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  Dedication


To God, first and foremost, You gave me the blueprint for this story long before I understood it. 
You planted it in my spirit before I knew how to write it. Every word and chapter. Every tear shed while 
writing, it was all yours. I just followed.
To every River that reads these pages, this story is yours. You are the one who was called crazy. 
You are the one who was called a witch. You are the one who was doubted, mocked, and pushed aside for 
seeing what others could not see. You are the one who kept listening to God when everyone else said you were wrong.
River’s story is your story, too.
To those still enduring the targeting, the abuse, the mockery, and the persecution, don't let them silence you. Keep standing.
To those who have overcome, keep rising.
Your testimony is someone’s survival guide.
And to myself, for listening when God spoke, for obeying when it was hard, for trusting the process even when the 
storms came, and for finishing what He started.
May this book find exactly the person or person's it is meant for.
"Obedience Unlocks the Blessings"
"Amen."






  
  Epigraph


River Sullivan—the woman they called crazy, the woman they called a witch, 
The woman who had survived abuse, mockery, and a hurricane was about to rise.
And she was going to bring her whole community with her.






  
  Prologue


"And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy."  
— Joel 2:28 
WEST AFRICA, 1807 
Her name was Kani. 
In the language of her people, it meant chosen, and her mother had whispered it over her every night since the day she was born. 
Kani was fifteen years old the year the slavers came. She lived in a small village deep in the bush with her mother, her younger sister, and her grandmother. They had goats, a garden, and a fire that her grandmother kept going from morning to night. They were not rich, but they were home, and Kani had known nothing else. She never thought she would need to carry it. 
Her grandmother was the one who carried the gift. 
Her grandmother had been carrying it since she was a girl, and her grandmother before her had carried it, and her grandmother before that, and the gift ran through the women of their family the way the river ran through the village, always moving, always there, passed from one generation to the next without ever stopping. Some called it the sight. Some called it the listening ear. But Kani's grandmother called it what it really was: the voice of God speaking to those who knew how to listen. 
"You will carry it next, child," her grandmother told her one evening by the fire, her old hand resting on Kani's head and her voice low and certain, the way it always was when she spoke of holy things. "Not your mother. Not your aunt. You. The Lord has chosen you." 
Kani had not understood why. She was neither the oldest nor the strongest, and she was just a girl who liked to braid her sister's hair and chase the goats out of her mother's garden. 
But the gift came anyway. 
It came in dreams first, dreams of things that had not yet happened, and then the things would happen, just the way she had seen them. It came in feelings she could not explain: a knowing in her belly when a storm was coming, when a hunter would not return, or when a baby was about to be born. And sometimes it came as a voice. Not loud. Not strange. Just quiet and sure, the way her grandmother had said it would be. 
"This gift is not yours," her grandmother told her one night, holding her face in her old hands. "It belongs to Him. "You are only the vessel. Carry it well, daughter. And when your time comes, you pass it on." 
Kani had promised she would. She did not know how soon that promise would be tested. 
* * *
She felt them coming three days before they came. 
She told her mother in the cooking yard while the two of them were pounding yams and the afternoon sun was working its way slowly across the sky. "Something is coming, Mama. Something bad." 
Her mother set down the pestle and turned to look at her, because her mother had learned long ago not to laugh when Kani said such things. 
"What do you see, daughter?" 
"Men. Strange men. Their skin is the color of the moon, and they carry sticks that breathe fire, and they are coming for us." 
That night, her mother went to the elders and told them what Kani had seen. Some believed her, and some did not. By the time the village decided what to do, the men were already there. 
They came at dawn. 
They came with chains, fire, and sticks that breathed thunder; they burned the houses, killed the men who tried to fight, and took the rest—the women, children, young men, and strong ones, binding them together in long lines with iron on their wrists and necks. 
Kani's grandmother did not survive that morning. 
When the men came into their home, her grandmother stood up from her place by the fire and faced them. She was old, but she was not afraid. She told them, in a voice as steady as the river, that they could not have her family, that this land belonged to God, that these children belonged to God, and that they would not take what God had given. 
One of the men raised his stick that breathed thunder. 
Kani saw her grandmother fall. She saw the blood on the red earth. She saw the old woman who had taught her everything reach toward her one last time and mouth a word she could not hear over all the screaming, a word that looked like "remember." 
Then Kani was being dragged away with the others, with her mother beside her and her sister beside her mother, and they walked for days through the bush, along strange roads, and past villages that were no longer villages. They walked until the soles of their feet bled and until Kani's sister could not walk anymore.
Adunni was only ten years old.
She had fallen behind that morning; her small feet were too cut up to keep up with the pace the men were setting. Their mother had been carrying her on her back, but she was also exhausted and weak from hunger, and at some point her arms gave out, causing the child to slip down to the ground.
"Get up," her mother whispered. "Adunni, baby, get up. Get up!"
A man with a stick walked over to where she sat in the dirt. He looked at her the way a man looks at something broken that is no longer useful. Then he raised his stick that breathed thunder, and he shot her where she sat.
Their mother did not scream. She did not fall. She kept walking because the men with the iron and the sticks were already pushing them forward, already pulling on the chains at their necks, and to stop now would mean death for both her and Kani.
Her mother walked on with tears running silent down her face. And Kani walked beside her with no words left in her mouth, only tears of sorrow.
On the seventh day, they reached the sea. 
Kani had never seen the sea, and she stood on the white sand, looking at all that endless gray water, feeling something break inside her that she had not known could break. Her grandmother had told her about the sea once and had called it the vast mother and the giver of life, the keeper of all the rivers of the world. But this sea did not look like a mother. This sea looked like a grave. 
And in front of the grave stood the ship. 
* * *
THE MIDDLE PASSAGE 
They separated her from her mother on the beach. 
Kani did not understand it at first; her mother was being pulled one way, and she was being pulled another, and the men did not care that they were mother and daughter, did not care that they had already taken everything else, and now were taking her too. 
Her mother screamed her name. 
"Kani!" 
Her mother screamed it across the sand and across the waves and across the gap between two ships that were taking them to two different places they did not know. 
And then her mother put her hand to her chest, and her eyes, and her ear, the sign her grandmother had taught them, the sign of the knowing, and Kani knew what her mother was saying without a word being spoken. Carry it. Listen for me. I will speak to you on the wind. 
Kani made the sign back. She did not have time to say a word before they were both being dragged onto separate ships, and Kani did not see her mother's face again on this side of glory. 
The belly of the ship was a darkness that had no name. 
It was hotter than anything Kani had ever known, and it smelled of waste and sickness and despair, and the chains bit into her wrists until her skin grew numb to them. She lay shoulder to shoulder with women whose names she did not know, women who wept, women who prayed in tongues she did not understand, women who simply stared at the wooden boards above them with eyes that had already given up. 
Some of them did not survive the journey. Kani heard them go in the night, the rattle in the throat, the silence after, and the men with the keys would come down and unchain them from the living and carry their bodies up to the deck, and then there would be a splash, and that was all, just a splash, as if a person were nothing. 
Kani did not eat for many days, and she wept neither, because she had used all her tears already in the dust where her grandmother fell, on the road where her sister died, and on the beach where her mother screamed her name, and there were no tears left. 
What she had left was the knowing, the knowing that she was still alive. 
And on the seventh night in the belly of the ship, she heard her mother's voice on the wind. 
It came soft and clear. It came as her grandmother had said the voice of God comes: not loud, not strange, but quiet and sure. 
Keep the gift, daughter. Pass it on. The Lord will give you new soil. The Lord will plant you again. 
Kani closed her eyes in the ship's darkness, made the sign on her chest, eyes, and ear, and promised her mother, grandmother, and the God who had chosen her she would carry this gift no matter how dark the ship was, how long the journey was, or where the sea was taking her. 
She did not know where she was going. But God knew. 
* * *
SULLIVAN'S ISLAND, SOUTH CAROLINA, 1808 
The ship reached land in the spring. 
Kani did not know what spring meant in this new place; she only knew that the air felt warmer when they brought her up onto the deck and that the sky above her was the same blue she had known in her grandmother's village and that the sun was the same sun that had risen every morning of her life. Across an ocean and across everything that had been taken from her, the sky was still the same sky, and the God her grandmother had whispered about was still the same God. 
They walked her down the gangplank and onto a wooden dock crowded with white men, ledgers, chains, and the smells of pine, salt, and something heavier underneath that Kani did not yet have a name for. Later she would learn what that something was; it was sorrow, the sorrow of every soul who had come before her and been brought to this same island. 
She was on Sullivan's Island. 
She did not know the name yet, but she would learn it soon enough: the name of the island where the ships brought her people, the place where they were quarantined for weeks before being sold, the doorway into every chain and every plantation and every long century of pain that would follow. 
The white men sorted them into lines: women in one line, men in another, and children in a third. They were prodded, counted, and examined like livestock at the market. 
Kani stood in the line of women, and she did not cry or speak. She just put her hand to her chest and her eyes and her ear, and she heard her mother's voice on the wind one more time.
I will speak to you, daughter. Listen. 
A man with a clipboard walked down the line and stopped in front of her, and he looked her up and down the way a man looks at a horse he is thinking of buying, and then he wrote something on his paper. 
"What name are we putting on this one?" another man called out. 
The man with the clipboard squinted at her. "She came off the Edgefield steamship. Just call her Chloe." 
And so Kani, the chosen one, became Chloe. 
She walked off the dock and onto American soil for the first time, unsure of where she was going or what life awaited her on the plantations of the Lowcountry: the cotton fields and rice fields, the marriages she would be forced into, the children she would bear, and the gift she would pass down in whispers, dreams, and warnings spoken only to her daughters in the safety of the slave quarters at night. 
She had no idea that her granddaughter, great-granddaughter, and generations of Sullivan women would carry the gift through slavery, Reconstruction, the Great Migrations, world wars, and the civil rights era. Eventually, a woman would stand in a Charleston salon in the twenty-first century, gazing out at the same palm trees and hearing the same God speak. 
But God knew. 
God had always known. 
The blueprint had been drawn before Kani's grandmother was born, before the ships, before the chains, before the ocean that took everything except this. The "knowing" in her spirit and the voice on the wind were part of that prophecy. Prophecy foretold that a future descendant from her lineage would appear somewhere she couldn't picture yet. 
And bring her whole community with her. 
"For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you an expected end." 
— Jeremiah 29:11 






  
  Chapter one
CHARLESTON MORNING


"My voice shalt thou hear in the morning, O Lord; 
In the morning will I direct my prayer unto thee and will look up."
— Psalm 5:3
* * *
The dream came again.
River opened her eyes in the dark and lay still, her chest rising and falling slowly as the images dissolved behind her eyelids. Her chest rose and fell slowly while the images dissolved behind her eyelids. Water. Always water in this one, not violent, not a flood, just a river moving through a place she did not recognize. She had been standing on the bank, watching it pass. Waiting. And then something else. The wind. The sky looked different. Trees were bending in a way that made her stomach turn. She had seen storms before, and this was not just any storm.
She lay in the bed a moment longer, listening. The ceiling fan turned on above her. Richard's side of the bed was empty; the sheets were cold, and he had not come home again. She had stopped asking months ago because she didn't know where he was.
With her head turned towards the window and through the thin curtains, she could see the first pale light of August pressing in, and even at this hour she could feel the heat building outside, like it had been waiting all night.
River closed her eyes and prayed. Not long, not out loud, just the quiet conversation she had been having with God since she was a girl sitting in her grandmother's kitchen, watching her make biscuits from scratch. She said, "Lord, this is Yours. Whatever today holds. This day is Yours." Then she said, "And that dream? I still don't know what it means." But I will receive it. Show me when you're ready.
Then she got up.
Although the bathroom was small, it was hers. River turned on the shower and let the water run until steam started curling toward the ceiling. She took off her nightgown and stepped under the water, letting it run over her, hot, almost too hot, the way she liked it in the morning when her body needed to wake up. She used the cocoa butter soap she bought from the "Old Country Store next to Rosco's," the one that smelled more expensive than it was, and she worked it over her skin in slow circles. Her caramel skin was smooth under her hands, soft from the coconut oil she put on every day and night before bed.
After washing her face, she let the water flow over her back and shoulders. The shower was the only place in the house where she could be alone with her thoughts, so she stood there longer than necessary, not worrying about Richard's mood upon his return.
She stepped out and wrapped herself in the big towel, the best one, the thick white one she had found on sale at Rosco's. She stood at the sink and brushed her teeth the way her mother had taught her. While brushing her teeth, she glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Her face was bare, her skin still damp, water droplets sitting on her collarbone. She rinsed and wiped her mouth.
Each morning, she covered her entire body in coconut oil, just as she always did. She did not rush. This was not vanity. This was stewardship. Her grandmother used to say, "Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, and you don't let the temple crack and peel." So River took care of what God gave her even when she didn't feel like it, even when the day ahead looked heavy, even when Richard's side of the bed was cold and she didn't know where he was or what he was doing or who he was doing it with.
She worked her fingers through her hair. Her natural curls were tight and full, still damp from the shower. She didn't have time to do much with it this morning, so she shaped it as best she could with her hands and a little oil, and then she wrapped her headscarf over it. It was royal blue with gold thread at the edges. She had found it two years ago for three dollars at one of the discount stores. She had washed it by hand and pressed it, and it still looked like something that cost ten times as much.
She looked at herself one more time. Her caramel skin glowed under the bathroom light. A sense of tranquility settled on her face, masking her tired eyes. Then she reached for the concealer.
The bruise was on her upper arm this time. Now three days old, it was turning yellow at the edges. Richard's hand had been there Saturday night when she said the wrong thing at the wrong moment, and he had grabbed her hard enough to leave his fingerprints in her skin. Using her fingertip, she blended the concealer and then pulled her sleeve over it to finish. She did not think about it anymore, and she had learned not to.
* * *
Even when Richard wasn't around, she would dress in the bedroom and close the door.
The skirt she wore was a long, blue denim maxi that reached her ankles. With small buttons down the front, she wore a cream-colored blouse that was modest and comfortable enough for all-day wear without fussing. She knew she was slightly overweight, carrying it mainly in her hips. She dressed for comfort rather than for appearance. Clean and pressed clothes were all she needed today. She slipped her feet into her brown sandals, the ones with the low heel that didn't hurt her back. She smoothed her skirt down and walked to the kitchen.
The rented cottage was silent.
It wasn't much: two bedrooms, one bathroom, and a kitchen that opened into a small living room. With its worn hardwood floors that creaked and its drafty windows, the house's heating bills in winter were a significant financial burden. But it was theirs. It was hers because Richard wasn't paying for much lately. She was able to afford the rent and maintain her electricity service.
Richard worked at the Charleston Port Authority. He had been there for nine years, long enough to have a steady paycheck.
His shift was supposed to end at four. But Richard's "four o'clock" had turned into whatever time he decided to come home. He always had a reason. Overtime. A boss who needed him. A coworker whose car broke down. River had stopped asking. She knew a lie when she heard one.
She managed all household tasks, from food shopping and cooking to cleaning and blessing each room, believing her efforts fostered a sense of belonging.
First, she made her coffee. It was strong, just the way she liked it, with the sweet cream creamer she allowed herself even when money was tight. Some things a woman does not give up. As the coffeemaker brewed, she added creamer to her cup. The smell of morning coffee announced the start of the day.
After placing two eggs in the pan, she cooked them gently, making sure the yolks stayed a little runny. She put an English muffin into the toaster, then washed a handful of strawberries and set them in the small blue bowl her grandmother had given her years ago, the one with the little chip on the gold rim that she never minded because it had history.
She stood at the stove and hummed low. A hymn her grandmother used to sing while she worked. Though words failed her, the melody lived within her, ingrained before she could even speak.
She stood at the counter to eat, since Richard's things were on the kitchen table. An empty bottle and a plastic bag from somewhere she hadn't asked about. His phone charger cord had become tangled. There were crumbs from something he ate without cleaning up after himself. The mess before her pressed something down in her chest, and she left it there. She ate her eggs, English muffin, and strawberries, savoring her coffee with sweet cream and observing the morning outside.
The palm tree in the side yard was still. No breeze yet. The sky was pale blue, going gold at the edges, and she could already see the heat shimmering off the pavement on the little street outside. Their neighborhood was small, just a handful of houses, mostly rentals, and folks trying to get by. Across the street, old Mr. Patterson was already on his porch with his coffee. Down at the corner she could see Miss Thelma's wind chimes hanging motionless in the thick air.
Charleston was beautiful even in the rough parts. The palm trees and live oaks, covered in Spanish moss, were tall. Their wrought-iron gates characterized the historic downtown structures and concealed gardens. In the evening, the light turned the harbor water to gold, and she still stopped sometimes, even now, just to look.
She washed her plate and wiped down the counter. In her bag, she placed her Bible, wallet, keys, a granola bar, and an apple to eat later if she got hungry before lunch. Before leaving each morning, she would stand in the center of her kitchen and pray over the house.
Lord, cover this place. Cover every room. Whatever comes through that door today, let it answer to You first.
She said Amen and picked up her bag. She walked out the front door and locked it behind her.
* * *
The heat wrapped around her and hit her the moment she stepped outside. August in Charleston sat on your skin, pressed against your chest, and made you earn every step you took.
The neighborhood woke up around her. A dog barked somewhere behind a fence. A child's bicycle lay on its side in the yard. The palm trees along the street stood tall and still, their fronds hanging limp in the heavy air. She passed the little corner store, which is now a phone repair shop; she then turned onto the main road where the traffic was already building.
She had walked four blocks before she heard them.
Jennifer and her group were on the corner outside the coffee shop. There were three of them. They were wearing their good summer clothes and holding iced lattes that were sweating in their hands. Their phones were out as always. They were looking at something, taking pictures and posting something for someone to see. They were loud the way they always were. Jennifer saw River first. She always did.
"Ooh, look who it is." Jennifer's voice carried across the sidewalk. "Miss Holy Roller herself. Got her little head wrap on, looking like somebody's grandmama."
The others laughed. One of them, named Donna, covered her mouth with her hand while she laughed.
"She prayed for an hour this morning. "That was Priscilla, the one with the long nails who worked at the salon on Fifth Street. "Prayed her way right into that same old outfit."
More laughter.
River kept walking. She didn't look at them. She maintained her pace. Her eyes stayed fixed on the sidewalk before her as she breathed through the heat that lifted in her chest and the other heat, the one that had nothing to do with August. That same corner, which she had passed a hundred times, was nothing to her. Her morning would not be Jennifer's.
"Hey River." Jennifer's voice again, louder now, followed her. "I heard they're cutting hours at Rosco's. What's God going to do for you now? Pray your rent away?"
She heard one of them say something about the Chosen One. They started calling her the Chosen One a few months ago, ever since she told someone at church about a dream she had that came true. They said it as if it were a curse word. As if it were something dirty.
River turned the corner and kept walking.
She stood on the far side of the corner for just a moment, out of their sight. She breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth. Slow. She would not cry at eight in the morning on a Tuesday and on a public street. But she stood there, and she breathed until the heat in her chest settled into something she recognized. Something cooling. Something she had felt before in the worst moments of her life. The presence of God moved into the space where the pain had been.
She straightened her crossover bag and kept walking.
Rosco's was ten blocks more. The store sat on the corner of King and Broad. They sold everything: groceries, clothes, furniture, electronics, and automotive supplies. River worked the register most days, sometimes restocking when it was slow. The pay was not much. The hours were not enough. But it was work, and she had learned to thank God for what she had while she trusted Him for what was coming.
Her gaze fell upon the aged, historic residences along Murray Street, distinguished by their wrought-iron fences and lush jasmine. Although Southside Baptist was across town, she still nodded respectfully at the church on the corner as if it were something sacred. As she passed them, tourists were already gathered with cameras and maps, pointing at the architecture and the design of the wrought iron gates.
She was almost to Rosco's when something made her stop.
It wasn't a sound or a voice. It was a feeling, sudden and sure, as if the dream had never ended. It was as if she were still standing on that riverbank, watching the water move. And the wind. And the sky that didn't look right.
Something is coming.
The words moved through her spirit, clear as a bell. She stood on the sidewalk in the Charleston heat, and she waited, and she listened.
Something is about to happen. A storm. Something.
She looked up at the sky, which was blue and clear. Not a cloud anywhere. The palm trees along the street stood perfectly still. There was no wind. No sign of anything coming except another hot August day.
But River knew what she knew.
She stood right there on the sidewalk, not caring who walked by, not caring what anyone thought, and she bowed her head and prayed. Lord, whatever the situation is, and whatever is coming, I put it in your hands before it gets here. Cover me. Cover this city. And Lord, if You're showing me something for somebody else, give me the words. Give me the courage even if they don't believe me.
She said, "Amen."
She walked into Rosco's, clocked in, and tied on her apron. Behind the register, River smiled at the first customer of the day. All the while, beneath it all, she held what she had felt on that sidewalk like you hold a match in a dark room. She held it with care and watchfulness, waiting to see what it would show.
* * *
She was two blocks from home that evening, with groceries in both hands, when she saw Richard's car.
The sun was going down behind the palm trees, and the sky was doing what it did in Charleston in the summer, turning pink and gold and orange all at once, as if God couldn't decide which color he liked best, so he used them all. The Spanish moss on the live oaks glowed silver in the evening light. Somewhere down the street someone was grilling, and the smell drifted through the thick air.
With Rosco's bags in both hands, River stood on the sidewalk and looked at Richard's car parked crooked at the curb.
He had not been home for two days. She was unaware of his whereabouts. As she approached the door, she braced herself, uncertain of the temper he'd be in. The rough plastic of the grocery bags dug into her fingers as she stood there, a heavy, almost fearful sensation settling in her chest.
She looked up at the sky, turning pink and gold. It was beautiful. Everything in Charleston was beautiful, even when your life was a struggle. That was the trick of this city. It showed you glory while you carried your grief.
She walked inside.
Richard was on the couch with his phone in his hand. He didn't look up when she came in. He didn't say hello and didn't offer to help with the bags. She set the groceries on the counter and began putting things away: the eggs, bread, and strawberries she bought because they were on sale; and the chicken breast she was going to season and cook for dinner. She moved quietly, the way she had learned to move when he was in this mood and when the air in the room felt like something that could shift without warning.
His phone buzzed. He looked at it. His face changed, just for a second, just a flicker, and then he stood and walked to the bedroom and closed the door behind him.
River stood at the counter with a carton of eggs in her hand and listened to his voice through the wall. His voice was low. He was talking to someone about something she was not supposed to hear.
She stored the eggs in a container. She washed her hands; she pulled the chicken breasts from the bag and set them in the sink to rinse. With garlic, paprika, and a bit of cayenne, she seasoned them, using her grandmother's method of slow baking until the skin was crisp and the meat was tender. She made rice and steamed some green beans and heated the dinner rolls she had bought from Rosco's today. The table was set for two, though she was uncertain if Richard would eat there or disappear once more into his bedroom, occupied with his phone and his secrets.
She prayed over the food, as she prayed over everything she cooked. Lord, bless this food. Bless the hands that prepared it. Bless whoever eats it. After putting the pan in the oven and setting the timer, she washed her hands in the sink and watched the evening unfold outside the window.
The palm tree on the side yard was moving now. Just a brief whisper of a breeze finally breaking through the heat. She watched it sway, and she thought about the dream. The water, wind, and sky just didn't seem right.
Something is coming.
She didn't know when. She didn't know how terrible it would be, and she had learned a long time ago not to ignore it when God showed her something, even when nobody else could see it. Even when they laughed and when they called her names.
Richard's voice rose in the bedroom, sharp and angry, and then silence. She couldn't hear the words anymore.
River dried her hands on the dish towel and set the table for two. Then she poured two glasses of sweet tea with ice, which was already starting to sweat in the heat. She moved through her kitchen doing the things she always did, and she held everything: the dream, the warning, Richard's secrets, Jennifer's laughter, and the bruise under her sleeve. She held all of it, and she gave all of it to God because that was the only way she knew how to carry it.
The timer on the oven made a loud noise. The chicken, rice, and green beans were finally done, and she removed the rolls from the oven.
She fixed their plates, and she sat down at the table, and she waited.
And while she waited, she prayed for herself, for Richard, for whatever was moving toward them both, for the city she loved, and for the storm she could feel building somewhere out over the water even though the meteorologist hadn't said a word about it yet.
She prayed like she meant it.
Because she did.
* * *
"For God speaketh once, yea twice, yet man perceiveth it not:
in a dream, in a vision of the night, when deep sleep falleth upon men."
— Job 33:14, 15








  
  Chapter two
STILL WATER


"He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: 
He leadeth me beside the still waters."
— Psalm 23:2
* * *
The dream came back three nights in a row.
Each time it became clearer. Each time there was more. It was no longer a river. She could hear the wind even in the dream, howling the way it does when something is coming that does not care what is in its path. And there was a boy. She could not see his face, but she knew he was young. His fear was obvious. She realized he was in the water, and he shouldn't have been.
River woke up Friday morning with the dream still sitting heavy on her chest. She lay in bed and listened to the ceiling fan turn. She prayed the way she always prayed when God showed her something she did not fully understand. Lord, I receive it. I don't know what to do with it yet, but I've received it. Show me.
Richard's side of the bed was empty again. She did not know when he had left, and she learned to stop caring.
She got out of bed and gathered her clothing to take a shower. The warm water poured over her for an extended period, tracing paths down her shoulders and back as she sought to shed the oppressive feeling of the dream. After brushing her teeth, she applied coconut oil to her entire body, including her arms, legs, stomach, and feet. She dabbed some on her curls, then tied the green scarf with the tiny gold design around her head. It made her skin glow, even when she was feeling down.
Rosco's air conditioning often failed to keep the temperature down, and forecasters predicted the heat would exceed ninety degrees again. She selected a yellow sundress. She put on her tan flats, stood before the mirror, observed herself, and declared, "Lord, whatever is coming, I trust You."
For breakfast, she had a cinnamon bagel with walnut cream cheese, along with a cup of coffee with sweet cream. She sat down at the two-seat counter table and looked out the window at the palm trees in the side yard. This morning the fronds were swaying in a breeze blowing off the water. The sky was clear, but something in her spirit told her it would not remain so.
She rinsed her cup and grabbed her bag. She prayed over the little rented house as she always did, then walked out into the Charleston morning.
* * *
Rosco's was busy by the time she clocked in.
Friday mornings were always busy. People were stocking up for the weekend, buying coolers, charcoal, and cases of bottled water. They were loading their carts with enough food to feed a family reunion. The store stretched out wide and bright under the fluorescent lights, with aisles of groceries on one side, clothing and home goods in the middle, and electronics and automotive in the back. River tied her apron and took her place at register seven. She smiled at the first customer in line, even though her mind was somewhere else.
Amanda came by around ten.
She was working the floor today, restocking shelves in the home goods section, but she always made time to check on River when the lines got slow. Amanda Hawthorne was thirty-two with smooth brown skin and long braids she kept pulled back when she was working. She was married to a devoted husband and had two children. Remembering everyone's birthday and bringing casseroles to church potlucks was her specialty. She was also the only person at Rosco's whom River trusted with the truth about anything. They had been friends since high school.
"You look tired," Amanda said, leaning against the end of River's register. "Are you sleeping okay?"
River glanced around. The store was loud with the energy of Friday. Carts rolling, children asking for things, the intercom calling for a price check in aisle twelve. No one was paying any attention to them.
"I have been having dreams again," River said. Low. Just for Amanda.
Amanda's face changed. She knew what that meant. She had known River long enough to know that when River said "dreams," she did not mean the regular kind.
"What kind of dreams?"
River looked toward the big windows at the front of the store. Despite the sky outside still being blue, the palm trees bordering the parking lot were bending, their fronds lashing in a wind that had sprung up within the
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