon and then written about it. I’ve gathered and recorded mountains of evidence attesting to humanity’s goodness—our miraculous wisdom and inventions and our redeemable nature—for more than two centuries. The task has always been difficult—cobbling together stories from all the people I’ve met and the places I’ve been, scrambling, hoping I’ve found enough proof to save everyone.

We’re two weeks from the 240th anniversary of our first meeting in the cabin. I wonder what he thinks of my latest little column. A tiny blip of a piece, in contrast to the travelogues and articles I used to write and the grandiose publications they appeared in. But writing for a Black newspaper has always felt bigger, as if my words might linger forever. I should be working on the next one, my deadline imminent, but I ignore my notebook.

My phone pings. A reminder. The lecture tonight. I flip back to the front of the paper and trace my finger along the black-and-white write-up of Dr. Sebastian Moore, historian of international journalism specializing in Black journalists. The headline haunts me: THE MISSING VOICES—EXCAVATING THE BLACK WOMEN OF HISTORIC JOURNALISM THROUGH THE WORK OF JIMI IRELAND AND BEYOND.

That name is a firework. One of the many iterations of myself. Even after all this time, it still startles me to see my past self in print.

I trace the four letters of my old name, so small, that lifetime so far away now, and I can’t resist the tide to return to a sliver of it. I’ve kept internet alerts for all my names in case they pop up in scholarly databases or online. Apparently, some overinflated academic decided my work was worth critiquing—in the New Yorker, no less—with all the smugness of someone who’s never left their ivory tower. I intend to find out who, exactly, he thinks he is.

I check my phone for the hour and eye the thinning line at the register. I’ll have barely enough time for another cup if I’m going to make the lecture on time. I have to know what he plans to say about me and my work.

“Vivian!”

I glance up. I’ve been isolated for so long I’ve nearly forgotten this name, my current one. I push back my pen and notebook and scoot off the high stool, grateful for the distraction.


Ruby waves from the pickup counter, holding a to-go cup in my direction. She’s the closest thing I’ve had to a friend in the time since I moved back here, checking in as she fills my cup and asks about my work—always curious about what I’m writing next.

Perhaps it will be her. She deserves to be written about. The hardships she’s had to endure hidden beneath her beauty. Her sunny disposition radiates out, enveloping the customers in its glow, as she efficiently manages the café. There’s no hint that she’s picked up the pieces since the fire that took her mother’s life and nearly took hers, or the struggle of raising her brother. Ruby is one of those people, the redeeming ones who do things despite the challenges, still believing that life can be good. She reminds me a bit of myself.

“You must be a mind reader,” I say as I approach.

“Tough writing?” she asks, nodding to the open notebook back at my seat.

I shrug, taking the offered cup. “You know, one of those days.”

I’ve struggled with writing anything serious as of late, Dust Tracks being my latest attempt. Mostly it’s been reviews of bed-and-breakfasts and restaurants or informational visits to obscure historical sites. After Winston, I stopped traveling and stopped collecting other people’s stories. But I couldn’t not write, a habit centuries in the making. Now my notebooks hold only false starts of things I’d love to write, the messy drafts of my column, and mostly a smattering of memories—vignettes of the lives I’ve lived and people I’ve lost. My mother, my brother Silas, all the loves I’ve had along the way—little parts of the centuries leaking across the pages and sometimes feeling more like fantasy than reality. If someone ever got to read my scribblings, they’d never believe them.

Ruby nods sympathetically. “It’ll come. You have to have the best to write for The Atlantic! Inspiration will strike soon, and you’ll have plenty more stories to tell,” she says, beaming.

“Some days, I’m not so sure,” I reply. Especially as I wait for Death and his latest assessment.


“You have all the time in the world to leave your mark. As my mama used to say, ‘You’re a spring chicken.’”

“Not hardly. More long in the tooth.”

Ruby laughs. “Sometimes you sound a hundred years old.”

I smile. If you only knew. I sip the coffee, a heady mix of espresso and lavender bloom, the honeyed deliciousness sliding over my tongue. “How much do I owe you?” I juggle the cup and riffle through my purse, realizing I’ve forgotten my wallet. “I don’t—”

“Allow me.” A hand appears with a fistful of dollars.

I glance up at a tall man. He’s wearing a white button-down that contrasts against his rich, dark-brown skin, and his square glasses give him the look of a Black Clark Kent. His hair, cut in a fade on the sides, the top a touch longer, forms tiny curls, the shadow of a beard along his jaw. In his early thirties, I’d guess, he’s in shape, the lines of his biceps visible through his shirt. He clutches a yellow legal pad and a red book. I wonder what he’s reading. A tendril of curiosity unfurls in me.

His arm grazes mine as he places the money on the counter.

I startle. Surprised at his gesture and how the feel of his skin sends a rush of heat through me. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched. It’s been so long since another person has had that effect on me.

“Th-thank you,” I say as Ruby’s eyes cut back and forth between us. “But I can’t—”

“You don’t have any money,” he teases as his intense gaze holds mine, and a small, hopeful smile grows on his lips.

My face flushes, leaving me mixed up inside as we stand there frozen, his eyes examining me and mine examining him. The glances . . . the elevated pulse . . . the heightened emotions . . . I can almost hear the faint whir of destiny and wonder What if ? A tiny question I haven’t pondered for years, one I thought I might never ask again.

I’ve forgotten what it feels like to be seen and admired.

“Do we know each other?” His eyebrows lift. “I have the strangest feeling we’ve met.”


“No.” I finally find my words. “And I couldn’t possibly accept. Ruby, could—”

“You’ll just owe me.” He smiles. “Perhaps you can buy me one another time?”

I start to answer him when a thin edge of darkness snatches my attention away. A tall man with milklike skin and thinning auburn hair stands on the other side of the window, milling with the other tourists—his shadowed edges distinct, but only to me. Heat rushes through me as he passes, just out of sight of the windows, my breath coming in quick bursts.

It’s him.

Death.

“Are you okay?” The handsome man trying to buy my coffee looks concerned, his eyes kind. He reaches out but stops just short of touching me.

Ruby’s eyes narrow.

I swallow, struggling to breathe, blinking my eyes clear. “I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “I’m sure you’re great, but I have to go . . . I’m late.”

I jam my notebook in my bag before the man can respond.

The bell on the door jangles behind me as I run into the afternoon sunshine. I stop outside the shop entrance and scan the street, the air thick with dust and exhaust from the neighboring construction.

Tourists mill about, sitting at the wrought iron tables or admiring downtown Savannah’s architectural gems as traffic streams past the café. I search the crowds, anticipation humming inside me. I’m chilled despite the hot, humid sunshine, and hug my bag closer, my papers rustling, knowing what this means.

It’s time to find out if the world is about to end.









Two

I search for Death until it’s time to attend the lecture. I think about skipping it, the mix of expectancy and apprehension and curiosity about seeing him after all these years almost too much to bear. But I enter the jam-packed lecture hall, the hairs on my neck still prickling.

The lights are already dimmed as the university dean climbs the metal stairs to the podium. I scoot into the last seat in the back row, hands twisting in my lap, gooseflesh running up my arms. My eyes drift over the audience, but no one is paying attention to me. Everyone is facing the stage, watching the dean.

I look for Death. Is he here too?

I don’t feel him.

The space is missing that inexorable gravity he holds—that pull that makes the breath hitch and the heart pound, that primitive knowledge of being in the presence of a tangible threat to your existence.

Why did Death disappear?

I glance around the hall, my gut twinging again. Why did he appear only in my periphery earlier? This time feels different. Or maybe after Winston, everything is different.

Was it a statement of some kind? Letting me know I couldn’t summon him, no matter how hard I tried? That I wouldn’t find him unless he wanted to be found . . . wanted to be seen?


I shake my head and sit back. Despite knowing him for centuries, I still can’t guess what Death is up to. There’s been no invitation to a formal meeting. Those are special.

Every decade or more, an item will appear, usually on my night table or desk, with an address on white card stock, a reminder that he can go wherever he pleases and that I will come when called.

I replay the morning in my mind. There was no object waiting, but I felt in my marrow that a meeting was imminent.

What finally drew him here?

Could it be the warning shot in my column? Or the man flirting with me?

We barely spoke at the café, but maybe that didn’t matter.

The memory of what Death did to Diego tightens around me.

I know what Death is capable of. I know how to anger him.

A photo of a familiar face flashes across the projection screen, distracting me from my thoughts.

Dean Sutton, the head of the journalism department at Savannah State University, continues her introductions. She’s stunning in a deep-blue suit, white silk blouse, low heels, and a double rope of pearls, her sister-locs looped elegantly into a chignon as she gazes at the crowd.

“And we have to thank the Reynolds Foundation for hosting this wonderful series, created in honor of Winston Reynolds, a noted economist, financier, and alum of our proud university.”

Winston’s gently lined face graces the screen with his characteristic bow tie, his skin deeply bronzed, his white mustache thick, his eyebrows wild, his midnight eyes still holding the mischievous sparkle of the boy I met all those years ago, amplifying his absence and all I’ve lost in the three years since his death.

I close my eyes for a moment, hearing one of his silly jokes and remembering how he’d make me a cup of tea before listening to me ramble about my latest piece. I squeeze my hands to my stomach as if to hold in that anchor of grief. After living so many lifetimes, I should’ve been used to losing someone, the knife wound to the heart dull, more paper cut than puncture. But his death was one of the hardest to take, the closing of a final chapter.

I gaze up at the screen as Dean Sutton continues detailing his work and achievements and his mother’s legacy before she pauses, waiting for the big reveal, coordinated over dozens of emails.

“To support his legacy, I’m delighted to announce that in addition to this generous summer series, the Reynolds Foundation has gifted twenty-five million dollars, enabling us to renovate the east wing of this building and fund an endowment to provide full scholarships for all students in the journalism field in perpetuity.”

Thunderous cheers crash over the auditorium as the crowd stands, their shouts and whistles echoing off the rafters. I stay seated as the wave of energy washes over me, soaking in the moment, a warmth building in my chest.

No soul in the room could know that I was responsible for this money, earned and compounded over several lifetimes. I’ve spent millions to help others, always in the background, always anonymous, so I rarely get the chance to experience the appreciation of it all. This feels good, the joy spreading, a sensation I’ve craved for so long.

Dean Sutton beams as the applause dies down. “We are truly grateful for the gift and what it will allow us to do for the many, many, many years to come.”

With her sincere thanks, a pall of reality descends, and the chilly touch of guilt returns.

It is a wonderful gift—for a future that won’t exist if I don’t continue to hold up my end of the bargain. I glance at my bag again, the newspaper crinkled from my obsessive reading and rereading of my column. Will it be enough? It has to be.

Dean Sutton continues, “Today, I’m excited to introduce you to our newest addition to the journalism department. He comes to us from Mullins University, where he lectured on African and African American history, his work focusing on historical narratives, the Black press, and digital journalism. His first book, Black Travel Narratives, is a New York Times nonfiction bestseller and has been put into production as a series with the Discovery Channel. He’s working on a new project about the Black women journalists of the past. So, without further ado, I introduce the esteemed Dr. Sebastian Moore.”

The crowd claps wildly as the professor climbs the steps to shake hands with the dean. As he turns away from the glare of lights, my stomach flutters.

The man from the coffee shop.

*

I freeze as he places his papers on the stand, the red book peeking out from under his legal pad, and he straightens to address the audience. I swallow the worry that he might’ve recognized me in the café . . . a dead woman. My brain toggles through the memory of pictures of Jimi, of me, printed at times in the periodicals and newspapers I once wrote for. If he did recognize me, he would’ve said so, right? He would’ve been shocked. I try to cling to that thought as he begins his lecture. He’s changed his clothes, now wearing a black suit jacket that fits him perfectly, accenting the breadth of his shoulders. Under the white fluorescent light on center stage, it’s as if he’s been made smoother, shinier, and more confident in his clear brown skin, flashing his matching dimples and easy smile. He’s transformed into Professor Sebastian Moore, a seasoned PhD of history and an accomplished academic.

One who’s about to lecture about me.

Dr. Moore lays his hands on the podium’s edge, entirely composed, at ease in the limelight, his presence intriguing. He clears his throat. “First, I want to thank the dean, my colleagues, and the SSU community for this warm welcome.” He smiles down at us, and we can’t help but smile back, his enthusiasm infectious. “During our time, I want to go deep into our subject; today, I will feature some of the divergent voices in Black journalism. Not just the bylines of your typical journalist or the editor’s words, but the voices and lives of everyday African Americans as they shared their travels.” His voice rich and deep, the cover of his book on the screen. He eases around the podium, and the room seems to shrink, drawing us all closer like we’re in a living room, having a casual chat.

He continues, “I wrote Black Travel Narratives because I’m fascinated by how we traverse life and the stories we tell, based on the rich experiences we have as we explore this world and embrace all that it has to offer, despite the limitations that others place on us.”

His words ripple through me, the baritone of his voice ringing with sincerity. He’s a good orator and storyteller, artfully weaving together the disparate threads of history and tying them into a cohesive narrative of strength, resilience, and possibility. He has that quality where you can feel as if he is speaking only to you—just you—and having a normal conversation, even though he’s addressing an entire audience. “And so many voices, especially those of women—Black women—have been erased and silenced.”

The crowd claps at his words. An easy rhetorical flourish to endear a mostly female crowd. The words from his New Yorker piece flutter through my head: “From all Jimi Ireland’s notable travels and firsthand accounts of the gargantuan historical events that shaped the modern world, she transforms solely into a naive eyewitness, neglecting to showcase the cracks of humanity . . . the dark places where the light cannot roost or take hold and destructive decisions rain down. She ignores the human appetite for the bittersweet, the pain, and our everlasting tug toward selfishness.” I snort at the thought. What is he even talking about? His assessment of me is wrong. If he only knew why . . .

I grind my teeth, hoping I can make it through the entire presentation if he continues to hammer his thesis home. As he clicks through the slides—images of Black and Brown writers in exotic locations—I’m hooked on every word despite myself, and the rest of the audience is, too, having fallen under his spell.

I fall back in my seat, clutching the armrest as my own words and a grainy picture of me grace the projection screen.


“Here we have the work of Jimi Ireland, a writer for prominent Black newspapers, notably The Chicago Defender and The Montgomery Advocate. Her work in travel writing and the Civil Rights Movement was featured in Ebony magazine, bridging World War II, civil rights, and pop culture until her death in the early 1990s.”

I can’t hear as he continues, a buzz building in my brain.

Her death.

My “death.”

I fight away the memory of all the small methods I’ve used to erase myself before moving on to a new city, a new country, time after time. Having to leave everything and everyone behind. Having to be unable to take credit for many lifetimes’ worth of bylines.

A shiver of misgiving worms its way up my spine as he continues. All the coincidences could’ve been explained away before, but what might explain him selecting my words, written under another name in another life, for his article and for the talk I’m attending today? Why me?

As if he can hear my thoughts, he continues: “I’ve centered Jimi in my talk and my current research because her writing was some of the first travel writing I encountered during summers at my granny’s house in Alabama. I was flipping through old newspapers because I was bored and, as you probably guessed, hot. When I read Ms. Ireland’s works, I wasn’t roasting in the living room under the box fan, but I was transported to a place beyond, somewhere my mind could take me that my body had not yet been. All the things she’d seen were awe inspiring.”

He pauses, the weight of his statements pressing upon us all, and perhaps me the most. I begin to feel the hard grudge inside me soften. “This experience was the spark that lit my passion for travel and the search for something bigger than myself, proof that I could explore the world beyond what others had set out for me. I saw that my experiences could be shared and potentially resonate with someone else—and that revelation brought me to where I stand today.”

He reads aloud, his voice carrying my words through the auditorium. The crowd around me dissipates, and it feels like he’s only talking to me. “‘Travel is the bridge between who you were and who you’ve yet to become. If you live your life in just one place, it keeps you there, holding you small, limiting you to the scope of its reality. But once you glimpse the bigger life—the possibility to, perhaps, dream a little more and go a little farther—then maybe you will meet yourself on the other side of the globe, the true you, the one who was there all along.’”

He pauses, facing my direction, though he can’t possibly see me this far back and through the lights.

“This is the power of travel narratives. You can experience a place, a time, or a people through another person’s eyes and feel the truth of their lives as they traversed through time. But as much as I’ve hunted for all things Jimi Ireland . . . and other Black female journalists of her ilk like Tessa Thorpe, Maria W. Stewart, Vivian Edwards, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Arden Bell, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, Hazel Garland, Carmella White, and so many more whose names have been lost to history . . .”

My skin warms as I hear several of my former names folded in with those other great women.

“I have a bone to pick with her. With how Black diasporan writers have a narrative urge to clean up the terrible parts of what it means to live and travel and exist as a person of African descent on this planet and all that comes with it. Our greats often clean up the untidy bits, sweep them away by folding the suffering into the language of God and the devil and pious struggle for the sake of our legacies . . .”

I ball up my fists, trying to keep myself from interrupting him, his words tinged with Death’s point of view on humanity. He clicks through his final slides, where he’s dissected a travel series I did in which I followed Victor Hugo Green’s The Negro Motorist Green Book through the American South. He misinterprets the beauty I noted in the impoverished Black communities listed there for neglecting reality.

“You’re wrong!” The words leave my mouth before I can catch them.


“What was that?” He cups a hand across his forehead, squinting to see me.

The auditorium spotlight finds me.

He smiles so wide I can see all his perfect teeth.

A roving microphone appears before me. “I said you’re wrong.”

“Is that so?” he challenges.

“Jimi Ireland, like so many other Black women, shouldn’t have to solely focus on the hardships of being a woman, or of being Black, in order for their words to be of value or understood.” My upset is a shaken bottle of champagne. “They should be able to witness beauty. Why should they only report suffering?”

“I never said her words held no value. But rather that they neglected to capture the entire portrait. That she, like so many in our community, glamorize to appease—”

“I . . .” I clear my throat, trying to cover the silliness of my mistake. The entire day is rattling me. Jimi Ireland is a dead woman, I remind myself. I cannot explain myself. I swallow. “Jimi Ireland, like the others, should be able to write as they please, write their truth. Is that not the role of the artist . . . the writer? To be free?”

My question lingers between us, between everyone in the auditorium. He nibbles his bottom lip, and I crave his answer. I’m about to press him again when Dean Sutton appears onstage, signaling the end of our public spat. The heat of curious glances from fellow audience members sends a deep blush through me.

“Well, we’ve run out of time for more Q and A. But wasn’t that a wonderful lecture? Let’s give a round of applause for Dr. Sebastian Moore,” Dean Sutton says. The crowd climbs to its feet, filling the room with thunderous applause.

The rest of the auditorium lights come up, and the audience breaks apart, gathering their things and making their way to the buffet piled high with crackers, fruit, hot appetizers, and desserts. A secondary line forms for the professor as he greets each person.

I stay in my seat, unsettled.


First, the article in The New Yorker, and second, the coffee shop, then finally, my words on the screen . . . I don’t know what to make of it. It’s as if the universe is aligning, planning for us to meet; honestly, I don’t trust it. The universe’s plans rarely break my way. I think of Death, unable to shake the feeling that he might have something to do with this. A new iteration of our game.

The heat of my debate with Sebastian leaves behind a warmth: a surprising kindling, of sorts. I haven’t had anyone to discuss my writing with since Winston . . . and since Death didn’t show up. As I stand to slip out of the room, Dr. Moore glances over from his adoring crowd, spotting me. He holds up a hand, signaling to me to wait as he wraps up his conversation. I could still leave, blending in with the last of the lingering admirers, but curiosity keeps me in place. I’m already here. I might as well figure out why he keeps popping up and continue to tell him he’s wrong about the writings of Jimi Ireland.

He strides over, his scent enveloping me like a fall day—spiced cinnamon, crunchy maple leaves, and rich, oaky leather—bringing to mind Sunday afternoons wrapped in a cozy blanket with a good book and a tall glass of wine. His eyes are distinct, velvety, teddy bear brown with smile lines that crinkle in the corners.

The surprise of him unexpected.

He smiles, his teeth white and even. “Glad to see you made it where you needed to be, Cinderella,” he says.

“Cinderella?”

He nods. “That’s who I thought of when you rushed off, saying you were late. That, and the fact that you left something behind.” He reaches into his pocket and withdraws a black-and-gold fountain pen. My pen.

“Thank you so much, Dr. Moore!” This particular pen was a gift from Gabby. As I take the pen, our fingers brush, a tendril of electricity sparking between us again. I hurriedly tuck it in my bag.

He coughs and tugs at his collar. “Call me Sebastian, please . . . I saw it was a Montblanc and know those can cost a pretty penny. I thought, as a writer, you’d like it back.”


“How did you know?”

“Only another writer would argue with me like you just did in front of everyone.” He winks.

“I could be a scholar like you,” I quip back.

“So, are you?” He reaches out a hand for me to shake.

“Vivian,” I say, reminding him of my name in this time. “I write a small column for The Savannah Times.”

“Look at you. Great paper.”

“Not quite The New Yorker, though.”

He smiles in confirmation. “You hated my article?”

“I did, in fact.”

He laughs. “Care to join me in the hors d’oeuvres line so we can continue our discussion?”

I should go, but something about him holds me in place—that, and my reporter’s instinct. There’s more to the story of Dr. Moore and how my past as Jimi has shown up in his studies. I can’t leave until I’ve gotten to the bottom of it and set the record straight so he’ll write about her—me—correctly.

I get in line on one side, him on the other. We’re quiet as we head toward the tables.

“I do have one confession,” he says, selecting a canapé. “When I saw you in the café, it’s just that . . . I could swear I’ve seen you before.”

I nod. “I just have one of those faces.” My standard response whenever anyone looks too closely. I stick to the edges of history, recording it while fading into the background. The secret to a long life like mine—that, good hair-graying powder, and being handy with makeup too. People tend to get suspicious when one stays perpetually twenty-four.

He shakes his head. “I never forget a face and would never lose track of one as unique as yours.”

I bite my bottom lip, fighting to keep my expression neutral, enjoying the tiny thrill of his words. A challenge crackles just beneath them. I haven’t been flirted with in ages, and I can’t 
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