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By Dana Littlejohn 
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Kieva Douglass left Coney Island for college and built a career preserving Black history. So, when Beverly Hill—the woman who mothered half the neighborhood and her, specifically, after her mother died—called her home to help shape their first Juneteenth celebration since Hurricane Sandy, Kieva immediately said yes. She didn’t expect the neighborhood to feel so different, and she definitely didn’t expect to meet Jordan Maxin.

Jordan Maxin came to Coney Island as a teenager and never left. Now a firefighter rooted in the neighborhood with big ideas for its future, he’s determined to make the festival something the whole community shows up for. 

Even as their visions clash, the spark between them becomes harder to ignore. When history and hope pull them in different directions, Kieva and Jordan will have to decide what they’re willing to fight for...and what they’re ready to risk for love.

Lift Every Voice — a Juneteenth romance about heritage, homecoming, and two people who had to find their way back to the same place before they could find their way to each other.
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"Commemorative document?"

Kieva pulled the label card from its holder and stared at it. 

“Who in the world labeled this James Weldon Johnson original letter a commemorative document?” She shook her head and pulled the staple free that held the card to the document.

"Jeff!"

Her curatorial assistant appeared from behind the Emancipation timeline panel, notebook in hand. 

“Yup, right here. I'm ready.”

"This letter” She held the document up and pointed to it. "Johnson wrote this letter to his brother in nineteen hundred. They're discussing the poem that later becomes the song Lift Every Voice and Sing.”

“Uh huh, I see that.”

“So, what does that make this, Jeff?"

Jeff thought for a moment, staring at the letter in its case. "The primary source material," he said with just a shred of confidence.

"Correct, so why does the card say commemorative document?" she asked, lifting the card that was attached to it.

"Huh, well, it won't anymore. Let me just fix that." 

He took the card from her and wrote. Original correspondence, James Weldon Johnson, nineteen hundred. 

"Two sentences below that add what it is and why it matters. Visitors need to understand what they're looking at before they read the panel, not after."

"Yes ma'am. I will get this reprinted right now."

Kieva moved down the exhibit, checking sight lines, labels and the room's narrative looking for its flow. The centerpiece panel stopped her. Galveston, Texas, June 19th, 1865. The day the Union soldiers rode into the city and announced what the law had already declared two and a half years prior. The enslaved people in the Confederate states were free. She had designed this panel to make visitors do the math themselves. The Emancipation Proclamation was signed January 1st, 1863. The announcement came June 19th, 1865. The two-and-a-half-year gap sitting between those two dates, where none of those people knew they were free. She wanted every person who walked through this room to feel the weight of what it meant. Freedom existed on paper while the people it concerned remained in bondage because no one bothered to make the trip to tell them.

"The Tubman photograph is crooked," she said, thumbing behind her.

"How do you do that?" Jeff said coming up behind her.

"I have eyes in the back of my head," she said, and moved along.

“Just wanted to let you know that I fixed the card and they’re both back on display. I’ll go straighten up that picture.”

Kieva nodded and continued. The artifact cases looked good. No smudges or scratches on the clear plastic to blur the photographs, documents, and personal objects inside them. It took two years to source and authenticate everything in the cases. She stepped in front of the photograph that made her smile every time. A family, three generations, dressed in their best clothes. The faded picture had to be carefully handled. She made sure to wear gloves afraid that the natural oils on her skin would destroy the film. Written on the bottom, in someone’s own hand: Texas family in their Juneteenth best. She straightened the case that held the photo just as the phone buzzed in her pocket.

Mama Bev

She smiled and answered on the second ring.

“Hey, Mama Bev. I was just about to call you this weekend.”

“Mmhmm. That’s what everybody says when I beat them to it.”

Kieva huffed a quiet laugh. “I’m serious. We’re starting to put together our Juneteenth exhibit. I got super busy that’s why I haven’t called.”

“You’re doing Juneteenth stuff at your job? Good, then you are already in the right mindset.”

“What’s going on?”

“We finally got the funding.”

Kieva gasped. “For the festival?”

“Yes, finally.”

“That’s amazing. Do you have plans yet for what you want to do?” 

“I want this festival to be authentic so the children— and the adults, for that matter —can learn what Juneteenth is really about and have fun doing it. I want you to come home so you can help me do it right.”

Kieva exhaled slowly. “Okay, sure. Yes, I can do that.”

The yes came out easier than she thought it would. She was going back to the place she hadn’t stood in since she buried her mother. 

“You don’t have to stay with me if it’s going to be too much,” she said after a moment, in a softer tone. 

“No, no, I’ll stay with you. Besides, there are no hotels close enough that I won’t be spending most of the time driving back and forth. It makes sense to stay with you. I’ll be okay.”

“Okay, sweetie.”

“What do you need for the festival?”

“I have some ideas, but I’m missing half the history. That’s why I called you!”

Kieva laughed. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be there. Call you tomorrow. Love you.”

“Love you, too, baby.”

​
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The Garden State Parkway to the Belt Parkway was a straight shot she could have driven in her sleep. Kieva watched New Jersey turn into Brooklyn through the windshield without fully processing any of it. As she took the Cropsey Avenue exit and her hands tightened on the wheel. Getting off the exit made it real. She was no longer on her way to Coney Island. She was there.

Kieva didn't go straight to Mama Bev's block. She was home and needed to see the water before she did anything else. After finding a spot on Surf Avenue to park, she sat for a moment before she got out. Surf Avenue was busy with people moving, music played from somewhere and the smell of food mixed with salty air. That part was the same. She walked toward the boardwalk.

She had been in New Jersey when Sandy hit. As she watched the devastation on the news, Kieva clearly remembered freaking out because she couldn’t reach Mama Bev. Looking at the water now where it is supposed to be, eased that memory and reminded her of the relief she felt hearing her voice. Mama Bev was fine, but there were others that hadn’t been so lucky.

“It’s crazy to think that all that water came over here two floors high,” she muttered leaning on the rail. 

She started walking. The boards on the boardwalk were newer looking. She stood on top of them comparing them to the old ones in her mind’s eye. Underneath the boardwalk the sand was flush against the boards completely packed. She stomped on the wood. 

“Dang. We used to have a ball running under there just chilling out of the sun. Did the storm do that too?”

She looked out at the water and frowned. 

“The water looks so far. I don’t remember it being that far away.” She looked up and down the shore. “And where are the lifeguard chairs?”

Kieva stopped again at the railing for a moment longer to look out at the beach that was and wasn't the one she remembered. She walked back to the car and noticed there was sand scattered all over the ramp, the streets, even covering the patches of grass. Some buildings along the avenue were fully rebuilt, new brick and fresh mortar sitting bright against the older facades around them. There was even a restaurant she didn’t recognize. Others looked repaired but not restored, they were still empty. She drove down Surf Avenue shaking her head and turned onto her old street and parked near the school. Grabbing her bag, she walked down the street to the building.

Mama Bev's building looked the same, but she could see the lingering signs of the storm. The faint ghost of where the water had stopped climbing up the building. Two stories up the bricks told the story of how high the water came in. Mama Bev’s videos of the streets of
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