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Moonlight slips through the curtains, throwing broken shapes against the wall. Young Ruth lies on the bed, legs parted, breath coming in sharp pulls. An old woman stands over her, the silent baby resting on Ruth’s belly.

“Why ain’t my baby crying?” Ruth gasps.

The midwife squints at the child. “Sometimes the Lord reach for what’s his.”

“Please! I want my baby. I’m near too old for another one. Don’t let him die.”

“You fixing to wrestle God tonight?”

“Please.”

The old woman shakes her head. “All right. I’ll try him once more.” She bends low and breathes into the baby’s nose and mouth, hard and steady. “If it’s the Lord’s will, he’ll take breath.”

The baby coughs. Then wails.

The midwife straightens. “He yourn now. But don’t forget — the Lord spared him. You let him wander too far, and shame’ll follow. Shame’ll sit at your table and sleep in your bed.”

Ruth nods, tears running as the baby cries against her bosom.
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David ran the bases hard, breath burning in his chest.

He slipped away from the baseball field while his team was still shouting and swinging, cut through a stand of trees, ran up a hill into the woods, unbuttoning as he raced. He stopped among the leaves and brush and relieved himself, the sounds of the game fading behind him as his water made the leaves crackle.

That was when he heard singing.

At first, it was faint, barely more than a note moving through the trees. David paused, listening. The melody grew clearer—strong, rising, and sure. He finished, zipped himself, and followed the sound toward a small clearing where the woods opened onto a creek.

Below him, standing barefoot on a smooth rock in the middle of the water, was a young man naked from the waist up, his skin dark and shining. He sang as he bathed, his voice carrying easily over the water. He lifted his arms and tilted his head back, letting the sun and the breeze dry him. The muscles of his chest and shoulders flexed as he moved, unashamed, unhurried.

David stood frozen.

His breath caught. His eyes traced the supple body without permission, without restraint. His hand drifted toward his crotch before he realized what he was doing. He jerked it back and bit down on his knuckle hard enough to hurt, as if pain might snap him out of the spell.

He turned to go.

The voice suddenly climbed to a high note, clear and piercing. It stopped David in his tracks. He turned back, unable to help himself.

The singer waded toward the bank, water sliding down his legs. David heard something rustle behind him and stepped away just as Livia appeared through the brush.

“David, what are you doing up here?”

“I was just peeing,” he said quickly.

Her eyes flicked to the front of his pants.

“Is that all you were doing?”

“Yes, girl. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

She laughed and wrapped her arms around him, kissing him with teasing insistence. “Oh, you men and your secrets—as if I don’t know what little boys do in the woods.”

The high note rang again through the trees.

Livia tilted her head, trying to see past him.

David grabbed her around the waist, kissed her hard and urgently, pulled her down with him into the leaves. She bounced up and brushed leaves from her skirt.

“Now what was that all about?”

“Your pretty face makes me dizzy. Puts me in a kissing tizzy, baby.”

“You need to stop listening to those old blues songs. Not fitting for a man about to be a preacher.”

She grabbed his hand and pulled him behind her. A flock of birds burst into chatter overhead.

Across the creek, the young man turned toward the sound. He smiled to himself and continued singing softly, as if amused.
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That night, David lay in his dark bedroom, twisting the sheets around his legs. Jonathan’s image floated in and out of his thoughts—his body, his voice, the way the water had clung to him. Tears slid down David’s temples into his hair.

He sighed, closed his eyes, and gave in to his urges.
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The next day, the barbershop buzzed with talk and laughter. Black men filled the chairs and benches, clippers humming as black and gray hair curled to the floor. David sat waiting his turn when a man twisted through the door.

The shop went quiet.

The man stood just inside the shop. Heads turned. Stares sharpened.

“Hey, thing,” the first barber said. “Where you goin’? We don’t cut sissies’ hair. Go on next door to the beauty shop.”

“I didn’t come in here for no damn haircut,” the man sassed. “I came to buy a razor blade.”

The second barber snorted. “Man, what you gonna do with a razor blade—finish cutting your balls off?”

The man smiled thinly. “Eddy Jones Jr., if I cut these sweet nuts off, you won’t have nothing to sprinkle over your ice cream later tonight.”

Laughter rippled through the shop. Eddy Jones lunged, grabbed the man, and shoved him out the door.

“That’s one kind of nigger I wish white folks would lynch,” the first barber said. “A sissy is an abomination in the eyes of God.”

David nodded as the others cleared their throats and agreed.

But behind his eyes stood the figure bathing in the creek.
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That evening, David sat alone by the water, restless. His gaze darted toward the trees again and again, as if waiting for someone to appear. He closed his eyes and imagined Jesus walking across the water. 

“It’s the Lord I’m looking for,” he told himself. “The Lord! The Lord!” He stood with his eyes shut and turned to walk away as if that act would break the spell of temptation. Then he heard a splash.

The singer stood on the opposite bank. He had stripped and was dipping his toe into the water, flinching at the cold. He plunged in with a shout.

When he surfaced, he laughed and began to sing:

Pharaoh’s army drowned in the Red Sea.

Not a one was left

Not a one was right

To fight them Israelites.

I said Pharaoh’s army drowned in the Red Sea...

David walked closer to the water’s edge.

The young man stopped singing. They stared at each other across the creek, neither speaking.

Somewhere nearby, squirrels chased one another through the brush.

David finally spoke. “I don’t think them’s the words to that song.”

“You could’ve throwed a rock to let somebody know you was around instead of standin’ there like Lot’s wife.”

“Sorry. I was praying.”

“Praying for what?”

“Just praying. I’m David.”

“Well, if you done praying, come on in if you gonna swim.”

David stripped and jumped in. The cold stole his breath.

“Oh, this is cold!”

“The world is cold. I’m Jonathan.”

“Jonathan?”

Jonathan looked at David, then swam off.

“Pleased to meet you,” David called after him. “I hope to do me some baptizing in this creek one day.”

Jonathan swam past him, sending a small wave against David’s chest. Water slid down Jonathan’s back as he turned.

“You mighty young to be thinkin’ about preachin’. All the reverends I know look like ugly had a good time with ’em.”

David laughed, though his chest felt tight. “Well, from the pictures I seen in Bibles that got pictures, weren’t none of the Lord’s folk ugly.”

“That may be,” Jonathan said. “Still, a little Eve drawn to them big pretty eyes of yours might make you stray from your purpose.”

“My girl understands my purpose.”

Jonathan slowed and drifted closer. “Do she? I don’t put much stock in any Eve’s understandin’. Same way I don’t put no stock in some Italian’s drawin’ of the Lord and his folk.”

He splashed past David, close enough for his shoulder to brush him.

“You ain’t bad lookin’ yourself,” David called after him. “You must have a lot of girls.”

Jonathan did not turn. “I’ve had a lot of love.”

Later that night

David and his mother, Ruth, sat at the dinner table with Livia’s family.

“You mighty quiet, tonight, David,” Livia looked at him dead on.

“He’s been quiet all week,”Ruth chimed in.

“Nothing wrong with a man being quiet,” Livia’s father came to his defense.

“I’ve been thinking about seminary school,” David spoke up.

“I bet,” Livia answered.

“You bet what?” Her father looked at her.

“Nothing.”

Ruth and Livia’s mother looked at
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