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Prologue: The Night of the Last Song
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The air inside Mount Zion Baptist Church was thick with the kind of heat that clung to skin like a second layer—humid, restless, alive with the particular weight of Southern summers that never truly broke. It was the summer of 1968, and the sanctuary smelled of polished wood, old hymnals, and the faint trace of sweat from the youth choir, their robes starched stiff but damp at the collars. Outside, the world was on fire in ways that had nothing to do with the Georgia sun. Police sirens wailed in the distance, a jagged counterpoint to the harmony the choir was trying to hold. The children—ranging from twelve to seventeen—stood in neat rows, their voices lifting in a freedom song that had become their anthem, their prayer, their defiance. We Shall Overcome had been sung in churches and marches across the South, but tonight, in Willow's Crossing, it felt different. It felt like a promise they might not be allowed to keep.

At the piano, Sister Rosalie played with a fierceness that made the keys tremble, her fingers pressing down as if she could hammer the melody into something solid enough to shield them. The choir director, Brother Isaiah, paced the aisle, his hands conducting not just the music but the fear humming beneath it. Sixteen-year-old Marcus Johnson stood in the tenor section, his jaw set at that angle his mother always said meant trouble was coming. Beside him, Lena Boyd kept her eyes fixed on the director's hands, her alto voice the steady center of the harmony. In the soprano row, thirteen-year-old Elias Thomas swayed slightly as he sang, the way he always did, lost in the music. Younger still, Pauline James clutched her hymnal with both hands, her voice bright and high as a struck bell. James Carter—lanky, fast on his feet, quiet off the risers—anchored the bass section at fifteen, though his voice had only just dropped to its full depth that spring.

Earlier that evening, there had been a meeting at the courthouse—a gathering of Black folks demanding equal treatment, fair wages, and an end to the violence that had taken two more boys that spring from a town two counties over. White counter-protesters had shown up with signs and sneers, and by sundown, the tension had curdled into something uglier. Rumors spread like spilled ink: windows broken, a brick thrown through the NAACP office, whispers of men waiting in trucks on the county road with baseball bats and bad intentions. The parents had wanted to keep their children home, but Brother Isaiah had insisted. The church is sanctuary, he'd said. They can't touch us here.

But the deacons disagreed.

Elder Thompson, his face ashen under the sanctuary lights, had pulled Brother Isaiah aside during the rehearsal. The words were hissed, urgent: We can't risk it. Not tonight. Send them home. The pastor, Reverend Whitmore, had stood at the window through the whole exchange, his back to the choir, his gaze fixed somewhere out in the dark. The decision was made without a vote, without a prayer—or perhaps it was a prayer of a different kind, one offered to the god of self-preservation. The children were told to leave quickly, to go straight home, to not linger on the streets. No one offered to walk with them. No deacon rose to say he'd drive them. No elder reached for his keys. The doors closed behind the last choir robe, and the men inside exhaled like men who had done something, when in truth they had done the most dangerous thing of all: nothing.

The choir disbanded in a flurry of whispered confusion. Some of the older kids lingered near the steps, their voices still humming the song under their breath, as if stopping mid-verse might jinx something. Marcus had glared at the church doors as they swung shut behind him. Ain't no sanctuary if it closes when you need it most, he'd muttered. Lena squeezed his arm, but she didn't argue. She was watching the dark between the streetlamps, where the shadows pooled in ways they hadn't an hour ago. They walked in pairs, sticking to the lamplight, the way their parents had always taught them. Elias and Pauline peeled off first, heading up Magnolia Street. Then James stopped to retie a shoe, and Marcus and Lena were half a block ahead of him when the truck came.

It came roaring around the corner with its headlights off—a deliberate act, a hunting act—its tires screeching like something tearing. Someone shouted. Someone ran. The impact was a sound that didn't belong in the world, a sound that rewrote the night: metal meeting flesh, a body on pavement, a scream that began and was cut away in the same breath. By the time Lena turned back, the truck was already swallowed by the dark, gone as if it had never existed, and Marcus was on the ground with his choir robe blackened at the shoulder, his hand reaching toward something only he could see. She crouched beside him, pressing her palms to him the way she'd seen people do in the photographs from Birmingham, because she didn't know what else to do, her voice breaking across his name. James sprinted back to the church—his long legs covering the block in seconds—and pounded on the doors, calling out, his voice cracking on the high notes the way it still did sometimes. He was a bass who still remembered being a boy.

The doors stayed shut.

Inside, the elders argued in hushed, frantic tones. We can't get involved. It'll bring trouble. The police will blame us. Reverend Whitmore stood at the window, his back to the children outside, his shoulders hunched like a man whose faith had become a coat he no longer knew how to wear. By the time an ambulance arrived—called by a neighbor who'd seen Lena in the street, not by the church—Marcus Johnson was beyond what medicine could fix. The story was spun into something palatable for the bulletins and the whisper networks: a tragic accident, a boy in the wrong place at the wrong time, no one to blame. The church held a funeral, but the song wasn't sung. The deacons said it was too political. The family didn't argue, because arguing took something that grief had already spent.

Lena Boyd left Willow's Crossing three weeks later, her family moving north in that way so many families moved north in those years—quickly, with packed boxes and tight faces, telling no one when they were leaving or exactly where they were going. James Carter stopped singing entirely. He still came to church, still sat in the bass section, but his mouth never opened for anything louder than a whisper during hymns. Elias and Pauline grew up and grew older and learned, the way so many of them learned, to walk past the choir loft without looking up.

That night, long after the mourners had gone and the lights had been extinguished, the sanctuary was empty—or it should have been. But if anyone had been listening from the sidewalk outside, they would have heard it: a single voice, then another, then a dozen, rising from the walls themselves. We shall overcome. The hymn swelled, unaccompanied, perfect in its harmony, as if the building had absorbed every note the choir had ever sung and was singing it back to a world that refused to hear. The air grew cold in the August heat. The floorboards creaked under footsteps no one could see. And in the dark, the church held its breath—waiting for someone, anyone, to listen.

Some prayers never reach heaven. They get trapped in the walls.

The choir was still singing. And they would not stop until someone remembered their names.
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Chapter 1: Home in a Different Key
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The morning sun stretched lazily over Willow's Crossing, painting the rooftops in gold and casting long shadows across the quiet streets. Mara Greene sat on the front steps of the town's modest library, sipping sweet tea from a mason jar, the condensation cool against her palm. The library smelled of old paper and lemon polish—a comforting scent, the kind that reached back through time and located something childhood had left behind. It almost made her believe she could slip back into the rhythm of ordinary life. Almost.

It had been three months since she'd helped lay Elijah Greene's restless spirit to rest. Three months since she'd walked away from the old Delacroix house on Willow Street, her bones aching with the particular exhaustion that came not from physical effort but from the kind of listening most people never had to do. She had driven down from Atlanta on a Thursday in late August, her car loaded with boxes she told herself she was just storing at Grandma Lila's. By September, she'd unpacked them. By October, she'd stopped lying to herself about why.

Willow's Crossing was not a large town. It had a main street with a beauty shop, a barbershop, a hardware store, and a diner that served breakfast until two in the afternoon. It had two churches—Mount Zion Baptist and the smaller AME chapel on the east side—and a library that closed on Fridays and was run by a woman named Dorothy who knew every patron's
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