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To my family: Three men and my girl. You are the beat of my heart and the wind at my back. I love you always.
And to Detroit. My complicated, messy, beautiful, never-say-die hometown and the ancestors that fought the good fight there.
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1
1925
MONTY
He stood hunched, frowning at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. A slender beam of sunlight from the window bounced off the edge of the glass, sending rainbow-colored patterns cascading down the pale blue wallpaper. Though he was barely past thirty, he could already see the faintest evidence of age settling into the creases of his face, like barely visible strands of cobwebs. There, alongside his narrow nose. There, at the edges of his dark grey eyes, the corners of his mouth. He ran a hand through his hair, where the thick pomade barely held his wavy auburn hair in place.
Straightening his shoulders, he drew a slow, deep breath in through his nose, then he smiled, a flash of perfect, white teeth. And suddenly, as if by magic, the lines, the shadows, all portents of age, seemed to vanish. This was the face he recognized; the face he wore like an expensive set of cufflinks every day.
Montgomery A. Gray.
Physician. Scion of the Gray family. One of Detroit’s Black Elite. Handsome. Wealthy. Soon to be engaged. Monty adjusted his collar, straightened his bow tie, then glanced at his watch. He winced. He was going to be late and Mother would be livid. Aletha Gray detested sloppiness, and to her mind, tardiness was just another form of sloppy behavior. Still, he made no move to leave the bathroom, to leave the house. He felt fixed to this spot, to this moment. He had the inexplicable sense that once he stepped through that door, some Rubicon would be crossed, some nameless thing forever altered. It was nonsense, he knew. He was just going to a party. Like the hundreds of parties he’d gone to before.
And yet …
He gave an uneasy snort and shook his head.
“Alright, Monty, my man,” he muttered to his reflection. He smoothed the expensive fabric of his suit with his palm. “Everything is copacetic. Let’s shake a leg now.”
Instead, he reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and withdrew a cigar. Cutting off the tip, he lit it with the silver lighter he always kept in the medicine cabinet, blowing the pungent smoke in the direction of the window. He inhaled once, twice, before quickly stubbing it out. His mother loathed smoking, called it vulgar. If he showed up both late and smelling of Cuban cigar smoke, she would surely burst into flame.
Chuckling, he shot one final glance toward the mirror, then stepped from the bathroom and headed for the stairs.

Even before he’d turned onto 30th Street, he could see the Nacirema Club, ablaze with lights. The brick building fairly vibrated with life. The street in front of the club was lined with cars in either direction, nearly all of them new and gleaming in the waning daylight. If the expensive vehicles stretching far down the street did not provide an adequate clue as to the type of crowd assembling inside, then the jewels shimmering at the cuffs and the throats of the men and women slowly making their way up the steps to the club’s front door surely would have dispelled any lingering confusion.
Monty maneuvered his car into a spot a block away and walked toward the small mansion that housed the club. As he drew close, he noticed two familiar figures moving down the walkway, away from the house.
“Uncle Wallace,” he called. “Aunt Rivka.”
The couple that turned toward him was dressed far more simply than the other guests churning around them, but they would have stood out in any case. Wallace was a tall, lanky man, his long arms and legs seemingly haphazardly attached. His wife, diminutive, white, with a startling halo of snow-white hair, barely reached his elbow.
“Monty,” said Wallace. He reached out a hand to shake but was gently shoved aside as Rivka threw her arms around Monty’s waist.
“Tatele,” cried Rivka. “Look how handsome you are.”
“Always, Auntie.” Grinning, Monty hugged the tiny woman back. “Would you expect any less? Are you leaving already?”
Rivka released him and waved a hand at her husband. “Ach, you know your uncle. Too many people.” She winked at Monty. “Too many fancy people.”
“Rivka!”
She turned to Wallace. “Zeeskeit, you know this is true.” She gave his arm an affectionate pat.
“Well, I’m glad you came,” said Monty, biting back a laugh.
“No way we would miss this,” said Wallace, shooting a look at his wife, who made a face. “Aletha would have our hides.”
“And, my darling, you should go in now,” added Rivka. “She was asking for you not a minute ago.”
She pulled his face close and kissed his cheek, her soft hair brushing against his chin, then, with a wave, she grabbed her husband’s arm to lead him down the street. Wallace shot Monty an amused look as he allowed himself to be dragged away.
Still grinning, Monty watched the couple make their way toward the end of the block and Wallace’s battered work truck. Wallace and Rivka Browning were family, not by blood, but by long association, shared experience and love, as tightly woven into the fabric of the Gray family as it was possible to be. And Wallace had been right. To not show up was unfathomable. His mother had known Rivka her whole life; their families had lived in the same neighborhood. But Rivka was right as well. Uncle Wallace was far more comfortable wearing overalls in his workshop than hobnobbing with the posh crowd.
Turning, he made his way up the walkway to the front door. For a long moment he stood at the threshold listening to the hum of conversation drifting from the open door, the faint strains of music from the Victrola; watching the guests enter. Doctors, lawyers, night club owners, morticians, teachers, numbers men. He recognized the owner of a well-known coffee shop that did a brisk business down on Hastings. The man’s affiliation with the notorious Purple Gang—dangerous Jewish mobsters who ran whiskey across the river from Canada—was an open secret. These were the strivers of Black Detroit. The colored crème de la crème of the city. Fancy people. Monty greeted the ones he knew, which was most of them, and nodded politely at the ones he didn’t. The Grays were throwing a party, and the Elites never missed a celebration for one of their own. Finally, fingering his tie, he stepped into the brightly lit foyer.
He started as someone whispered in his ear. “You’re late.”
He turned to find his older brother smirking at him.
“Eddie.” He shook his brother’s hand. “I just ran into Aunt Rivka and Uncle Wallace outside.”
“I’ve never understood it,” said Eddie, shaking his head. “He’s a musician, for heaven’s sake! How is it that he can’t abide a crowd?”
“Maybe it’s just this crowd.” Monty winked.
“We can be a lot,” said Eddie, laughing softly.
Monty shot a glance across the crowded room. “Is she furious?”
“Most likely,” answered his brother, following his gaze. “With Mother it is all about appearances and decorum. But you should be safe in this crowd … for now.”
Monty gave a soft snort. On the far side of the room, at the entrance to the ballroom, he caught glimpses of their mother greeting guests, their sister at her side. Juliette was the reason for the evening’s fête. Tonight was her coming-out party.
“She looks beautiful, doesn’t she?” he said softly.
“That she does.” Eddie nodded. “She is the best of us.”
The two men gazed affectionately at their little sister for a long moment.
“And where is Father?” asked Monty, finally.
Eddie turned to face him full-on, the look on his face incredulous. “You can’t be seriously asking that.”
Monty frowned.
“Oh, for Chrissake, Monty, half the D.C. Grays showed up for this little shindig of ours. Not to mention a respectable representation of the rest of the Four Hundred as well. All so they can be here for the engagement luncheon on Sunday.” He grinned. “And you know the old man never misses an opportunity to mix a little business with his pleasure, especially when he can sweeten it with a few good shots of Canadian whiskey.”
Monty groaned inwardly. Swallowing hard, he fixed his smile securely. “Ah” was all he said.
The engagement luncheon. His engagement luncheon.
He hadn’t forgotten it. Not exactly. He’d simply filed it away along with all his other obligatory requirements. A thing to be dealt with only when absolutely necessary. But the presence of Washington, D.C.’s Black Four Hundred—some of America’s most powerful Negro families—meant that that time was now.
“Alright, old son. I’m going to go find my wife.” Eddie gave his brother a light clap on the shoulder before quickly melting into the crowd.
Monty stood for a moment longer as the people swirled around him. The stiff collar of his shirt bit uncomfortably into the skin of his neck. He felt hot and, for the briefest instant, he had the nearly overpowering urge to flee back through the club’s front door. Instead, he pushed his way through the well-dressed throng, his progress slowed by congratulations on all sides. For his sister. For him.
Finally, he made it to the entrance of the ballroom. His mother shot him a disapproving glare as he leaned in to kiss her.
“You’re late,” she murmured, nodding at someone over his shoulder.
“Were you worried I’d been abducted, Mother?”
“Don’t be cheeky, now,” she snapped, but he saw the corners of her mouth twitch upward. She never could stay angry with him. No one could. He winked at her, then stepped to the side to stand next to his sister.
“Oooh,” muttered Juliette, low enough so that only he could hear. “You’re in trouble.”
“Shh, Juju,” he whispered back. “You’re supposed to be a grown woman now.”
Juliette gave a loud snort, earning a look of displeasure from their mother. The two siblings locked eyes, then looked away, fighting to squash their laughter. As he exchanged pleasantries with the seemingly endless receiving line, Monty shot surreptitious glances at his sister, resplendent in a gown of dove grey velvet, her chestnut curls held back by a jeweled headband. Tall and broad of shoulder, she was confident and frank in a way that amused their father and mortified their mother. Twelve years younger than Monty, she was his favorite person in the universe.
“Here comes your sweetheart,” Juliette said, the words a soft singsong.
Monty started. The line had finally started to thin, the majority of the crowd having moved on to the dining room to enjoy the champagne and Lobster Newberg. Sure enough, a woman was moving toward them, her hand demurely tucked into the elbow of a light-skinned, distinguished-looking, middle-aged man.
“Aletha,” said the man.
“Dr. Syphax.” His mother was beaming.
“You’ve outdone yourself as usual,” said the doctor. “Everything is absolutely beautiful.” He took Juliette’s hand. “And Juliette. You are a vision. All grown up now. I suppose that makes me officially an old man then.”
Grinning, he turned to Monty. “Doctor.”
Monty nodded. “Doctor.”
He was fond of Carter Syphax. The man was brilliant. At first blush, he seemed a serious, uncompromising physician, a stern taskmaster to the younger doctors like himself. But Monty had known him most of his life and knew the man to have a wicked sense of humor with a penchant for puns and practical jokes. He returned the grin, then turned to the woman at his side.
“Aggie.”
Agatha Marguerite Syphax. Monty’s soon-to-be-announced fiancée.
He stepped from the receiving line and extended an arm. “Would you like some champagne?”
“You look absolutely lovely,” she said to Juliette, taking his arm. She nodded at their parents as they walked away.
“So,” said Aggie. She took a discreet sip of her champagne as Monty expertly guided her past the crowd. “Apparently we’re to be affianced in a few days.”
Monty rolled his eyes. They found a relatively quiet corner on the back porch, overlooking the now dark yard. Behind them, the merriment continued apace. He brought his glass to his lips, then put it back on the porch railing, barely tasting it.
“Come on, old son,” said Aggie when he remained silent. “Our families are thrilled and you know we will make beautiful babies together.”
“Aggie!” he gasped, jerking around to face her, his face flaming hot. “Holy Christ!”
“Such a prude.” She laughed and took another sip from her glass.
The Syphaxes went back even further than the Grays, tracing their lineage all the way to Martha Washington, a fact his mother brought up at every opportunity. They’d been free people of color long before the Civil War and there was not any sphere of importance in all of D.C., or beyond, where their influence had not been felt: medicine, politics, law, education. Carter Syphax had graduated from the University of Michigan Medical School thirty years before. Another Syphax, Aggie’s cousin Charles, just the past year.
Though the Grays could not draw a line as far back as the Revolution, they were still a family who’d succeeded in making their mark. Monty’s grandfather had been a teamster during the Civil War and had managed to parlay that into a successful livery business, transporting goods from one point to another, faster, cheaper than anyone else. And then had come the Great War, that horrific time when speed and efficiency so often meant the difference between life and death. The Great War had been very, very good for the Grays.
The Syphaxes and the Grays.
A union of two dynasties.
“It’s going to be alright,” said Aggie into the darkness.
“Sure,” Monty agreed. “It’ll be jake.”
“Because I am a great catch, you know.”
He turned to look at her. Her expression was serious in the faint light streaming through the windows. “I believe I’ve heard that,” he said, smiling slightly. “Most frequently from you.”
He saw her lips twitch and she reached out a hand. He took it and pulled her up to sit on the railing next to him.
“We could always tell our parents we don’t want to marry,” she said quietly.
“You first.”
She made a noise deep in her throat. “Yeah, not on your life, boy.” She stared at him. “You know I love you, don’t you? But marriage? Holy moly, what the heck?” She blew a raspberry with her lips and shook her head. “No offense.”
He laughed and scooted closer. “None taken.”
Their families had always been close. Aggie had been his best friend for as long as he could recall. She was smart and direct—her mother said tactless—with a razor-sharp wit that never failed to make him laugh. They could, and did, talk for hours about books and music and the moving pictures, about the things they read in the newspapers. And Aggie was ambitious, so fierce in what she wanted from life that sometimes Monty was afraid for her. Afraid that the world would break her heart … or destroy her. More than once she’d even mentioned running for office. From anyone else, this would have sounded delusional—women had only just won the right to vote a few years before—but coming from Aggie … Well, he’d learned long ago to never underestimate Agatha Syphax. Marriage had simply not been high on her dance card.
And he wanted …
Well, he didn’t know what he wanted. Not exactly. He was restless. Didn’t his mother tell him that every chance she got? And she was not wrong. Each morning he rose from his bed, and it was as if he had to don the mantle of expectations along with his shirt: doctor, Race man, pillar of society, even as the city shuddered and heaved around them. The rum wars, the Klan rallies, the festering, teeming Black Bottom that grew ever more congested by the week.
Paris.
That’s what he wanted. He wanted to go to Paris. Wanted to fill his hours writing music. Wanted to spend his days in shabby cafes, manuscript paper spilling out around him as musical notes flowed onto the empty page from the tip of his fountain pen in a sort of alchemy. He wanted to pass his nights gazing out across the rooftops at ancient church steeples from some leaky flat in Montmartre. One of the newer doctors at work, Ossian Sweet, had been to Paris and Vienna, to study. Monty often sought him out in the doctors’ lounge at the hospital, pumping him for stories of his time there, soaking up tales of the cobblestone streets, the cafes, the shops, as if inhaling pure oxygen. Europe. It sounded like a place to be free, a place to reinvent himself, to remake himself into … well … something. Something else. Something purely of his own choosing.
But instead, he was here, in Detroit, engaged to be married. Even now he found himself confounded at exactly how that had come to be.
It had started out as just another uncomfortably tense conversation at his parents’ about his future. He was, after all, an eminently eligible bachelor. Eddie had already married and had two children by the time he was Monty’s age. It was a discussion that had been had dozens of times before. But this time the Syphaxes had been present at the dinner and they expressed a similar concern about Aggie. Permissive parents, they were proud of their outspoken, educated girls. And they had never pushed them into marriage. But Aggie, also nearly thirty, had passed decidedly into the realm of spinsterhood, and even for them, this was a source of concern. And Aggie, annoyed at the persistent, none-too-subtle questioning, had, in typical Aggie fashion, turned to the assembled parents and blurted out, “Well, it’s obvious that Montgomery hasn’t yet told you that he has asked me to be his wife.”
She’d leaned towards him then, grinning mischievously, and, laughing, he’d kissed her sloppily on the forehead. By the time they’d looked up again, the dining room was pandemonium. The fathers already lighting cigars, the mothers hugging and dabbing at their eyes. It had been meant to be a joke, a way to needle their parents, to make them stop the questioning, the prodding, at least for a moment.
And then, for the briefest time, they’d considered that maybe it
wouldn’t be such a terrible thing. After all, when they’d been fourteen and thirteen, hadn’t they made that pledge? That if no one they liked better came along, they would marry each other? Aggie had even spit in her hand and insisted they shake on it, had called him a pantywaist when he’d backed away gagging, hands pushed deep in his pockets. And now, for better or for worse, the genie had been released from its bottle and they could see no easy way to put it back in.
She leaned her head now on his shoulder and he squeezed her hand. Despite the warm evening, her fingers felt like ice.
“Well,” he said. “If I am going to marry anyone, I suppose I could do much worse than you.”
She made a sound that could have been either a laugh or a choked sob. Then she sighed. “Montgomery Gray, you are a donkey’s ass.”

The streets were quiet and nearly empty as he maneuvered the big car through the city. The smell of rain was in the air and jagged spears of lightning randomly pierced the night sky. It was a Friday night and he had no doubt that Paradise Valley would be hopping right now, but he was not headed to his apartment in North End at the upper edge of the Valley. He’d agreed, reluctantly, to stay at his parents’ house in Conant Gardens through the weekend. Until after his and Aggie’s formal engagement announcement and luncheon on Sunday. It would mean a farther drive to the hospital in the morning but it would be nice to sit in his parents’ sunny kitchen with Juju in the morning; dissect the night’s party, hear the latest Elite gossip.
He turned off Seven Mile Road onto Conant, entering the neighborhood proper. Though he’d been to his parents’ just the week before, it already felt as if the neighborhood had changed. There were new houses going up seemingly every day. In the past few years, land in this part of Detroit had become available to Negroes, and those who could afford it were buying up lots and building handsome, sturdy homes as fast as they could. A safe, middle-class community was slowly evolving and there was even talk of constructing a high school on the swath of open land at the end of his parents’ street.
He parked the car at the curb in front of his parents’ house. Everyone else was still at the Nacirema Club, saying their last goodbyes, settling up with the caterers and waitstaff, making plans for the next big event, which coincidentally was to be the Gray-Syphax engagement luncheon, and the house was empty.
Monty stepped from the car into the humid June air. He’d not even cleared the front of the car when the world seemed to tilt beneath his feet and the dark street was abruptly filled with sound, with light. Norwood Street, which moments before had been quiet and dark and sparsely populated, was suddenly filled with houses. Lights blazed from the windows of house after house up and down the block. From overhead came a faint, low-pitched drone, and when he looked up, he saw an arrow-shaped shadow floating high above, lined in lights, making its way slowly across the darkened sky.
He took a stumbling step backward then gave a strangled cry. His car, the massive Packard that his father said looked like a rumrunner’s car, was … gone. That sense, that inexplicable sense that he’d had earlier that evening while standing in his bathroom—that something was going to change—came roaring back. There was an unpleasant buzzing on his skin, in his ears, sliding across the surface of his teeth. He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting panic.
And then …
It was gone.
The hum against his skin, the impossible droning from the sky. He opened his eyes to find that the brightness was gone as well. His parents’ house once again sat dark, empty, one of only two houses on the block. And he could feel the heat of the Packard’s engine against his back.
“What in God’s name…?”
He whirled and vomited curdled Lobster Newberg into the grass.



  
2
2025
GREER
She pressed her hand flat against the window. It was late spring, the days finally warming, but the glass felt cold against her palm. In the backyard, the rising sun seeped through the leaves of the trees, turning the sky from violet to pink and yellow and orange.
They’d been here barely two weeks and she still felt off-balance, unsettled. She woke every morning with the sense that she had wandered into a stranger’s home, a stranger’s life.
A new start.
This house. This city. All of this was supposed to be a new start for her and Bass. But it didn’t feel like a new anything. It felt like a penance, a wound; raw and painful. She pushed harder against the glass and felt it give a little under the pressure. Would it shatter, she wondered, slicing deep gashes into her arm, or would the pane simply pop free and explode into a million pieces in the driveway below? Greer closed her eyes and slumped against the window frame, replaying the argument once again in her head.
They’d been in the living room of their Brooklyn apartment, a space not much larger than this bedroom, the sound of the ever-present
buskers drifting through the open window from the street corner below. They’d been discussing her … problem.
Again.
Dud, they’d called it. For Damn Undiagnosed Disease. A joke. Back when it seemed like a temporary thing, a minor hiccup in their carefully crafted five-year plan. Back when they still could joke with each other about anything. By the time of the argument, Dud had become nearly all they talked about.
“I talked to Dad.”
“About…?” Greer had been stretching in the tiny space next to the peeling radiator. The movement seemed to help, loosening the tightness in her hamstrings, calming the tremors in her hands. For a little while, at least. When Bass hadn’t answered, she’d looked up. Her husband sat perched on the arm of their couch, toying with his cufflinks. No one else she knew wore cufflinks, but her husband loved them. This pair had been an anniversary gift from her.
“What, Bass?” she said, straightening.
“Don’t do that, Greer.”
She frowned, crossing her arms, waiting.
“Don’t act like we haven’t had this exact same conversation a dozen times,” he went on. “You know what. He wants me to come home. Us to come home. I can work for the company. And there’s no reason for us to stay in New York now.”
She’d stared at him, shocked. A warning sounding deep in her gut. They had had this same conversation. Yesterday. And the day before that. And the day before that. But what was different this time, what was new, was the sharpness shimmering along the edges of Bass’ words. The way his lips pressed into a hard line at the end of each sentence.
“The company is working on some major projects. Exciting projects,” he went on. “And I want to be there for it. It’s not a perfect solution, but it’s a good solution. A really good solution.”
“No reason to stay in New York?” she finally managed. All the words he’d spoken after that, mere noise in her head.
“Both our families are in Detroit. And my career—”
“What about my career?” she said, cutting him off.
“What career, Greer?” he snapped. “You can’t dance anymore. Half the time, you can barely walk.”
She gaped, open-mouthed, too stunned to speak. He regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. She saw it in his eyes. He’d inhaled sharply, as if trying to pull them back, as if surprised by his own tactlessness. Leaping from the couch, he’d reached for her, his expression stricken, but she’d recoiled. And in that instant, she’d hated him.
She pushed harder on the glass, felt as much as heard a faint crackling at the edges. Shatter, she decided. It would shatter. She could already see the jagged triangles of glass, feel the cold, hot sensation of the shards opening up her hand, the soft flesh of her arm.
“Greer!”
At the sound of her name, she whirled, jerking her hand back and ramming it deep into her pocket, like a child caught stealing candy.
“What’re you doing?”
Sebastian Coffey stood watching her, a coffee cup gripped in one large hand, his six-foot-five frame filling the doorway. His face deliberately blank. Greer knew that look. It was the expression that dropped over his face like a curtain almost every time he looked at her these days, as if it could somehow camouflage the frustration, the fear and, increasingly—especially lately—the anger that always seemed to be lurking just below the surface. But, in spite of everything that had changed in the past months, there was one thing that had not. Greer knew her husband, knew his moods as well as she knew her own, could read his emotions. They flashed there, behind the dark amber of his eyes, as clear as if they were projected in large letters on the wall behind him.
Those beautiful eyes. The color striking in his rich brown face. It had been his eyes that had captured her attention at that Alpha party, all those years before. A cliché, she knew. But true nevertheless.
“Nothing,” she said, more sharply than she intended. She saw him flinch and she forced a smile, hoping to soften the word. “Just watching the sun rise.” She looked him up and down. “And who’d you get all fancy for at this hour?”
It was barely past six and already her husband was impeccably dressed, his red silk tie contrasting perfectly with the charcoal grey suit, the soft leather of his expensive shoes catching the sunlight. She crossed her arms over her chest, suddenly self-conscious about the stains on the front of her sweatshirt, hoping he wouldn’t notice she hadn’t changed clothes in three days, or at least wouldn’t mention it.
“Meeting the guys at the house, remember?” He held up his cup. “I love my mom, but there is no way in God’s name I’m drinking her coffee.”
Greer laughed, a real laugh. Bass’ mother, the Honorable Wanda Jean Coffey, was a formidable woman, bestowed with many talents. A working knowledge of the kitchen, including the coffeepot, was, however, not one of them. Bass studied her over the rim of his cup.
“Well, I’m sure your dad and your brothers will appreciate all the effort you’ve made to look so pretty for them,” she said, still smiling.
“Yeah, I love them too but, if it was only them, I’d just throw a robe over my boxers and drive over,” Bass answered. She made a disbelieving face and he grinned. They both knew this wasn’t even a little bit true. Her husband was fastidious about his appearance. Even a trip to the car wash called for a button-down shirt and freshly pressed jeans. He took a sip from his cup. “We have an eight-thirty meeting at City Hall after and it was just easier to get dressed and meet at the folks’ early.”
“So, it’s the mayor that gets all this sexy?” She reached to stroke the soft wool of his lapel at the same time he moved to straighten his tie. Their hands bumped awkwardly and Greer looked away, pretending that she’d been trying to push a stray hair from her face.
Bass snorted. “It’s Sunday, so not this time. Just a couple of lowly council members.”
“Lucky them.”
The Coffey Company was one of the largest commercial real estate companies in southeast Michigan and the largest minority-owned one in the entire Midwest. When one of the Coffeys called, City Hall always picked up the phone. Even on a Sunday.
“What’re your plans for the day?” He fidgeted with his tie.
Greer tensed. “Haven’t really thought about it,” she said, locking eyes with him.
A shadow crossed his face. “You can’t just sit up in this house all day. It’s already been a couple of weeks and you’ve barely left the bedroom.”
“And…?” she snapped.
“And,” he said, his voice flat, emotionless, “I think you might feel better if you got dressed and went out.” He eyed her stained clothes. “Got some air. Maybe hang out with Leah or something.”
She laughed, the sound harsh in the tiny bedroom. “Is that what you think? That getting all dressed up and pretty will make me feel better?”
She hated the sound of her own voice, hated the ugly words that bubbled up unbidden from some seemingly endless source, the barely controlled rage that seemed to course just below the surface of her skin. She knew he was just trying to help. That he was trying to fix a thing that couldn’t be fixed. She saw him stiffen, saw his fingers tighten around his cup. It looked so small in his large hand.
“No, no, I’m sorry, you’re right. I do need to get out,” she said, swallowing hard. She didn’t want to fight, though every conversation these days seemed to end exactly that way. “Maybe I’ll swing by Dad’s later this morning.”
For a long moment neither of them spoke, neither of them willing to probe the tension seething between them. She could see Bass studying her; knew he was taking in her rumpled sweatsuit, her tangled hair. Could feel him holding himself still, struggling to wrap himself—them—in the veneer of normal.
“Okay, cool,” he said finally. Though the tone was light, the word landed hard on the top of her head. He hesitated, then cleared his throat. “Alright, well, I’m out. Tell your dad hey and I’ma try to get over there next week to check out that old Mustang he’s been working on forever.”
And then he was gone.
By the time she thought to tell him to tell his family hello, he was already backing down the drive. She stood gazing out the window for a long time, long after Bass’ car had disappeared from view.
Across the driveway they shared with the house next door, her neighbor stepped from her side door. Hannah? Heather? The day they moved in she’d come over to introduce herself, bringing sweet potato muffins and maple jam from Sugar and Beans, the coffee shop a few blocks away. A friendly, round-faced woman of forty or so, she was a nurse at Henry Ford Hospital. Hannah/Heather glanced up and waved. Greer waved back before stepping away from the window. Picking at a scab of dried food on the front of her sweatpants, she shuffled out into the hallway, absently opening and closing doors, peering into rooms.
Bass had not been exaggerating. In the time they’d been in the house, she’d barely unpacked anything, and there were stretches of days when she rarely got out of bed; didn’t see the point. Boxes were still stacked in the exact spot they’d been since unloading them from the U-Haul, and the few pieces of furniture they’d brought with them from New York were arranged haphazardly, forming a maze of sorts through the house.
In the kitchen, a cup of coffee sat steaming on the counter, the now familiar burgundy and beige Sugar and Beans bag beside it. Pushing aside a stack of towels and a box labeled UTENSILS, Greer slumped at the table, the aroma of sugar and butter wafting from the bakery bag washing over her. She sipped her coffee, tasting the hint of cinnamon Bass always added for her, because he knew she liked it. She thought of him standing here in the cluttered kitchen in his tailored suit, spooning that bit of cinnamon into her cup, thought of the way she’d snarled at him when he’d asked about her plans. And she felt a crack form in her heart.
Another one.
So many cracks. Soon there would be only cracks, until there was nothing to hold her heart together at all. It would just break apart. You could die from a broken heart. She’d seen a documentary about it.
“Jesus,” she muttered.
She pulled the scone from the bakery bag and once again she had the overwhelming sensation that she was somehow inhabiting a stranger’s life, that she was trespassing in this house. And in point of fact, the house did not belong to them. It was actually one of the many properties owned by the Coffey Company, a safe place for them to land once the decision had been made to return to Detroit. Until they got on their feet.
Got on their feet.
The irony of that thought made her laugh, crumbs spewing across the cluttered table.
It wasn’t a big house, yet it was still orders of magnitude bigger than their apartment back in New York. A tidy brick home, built in the early half of the twentieth century, with copious woodwork that gleamed in the light pouring through the tall windows.
“Fuck,” she whispered as tears welled.
She should be grateful. She was grateful.
For Bass.
For her in-laws who’d overnighted them the keys to this house, providing them an immediate safe haven; who’d asked no questions, which she knew, for her mother-in-law, was no small thing.
Grateful.
Greer pinched off a corner of the scone, the best part, and popped it in her mouth, savoring the contrast of tart and sweet on her tongue. The image of her husband, his hand wrapped around his coffee cup, gripping it until his knuckles blanched, flashed through her mind. Her mouth went dry.
She didn’t want to be here. She felt tricked, though by whom or by what she couldn’t exactly say. For the past few months everything had been happening so fast, events unfolding around her in a blur. She could feel her life happening, see it, but it was impossible to grasp hold of, like trying to hold water in her hands. Things seemed to happen—Dud, losing her spot in the company, the move—and she was just swept along, swirling blindly in the current. One minute she was a principal dancer in a major New York company, spending her days in studio, her nights on stage, walking the streets of Manhattan; the next, she was slumped at a sticky kitchen table in a dirty sweat suit, sipping coffee in a loaner house.
The doctors had slapped so many labels on her that she’d lost count, the names swirling in her head like confetti. Thus, Dud. But the only thing that mattered, the one thing they all seemed to agree on, was that her dancing career was over. Greer squeezed her fingers tight, crumbling the scone in her fist.
“Fuck!” she yelled into the empty kitchen. She took a deep breath. No, this was a hiccup. There was still a five-year plan. There had to be. And it didn’t include Bass working in his father’s company, in their hometown. She was going to get better. They would move back to New York, and things would be fine again.
She glanced down at herself, her lips curving downward in disgust. “Jesus, Greer,” she muttered.
She took a deep breath. Maybe she could unpack a few of the boxes before heading to her dad’s. Could surprise Bass with a home-cooked meal. She tried to remember the last time she’d cooked. She could make something simple. A quiche, maybe. Though this scone was probably the only food in the house at the moment.
She stared unseeing through the back door window, her coffee growing cold as the minutes ticked by, until finally she stood and wound her way back through the furniture maze and climbed the stairs.

The house her in-laws had loaned them was in a neighborhood called Conant Gardens. Once the pride of Black Detroit, it had, in another lifetime, been the home of doctors, lawyers and entrepreneurs. But now, like so much of the rest of the city, it had fallen on hard times. There were still pockets of charming, well-kept homes showing pride of ownership like the one they were in, but there were many more dilapidated, boarded-up properties, no longer homes but neglected eyesores.
The Coffey Company was buying up these places at a rapid pace and renovating them. Hawthorne “Thor” Coffey had a vision of expanding his empire: moving beyond commercial real estate into the neighborhoods, building affordable housing, leaving a lasting legacy in brick and mortar. And though they never would have said it to her face, Greer had no doubt that, despite the unfortunate circumstances, her in-laws were positively giddy that Sebastian had returned to the family fold.
As she backed down the drive, she had the sudden sense of the world tilting on its edge; felt an unpleasant crawling sensation on her arms, up the back of her neck. For a moment, her vision blurred and the house next door seemed to waver, then disappear. Slamming her foot on the brake, Greer squinched her eyes tight, swearing under her breath.
Dud.
This feeling was new. But that was the thing about the Damned Undiagnosed Disease, wasn’t it? It was always surprising her in the most unpleasant ways. The sensation lasted only a few seconds, but she was rattled, and when she opened her eyes she could feel her neck damp with sweat. Holding the steering wheel in a death grip, she pulled the rest of the way out of the driveway and onto the street, heading toward her father’s.
It was not until she had crossed Woodward, the wide boulevard that ran the length of the city and beyond, dividing Detroit into east and west, that she felt the band constricting her chest loosen.
Palmer Woods.
Greer had loved growing up here. It was the place she would always think of as home. And yet, since being back, the city she loved had seemed to be a pale imitation of itself, dull, as if a dimmer switch had been turned, leaching out all the brightness she remembered. Or maybe she was the one that was fading away. Greer loosened her grip on the steering wheel, opening and closing her hands, trying to force blood to the tips of her fingers.
There was the donut shop she and her friends always invaded after a night of partying. Over there, the newly renovated police precinct, and just beyond that, the Police Academy. She passed Palmer Park where she’d ridden her bike and ice-skated on the huge pond, where she’d peeked into the windows of the century-old log cabin tucked at the edge of the woods, like something from a fairy tale.
Despite her bone-deep weariness, by the time she turned onto her dad’s street she was smiling. Pulling into the wide drive of her parents’ home, she turned off the engine and sat for a moment, staring at the house. Almost nothing had changed since she and her sister had grown up there. There was a new roof, and a fresh coat of paint around the windows, but otherwise the house looked exactly as it had for the past two decades. And Greer knew the same was true of the inside. Every piece of furniture, every item, down to the teaspoons in the kitchen drawer, were exactly where they’d been since she was six years old. She clung to that. The knowledge that though everything else in the world might spin out of control, this big house with its stone archways and French doors, with its double chimneys and ivy-covered garage would remain unchanged.
Climbing from the car, Greer walked up the drive and, using the key she still kept on her key ring, opened the side door. Her father had texted earlier that he’d be out running errands.
Stepping into the house, she was nearly overcome as the familiar scents of her childhood washed over her. The faintest hint of bleach drifting up from the basement laundry room. The oily lemon scent of furniture polish. Freshly brewed coffee. Two years after her death, her mother’s signature scent, Joy, had dissipated, but it still smelled like home.
In the kitchen, Greer poured herself a cup of coffee, then drifted slowly from room to room, satisfied that everything in the house was as it had always been. Everything in its proper place.
In the study, she slid behind her mother’s wide mahogany desk. The tall, leaded-glass windows lining one wall fractured the sunlight, casting rectangular rainbows along the ceiling and across the desktop and the half dozen framed photos perched there. Setting down her cup, Greer leaned forward in the chair to study the photos she knew as well as the fingers on her hand. Here was her parents’ wedding photo. Her mother so young, her mass of dark hair piled high atop her head like a great, slightly off-center beehive. There was her father in his uniform, the day he made commander of the 12th Precinct. Her sister Madeline, tall, intimidating in her flight suit, posing beside her F/A-18F fighter. Her and Bass’s engagement picture.
Greer reached for one of the smaller pictures at the far edge of the desk. It was a photo of the three of them standing by the living room fireplace: her, Madeline and their mother, all dressed to kill, obviously getting ready to head out to one of their Girls’ Nights. In this picture, she looked to be in high school, though Girls’ Nights had begun years earlier. Greer leaned back in the wide leather chair, the frame pressed tight to her chest, remembering one of the first times they’d gone to a live performance as a Girls’ Night outing. Alvin Ailey’s Dance Theater company.
There were brown girls.
There on the stage, painted in bright light, beautiful brown girls danced, their yellow dresses swirling about their legs and thighs so that they looked like summer flowers caught in the wind. And the men dressed in old-fashioned suits, bowing low around and between them. She could still hear it. The soul-rending swell of Negro spirituals filling every nook and cranny of the Detroit Opera House. The chords of “Rocka My Soul in the Bosom of Abraham” saturating the air, soaking into her skin. She’d been seven, and for a moment in time, the world was magic and light, a place too bright for darkness or sadness or fear to exist, a place where only music and movement and joy could live.
Later, she discovered that it was only her sister’s quick thinking and quicker reflexes that had kept her from launching herself over the railing of the balcony and hurtling onto the stage far below.
That story had passed into family lore and Madeline never tired of telling it.
The day Greer discovered dance.
Madeline even joked that she should get much more credit for Greer’s dancing career, as she was the one who had saved her life. Greer gave an amused snort that dissolved into a soft whimper. That was all gone now. This thing, Dud, had taken everything away from her, leaving behind a yawning, frigid nothing.
“Hey.”
Greer jerked upright. Her dad stood in the doorway, his narrow frame propped against the doorjamb, the sunlight streaming through the windows, obscuring his expression.
“Hey yourself,” she said.
“Made oxtail soup,” he said. “Want some?”
“Well, yeah!”
Her father turned, disappearing down the hall. Standing, she moved around the massive desk to follow. By the time she reached the long galley kitchen, he had already pulled a container from the fridge and was putting it in the microwave. Sitting at the island, she watched as he bustled around the room, setting out bowls, napkins, spoons. She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply as the kitchen filled with the rich aroma of the warming soup.
“Cornbread?”
Greer opened her eyes to find a brick-sized slice already in front of her, butter melting slowly down the sides. Grinning, she took a huge bite as her father slid a steaming bowl in front of her, then sat at the opposite end of the island. She leaned forward, letting the fragrant steam bathe her face.
A man of few words, Isaac McKinney’s love language was soup. Tomato was for fevers. Gumbo for celebrations. Chicken chili served at every dinner party.
But oxtail soup.
Oxtail soup was special, a gift from the ancestors, the recipe passed from generation to generation on scraps of paper and wrinkled index cards, the ink faded to near illegible. It was the soup reserved for the bad times, for the scary times. Greer’s mother used to tease him that he seemed to believe there was magic in those oxtails and her husband had never denied it. Now, sitting there in the warm kitchen, spooning the glistening bones from the thick brown broth, Greer felt her father watching her, his critical policeman’s eye taking in her hair, her clothes, the smallest change in her expression. Knowing that this soup meant he was worried.
She looked up and forced herself to meet his gaze. “I’m fine, Daddy.”
Isaac McKinney’s eyes narrowed. At fifty-eight he was still lean and firmly muscled, still an imposing figure. He leaned back on the high stool and crossed his arms, saying nothing. Greer’s throat tightened and she felt herself wilt under his quiet scrutiny.
“Really,” she said, but her voice cracked on the word.
“Really,” he echoed. He sipped his soup, his eyes never leaving hers. “But you’re back in Detroit.”
It was not a question.
“Yes.” She wondered what Bass had told her father. “This project Bass is working on. It was too good to pass up.”
He raised an eyebrow and she looked down again, focusing hard on her soup.
“So good that you walked away from your dancing career?” he asked, his voice soft.
She inhaled sharply, before she could catch herself. For a moment she watched the thick soup drip from her spoon onto the dark slate of the island.
“I’m sick, Daddy.” She wasn’t sure she’d said the words out loud until she felt him beside her, felt his strong arms fold her into his chest. “I didn’t tell you. I couldn’t tell you. They don’t even know what’s wrong with me.”
She raised her head to look at him. “Me and Bass call it Dud.”
“Dud?” She felt a rumble of surprised laughter where her cheek rested against his chest.
She nodded. And then she was laughing, or crying, or both. Even she couldn’t tell. Finally, she pulled away.
“I’m fine,” she said again, the words thick with cry snot.
“Of course,” he said quietly, but she saw the worry, the skepticism, swimming in his eyes.
She blew her nose into a napkin, then poked him lightly in the shoulder. “Eat your soup, old man,” she said. “It’s pretty good.”
For a moment he looked as if he might press the issue; instead, after a beat, he made a face. “Pretty good?”
She shrugged, then took an exaggerated taste of the soup.
And there, in the bright kitchen, they talked about her in-laws, the condition of the house in Conant Gardens, the gas mileage on her Prius, the never-ending project in his garage: the 1967 Mustang. There was no more mention of why she’d returned to Detroit, of her dancing. Her father seemed willing to grant her the gift, at least for the time being, of maintaining the pretense that this was like any other visit. That everything was fine.
“You seen Twin?” he asked.
Standing at the sink, rinsing out the bowls, Greer flinched, a current of guilt rippling down her spine.
“No,” she muttered. “Not yet.
“You are kidding, right? You’ve been back almost two weeks and haven’t seen her?” her father asked, his voice incredulous. “You must want that girl to show up at your house and set your lawn on fire.”
Greer turned, laughing. Her father was exaggerating, but not by much. Leah Martin was her best friend, had been since the third grade, and she was infamous for her temper; her dramatic, unpredictable gestures. And though age had mellowed her, slightly, setting a lawn on fire was not completely outside the realm of possibility for her.
Twin.
In the third grade, it was the happenstance of their last names—Martin, McKinney—that had brought them together. But it was fate that decreed they would become as close as sisters, closer: best friends forever. Through middle school, then high school, whenever you saw one, invariably you saw the other. Even after they’d left for college, started careers, rarely more than a few days passed that they didn’t pull each other in on a video call to show off new shoes, new homes, ask for wardrobe advice. They watched movies together on the computer, critiqued each other’s dates, fought with each other and made up. Usually when Greer was in town, Leah was her first stop. Her father said Leah was the twin her mother hadn’t had to carry.
“I texted her,” she said. “We’re going to do lunch in a couple of days.”
“No time like the present, though, right?”
Greer clenched her teeth. There it was again, that flicker of anger. Why was it everyone seemed to know what was good for her and yet nothing was ever really good?
“True,” she answered mildly, swiping the dishcloth back and forth over the already clean island top.
“Well, great,” said her father, watching her, head cocked.
“I’m going to go, Daddy,” she said finally, folding the dishcloth.
He reached for her hand. “You could stay. I don’t have a shift. We could talk. Watch a movie.”
She held his hand for a long moment, then bent to kiss his cheek, feeling the whisper of his whiskers against her lips. “I know,” she said. “Next time.”
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He’d been lying atop the bed in the spare bedroom, the lights off, listening to the rain that had started to fall at last, when Juliette and his parents had finally come home well after midnight, their footsteps soft on the stairs. Even as the sound of their steps faded, even as he heard the bedroom doors click shut and the house settle back into slumber around him, he stared unseeing at the ceiling, the night’s events replaying again and again in his mind: Juliette in her pale grey dress, surrounded by young admirers, a sturdy meadow flower in the midst of buzzing bees, the comforting weight of Aggie’s head on his shoulder, there on the darkened porch. But mostly it was the vision he kept returning to, picking at it like a scab. Surely it had been some sort of hallucination, a trick of the imagination, triggered by too much rich food—though the delicious lobster had almost been worth it—and too little sleep. And yet … it had seemed so real.
The long rows of brightly lit houses on what should have been a dark and empty city block. That odd projectile roaring overhead, its blinking lights tracing a path across the night sky. But wasn’t that the way of it? Hallucinations? Real, tangible creations, fashioned from the flotsam and jetsam lurking deep in one’s psyche. A thing one’s senses could sanction as truly bona fide. He’d lain there, his nerves jangling, teasing apart every minute detail: the crunch of the gritty street beneath his shoes, the warmth of the Packard’s engine against his back, there, then not, then there again.
Sometime during the smallest hours of the night he’d finally fallen asleep, lulled by the soft whisper of the rain against the window. And now he stood fully awake in his mother’s bright kitchen. In the light of day, the smell of coffee filling the space, the events of the night before had begun to take on the shape of an amusing anecdote, something to share over cigars in the doctors’ lounge.
“Morning.”
Monty turned to find his sister shuffling into the kitchen. The jeweled headband was gone, replaced by the corona of white rags Juliette twisted into her hair every night in a futile attempt to tame her mass of curls. Her eyes were still lined with kohl, but her face had been rubbed clean of powder and the sprinkling of rust-colored freckles was obvious across the warm ivory of her skin.
“Well, good morning,” he said, grinning. “Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine.”
She glared at him before slumping into a chair and dropping her head into her arms on the kitchen table.
“Late night?” he said. “Or maybe it was that champagne I saw you sneaking off that waiter’s tray when Mother wasn’t looking.”
The only response from his sister was a low moan. Chuckling, he bent to kiss the top of her head, then slid a cup of coffee toward her.
“You’re old enough for this now, right?”
His sister turned her head so that one bleary eye showed just above the crook of her elbow. Monty grinned and sipped his coffee. Slowly, Juliette straightened in the chair and pulled the cup close, cradling the steaming cup between her hands as if to warm them, though the kitchen was already warm despite the early hour.
“I’ve been drinking coffee since I was five, Mr. Smarty Pants,” she said.
Monty snorted. “Oh, my dearest heart, that was not coffee.” He draped his narrow frame into the chair opposite her. “That was cream with just enough coffee for color.”
His sister stuck out her tongue, then took a big sip from the coffee. Almost instantly she made a gagging noise, the expression on her face stricken. Monty clapped a hand over his mouth to muffle his whoop of laughter, not wanting to wake their parents. Juliette shot him a withering look, then began pouring cream into her cup, not stopping until the cup was nearly filled to the brim.
“Shut up,” she snapped. And then she laughed. The two siblings sat in comfortable silence, sipping their coffee.
“You were absolutely beautiful last night, Juju,” said Monty finally into the quiet.
Color rose up into his sister’s neck and face, turning her skin from ivory to pink. She blinked fast, then looked down, seeming to study her creamy coffee. “Thank you, Monty,” she murmured, almost too softly for him to hear.
“You left early,” she said after a long moment.
He shrugged. “Not so early.”
Bright lights blazed from house after house.
He cleared his throat. “I got to see my baby sister presented to society, ate some Lobster Newberg, then decided to come home to rest up for today.”
“And for your big day tomorrow.”
His smile did not falter. “Absolutely. And for my big day tomorrow.”
“Are you and Aggie excited?”
He raised his cup as if in toast. “Ready to brave the fair adventure of the future.”
Juliette sighed, as if this was the most romantic thing she’d ever heard, and Monty felt a flicker of irritation. His sister was still young enough to be enthralled by the pageantry of it all, the trousseau, the flowers, the idea of finding one’s true and forever love and living happily ever after. He downed the rest of his coffee, trying to wash away the sour taste that had suddenly filled his mouth.
“I know that look,” he said mildly. “Don’t be getting any ideas about romance in that head of yours. You’ll be leaving for Howard in a few months if Mother has to pack you in a trunk and throw you on the train herself.”
His sister made a face. She’d lobbied hard for Oberlin. It was closer, and her best friend was going there, but the Grays were a Howard family.
“Maybe I’ll find my one true love there,” she said with a mischievous grin.
Monty rolled his eyes. “Little girl, the only thing you need to be looking for out there is a degree. Nobody likes an empty-headed woman. At least no one in the Talented Tenth, which are the only kind of people Aletha would consider suitable for her only daughter.”
Now it was his sister’s turn to roll her eyes.
“Gotta go. Let Mother know I’ll be back before dinner to go over the last-minute details. Not that my opinion counts for much.” He stood, grinning. “And I’m trusting you to keep her in check. Left to her own devices, that woman would be sending telegrams to the White House announcing the engagement.”
She saluted. “Aye, Captain.”
On the porch, Monty hesitated. Eyes narrowed, he scanned his parents’ street. There was the small mountain of dirt across the street, the growing hole in the ground signaling a new house soon to come. There at the far end of the block, a large, brick four-square was the only other completed structure on Norwood Street, aside from his parents’. He rolled his head, hearing the bones in his neck creak, stiff from the uneasy night’s sleep. Then he squared his shoulders and walked down the porch toward his car.

Injury and illness never took a break in the Bottom, but the rapidly warming weather seemed to serve as a sort of catalyst, sending everything into high gear. The day passed in a blur as Monty worked his way steadily through a catalogue of ailments. Worrisome coughs and mysterious rashes. The iceman’s dislocated shoulder. A boy who’d carelessly stepped into the path of the ragman’s wagon and been knocked to the ground by his horse. Fevers, earaches, wounds that needed stitching, more than one case of heat exhaustion brought over by a factory foreman. By the time he glanced up at the clock, it was well past the time he’d planned on closing up the office and heading for his parents’. He quickly finished up with his last patient. A pregnant woman—girl, really; barely older than Juliette. With swollen ankles and a slightly elevated blood pressure. He prescribed magnesium sulfate and strict bed rest, and promised her husband that he’d look in on her in a day or so.
Out on the sidewalk, the neighborhood was a riot of sound, of life. Horse-drawn wagons competed with automobiles and clanging streetcars. Vendors: the iceman, the ragman, the shoeshine boy, the street sweepers, the newsie at the corner teetering on his wooden apple crate. All calling out to passersby to come over; at unwary pedestrians to move out of their way. Women, shopping bags looped over their arms, wove in and out of the throng of second shift workers heading home. Monty took it all in, reveling in the familiar cacophony.
Patting his breast pocket, he frowned, remembering he’d smoked his last cigar the night before. He glanced at his watch, trying to decide if he had time to make a quick stop before heading to his parents’. He decided that he did.
Garafalo’s was only five storefronts from where Monty had his office and the only place in the Bottom that carried the La Coronas he favored. At nearly a dollar each, they were an indulgence, but he felt no guilt about treating himself to the finer things in life. He worked hard. And he was a Gray after all. He chuckled. It was exactly the kind of thing his mother might say.
Inside the little pharmacy, he purchased two cigars, then, on a whim, picked up the latest edition of the Chicago Defender for his father and a copy of Picture-Play for his sister.
“Afternoon, Doctor.”
Back out on the street a woman he recognized greeted him, a nurse from the hospital, still in her uniform, the bright crackle of her crisply starched white dress audible as she moved past. He touched one finger to the brim of his hat and hurried on, his packages tucked securely in the crook of his arm. He’d promised his mother he’d be home by supper.
His car sat at the end of the block, in the sparse shade of one of the rare trees that had somehow managed to survive on this teeming street. He was less than a dozen yards or so from it when he noticed the hum in his ears, the sting on his skin. Exactly like the night before.
Only worse.
Much, much worse.
Monty stood frozen in place as the world shuddered; hitched. He threw out one hand, desperate to grab hold of something, anything, to steady the world as it spun around him. His vision blurred and then the shops, the newsies, the streetcars, the timeworn buildings, the wearied factory workers all …
 … vanished.
Instead, he found himself staring at impossibly tall buildings, transparent, geometric, the glass from the seemingly infinite windows catching the sun and reflecting it back, defining the horizon with a dazzling tiara of sparkling light. The bustling street, rutted and pockmarked, had been replaced by an island of bright green grass that sloped all the way to the now visible river.
And the world had gone oddly quiet.
So quiet.
He was standing at the edge of a parkland, surrounded by tall trees, their leaves rustling softly in the breeze, stark against the cloudless blue sky.
The growl that had been forming in his throat turned into a whimper and he blinked hard. Once. Twice. And for the briefest of instants, things were as they should have been. A tired-looking woman in a faded blue dress, pushing a pram along the cracked sidewalk, the harsh arooga of a car horn.
But there it was again, that stinging vibration on his skin, even more intense than before. And there were the impossible glittering buildings, the wide swaths of green leading down toward the river.
And there was a woman.
But she was not like any woman he’d ever seen in his life. Inside or outside of Black Bottom. Tall, slender, her hair spiraling wildly around her golden-brown face, like Medusa’s serpents. And she was wearing …
Good God! What was she wearing?
The fact that she wore trousers was unsettling enough, but these trousers were skintight, more hosiery than pants. Heat rose in his face at the indecency of it, but he could not tear his eyes away. And she was staring back at him, the shock on her face a mirror of his own.
Monty went still, forcing himself to breathe slowly. Letting himself enter the Place. That’s how he thought of it. The Place. Though it was not really an actual place, but a state of mind. The Place was that quiet corner in his mind where he could slow his thoughts; where he could focus his attention on one single point, drowning out everything else. A place of calm, where fear and uncertainty could not take root.
He’d learned this trick in medical school—this willful detachment—from his professor of Surgery, a lifelong Howard man who seemed possessed of an almost preternatural sense of serenity, no matter the circumstances. A child crushed beneath the wheels of a trolley, a workman, his hand dangling by just a few fibers of skin. No matter the madness swirling around him, this professor, Dr. William A. Warfield, always seemed to move with a deliberate slowness, as if unconcerned with, unaffected by, the chaos swirling around him. But Monty, and everyone else, quickly came to know that this veneer of nonchalance was deceptive. Dr. Warfield was a brilliant surgeon, his keen eye missing very little; his hands always efficient and sure.
Late one Sunday evening near the end of his third year of medical school, Monty had run into Dr. Warfield near the stone steps of the still new Rankin Memorial Chapel, and he’d worked up the courage to stop the man. Had asked if he could impose upon him for just a moment to ask a question.
“How do you do it?” he’d asked. “How is it that you stay so unruffled? Don’t you ever feel panic?”
The older doctor had gazed at him for a long moment, seeming surprised by the question, and then, to Monty’s astonishment, the man had laughed. “Ah, Doctor,” he said. “My feelings in the operating room are completely irrelevant. Anger, excitement, only serve to cloud one’s judgment. A panicked doctor is a useless doctor.
“Empathy, fear, joy, they all have their place in medicine. In the calm times.” A full head shorter than Monty, he reached up and placed a hand gently on Monty’s shoulder. “But in the worst of times, when everything, and everyone, appears to be spinning out of control, that is the time when you need to be the most composed; when you must find the quietness inside yourself. Because that is what the patient needs. Your knowledge. Your expertise. Not your anxieties.”
He’d dropped his hand, and with a nod had continued down the walkway. Just before he disappeared through the wrought iron gate at the edge of the green, he’d turned to look over his shoulder. “Practice it, Doctor,” he had called to Monty. “You’ll get there.”
And Monty had practiced it. Had become very good at detaching himself when things around him became frenzied and confusing. Had become expert at taking action when others seemed paralyzed by indecision.
He was doing it now. Finding his way to the Place.
Across a space that couldn’t be, in the shadow of buildings that shouldn’t exist, they stared at each other. Straightening his shoulders, Monty fixed a reassuring smile on his face and took a small step toward the woman. The woman’s eyes widened in alarm, her hands jerking up as if warding off danger. He stopped.
“Hello,” he said quietly, the smile resolutely in place. He was vaguely aware that somewhere, off in the far, far distance, his heart was pounding wildly in his chest.
She took a stumbling step back, her eyes whipping wildly to and fro, taking in the scene around them, before settling once again on his face. “What the actual hell?” she snarled.
Monty inhaled sharply, nearly as startled by the profanity as by the improbable cityscape surrounding them. Recovering quickly, he opened his mouth to speak, though he had no idea what he might possibly say at that moment.
And then …
She was gone.
It was all gone. The world heaved once, hard, and the wide expanse of green grass, the towering buildings … all disappeared.
Gone.
Like a desert mirage.
Monty pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his brow, suddenly conscious of his breathing, fast and hard, of the sweat pooling against the stiff linen of his collar. He laughed, the sound harsh, manic, earning him the puzzled glances of more than one passerby. Hands shaking, he straightened his tie, then he tucked his packages more firmly beneath his arm and hurried to his car. One didn’t keep Aletha Gray waiting. Not even if the world had gone absolutely mad.
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She smiled through the windshield as she started the car, though it was doubtful her father could see it from where he stood. As she backed down the drive and turned onto the street, she didn’t have to look to know that her father was still standing in the front door watching her, a hand raised in a silent goodbye. Didn’t need to glance up into the rearview mirror to know that he stood there even as she drove away. That he would not move an inch from that doorway until she disappeared from view.
Her father never said goodbye. Not to her. Not to Madeline. Not to their mother. Her father watched. Taking in every detail, looking after, looking out for them until he no longer could. She turned the corner, but rather than leave the neighborhood, she drove deeper into it, following the twists and turns of street after street with fanciful English names: Cambridge, Balmoral, Lincolnshire, Shrewsbury, reveling in memories as she passed the homes of childhood friends and classmates. There was the sturdy Tudor house of her high school English teacher. A few doors down was where Madeline’s piano teacher, Mrs. Bower, still lived.
At the end of one long, curving block, she pulled over to the curb.
No time like the present.
Pulling her phone from her bag, she typed: U HOME? COMING OVER.
Almost immediately, response bubbles appeared on the screen. They seemed to bounce there forever and she grinned, envisioning her friend typing, deleting, then typing again.
Finally: BOUT TIME, HEIFER BITCH!
Greer laughed out loud as she pulled back out into the street and headed for the freeway. Leah lived near Downtown, in Lafayette Park, a historic area on the river, but, as she always did whenever she was in this part of the city, Greer exited the freeway early so that she could zig and zag through the sprawling, urban campus of Wayne State University. Her mother had spent her entire career there as a professor, and aside from the house, it was where she felt her mother’s presence the strongest; as if Delilah McKinney’s spirit soared there, permeating every building, keeping tabs on her old students and colleagues. Passing the castle-like Old Main building, Greer slowed.
“Hey, Mom,” she whispered. “I’m home.”
A short time later, she was pulling into the parking lot of Leah’s condo. Killing the engine, she stepped from the car and took a deep breath. Lafayette Towers was an enormous complex. Designed by Mies van der Rohe, its low- and high-rise glass buildings were nearly obscured by the massive leafy trees that covered much of the property. A broad expanse of grass extended from the parking lot into a large park where a sidewalk, thickly lined with bright ground cover, curved and disappeared into the trees. It was a green oasis in the center of the gritty city.
Greer stepped up onto the sidewalk and into the shade of the trees. She stood for a moment, letting the breeze cool her skin, inhaling the smells from the park, the nearby river. She was still standing there when she felt an odd crawling feeling at the back of her neck. Suddenly, there was low-pitched buzzing in her ears that seemed to originate from somewhere deep in her head. As the sound grew, she had the overwhelming sensation that the world was spinning, tilting around her. Lurching backward, she reached blindly for the Prius, slamming her hands against its hood, fighting to keep her balance. It was the same odd sensation she’d had when she’d left the house this morning, only this was much more intense. Whatever this was, it was definitely new … and singularly unpleasant.
She closed her eyes and waited for the droning noise to stop, for the world to stop tilting on its axis. And slowly, the buzzing, the crawling on her skin seemed to pass. Swallowing hard, she opened her eyes and slowly turned back toward the leafy walkway.
But almost immediately the sensation came roaring back.
There was a sharp prickling along her entire body, that feeling of walking beneath power lines, only magnified a thousandfold. And something was happening to her vision. For the briefest of moments, the lush trees, the glass apartments, the parking lot rippled, then seemed to vanish. In their place were one- and two-story buildings. Wood-framed and dusty brick, faded and worn; well past their prime. And the vast lawn that moments before had formed the perimeter of a serene and quiet parkland, had metamorphosed into a wide, crumbling, noisy street, crammed with people and antique vehicles and …
 … was that a horse pulling a huge wagon?
The scene flickered before her like some old-timey newsreel and she felt a rising sense of panic. What was happening? If this was some new manifestation of Dud, it was bad. Really bad. And where was her car? It had simply disappeared along with everything else familiar.
And there was a man. Staring right at her.
A Black man about her age, extremely fair-skinned with reddish-brown hair, lanky—almost gangly—dressed in a dark suit, the cut old-fashioned, the collar of his shirt so stiffly starched that even from fifty feet away it seemed made of porcelain. He stood calmly watching her, inexplicably smiling, seeming unbothered by the fact that the landscape around them continued to stutter and change, as if somewhere a director was rapid-fire switching out backdrops for some period piece performance.
Performance.
A movie. That’s what this was. Her mind grasped at some kind of logical explanation. Someone was shooting a movie. But even as she thought this, she knew it was wrong.
He took a step toward her and she recoiled. The man froze. For the briefest instant he seemed to register the erratic world around them, though the pleasant, calm expression never left his face. He was carrying some kind of package in one hand; his free hand thrust deep into his pants pocket. At any other time, this would have seemed a casual gesture, barely noticed, but for some reason, the very casualness of it served only to unnerve her even more. She wanted to run, would have run screaming at the top her lungs, but for the fact that somehow she seemed to have taken root to the spot.
The man cocked his head, his smile widening. “Hello,” he said.
His voice, deeper than she’d expected—though she’d been unaware of expecting anything—broke something loose inside her and she suddenly found her voice. “What the actual hell?”
But there was no response from the stranger. The man, the vacillating kaleidoscopic landscape of dilapidated buildings and crumbling street, even the horse, was gone. She stared, eyes bugged wide, but there were only the bright trees, the landscaped walkways.
“Jesus Christ,” she murmured.
A horn sounded from a passing river barge and she jumped, a strangled scream escaping her throat. For a long moment, Greer stood at the edge of the green parkway, waiting for the shaking to stop, hoping, praying that this would not prove to be another of Dud’s horrific torments. Finally, still shaking, she stepped onto the walkway leading to Leah’s condo.

“It’s open!”
The walls of Leah’s fifth-floor condo were floor-to-ceiling glass, affording her a stunning view of the park and the river beyond it. Greer found her friend sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of one of those walls, a pile of legal briefs on one side, a row of bright nail polish bottles on the other.
In lieu of a greeting, Leah held up four of the bottles for Greer to see. “Which one?”
“Court or fun?”
“Fun.”
“Then that one,” said Greer, pointing to the bright yellow one flecked with glitter.
“My thoughts exactly,” said Leah. Greer hesitated, then dropped down beside her.
“Hey,” said Leah, gazing at her, eyes narrowed.
“Hey,” answered Greer.
“How you been?”
“Great,” said Greer. “You?”
Leah blinked, then leaped to her feet, the bottle of nail polish gripped in her fist. “What the actual fuck, G? No calls. No texts. For weeks. You’re just gonna ghost me? Me? I’m sitting here thinking that you’re dead somewhere. Probably buried in New Jersey. Then your dad lets it slip that you and Bass are moving back to the D. I mean, that can’t be right, right?”
Greer opened her mouth to speak, but Leah wasn’t finished. She paced back and forth on the gleaming hardwood floors, nearly six feet of blazing indignation.
“I mean, that makes no sense, right? Moving back here when you’re both tearin’ it up out there. ’Cause that’s what you said, right? You and Bass were tearin’ up New York?” She came to a stop in front of Greer, bare feet planted wide, and glared. “And please, for the love of God, will somebody tell me why the hell you look like death’s bastard baby?”
“Omigod, Leah. Are you done?”
“Not even close, Boo.” She dropped back down next to Greer. “But you need to start saying some words to me. Right now.”
Greer looked at her friend and suddenly she had no words. All of the pain and disappointment and shocks of the past few months rose up and caught in her throat. She shook her head, blinking back tears.
“Okay, you are scaring the living shit out of me right now, G,” Leah said slowly. She leaned forward and pushed her face close to her friend’s. “Are you dying or something?”
Greer shook her head again.
“Is anybody dying?”
“No,” said Greer, a small laugh bubbling up, surprising her. “Not that I know of.”
“Then what?” yelled Leah. “What is going on?”
Greer stared through the wall of glass, and then she did say the words. The words that, in all the months since her life had begun to crumble, she’d been unable to say: about the stumbles onstage, the blurred vision; about the fall down the stairs of their apartment in Brooklyn that had dislocated her shoulder. She found the words to tell Leah about Bass’ insistence that they move back to Detroit. About the fights, and the sleepless nights. About the medications that robbed her energy and swelled her face. She said them—all the words—to this woman who was like a sister to her.
As Greer talked, Leah gazed through the glass at the park below, lips pressed tight. “Shit, girl,” she muttered, finally.
“Yeah,” said Greer, her shoulders hunched. “Shit.”
Clearing her throat, Leah abruptly stood and disappeared into the kitchen. Within moments, she reappeared carrying a familiar box, and Greer felt her insides unknot themselves.
“Ah,” she said, laughing softly. “The emergency Bumpy Cake.”
“Girl, you know it! I mean, if this shit doesn’t call for Bumpy Cake…”
She handed Greer the classic black and white box before dropping back down beside her. Greer flipped up the box lid. Inside lay the iconic devil’s food cake, the aroma of fudge drifting up from the bumps of fudge and vanilla buttercream. For a long moment, she simply stared at it, reveling in the sudden feeling of home the sweet smell evoked. When her friend nudged her, she looked up.
Leah was holding out a fork. “Bumpy Cake only works if you actually eat it.”
Greer grinned as she took the fork and stuck it into one of the fudgy bumps. No plates. An emergency Bumpy Cake was meant to be eaten directly from the box. There was to be no talking until at least half the cake was consumed. If things got messy, there was to be no judgment. These were the rules that had been established since the first emergency Bumpy Cake after Greer had been dumped the night before junior prom and Leah had shown up on her doorstep with the cake. “A true friend comes bearing chocolate, and chocolate fixes everything,” she’d said. Bumpy Cake had seen them both through countless crises.
“Upside,” said Leah, poking her in the ribs. “You can eat whatever you want now, right?” She rammed her own fork into the dead center of the cake and scooped out a piece. “Eat,” she commanded, before shoving it into her mouth.
Greer nodded and did as she’d been instructed. They lay there on the floor, eating chocolate cake and watching the boat traffic move up and down the river. It felt, Greer thought, like maybe, things might be alright.
“Are they shooting a movie or something around here?” she asked after the requisite half cake had been devoured.
Leah frowned. “Not that I know of. Why?”
Greer thought of the slender man in the antiquated suit, the wavering streetscape. “No reason,” she said. She pushed away the sense of unease tickling the back of her neck. “Just wondering.”

By the time Greer was ready to leave for home, the sun had sunk close to the horizon.
“What the hell are you looking at?”
Greer started as Leah came up behind her. She’d been staring across the meticulously landscaped park. There was no sign of the man in the old-fashioned suit, not a hint of the sagging and derelict buildings, the rutted streets, let alone a horse. Only upscale condos glimpsed through the trees, the faintest hum of the nearby freeway.
“Does it feel weird out here to you?” she asked.
“Weird how?”
Greer shrugged. There was the faintest prickle on her skin, the barest echo of the sensation from before.
“Girl, you are so extra sometimes,” said Leah, laughing. She flicked one hand, the bright yellow polish catching the remainder of the late afternoon sun. “And you’re going to break those eggs, holding them like that.”
Greer glanced down. She’d almost forgotten about the grocery bag she was clutching in her hand. She’d confided her intention of making a quiche for dinner and Leah had insisted on having groceries delivered to the condo.
“I got ’em,” she said. She tucked the bag protectively into the crook of her arm.
“Seriously, though,” said Leah, watching her intently. “What’re you looking for?”
Greer shook her head. “Nothing. I just thought I saw something earlier. Like people walking around in costumes or something.”
“Girl, this is Detroit.” Her friend laughed again. “You might see anything out here, any time. Come on.”
Once Greer’d settled herself in the car, Leah leaned in through the window. “My schedule is light on Tuesday. Whyn’t you meet me at the office? We could go to Greektown for lunch or something.”
“Yeah, sure.” Greer loved Greektown. “Okay.”
Leah grabbed her face and kissed her on the forehead, hard. “Later, gator.”
“Much,” said Greer, grinning. Their sign-off since third grade.
She watched her friend walk down the pathway back toward her condo, flipping her a wave just before she disappeared behind a flowering hedge. Greer sat staring through the windshield in the direction of the berm that separated the park from the freeway, studying the place where hours before the world had seemed to waver and transform.
“Girl, you are so extra,” she muttered. Finally, with a shake of her head, she backed from the parking space and headed toward the house that she and Bass were now calling home.
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“Monty!”
He jerked, blinking rapidly. More than two dozen pairs of eyes were staring at him. His mother stood near the head of the table, watching him over his father’s shoulder, eyes narrowed. Monty had been so absorbed in his own thoughts that until this very moment he hadn’t even been aware that people had been speaking to him; must have called his name more than once.
“I beg your pardon. I’m just sitting here woolgathering,” he said, flushing. He reached for Aggie’s hand and gave it a squeeze, ignoring her quizzical look. “A lot on my mind, as you might imagine.”
He flashed his trademark grin.
“Of course, dear.” Eloise Syphax, his future mother-in-law, beamed at him from the other side of the banquet table. “Aggie has been exactly the same way. Just so excited for this wedding. Her head in the clouds.”
This earned her a withering glare from her daughter. Aggie Syphax never had her head in the clouds. Mrs. Syphax ignored her.
“Dr. Syphax was just asking if you were still planning on going to the Ty Cobb dinner.”
Monty turned his attention to Aggie’s father. The older man was watching him, his face expressionless, waiting. Monty glanced down at the table. It was crowded end to end with his mother’s version of a casual, intimate luncheon: deviled eggs, cold roast beef in tomato jelly, beef consommé, oysters, strawberry shortcake. His and Aggie’s engagement luncheon. He rubbed his free hand nervously along the fabric of his pants before looking up and meeting Dr. Syphax’s eyes.
“Absolutely,” he said lightly. “Wouldn’t miss that show for the world.”
For the remainder of the afternoon, he managed, with great effort, to focus on their guests, accepting congratulations on his upcoming nuptials, deflecting jokes about his soon-to-be-lost freedom.
“Whatever is the matter with you?” asked Aggie.
They were standing by the piano, half-hidden by the heavy drapes from the other guests who sat chatting around the dining room table. It was the first chance they’d had to speak privately all day.
“Not a thing.” He shrugged. “Everything’s aces.”
Aggie crossed her arms and stared at him, eyes narrowed. “Try again, fella.”
“You look beautiful, Agatha,” he said, grinning, genuinely amused. His new fiancée was the furthest thing from stupid and he’d never been able to fool her about anything. He was as close to his truest self with her as with anyone on Earth, aside, perhaps, from Juliette.
“And you’re full of hooey, Montgomery,” she said rolling her eyes.
He laughed out loud. “Ah, Aggie.” He pulled her in for a hug, then kissed her warmly on the cheek. “You are my girl.”
“Are you worried about the Ty Cobb thing?” she asked, pulling away.
He tensed, the smile slipping a little. A local group was honoring the Detroit Tigers’ infamous outfielder, and Charles Green, a hospital colleague, had purchased an entire table and invited Monty to join him. On its face, it seemed an innocuous enough thing. A group of professional men, gathered together to toast a hometown hero. But none of the men planning on attending the event were naïve. They knew that in this city, a city roiling with racial animus and distrust, that the other guests at the dinner would not see a table of doctors and lawyers and pharmacists and businessmen; would not see the brightest of Detroit’s professional class. What they would see was a table full of colored men, dressed fine, surely, but from the neighborhood where they belonged, and sitting pretty as you please smack-dab in the middle of respectable white folks. And Monty knew, they all knew, that even the smallest of things had the potential of turning ugly fast.
“No,” he said. Worried? He wasn’t worried. Not exactly. He flashed his brightest smile, fixing it firmly in place. “It’s supposed to be a swanky affair, and you know white folks always tend to behave a bit better when they’re all fancied up. Even if a bunch of colored doctors do show up to crash the party. Besides, Green got us a table near the door, just in case we need to hotfoot it out of there, so I’m not worried. It’s going to be just fine.”
He hoped that was true. Aggie was still watching him.
“Then…?” she said. “What?”
“Nothing. Just…” He shrugged again. How to explain the strange thing that had happened to him yesterday? He tried to imagine Aggie’s reaction to him describing the way the world had seemed to trip over itself. The way Black Bottom had melted into a field of grass that reached all the way to the river. The shiny buildings. And that woman. That odd woman with the spiraling hair and the scandalous trousers. Even now, the thought of it made heat rise in his neck.
“Monty?”
He shook himself. If he could tell anyone it would be Aggie. And yet … He looked at her. “I’m fine, Aggie,” he said. “Everything is copacetic.”
“Copacetic,” Aggie repeated. She studied him for a long moment. “You are my best friend, Montgomery Gray.”
“Okay,” he said slowly, unsure of this sudden change of direction in the conversation. Were they still talking about the dinner?
“You … we … deserve to be happy, Monty. And if this…” He saw her turn slightly and shoot a look back toward the dining room, where a black and white clad waiter was pouring coffee. “Then we can … we have to…”
She turned back to face him, and he inhaled sharply at the sight of tears glistening in her eyes. And there was something else. Something like desperation.
“No, no, no, Magpie,” he said and grabbed her hand tightly in his, relieved when she granted him a tiny smile at the childhood nickname. “No. We will be happy. You and me. I promise you that, okay?”
He squeezed her fingers hard until she gave a barely perceptible nod. They stood in silence side by side, Aggie staring out of the wide window that looked onto the street. From the corner of his eye, Monty studied his fiancée.
She stood close enough that he could smell her perfume, something exotic, earthy, expensive. Aggie was medium height, the top of her head just reaching his shoulder. Thin, with strong, angular features, she was handsome rather than pretty, a fact she accepted with equanimity. Her dark hair, her one vanity, was cut and bobbed into the latest style. She was twisting a curl around one finger, the only outward sign of her fretfulness.
Tell her, he thought to himself. Just tell her.
He took a deep breath.
“Something happened,” he said. “Something…”
He felt Aggie abruptly pull away, saw her tense as she leaned closer to the window, her attention fixed on something outside the Nacirema Club, an expression of alarm growing on her face. Frowning, Monty turned to peer through the window, searching for the source of her distress.
Three cars had pulled up in front of the club, one behind the other, blocking 30th Street. They’d barely come to a stop when the doors flew open, discharging a half dozen men. Monty watched with growing unease as they made their way up the walkway toward the front door. A fourth car arrived seconds later, discharging a familiar figure who trailed the other men up the walkway. They moved quickly, their intensity obvious, even from where he stood. Seconds later, the front door of the club was flung open and the men crossed the foyer as a group.
He recognized several of them. There was Charles Diggs Sr., the founder of the House of Diggs Funeral Home, standing next to the politically connected attorney Charles Roxborough. Behind them was a man Monty knew to be the owner of a small hotel on Hastings Street. And there, nearly hidden in the shadows, was the driver of the last car, Ossian Sweet, Monty’s Paris-trained colleague from Dunbar.
Monty and Aggie exchanged an anxious glance as another man pushed his way to the front of the group. Compact and wiry, Rooster King styled himself a legitimate businessman. He owned a small dry cleaners and laundry on Hastings Street, but everyone in the room knew his real business was as an enforcer for the Bernstein brothers, the head of the Purple Gang. It was rumored that when the brothers needed a message delivered to Capone in Chicago, it was Rooster they sent to deliver it.
Monty caught another whiff of Aggie’s perfume as she pressed herself close against his side. Rooster seemed to quiver with pent-up energy, a snake coiled to strike, as he scanned the room, his dark eyes falling on each guest in turn in the suddenly silent dining room. Monty’s mouth went dry as the man’s gaze raked across him.
“I do apologize for interrupting the festivities,” said Rooster, nodding to Aletha. His voice held the faintest trace of his Alabama birthplace. “But we felt we needed to speak to your husband and Dr. Syphax right away.”
A panoply of expressions flashed across Aletha Gray’s face, like a moving picture show, before finally settling on studied graciousness. “Of course, Mr. King,” she said politely. She took a half step back as the small man moved to her husband’s side, then bent to whisper something in his ear.
Edwin Gray Sr.’s normally affable face went hard and Monty saw him shoot a look at Aggie’s father, who’d been watching intently. And then, as if through some tacit signal, the two men stood from their place at the table. His father’s eyes found him across the room and, with a barely perceptible nod, he commanded Monty to follow.
“Monty?”
He started. Aggie was peering up at him, the unspoken question hanging in the air between them.
“I don’t know.” He glanced over his shoulder. His father was waiting for him in the doorway, Eddie at his side. “I’m sure everything’s fine.”
She blinked slowly at this and pressed her mouth into a tight line. They both knew that whatever else this was, it was not fine.

“A gun. In his face. Gave him and his wife fifteen minutes to get out.”
“Hadn’t even spent a full night. Had to leave their things.”
“I did not fight the Germans only so I could come back here and be treated like some kind of field nigger in my own country.”
A dozen men sat huddled in a small sitting room across from the dining room, their rage a hot, viscous thing swirling in the air around them. They were discussing Dr. Alexander Turner.
Even by the standards of Detroit’s Black aristocracy, Dr. Turner moved in rarified circles. A surgeon, his skills were so highly respected that he’d been granted admitting privileges even at the city’s white hospitals, and he had more white patients than Black. His wife had spent years studying music in Leipzig and herself was a force to be reckoned with as she moved through the city, working to improve the lot of the Bottom’s poorest.
But none of that had proven enough to protect them. The doctor had purchased a stunning home on the West Side, in an upscale neighborhood, well past the color line, and for some this was a step too far for a colored man, no matter his accomplishments. The doctor and his wife had moved into their beautiful new house just the night before. They’d been there only a few hours when a white mob attacked, smashing windows, throwing Molotov cocktails, destroying phone lines, before finally crashing through the front door. The crowd had given the doctor and his wife an ultimatum at gunpoint: sign over the deed to the house, or die. The couple had barely escaped with their lives, having spent not a single night in their home.
Silence descended on the room, the men’s wrath rendering them mute. What else was there to say? These men, nearly all at the top of their game, were nothing if not realists. They knew the truth about their city, their country. They had watched in fury as the KKK held recruitment rallies in the city parks. Were painfully familiar with the names of Tulsa, Oklahoma; Rosewood, Florida; Elaine, Arkansas. They had no expectation that the police would ride to their rescue; knew that any officer they might beseech for help was nearly as likely to turn a gun on them as on anyone in the rabid mob.
And yet …
Somehow, they could still be shocked into silence.
And there was something else in that room as well. How many hours had Monty spent gazing into the eyes of men and women on the verge of death? How many countless days had he sat with mothers desperately clinging to children fighting to breathe as diphtheria closed their throats tight? He knew this sensation intimately, could almost taste the brittle bitterness of it. It was there, beneath the bravado.
Sharp. Sour. Unmistakable.
It was fear.
Rooster had been quiet since entering the sitting room, letting the fancy Negroes have their say. He stepped now from the shadows. Even without his palpable edge of threat, his slightly garish suit, Rooster would have stood out as alien in this room. With his deep ebony skin, he would have not even come close to passing the brown paper bag test, that unspoken criterion that a Negro’s skin be no darker than a brown paper bag; a standard valued by so many Negroes of the Elite.
Monty shook that thought from his head and forced himself to focus on the gangster.
“What about you, Sweet?” Rooster was saying.
Monty saw the younger doctor recoil as all eyes shifted to rest on him.
“You’re about to do that thing, right? Cross that line,” Rooster went on. “I heard about that house you and your missus bought over there by Waterworks Park. Not nearly as swanky as Turner’s neighborhood, but still white as snow. So, what you gon’ do when they send that Kluxer welcome wagon? You gonna fight or you gonna run?”
A muted murmur rippled through the room. Had this gangster just implied that Turner was a coward? Monty felt his gut clench.
Dr. Sweet colored, but did not look away. “Well,” he said, after a long moment. “I’m rather hoping it comes to neither.”
Rooster showed his teeth, the barest shape of a smile without the barest trace of humor. “Hope is for women and the weak-minded.”
There was an audible gasp from the assembled men and Monty saw Sweet stiffen. On the other side of the room, his brother Eddie had gone an alarming shade of scarlet, his mouth pressed into a hard line.
“Well,” said Ossian. “I’ve never been accused of being either of those, as far as I know.”
Monty’s head whipped up in surprise as uneasy laughter flowed through the room. Dr. Sweet was not known for his sense of humor, or his even temper, yet there he stood smiling tightly, his eyes locked on Rooster. Monty held himself still as the two men seemed to take the measure of each other.
“Fair enough,” said Rooster finally, his eyes narrowed. He looked around the sitting room, taking in the doctors, the lawyers, the businessmen. “What y’all fixin’ to do about this, then?”
“It’s a serious thing. A terrible thing,” answered Carter Syphax quietly. “It just happened so we’re going to need a little time to think. To plan the best way to handle this.”
“Ha! And while y’all doin’ all that thinkin’ and plannin’…” Rooster made a face. He turned back toward Ossian. “What you gonna do when they come for you?”
Monty heard the challenge thrown down, not just to Ossian Sweet, but to every one of them. For a long moment, the gangster and the doctor stared each other down.
Still smiling, Sweet took a half step closer to Rooster, who drew himself up to his full height, shoulders squared. “I wish I could answer that question to your satisfaction, Mr. King,” he said lightly. “But it’s getting late, and the truth of the matter is that I’m actually more afraid of my wife right now than of any Kluxer.”
The room erupted in laughter, and he nodded to the other men in the room before vanishing through the sitting room door. Rooster turned back toward the room, his face hard.
“All due respect, y’all can have your meetings and your talks with that NAACP if you want to, but there ain’t but one thing these ofays respect. And you know that to be the truth.” He looked slowly around the room, locking eyes with each of the men present, and then he too was gone.
For a long moment, Monty stood frozen. Once again, there was silence. When he finally ventured a glance around the room, he was not surprised to see that to a man, they were all wearing the same stricken expression. He swallowed hard. He knew he was not the only one who had seen the gun tucked into Rooster’s waistband.

Filing back into the dining room, the Gray men and Carter Syphax tried to put on a gay face, but to no avail. Monty and Aggie’s engagement party was over. Within a quarter of an hour, only four people still remained in the now quiet club. Eddie had already left to drive Juliette and their mother home. Huddled together deep in conversation at the head of the cluttered dining table, the two fathers, Edwin and Carter, barely noticed when Aggie and Monty slipped out.
“What happened in there?” asked Aggie as they reached the car.
Monty shook his head. He felt off-balance, dazed. The look Rooster had given them as he stormed from the room, the gun peeking out from beneath his jacket, made his heart stutter wildly in his chest. He shook his head again. He just wanted to go home and close his eyes.
He opened the car door, but Aggie simply stood there, arms crossed, frowning, eyes locked on his.
“Not now, Aggie, alright?” He sighed. “It’s been a long day.”
His fiancée’s only response was to purse her lips. Monty pinched the bridge of his nose hard.
“Fine!” he said, his tone sharper than he’d intended. “Just please get in the car, dear.” He came down hard on the last word.
Aggie shot him a look of surprised annoyance before sliding into the passenger seat of the big car. She said nothing as he haltingly recounted what had happened to Dr. Turner and his family. Nothing as he repeated the challenge Rooster had not-so-subtly hurled at the assembled men. And she was still silent as they pulled up to the Syphaxes’ handsome home.
“Aggie?” He could see that she was trembling and immediately regretted having told her any of it. The last thing he wanted to do was frighten her.
“Aggie?” he said again. He made as if to reach for her hand, then recoiled as her head whipped around.
Monty inhaled sharply, then expelled a chuff of laughter. The look on his fiancée’s face was not one of fear. Not even close. Rather Agatha Syphax’s whole body radiated defiance; fury. She glared at him and he bit down hard on another bemused chuckle.
“So?” she said, speaking for the first time since getting into the car.
He frowned. “So … what?”
“So, what are you planning on doing?”
He felt a flash of irritation. “Well, what would you advise, dear?” Despite his best efforts, the sarcasm was obvious in his voice. “Should we go to the police?”
“Montgomery Gray, don’t you dare speak to me as if I’m a simpleton,” Aggie snapped. He winced. They were both well aware that the Detroit Police Department was rife with proud members of the Ku Klux Klan.
“I apologize,” he said, chagrined. “But I repeat, what is it you think we should do?”
“What we should do is stop expecting anyone to come save us. Stop expecting people to do the right thing.”
“And what exactly does that mean?” he asked.
She stared at him, silent, and the expression on her face chilled him.
“So, what? Now you want to take on the whole city, is that it?” He tried to laugh, failed. “You know that’s not a fight we can win.”
Aggie did laugh, the sound brash and ugly. “Oh, Monty, darling. We don’t have to win. We merely have to make them fear us.”
Monty reared back, slack-jawed. He had known Aggie nearly all of his life. She was many things: fierce, brave, honest to a fault. But she had never been reckless. He stared at the woman who sat mere inches from him, her eyes blazing, her jaw set. A woman who, at the moment, he barely recognized. A spear of alarm shot down his spine. Scared white folks were the most dangerous kind of white folks. Aggie knew that. Everyone knew that. He swallowed hard and opened his mouth to say as much, to warn her, but she was already out of the car and striding up the long walkway to her house. He watched her until she disappeared through the front door, and then, with shaking hands, pressed the ignition lever.
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Turning onto her street, Greer let out a low moan. There, parked in the wide double drive, was a spotless, late model Cadillac. She’d never seen the car before, but she knew instantly to whom it belonged.
The Honorable Wanda Jean Coffey.
Her mother-in-law only drove Cadillacs. Always brand-new. Traded in every year for the latest model. The expensive cars were a rolling Motor City avatar for Bass’ mother: big, flashy and, when improperly handled, extremely dangerous.
For a brief moment, Greer considered pressing her foot down on the accelerator and speeding past the house. She loved her mother-in-law. Truly, she did. But on a good day, on the very best of days, Wanda Coffey was … a whole lot. And today was not the best of days. Her muscles jittered with fatigue and she could feel her eyelids threatening to droop, the way they always did these days whenever she was tired or stressed. The visit with her dad, with Leah, had left her drained. And then there was that thing … whatever it was … with that strange man; the way the world around her had warped and seemed to momentarily lose itself.
She pressed her thumbs hard against her eyelids and blew out a long, slow breath, then straightened in her seat. “Alright,” she muttered. “You can do this.”
The Cadillac was empty, and Greer frowned as she stepped into the miniscule foyer. Just inside the door, she stopped, blinking in confusion. The house smelled of garlic and onions. Cinnamon and sugar. The aroma of something stewing vying with that of something sweet.
“Well, there you are!”
Greer gave a startled yelp as Wanda Coffey stepped into the living room. A compact, strong-featured woman, she was not nearly as tall as her husband, her sons, yet she seemed to fill every inch of empty space in the room. Her caramel-colored skin—a shade lighter than Bass’—was smooth and unlined, making her seem much younger than her sixty years. She was wearing her version of casual dress: a plain, white, button-down blouse of expensive silk, kitten heels with her jeans. The pearls she was never seen without glimmered at her throat. She noticed Greer sniffing at the air and smiled.
“I had The Indigo Goddess deliver a little something. Sebastian just adores that place and I didn’t think you’d mind,” she said. The Indigo Goddess was an upscale soul food restaurant near the Judge’s Downtown office. “Oh, you stopped for groceries.”
Greer started. She blinked and glanced down at the bags of food she’d brought back from Leah’s as if surprised to see them there.
“Here, let me take that for you,” said Wanda, pulling the plastic bags from Greer’s hands before she could protest. “Come, sweetheart. We’ve barely had a chance to say two sentences to each other since you’ve been back. We can catch up over coffee and curry. I did not make the coffee, by the way.”
She laughed lightly as she steered her toward the kitchen, as if Greer were the visitor and she the hostess. Greer felt anger flare. She clenched her teeth hard, fighting the urge to snatch her arm away; to ask her mother-in-law who she thought she was, letting herself into their house.
But it wasn’t their house. Not really.
“Yeah, sure,” she managed. “That’d be great.”
When she caught sight of the kitchen, her jaw went slack, the source of the rich aromas that had greeted her when she opened the front door suddenly obvious. Plastic containers and foil-covered pans of food had been tucked, helter-skelter, in and among the towers of unpacked boxes; balanced atop the stacks of plates and dish towels.
“So,” said Wanda. She filled a cup Greer didn’t recognize, from a coffee urn she was sure she and Bass didn’t own, then placed it on the table in front of her. “Tell me everything.”
“Everything?”
“Yes, sweetheart,” said Wanda, slipping into a chair on the other side of the table. She crossed one leg over the other and leaned forward. “Everything. My son has been surprisingly … cryptic about this move back home.”
Greer inhaled in surprise. The Judge was an elemental force of nature, like fire or wind. She prided herself on always being thoroughly informed, whether that meant having her finger on the city’s political pulse or knowing the most minute detail of her children’s lives. Realizing that Bass was withholding information must have been driving her mad.
Greer suppressed smile and stared into her cup. “What did he say?” She nearly missed the slight pause.
“Just that you were both … reassessing some things,” said Wanda. “And that you were going to take a little break from dancing.”
Greer’s head snapped up. Her mother-in-law was studying her over the rim of her cup, her expression inscrutable.
“Yeah,” she said, when her mother-in-law remained silent. “That’s true.”
“I have to say, that seems … rather surprising. You worked so hard to earn your spot in that company,” said Wanda. “Do you really think uprooting your lives so suddenly is the best thing for your career at this point? For either of you? I mean, unless…”
Greer kept her voice even, refusing to take the bait. “It’s not completely unheard of for dancers to take breaks.” She gripped her cup hard between her hands, locking eyes with the other woman, daring her to push.
But the Judge merely raised one eyebrow. “Hmm,” she said. “Well, that is a relief. You have no idea what disasters my mind was conjuring up after speaking to Sebastian. And maybe the change of scenery will be refreshing. Though moving from New York back to Detroit seems … dramatic.”
“Everything’s fine, Wanda,” answered Greer.
Wanda smiled slightly, nodding as she sipped her coffee, but Greer had known the Judge long enough to not be fooled. No detail escaped the woman’s notice: the way one sat in a chair, the choice of one’s outfit, the most fleeting sign of nervousness. Greer commanded herself not to fidget.
“Well, sweetheart,” said Wanda, after a long moment. “If for any reason you do find yourself in the city longer than expected, I have a soror that sits on the board of the Detroit Rep. And one of my very dearest friends is involved with the Detroit Windsor Dance Academy.”
Greer smiled through gritted teeth. “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said. Then added a belated “Thank you.”
For a long moment they studied each other across the messy table, the effort it took for the older woman to hold her counsel almost palpable, until finally Wanda gave a nearly imperceptible nod. A silent agreement to let Greer’s story stand. For the time being.
“Let me fix you a plate,” she said. She made as if to stand, but Greer shook her head.
“I just came from Leah’s.”
“Oh! You already ate?”
“We had cake.”
Wanda sucked her teeth, her expression flitting between amusement and distaste. The antipathy between the two women was legendary in Detroit’s legal circles. Very few people dared get on Judge Coffey’s bad side, but Leah actually seemed to revel in it. “Why am I not surprised? That woman eats like a small child,” Wanda said, rolling her eyes. “And yet somehow she stays skinny as a rail.”
Greer suppressed a grin. “She does like her sweets.”
“Well, man cannot survive on cake alone.”
“Wanda, I really don’t—”
But her mother-in-law was already whirling about the kitchen, peeling foil back from containers and spooning food onto a paper plate. Greer sighed and fixed her eyes on the carton of eggs slowly warming on the counter.

She woke to a muffled rustling in the closet, the soft snick of drawers opening and closing. Greer forced her eyes open, which were once again under her control. The room was bathed in a murky grey, lit only by the glow of the streetlight streaming through the half-closed blinds. Her muscles felt tight as she rolled her head on the pillow, but it was the soreness of a fitful sleep, rather than the more deep-seated ache of Dud. She barely remembered climbing the stairs and falling into bed. Had the faintest recollection of the sound of pots and pans rattling in the kitchen, boxes being shoved back and forth across the living room’s wooden floor as her mother-in-law tried to bring a bit of order to the chaos of the kitchen.
She caught the faint scent of Eternity.
“Hey,” she said, pushing herself upright in the bed.
Bass poked his head out of the narrow closet.
“Hey, babe.” He perched himself next to her feet, tugging off his tie. “Didn’t mean to wake you.”
She flicked her hand. “What time is it?”
He squinted at his watch. “Nearly midnight.”
“Really?” Wincing, she tugged at her hair. “You were having meetings this whole time?”
“Meetings all morning at City Hall. Meetings all afternoon with investors.” Her husband shook his head and chuckled. “Then meetings about the meetings. Dad’s working on a new project. And you know how he gets.”
Greer gave a sympathetic snort. She absolutely did know how Hawthorne Coffey could get. She’d lost count of how many holiday parties and Sunday dinners at the Coffey house had devolved into planning sessions for one of Thor Coffey’s latest ventures. Dessert tables suddenly buried beneath plats of survey. Christmas wrapping paper transformed into scrap paper soon covered in cost estimates and timetables. At their wedding reception she’d even had to rescue one of her college friends who’d found herself cornered by her new father-in-law as he expounded on the history and sustainability of urban farming. It was a surprise Bass had managed to escape at all.
“What’s the project?” She stifled a yawn.
He peered at his watch again. “Dad’s looking to convert old abandoned buildings across the city into low-income housing. It’s pretty cool, actually.”
She nodded her approval.
Standing, Bass unbuttoned his shirt, pulling it off and replacing it with a well-worn Howard University sweatshirt. “So, you went and saw your dad?”
Greer bent forward in a stretch, wrapping her hands around the arches of her feet. “Yep.”
“How’s he doing?”
“You know. He’s dad. Quiet. Worried.” She forced a smile. “He made soup.”
“Well, of course he did.” Bass laughed. “So what’s the story downstairs in the kitchen?”
“You have to ask?” she said, rolling her eyes.
“Aaah, of course. The Judge.” Her husband snorted. “Well, I guess we’re set for meals for a good little while, hunh?”
“I had been planning on making a quiche.” The words came out sharper than she’d intended, and she saw them land.
“Haven’t had one of your quiches in a while,” Bass said mildly.
“You know this is exactly the thing we were afraid of,” said Greer. A churning was starting in her gut.
“What is?” Bass had gone still.
“Seriously, Bass?” She laughed, the sound raw, brittle. “You know what. Your mom has no boundaries. She let herself in. Went through our things.”
“She was just trying to help, Greer.”
“I know she was trying to help. She’s always trying to help. She is never not helping. And that’s exactly the problem, isn’t it?”
Even from six hundred miles away, the Judge’s gravitational pull had been formidable, inescapable. Wanda Coffey had weighed in on everything, from the neighborhood they chose to live in, to how they should invest their money. She was forever making helpful phone calls to well-connected New Yorkers, pulling strings, arranging networking lunches and gala invitations. Easing, in her words, the way up and the way in. Control cloaked in concern. And now Greer and Bass were a mere car ride away.
“I know my mom has a way of trying your last nerve. She can be controlling and she tends to overstep,” conceded Bass. “But come on, babe. Really? When was the last time you actually cooked anything?”
He’d said it lightly, teasing, but her head snapped back as if she’d been struck. She leaped from the bed as if catapulted.
“You think that’s the point?” There it was. The anger that was always just below the surface. The fury that seemed to have a mind of its own, ready to flare at a moment’s notice. “Not the fact that she used her key and just let herself in. Without permission. Into our house, Bass. Is this how it’s going to be from now on? Your parents, your mom, all up in our business? Trying to—”
“Holy Christ, Greer,” he roared, cutting her off. “If you don’t want to eat the food, then don’t eat the food. Make your goddam quiche!”
“It’s not about the quiche, Bass,” she yelled back.
“No, it’s not,” he snapped. “But if it weren’t for my parents. This house. For Coffey Associates. Then what?”
“Then we could’ve stayed in New York.”
“Aah, New York,” said Bass, his voice low, dripping with sarcasm. “Because things were going so well there.”
“Maybe not,” snapped Greer. “But it was our home.”
Bass stared at her for a long moment, then bent to pull on his running shoes. “Was it?” he said softly. Straightening, he headed for the door.
“Where are you going?”
“Out.”
“Now? It’s the middle of the night.”
In the doorway, he hesitated. “I’m glad you had a good visit with your dad.” And then he vanished down the hallway.
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The sun on her face woke her. Eyes still closed, she reflexively reached a hand for Bass. The sheets felt smooth, cool beneath her fingers, and she bolted upright, fully awake now. Bass’s side of the bed was empty. He had never come to bed.
Greer threw back the covers, nearly losing her balance as she leaped to her feet. A wave of dizziness washed over her, but she barely waited for the room to settle around her before hurrying down the stairs.
“Bass?”
There was a note in the center of the now cleared kitchen table and she snatched it up.
Had to leave early for a meeting. Didn’t want to wake you so slept in other room.
Talk later.
B.
She stared at the paper. Bass’ neat, precise handwriting blurred on the page. Her stomach clenched at the memory of the argument from the night before, another one. This time about his mother. About her mother-in-law’s presumption at entering their house uninvited, the gift of food notwithstanding. He’d tried to defend his mother, but what he called helping felt like intrusion; just one more thing over which she had no say.
The unfamiliar coffee urn sat on the counter and she poured herself a cup, surprised that the coffee was still warm from the day before. Hunched at the table, she texted Bass an apology, then sipped her coffee as she stared morosely at the aluminum pans now stacked neatly on the counter.
Shrew.
The word popped into her head unbidden. Both the Shakespeare reference to a bad-tempered woman and the vision of the tiny, foul-smelling mammal with sharp teeth. Either seemed an appropriate description of her lately.
Every day since she’d realized that things might not get better, that she might never dance again, she’d resolved to stay calm, to find her way to acceptance, if not joy. And nearly every day, she felt a darkness roiling inside her, found herself wanting to claw out of her skin, out of her life. It seemed impossible to hold back the fury that was always there, encasing her like a second skin. Sometimes felt as if she was outside herself, watching her mouth utter words she knew she would later regret. But she felt as powerless over that as she did over everything else these days.
From outside came the sound of a distant leaf blower; birds quarreling over the block of suet in her neighbor’s feeder. She glanced at her phone. There was no response from Bass. She didn’t blame him. How many times could you say you were sorry before the words, the sentiment, lost its power?
She gulped down the rest of her coffee then crumpled the note in her fist before opening her hand and letting it drop to the floor.
“A good day. A good day.”
Greer murmured the words again and again. A mantra.
She repeated them as she tore through the boxes stacked in the living room, determined to begin unpacking at last. Repeated them as she showered and struggled to find something to wear that would make it seem as if she still cared what she looked like.
One hour passed, then two, as she rifled through box after box, trying to find space for the toaster, the Instant Pot; discarding tattered leotards and old jazz shoes that had inexplicably been thrown in together with the bedsheets. When she finally sat back to take a break, she was startled to realize that most of the morning was already gone. Sitting back on her heels, she gazed across the living room. A pile of now empty boxes was stacked precariously near the front stairs, while the couch was nearly invisible beneath a mountain of books.
Greer glanced at her phone. Still no response from Bass. Crouched there on the floor, she felt an ache in the center of her chest as the silence in the house grew louder, heavier, pressing down on her, making it hard to breathe.
A good day. It was going to be a good day.
She suddenly remembered her father had mentioned that he had a taste for beef tongue, had suggested that they might go down to Eastern Market the next weekend to buy some. Greer had no desire for beef tongue, her father was the only one in the family who ate it, but she did relish the idea of spending a morning with her dad, browsing the aisles of DeVries as he carefully selected just the right cuts of meat, picked up things for his next batch of soup; helping him decide on which specialty cheese to bring home from R. Hirt.
Greer leaped to her feet. She decided she’d surprise him. She’d go down to Eastern Market today, pick up the tongue and maybe even stop by DeVries for some of those pickling spices he liked so much. She could drop it off, then sit at the island and watch him chop and dice, old-school Motown playing in the background while he talked about his day. Like when she was little. And it really would be a good day.

She glanced down at the Prius’s GPS screen and groaned. It was the middle of the workday, yet a bright yellow line in the center of the map showed a serious traffic backup forming just before her exit a few miles ahead. What should have been a fifteen-minute drive was quickly approaching forty. She swore softly under her breath. She was certain they’d been working on this same stretch of freeway since she was a freshman in high school. Taking the next exit, she slowed to allow the GPS to set a new route. It glitched for a moment before showing a course, lit all in green, that would avoid the construction.
She’d only driven a few blocks when the GPS glitched again. This time, what appeared on the screen was bizarre, confusing. A map flashed onto the screen, only to be replaced by another and then another, the images bleeding together, as if the GPS was attempting to load multiple locations, laying one map over the other.
Greer tapped the screen. “What the…?”
The car jerked—hard—and she barely managed to pull over to the curb before the engine died. She tried to restart it, but there was only silence.
“A good day,” she whispered through gritted teeth. “It’s going to be a good day.”
Sighing, she stepped from the car. She’d broken down not far from the city’s massive Medical Center complex, but here, the neighborhood was bedraggled and empty. In either direction, there were only vacant, weed-choked lots as far as she could see, punctuated here and there by the occasional ruined building. A faded street sign at the corner pointed the way to the nearby Eastern Market.
She tugged her phone from her pocket only to find the no service icon flashing in the corner. Running a hand through her hair, she took a deep breath, a corkscrew of unease spiraling up her spine. Wait. She’d wait a few minutes, then try the car again. She was reaching for the door handle when it started. A low-pitched hum, faint at first, then louder. Vibrations rode along the surface of her skin, causing the hair on her arms to stand on end.
Leah’s. Exactly like what had happened at Leah’s.
The vacant lot across the street blurred, heaved, while everything around her seemed to fold on itself, the street, the lot, the ruined buildings bowing outward, before becoming translucent and melting away. She staggered sideways, nearly losing her balance.
The weed-choked lots were gone and the deserted street was suddenly teeming with colors and smells, people and sound, the rumble of cars and wagons. Vacant spaces had been replaced with one- and two-story brick and frame storefronts. BILLIARDS, read one window. FURNITURE. CHEAP, announced another. At the corner where an instant before the Eastern Market sign had stood was a red and white striped barber pole, turning slowly in the sun. And instead of the distant sounds of the freeway, she heard the twangy tones of a blues song wafting from one of the open windows behind her. The cars, the clothes, even the sounds, all transported from some long bygone era.
Greer leaped backward as a skinny horse pulling a wagon piled high with old furniture rumbled past. Behind her, where her car should have been parked, the block was lined with small shops. One sported a wide green awning that cast a shadow over the sidewalk. On the window, in white cursive letters was the name NEMEROFF. Visible through the broad glass window were cases of sausages, chickens, every imaginable cut of beef. A church steeple rose high above the roofline of the buildings in front of her.
Teetering on the sharp edge between terror and fascination, she felt a tiny bubble of hysterical laughter working its way up from the pit of her stomach. The droning sound in her ears, the prickling on her skin were still there, though barely.
Despite the crowded street, no one seemed to notice her standing there. They flowed around her, oblivious, as if she were a stone in a stream. Greer stepped farther into the shadow of the butcher’s awning, and straight into the path of a well-dressed woman leaving the shop. The woman stumbled, then stopped, barely a foot away, close enough for Greer to smell her perfume, something light, flowery.
“Excuse me,” said Greer.
The woman stared; her mouth turned down in obvious disapproval.
“Can I help you, sis?” said Greer, bristling.
The woman gasped, pulling her bundle tight to her chest, and hurried down the street, shooting glances over shoulder as she went.
“O. Kay,” muttered Greer.
Lips pressed tight, she turned back to study the wide, bustling street. Her heart pounded wildly in her chest, each beat pushing her closer to the edge of panic. Whatever this was, she wanted it to stop.
“Wait,” she whispered. “I know this place.”
She held herself motionless, barely daring to breathe, taking in every detail.
She did know this place.
She squinted once again at the street sign. Brush Street.
Even as Detroit’s luster had faded and the city seemed to lose its footing, Greer’s mother had been a fierce cheerleader for her city. How many early Sunday mornings had Greer and her sister sat in the back seat of their mother’s van weaving through the neighborhoods, listening as their mother lamented all the policies and mistakes that had hastened the decline of her beloved city, ranting about the important histories that lay buried beneath the concrete of the freeways and the upscale high rises?
When they’d begun dating, it had become a joke between her and Bass about which parent was more rabidly pro-Detroit, Delilah McKinney or Thor Coffey.
Yes. She did know this place. It had held a special place in her mother’s heart. And she knew what she was seeing was impossible.
“Paradise Valley,” she murmured.
A community that had ceased to exist nearly three-quarters of a century before.
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The heat of the summer day had seemingly kept many of his patients away, and Monty found himself finishing early, a rarity. Locking the door to his office, he wandered aimlessly down the busy late-afternoon street, oblivious to the other pedestrians hurrying about their business.
Since the premature end of his engagement party the week before, he’d struggled to focus. Instead, he found himself replaying the afternoon over and over in his mind. The rush of men pouring from their cars and into the club. Rooster’s frenetic pacing around the cramped sitting room, the handle of his pistol conspicuous in his waistband. How all the oxygen had been sucked from the room to be replaced by fear, confusion, rage.
He had not spoken to Aggie since dropping her off that night. Though he would never admit it, he’d been avoiding her. Truth be told, Aggie’s ferocity had scared him almost as much as Rooster’s bravado. He didn’t think that she would actually pick up a gun, didn’t actually believe that she would intentionally confront a mob of hate-crazed crackers; but one could never be absolutely certain with Aggie, especially when she had her dander up. But it was more than that. Since that night he’d felt a smoldering resentment toward her. Monty couldn’t help feeling as if his fiancée had thrown down a challenge, in exactly the same way that Rooster had challenged the Black aristocracy at the Nacirema Club. Couldn’t help feeling that she was pushing him, daring him, to be braver, stronger, angrier, in exactly the same way he’d been pushed his entire life to be a certain kind of man. In his mind’s eye, he could see it, that line, that slender boundary. A line that he knew once crossed, would transform him into a completely different man, unrecognizable even to himself.
Monty stopped and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, dabbing discreetly at his brow. Though summer was only a few days old, the Bottom was already hot and thick with humidity. He realized with a start that he was standing in front of Watson’s Market. Folding the handkerchief back into his jacket, he fixed a smile on his face and stepped in.
Watson’s Market was ostensibly a stop for food, but this long, narrow shop on Gratiot, where the business and entertainment district of Paradise Valley met the overflowing residential neighborhood of Black Bottom, was chockablock with everything imaginable: sugar and socks, apples and aspirin, boxes of cheap cigars. A massive barrel with pickles floating in briny water sat in a place of honor by the front door. It also served as the unofficial news center of the community. Watson’s was the place to come to exchange gossip and information, to look for a place to live, hunt down jobs, make a phone call, and just socialize, especially after a long, hard day in the city’s factories. It was crowded today, but on this late afternoon, the conversations were muted, not whispered exactly, but as though somehow the volume had been turned down low. People stood clustered about the store, leaning close to each other as they spoke, as if not wanting to be overheard, but the name Alexander Turner reached his ears more than once as he made his way through the market’s narrow maze of aisles.
On a whim, he decided to buy a supply of Sherbet Fountain. It was both his mother and Aggie’s favorite candy and Watson’s was the only place in the Valley that sold it. He decided he’d give some to his mother as an appeasement for the ruined engagement party, even though he’d not been the cause. The rest he’d give to Aggie. They had tickets to see Jelly Roll Morton at the Graystone Ballroom later that night and she was certain to be salty about him ducking her these past days, but for the Sherbet Fountain she’d forgive him anything. Personally, he found it repulsive, both the candy itself as well as the eating of it: the plunging of the black licorice stick into the sticky sherbet powder, the frothy pink fizz that bubbled up and out of the bright yellow packaging. Give him a simple chocolate bar any day.
“Hey there, Doc.” The lanky redbone man greeted him from behind the counter. “That sure is a whole lot of sweet you got there.”
“It’s for my mother.” Monty grinned. “And for Miss Syphax. They’re both mad for this stuff. And between you and me, Aggie would much rather have this than a bouquet of roses.”
The man made a face. “Never cared for it myself,” he said. “But my kids can’t get enough of it.”
“Not my cup of tea either,” agreed Monty. “But anything to keep our ladies happy, yes?”
“You ain’t never lied, Doc.” The man laughed. “You ain’t never lied.”
“How’s your uncle doing, Lincoln?” asked Monty as he laid his nickels on the counter.
“Still doin’ a bit poorly, Doc.” Lincoln’s uncle was Clem Watson. The Watson in Watson’s Market. His nephew gave a resigned shrug. “Though he does seem to have a bit more pep since startin’ those new pills you sent by the house.”
“Well, I am glad to hear that at least.” Monty picked up his sack of candy. “Tell him I’ll try to stop by when I can to check in on him. Or better yet, have him come see me in the office the end of the week. I’ll be sure to make time to see him.”
“I will surely do that.” Lincoln flashed a bright grin. “Appreciate you askin’ after him. And a good day to you.”
Nodding, Monty turned toward the door, then hesitated.
Despite the faint rumble of anxiety permeating Watson’s, he realized that his own fretfulness had eased, if only a bit. The band of tension that had encircled his chest for days had loosened, and for the first the time since the ill-fated party, his mind felt clear. He’d always liked being in Watson’s. The soft rattle of the ceiling fan in summer, and the wheezing clank of the radiator in winter. The smells of coffee and cinnamon wafting from the shelves. It was a place that was pleasing to his senses, a place where he could just be. This time of day, a steady stream of first-shift workers flowed through the door in search of tobacco, or a jar of VapoRub for aching joints, or the spirits Lincoln kept hidden under the counter; their wives looking for tiny bottles of paregoric for their little ones, a bit of fatback to flavor the pot liquor for supper.
A familiar face caught his eye as he stepped out of the center of the crowded aisle. There, pressed against a back wall next to a tower of pork and beans, was Ossian Sweet. Monty nearly laughed aloud as he carefully threaded a path toward his colleague.
Dr. Sweet was an odd duck. Not particularly popular among the other doctors at Dunbar, he came off as intense and a bit dour, always seeming to hover just at the periphery of things. Yet, Monty found himself oddly drawn to the slightly younger man. He recognized the intensity for what it truly was. Hunger. For success, for status. For all the things that the Grays and the other Elites had managed to carve out for themselves in this oft-inhospitable city. And, contrary to first impressions, Dr. Sweet did have a sense of humor. Granted, it was dry, and often presented itself at the most peculiar moments. Like the Nacirema Club the other night.
“Who’re you hiding from, Sweet?”
The other man started, his eyes wide behind his round, wire-rimmed glasses. “Dr. Gray.”
“If you truly don’t want to be seen, Lincoln has a little room back there behind the flour and sugar. And I have it on good authority that that’s where he keeps the good liquor. No one would think to look for you there.”
“I’m not…” Ossian stopped, blinked. His lip twitched as he seemed to suddenly realize that Monty was having him on. “I will keep that in mind, Doctor.”
Monty grinned. “What are you doing, if I might ask?”
The other man hesitated, then said, “I like to just stand back here sometimes, out of the way. Watch people, listen. It’s a good way to…” He stopped, seeming uncertain how to complete the thought.
“Take the temperature of the community?” offered Monty.
“Yes!” Ossian said, turning to look at him in surprise. “Exactly that.”
“Actually, I can understand that completely.”
“Really?” Ossian studied him a moment, his expression bemused, as if suddenly reassessing the older man. Monty flashed him an amused grin and then the two men stood in silence, watching a steady parade of Black Bottom residents flow in and out of the tiny store; listening to the low buzz of conversation.
“Your wife, your baby are well?” Monty asked finally. Aggie would question him later, he knew. She collected information, the minutiae of people, places, the way others collected stamps. Details, Monty, she would say. Knowledge is the adding up of the smallest, seemingly insignificant details.
And she was right. Wasn’t that exactly the way he solved the puzzle of what ailed his patients? By connecting together all the little pieces of the stories they told him? Monty knew that Ossian Sweet had returned from Paris the year before with not only the cachet of having studied under the renowned Madame Curie, but with a very special souvenir: a brand-new baby girl. At the mention of his family, the man’s face lit up, transforming him.
“They are well. Kind of you to ask,” he said. “Iva, we named the baby Marguerite, but we call her Iva. She’s trying to feed herself now. It leaves Gladys with quite the mess.”
“I can only imagine,” Monty said, grinning.
Actually, he couldn’t. He was not particularly enamored of children—their sticky, noisy chaos—a thing he and Aggie had in common, but the delight on his colleague’s face at the mention of his daughter pleased him.
“Well,” he went on. “Give them both my regards.”
With a slight nod, he tucked his package beneath one arm and turned to leave. He’d only taken a step when he heard Ossian call his name. Turning back, he saw that some of the light had gone out of the other doctor’s face.
“About the other night,” said Ossian, his expression strained. “I wanted to offer my apologies for … Well, our … visit was ill-timed.”
Monty felt the muscles in his neck tighten. “Well, some things are beyond our control,” he said lightly. The two men gazed at each other.
“In any case, I wanted to congratulate you and Miss Syphax on your engagement,” said Ossian.
“Much appreciated. And I will be sure to convey that to Miss Syphax.” Monty tipped his hat. “But I really need to shake a leg. We’re going to the Graystone tonight.”
“Well, have a wonderful time,” said Dr. Sweet, returning the gesture. Monty began to thread his way down the increasingly congested aisle toward the door, exchanging pleasantries with the many familiar customers.
“See ya, Doc,” called Lincoln.
Monty gave him a quick wave before picking up a copy of the Independent from the small table next to the pickle barrel. Stepping out onto the sidewalk, he scanned the pages.
Satchel Paige would be joining the Chattanooga White Sox next spring.
Paul Robeson, a favorite of Aggie’s, was starring in an Oscar Micheaux movie in the fall.
His eye was drawn to an advertisement for the new Frigidaire icebox, an appliance his mother had been lusting after for months. He shook his head, a bit taken aback by the $285 price tag. Detroit was a city thrumming with energy, its lifeblood the auto plants and the plethora of new industries that seemed to sprout up around them overnight, both legal and less so. There were seemingly no limits to the newfangled inventions that were suddenly absolutely necessary; no end of new things to yearn for. Still shaking his head, he turned back in the direction of his office where his car was parked. He’d barely reached the end of the block when he felt it, that unpleasant electric crackling on his skin.
He froze.
Around him, the street hummed with activity. Harried shoppers, ragged street sweepers, men and women still in their work clothes hurrying along the sidewalk, horses and wagons competing with automobiles, all merging into the cacophony that was Paradise Valley, all apparently oblivious to the inexplicable charge in the air around them.
He blinked, and for an instant the crowded street seemed to collapse in on itself. Nemeroff’s, the only place in the city with a decent brisket, according to Aunt Rivka, the Polish bakery, every single store on the other side of the busy street vanished. In their stead were now the occasional skeletal remains of unfamiliar buildings, wide swaths of empty space. Monty stood alone on a street that had become suddenly empty and eerily silent. He took a clumsy step back, instinctively turning toward a Watson’s Market that was no longer there.
His breath came hard and fast, the sound loud in his ears, competing with the steadily rising drone. He blinked, then blinked again.
Then.
There was Watson’s. Nemeroff’s across the street.
He swallowed hard as bile rose in his throat. Crumpling the Independent under his arm, he swiped a damp palm against his suit jacket and scrambled to find the Place, desperately seeking the calm, unexcitable detachment that existed there. Grasping for the place in his mind that would steady him, ground him. Surely there was some rational explanation for what was happening: fatigue, an overrich imagination. But regardless, the most important thing in this moment was to not panic, to maintain his composure above all else.
“Steady on, Monty,” he murmured. “Steady on.”
He was still trying to slow his breathing, to focus his thoughts, when another jittering current shot through him. He recoiled, a sensation—not pain exactly, but close—spiraled up his spine. Once again, his vision blurred as the street seemed to crumble at the edges.
And then he saw her.
That woman.
The woman from before.
She was standing across the street in front of the butcher’s, her head whipping wildly back and forth as people hurried past her, around her. He knew the instant she saw him; saw her go suddenly still, saw her eyes go wide.
He stepped from the curb, barely aware of the traffic whipping past. He needed to speak to her. Needed to find out who she was. To find out what was happening. In that moment, nothing else mattered. He saw her mouth open, as if to call to him, saw her step from the shadow of Nemeroff’s awning.
Suddenly, he felt himself jerked from behind. Hard. The world spun as he tumbled backward, nearly losing his balance against the crumbling curb. Only the strong hands gripping the back of his suit jacket kept him from going to the ground. The pages of his newspaper fluttered down around him like dandelion seeds as an ice truck rattled past the very spot where he’d been standing just an instant before. The driver glared at him through the open window as he passed.
“Holy cow, Doc. You nearly got splattered.”
Monty jerked around to find Zeke, the barber’s boy, the owner of both the voice and the saving hands, staring open-mouthed at him.
“Doc?” A brown, sweet-faced, pudgy boy, Zeke removed his hand from between Monty’s shoulder blades. “Hey, Doc, you feelin’ alright?”
Monty straightened, adjusting his jacket; his now damp collar. “Right as rain, Zeke, thank you.”
“You sure?” The boy eyed him doubtfully. “’Cause that ice truck just about—”
“I’m fine,” said Monty, more sharply than he’d intended. He forced a smile. “Though I clearly would have been a lot worse if you hadn’t been so light on your feet and fast with those hands.”
He patted the boy’s shoulder. Zeke responded with an uncertain smile.
“Some free advice, son,” Monty said, with a laugh. “Save the woolgathering for the safety of your kitchen table.”
With that, he headed back down the street, forcing himself not to hurry. Aware that Zeke was still watching him. When he finally reached his car, he hesitated, his hand lingering on the door handle, the metal cool against his palm.
Black Bottom, and Paradise Valley were many things: loud and messy, dirty and decrepit. Constantly groaning under the weight of so many souls crammed into so little space. But they were also filled with laughter and music, thriving businesses and striving families. More than anything, unmistakably, undeniably alive.
Monty was a man of science, a pragmatist in many ways. Though, to the amusement of his friends and the annoyance of his family, he was prone to not infrequent flights of fancy. He loved magic shows and card tricks. His favorite moving picture of all time was Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and he kept a copy of W.E.B. Du Bois’ short story “The Comet” on his bedside table, revisiting the story of poisonous gas wiping out all of New York except one white woman and one Black man whenever he couldn’t sleep. He wanted, needed, to believe that the world was a bigger, more mystical place than just what he could see before him. He wanted to believe in magic.
And yet, he could not shake the feeling that these … episodes … were not from fatigue. And they were definitely not magic. At least not any magic he could have conceived of. They felt darker, deeper. They felt more like premonitions. Like a warning of something awful just over the horizon. Monty tried to laugh at the thought, but the laughter was not there. Taking a deep breath, he shot a glance over his shoulder.
Zeke had followed him and stood watching from the corner, his white barber’s apron bright in the late afternoon sun. Monty pulled open the car door and slid into the driver’s seat, flipping him a small wave before pushing the ignition levers.
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Greer drove blindly through the streets of the city, instinct leading her home. It wasn’t until she turned onto her street that she registered where she was. Pulling into the driveway, she killed the engine and slumped forward, resting her forehead on the steering wheel, blood pounding in her ears.
“Jesus Christ,” she muttered.
She waited until she felt her pulse slow before snatching her bag from the seat beside her and letting herself into the house. As she stepped into the foyer, she inhaled in surprise. The hardwood floor gleamed in the living room, the few remaining boxes stacked neatly near the windows. Her unpacking frenzy from the morning felt like another lifetime. She dropped onto the couch and stared into the tiny fireplace.
Paradise Valley.
Was this Dud? Was it getting worse? Starting to affect her mind as well as her muscles now? She felt a flicker of fear. Nothing like this had ever happened before. The doctors had yet to figure out what exactly was wrong with her, so maybe these—hallucinations?—were just one more of Dud’s unsolicited manifestations.
But …
Greer frowned. This was … different. Before, whenever a new symptom surfaced, she’d felt fatigued, weak; been left with an ache that settled into every single atom of her body. And each time, she’d find herself back in the hospital, one day, three; needles sucking liters of blood from her veins, only to fill them again with volumes of fluids and an ever-changing cocktail of medications. Downing a rainbow of pharmaceuticals that fogged her mind and made her queasy while curing nothing.
But this time, sunk deep into the couch cushions, she felt … amazing. The exhaustion that had weighed her down for months was gone. Instead, there was a bright zing in her muscles. She felt strong, light.
Tears welled. Maybe these visions were like a gift from her mom. A glimpse into a world and a time that had meant so much to her when she was alive. It was a foolish thought, Greer knew, but the idea of it made her happy. And happy was in such short supply these days. It had all felt so real: the coolness of the shade under the butcher’s awning, the putt-putt sound of the cars driving past, even the snatches of overheard conversations of people passing her on the sidewalk. It had lasted just a few minutes, but in those minutes it felt as if time had twisted on itself, bending then stretching around her.
And that man.
Standing across the street reading a newspaper, tall, slender. And once again, he’d seen her too. There was something compelling about him. Physically he was different in every way from Bass: Lanky where Bass was muscular. Fair where Bass was dark. And yet, there was an air about him that reminded her so much of her husband. The easy way he seemed to fit into his skin. The calm that seemed to radiate from him, even from a distance.
She’d moved from the shadow of the butcher’s awning and had just enough time to see his eyes widen in surprise, time to see him step from the curb toward her, his eyes locked on hers. And then the vision or whatever it was had disappeared.
Greer shivered and instinctively glanced at her phone. Her message icon remained empty, and she felt a flicker of irritation. And something else. Anxiety? Dread? Was this the fight that had finally broken them? She pushed the thought away, not yet ready to let go of this unaccustomed glow of well-being. Energy sang through her veins and she laughed aloud, the sound echoing in the empty house. She didn’t know how long this feeling would last, but she planned to enjoy every second of it. She leaped to her feet. She knew the idea that this was a gift from her mother’s spirit was wishful thinking, but she much preferred that to the idea that these … incidents … were a harbinger of even worse things to come.
“Alright,” she said to the empty house. “Let’s see what we got.”

Elbows pumping, knees high, she raced down the sidewalk, taking care not to trip on the uneven pavement, skirting an abandoned Hot Wheels and a deflated basketball, her breath coming fast but effortlessly. She ran hard, not slowing until she reached the high school four blocks away. Far across the grassy field, the football team was running drills, but otherwise she was alone. Leaning her forehead against the chain-link fence, Greer closed her eyes, letting the late afternoon breeze cool her face. She felt tears threatening once again. It had been so long since her body had obeyed her commands, an eternity since she’d been able to run, jump, dance, without stumbling over her own feet or collapsing altogether. So long since she’d felt like herself. She swiped roughly at her eyes with the back of her hand, then stood watching the players run patterns on the bright turf. It took her a moment before she realized that she was waiting. For the uncontrollable tremors that signaled muscle fatigue. For her eyes to droop of their own accord. For the sickening loss of equilibrium that made it hard to do anything, everything. But, despite running full out for a quarter of a mile, there was nothing. Only a pleasant warmth in her muscles, the faintest sheen of rapidly drying perspiration on her skin. With a whoop, she pinwheeled her arms above her head, then began a slow jog/walk back to the house.
At the corner, she slowed. Bass’ car was in the drive. Heart pounding, she trotted slowly the rest of the way to the house.
When she walked in, her husband was sitting on the couch, laptop perched across his knees. “Hey,” he said, looking up.
She peered at him from the doorway, trying to gauge his mood, trying to judge the effects of the argument from the night before, but for the first time since they’d met, Greer had no idea what was going through his mind. “Hey yourself.”
Bass squinted at her. “Where were you?”
Where were you?
Her irritation was almost a reflex and she forced herself to take a deep breath. No, she would not start another argument. She felt too good. She smiled. “I went running.”
“You what?” He closed the computer before leaning back and gazing at her with alarm. “Why would you do that, Greer?”
“Go running?” She laughed. “Why not?”
“Well maybe because,” he said, his own laugh brittle, “the last time you went running, you fell in the middle of the street and ended up with two black eyes? Because no one knew you were even out there? Because this is probably not the best neighborhood to go running in alone?”
She could feel the anger simmering, and she bit down hard on the sharp words she could feel queuing up in her mouth, waiting to spill out. “I thought you wanted me to get out of the house, get some fresh air,” she said, with forced cheerfulness. “Nothing like a good, fast run through the hood to get your blood circulating.”
He held her gaze a moment longer, eyebrows arched in surprise, conflicting emotions playing across his face. “Truth,” he said finally, smiling.
“Thought I would make that quiche tonight,” she said. She walked past him and into the kitchen and began pulling the eggs, cheese, milk, and spinach she’d brought back from Leah’s from the fridge. “I know there’s already a ton of food, but I feel like something light. And I haven’t actually cooked since … well, in a minute.”
The silence made her turn. Bass was standing in the doorway watching her, eyes narrowed.
“What’s going on, Greer?” he asked.
“Nothing. I just…” She crossed her arms tight across her chest and stared at the floor, unable to meet his eyes. “I’m sorry about last night. I’m trying, Bass. I’m really trying. I’m going to do better. I…”
Bass made a noise and Greer’s head snapped up.
“I’m not talking about last night, Greer. Or at least not just night.”
She frowned. “Then what?”
He gazed at her for a long moment. “If you’re feeling better, that’s great. I couldn’t be happier,” he said, his voice low. “But there’s something … you…” He sighed. “I mean, last night was … And now today, is everything is just fine again? Babe, I can’t keep up. And everything can’t be because of Dud.”
“I’m good, Bass. Today was a really good day. Okay? And I told you. I’m going to do better.” She stepped to him, leaning her body into his, feeling his tightly muscled thighs through her clothes. She wrapped her arms around his waist and felt him recoil. Startled, she let go. Stepping back, she blinked up at him, then quickly turned away.
“Okay,” he said finally into the loaded silence.
For long minutes, he said nothing as she chopped onions, minced celery, beat the eggs.
“So,” he said after a moment. “I need to be heading back out in a minute.”
She whirled to stare at him. “Out? Out where? You’ve been back like, what? Ten minutes? You can’t take an hour and eat dinner here?”
“I have some things I need to take care of. I just stopped by to pick up something. Answer a couple emails,” he said, not meeting her eye. “We can have it tomorrow, okay?”
She didn’t answer, just continued to stare.
“Don’t be upset,” he said. “I won’t be late…”
“It’s fine,” she snapped.
“Greer, don’t—”
“I said it’s fine.” She pushed past him and dumped the egg mixture into the sink. They stood side by side in silence, watching as it twisted and oozed down the drain.
When he finally raised his head to look at her, the expression on his face froze the air in her lungs.
“What the hell, Greer?” he whispered, the words barely audible.
Still clutching the mixing bowl, she said nothing as he turned on his heels and stormed from the kitchen.
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“Ready?”
“Goddammit, G!” Leah whirled, dropping the armload of files she was holding. “Jesus! Are you trying to give me a heart attack? Yvonne, what’d I tell you about letting strange people just wander into my office?”
“Not to do it,” answered her receptionist from the anteroom where she sat typing. “I already moved that conference call until tomorrow afternoon, and you have a discovery meeting at eight thirty in the morning before your first case. You’re welcome.”
“And you’re fired,” Leah called back. She scooped the files from the floor and dumped them on the desk in a precarious pile.
“Okey-dokey,” replied Yvonne, not looking up from the computer screen.
Leah rolled her eyes as she came around the desk to give Greer a quick hug. “Girl, I’ll be so glad to get outta here for a minute. It has been crazy today.” She squinted at her friend. “You okay?”
Greer shrugged. Bass had not come home early last night. In fact, he had not come home at all. For the second night in a row, she’d woken up in an empty bed, an empty house. This time there hadn’t even been a note.
“Yeah. It’s just, you know … me and Bass,” she said, sighing.
“What?” said Leah sharply. She glanced through the office door. Yvonne was on the phone. “You and Bass, what?”
“We can’t seem to…” Greer let out a quivery breath, remembering the way Bass had cringed at her touch. “I don’t know, girl. Everything is just so hard. So … ugh.” She flung her arms wide in frustration.
Her friend said nothing.
“This is not my life, Leah.”
“Except, it kinda is now though, G,” Leah said gently. “It sucks. It does. But it is and you got this.”
“Really, Leah? Really? That is so seriously a stupid thing to say. I don’t got this,” snapped Greer. Out in the anteroom, the receptionist looked up. “I don’t got this even a little bit.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry, girl. That was stupid.” Leah leaned and gave Greer another quick hug before perching on the edge of her desk. She studied her friend for a long moment. “Soooo, wanna go eat?” she said finally.
“Jesus, Leah!” Greer growled, still irritated. “Food is not the answer to everything.”
“Hey now,” said Leah, drawing up to her full height. “It may not be the answer to everything, but like my grandmama down in Arkansas used to say, ‘You can’t think, if you ain’t ate.’ And we obviously got some thinkin’ to do.”
Greer laughed in spite of herself.
“Now fix your face, girl, and come on.” Leah leaned backward across the desk and grabbed her purse. “I’ll drive.”
She strode from the office—Greer trailing behind—pausing long enough to point a finger at the receptionist. “You know you don’t work here anymore.”
“You know it’s your turn to bring in doughnuts,” said Yvonne. “And get them from Astoria this time. The lemon ones. God, those are the best.”
“Yeah, whatever. Siddity heifer.”
“Are you aware that you say these things out loud?” Yvonne shot back.
Leah laughed and gave her a tiny wave as she and Greer left the office. In the elevator, Leah shot her friend the side-eye. Once. And then again.
“What?” said Greer finally.
“You know, you actually don’t look terrible.”
“Wow!”
“I mean for someone whose life is kinda shit at the moment.”
Greer let out an explosive snort. “Jesus, Leah. Yvonne is right. Do you even listen to yourself? I think you might be the absolute worst friend ever.”
As the doors opened to the lobby, Leah just laughed.

“What?” asked Leah, climbing out of the driver’s seat.
The search for a parking space had taken longer than the drive from Leah’s office. Despite it being the middle of a work day, the street was bustling with tourists and locals alike. Astoria’s was only a few blocks from where she’d somehow stumbled into the long-vanished Paradise Valley. Greer stood at the side of the car, scanning the neighborhood, all of her senses on alert. For the briefest instant, she imagined she felt a faint hum on her skin. There, then gone.
“G, what the hell are you doing?”
“I’m coming,” said Greer, shaking her head. Despite her friend’s designer sunglasses, she could feel Leah’s eyes on her as they made their way down the street.
Astoria Pastry Shop was a Detroit institution, located in the heart of the city’s lively Greektown. Longer than it was wide, it had a brightly lit glass case that seemed to stretch into the endless distance on one side, offering a dizzying selection of cakes and cookies and tortes and breads and pies. Sunlight reflected off the tin ceiling as butter-scented air wrapped itself around them. They made their choices, then tucked into one of the few tables near the window.
“What the hell is going on with you?” asked Leah. “You are acting seriously squirrely. How bad is it between you and Bass?”
Through the wide window, Greer watched people going in and out of the street’s shops and boutiques, taking pictures, window-shopping, enjoying the warm spring day. She looked back down at the cookie she’d selected and said nothing.
“Hel. Lo!” Leah waved a manicured hand in front of her friend’s face.
“It’s not good.” Greer ran a hand through her hair and sighed. “But … there’s something else.” She closed her eyes and shook her head, unsure of how to go on.
“For the love of God, Greer!” snapped Leah. “Speak!”
Greer flinched. “You’re going to think I’m nuts.”
“Girl! Do not make me throw this fucking torte across the table.” Leah stabbed a fork into the Black Forest torte in front of her and leaned back in her seat, arms crossed, waiting.
“Um…” Greer hesitated. She pushed her finger into the center of the cookie; watched it shatter into three pieces. “It’s just … in the last couple of days, I’ve had these … occurrences.”
“Occurrences?” Leah snorted. “Girl, what?”
When Greer didn’t answer, she straightened in her seat. “What kind of … occurrences?” she asked, serious now.
“I keep having these moments,” Greer said slowly. “Of like stepping back into the past or something.”
Leah frowned but said nothing, the torte seemingly forgotten on the table in front of her.
“Like this. All this,” Greer went on. She flicked her hand toward the window. “It disappears for a few minutes. The freeway, Greektown, Eastern Market. It’s just gone. And suddenly, it’s a hundred years ago and I’m standing in the middle of Paradise Valley. Black Bottom. The middle of what was here like a century ago.”
She stared at her cookie, waiting for Leah to laugh, to say something snarky; instead her friend sat uncharacteristically silent, gazing at her, her expression cycling between alarm and confusion.
“You think I’m crazy, right?”
“I don’t…” Leah shook her head slowly. “No?”
“And it’s not a hallucination. I swear it’s not,” said Greer. “It’s … something else. Like for those few minutes, I really am there, standing in the middle of a place that disappeared like sixty years ago.”
Even as she said it, she realized this was exactly the definition of a hallucination. On the other side of the table, Leah pushed her torte round and round on her plate, her eyes never leaving Greer’s. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Greer told her about how the vacant, trash-filled street had suddenly become noisy and vibrant, lined with busy shops. About the shiny, upscale condos and apartments of Lafayette Park vanishing, only to be replaced by a crowded, pulsing neighborhood, complete with horses, wagons and clanging streetcars. And she told her about the man, there both times, in his stiff-collared suit.
“See,” she said when she was finished. “Crazy, right?” She gave an embarrassed laugh.
Leah took a careful bite of her pastry. “Both times, down here?” she asked, chewing slowly. “Both times like where Black Bottom used to be? Like your mom was always talking about?”
Greer nodded.
“And you’re sure, positive, this isn’t just your … Dud thing, acting up or something? Some new symptom or whatever?”
“It isn’t,” said Greer. She thought about the burst of energy, the euphoria that had followed each … occurrence. “I mean, pretty sure. Everything about this just feels … different.”
Leah gazed silently off into the distance, her face a mask of concentration, as if trying to work out some complicated equation. “Now I’m going to sound crazy.”
Greer frowned.
“Maybe it’s a vortex,” she said finally.
“A … what?”
“So, I have this … friend? And he’s all into this thing about how energy flows through time and space. Is always talking about how there’s all these theories about how massive buildups of energy might affect the flow of time. He and some of his friends believe it’s possible, with enough energy, to create a vortex. You know, like an opening. A seam kind of thing, where time and space get distorted, mixed up.”
Greer stared, open-mouthed.
“And psychic energy is just another kind of energy, right?” Leah seemed to be talking more to herself than Greer. “And where would there be more concentrated psychic energy than places of trauma? I mean, think about places like Auschwitz or Gorée Island? All that pain, all that energy, it has to go somewhere, doesn’t it? And Black Bottom? This city? Where so much history was just … erased? Like your mom used to say, a place that was alive and then wasn’t. There’s so much trauma buried here.”
Leah dropped her fork onto her plate and locked eyes with her friend. “You know Einstein said that the distinction between the past, the present and the future is an illusion.”
“Omigod, what is happening right now? Einstein?” said Greer, blinking fast. “You’re quoting Einstein?”
“Oh, didn’t I mention I was dating an astrophysicist?” Leah smirked. “I mean, ninety percent of the time I don’t know what the hell he’s talking about, but every now and then, something sticks.” She tapped the side of her head. “And he is fine, girl.”
Greer had no idea what to say to this. “But why me?” she asked after a moment.
“You mean why are you the one tripping through a tear in the space-time continuum?”
“Who are you?” said Greer, gawking at this strange nerdy version of her friend.
Leah grinned and licked a speck of chocolate from the tip of her fork. “You know me. Can’t be pinned down. And I don’t know why you, G,” she said suddenly turning serious. “Maybe it’s all the mess you’re going through. This Dud thing, your career. You and Bass. Maybe it’s the combination of the energy of this place and your shit.” She waved the fork in a small circle.
“I … guess.” It wasn’t nearly as comforting as the idea that her mother was sending her a message, but there was a certain logic to what Leah was saying.
“How does it work?” asked Leah, suddenly. “These … occurrences? What does it feel like?”
Greer told her about the hum. The unpleasant vibration on her skin.
“Show me.”
“What?”
But Leah was already on her feet and heading for the door.
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Despite the warm evening, he sat shivering behind the steering wheel, the effects of the adrenaline still coursing through his veins. Through the windshield, he watched the sun sink lower and lower on the horizon over the river, turning the water into a shimmering sheet of silver.
After pulling from the parking place near his office, he’d crisscrossed the Valley and the Bottom, once and then again, as if to convince himself that the cramped, timeworn buildings, the harried shift workers, the peddlers, the shopkeepers, the numbers runners, the blues joints, all of it was still there. Just as it always was.
He had no memory of driving here, of parking at the edge of the city’s river, but as he watched the sky flame shades of gold and red, he could feel his heart gradually slow to normal, feel the trembling in his spine ebb. The Place been harder than usual to find. But when he had, he’d retreated there for as long as he could, cowering there, until the sense of panic, the feeling that he might just be losing his grip on sanity receded. He tried to work his way through a list of reasonable, logical explanations, but somehow this had only served to reignite the sour anxiety roiling in his gut. Finally, he convinced himself to let it go, at least for the moment.
This had been another thing he had learned from Dr. Warfield. That it was a waste of time trying to explain the inexplicable. Perhaps whatever was happening was like polio, or the inheritance of blue eyes. Real, yet without clear explanation. Monty glanced at his watch and swore under his breath. None of this would matter a jot if he was late picking Aggie up for their date.

Aggie’s hand was a gentle, familiar weight in the crook of his elbow as they moved easily among the well-dressed crowd and into the Graystone’s soaring lobby. Despite the sparkling chandeliers, the breathtaking marble archways, the cream-colored fountain shooting plumes of water into the warm air where it shimmered as it caught the light, Monty felt a simmering resentment. The muscles in his jaw grew ever tighter as they made their way out into the gardens to await the concert.
“Monty!”
He jerked. They’d taken their seats and were waiting for the concert to begin, but instead of the makeshift stage in the center of the garden where the musician was set to appear, his fiancée’s attention was keenly focused on him.
“Yes, dear?” He straightened in his seat and tried to smile, instantly aware that he’d failed miserably.
“What is it?”
He squeezed her fingers. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“I thought you were looking forward to this.” She glanced around at the rich greenery, the high windows surrounding them.
“I was. I am,” he said, the edge in his voice obvious, even to him.
And it was true, ever since he’d heard the jazz pianist’s “King Porter Stomp” on a friend’s Victrola several years before, he’d become more than a bit obsessed with the new jazz music that had begun to flow across the country. His apartment was filled with the albums of King Oliver, Kid Ory, Bix Beiderbecke and Fats Waller, much to the mortification of his mother, who considered jazz to be morally questionable at best.
“Then what?” pressed Aggie. “What is it?”
It was nearly the same thing she’d asked the week before, the same look she’d given him at the Nacirema Club just before Rooster and the others had burst in and unceremoniously interrupted the engagement celebration. How to tell her that almost overnight, nothing felt quite right anymore. It was as if he’d somehow stepped through some hidden door into a universe that at first glance seemed the same, but most definitely was not. Yes, he had been looking forward to seeing Jelly Roll perform. Especially the jazz man’s new song “Queen of Spades.” And they, he and Aggie, were together, dressed to the nines in the gardens of the palatial Graystone, the city’s largest ballroom, a space that could accommodate up to three thousand people at a time. But he was also keenly aware that it was Monday night, colored night, the only time they were allowed into the Graystone, no matter how important, no matter how wealthy.
His place, their place in this city was precarious. Hadn’t the humiliation of Dr. Turner and his family proven that? That and Rooster’s visit, and whatever the hell the thing was that seemed to be happening with him and the strange woman he kept seeing, made him feel like he might crawl out of his skin at any moment. Aggie was still staring at him, still waiting for an answer. He sighed.
Agatha had not mentioned his scarce presence since their party. She’d seemed genuinely thrilled when he’d shown up at her door and theatrically presented her with the Fountain Sherbet. She sat now, lips pursed, watching him, waiting. He suppressed another sigh. Aggie was his fiancée, but more than that, she was his best friend. She might not believe him, might not understand what was happening to him—he didn’t understand what was happening to him—but she would never judge him.
“We’ll talk later, Magpie. Promise.”
She cocked her head, holding his gaze for a long beat before nodding and slowly, reluctantly, turning her focus back toward the Steinway piano gleaming just a few yards away.

“A dream?”
They were sitting at a small table in the basement of the Black Swallow. Cornelius Holt, the owner, had named the speakeasy after the famous Negro war aviator Eugene Bullard, who he’d known a bit as a boy growing up in Georgia. The Swallow was a black-and-tan, a club where Blacks and whites could mingle freely. There were other black-and-tans in Paradise Valley, but the Swallow, housed in a converted mansion at the most northern edge of Paradise Valley, catered to an exclusive clientele.
Monty stared into the coffee mug nestled between his hands and nodded. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d lied to Aggie. He had wanted to tell her about the girl, about the buzzing in his ears just before she appeared, about the tall towers of glass that had miraculously sprouted up near the river. But at the very last instant, he’d lost his nerve. Instead, he told her he’d been sleeping poorly—that part, at least, was true; that he’d been having the most peculiar dreams. He described the Bottom, suddenly replaced by bleak, hollowed-out lots. And he told her about the woman. With her wild spirals of hair, her skintight trousers. The casual way she swore.
“Should I be jealous of this mystery woman who keeps showing up in your dreams? Is she pretty?”
Monty’s head snapped up to find Aggie peering at him over the rim over her cup, a single eyebrow raised. Her eyes sparkled with mischief in the dim light.
“As a matter of fact, she is pretty, yes,” he said, smiling slightly.
“Oh dear,” said Aggie. She sounded convincingly sad. “This is worrisome.” She gave an exaggerated sigh and clutched the silver locket at her throat. Monty laughed out loud.
“But really,” Aggie went on, leaning toward him across the table. “I’m not sure I see why these dreams bother you so much. I mean, they don’t seem particularly awful. In fact, they seem more intriguing than anything. And the detail … heavens! I should think you of all people would be riveted.”
Monty brought his drink to his lips and winced. The cup was filled not with coffee, but rather Canadian Club, whiskey from directly across the river, where Prohibition could not reach. Grimacing, he forced himself to take another sip. Across from him, Aggie took a healthy swig. His fiancée had no qualms about alcohol.
“Well,” she said, when he remained silent. “I blame those books you love so much. Robots and space creatures and Martians and time traveling.” She rolled her eyes. “I mean, the dreams sound fascinating, but if they’re disturbing your sleep … if you’re exhausted…” She made a face then took another sip from her cup.
“You’re probably right,” he said quietly. He took another taste of his whiskey, focusing on the acidic fire it traced down his center. By the fourth swallow, much of the unpleasantness of the alcohol had eased, to be replaced by a pleasant sense of detachment.
“So have you and the other male members of the Talented Tenth come up with a plan yet?” asked Aggie. “To deal with these crackers?”
Monty felt a jolt, the vaguest twinge of irritation, but it remained distant, formless, the whiskey preventing it from fully connecting. He shot her a crooked grin. “Well, we really haven’t discussed it, but I’ve been giving it much thought, and I think we should consider finding the whitest white neighborhood in Detroit and have a parade, maybe a little bonfire.”
“I like it,” exclaimed Aggie.
Monty snorted. “Chile, please,” he said, adopting a terrible Southern accent. “Can you just imagine? This town would light up like the Fourth of July.”
“Well, I’m just saying,” said Aggie, laughing, “that we should consider every option. And those ofays do seem to love setting things on fire.”
Now it was his turn to roll his eyes.
“Seriously, Monty,” she said, the laughter dying away. “But for the fact that his people can barely read or write and need help finding their own feet to put into socks, that Kluxer Bowles would be mayor of the city right now. And even so, they still just keep getting bolder. Marching through the streets in their bedsheets, terrorizing people, pretty as you please. Close your eyes and we might as well be in the backwoods of Mississippi.”
She took a deep drink from her cup, then put it down, hard, on the table. “Just look what happened when that cop shot and killed that poor pregnant woman? Nothing! That’s what!”
Monty took another sip from his cup, a big one this time. He knew what she was referring to. There was no one in Colored Detroit who didn’t. Months before, in the spring, a policeman had opened fire on a truck, killing the expectant mother who’d been sitting in the passenger seat. After a cursory investigation, the officer had been returned to duty without so much as a slap on the wrist. Just one more indignity in a long line of indignities. Acid churned in his stomach.
Aggie was right. The city had elected a new mayor the past November, a Pole who’d grown up poor, not far from the Black Bottom. Mayor Smith had promised to enforce Michigan’s child labor laws, to improve the city’s tenements and to discourage police raids on speakeasies. He’d even vowed to increase the number of Negroes on Detroit’s police force. The Ku Klux Klan utterly despised him, even as they’d managed to infiltrate the police force like some slow-growing cancer.
He looked up. “I don’t know what to do, Magpie.” That nickname again. His eyes locked on hers. “They’re everywhere. Hunting us. Ready to kill us. To erase us. And they’re not worth…”
Aggie reached to squeeze his wrist and he realized that both their voices had risen. The table closest to them had gone quiet, the three white men sitting there shooting surreptitious glances their way. Monty glared in their direction then rose to his feet.
“Time to call it a night, dear,” he said, reaching a hand toward Aggie. “It’s late, and I have a long day at the hospital tomorrow.”
Aggie cut her eyes toward the next table then brushed a hand along the rose-colored lace at the neck of her dress. Monty was sure no one other than him noticed the slight tremor in her fingers. Taking her hand to lead her out, he made a point to slow as he passed the staring white men.
“Evening, gentlemen,” he said.
All but one looked away as they made their way toward the stairs that led out of the Swallow’s basement. Out on the mansion’s wide front porch, Monty paused on the top step. The night had cooled dramatically and there was the faintest scent of rain hanging in the air. Up and down the now nearly empty street, the streetlamps gave off a hazy yellow glow.
“Monty?” Aggie’s voice drifted up to him in the darkness, worry shading the single word. His only response was a shrug.
Something was coming. He could feel it with absolute certitude in that primitive, animal part of his brain. Something was coming. And when it did, everything would change.
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“Where?”
Greer pointed and Leah maneuvered the big Range Rover to the curb.
“Are you sure?” Killing the engine, Leah leaned forward and squinted through the windshield. “Girl, there’s nothing out here.”
“There isn’t now,” said Greer, pushing open the car door. “But there … was.”
Swearing, Leah climbed out after her. “I swear, G, if we get carjacked out here…”
Greer stepped from the car. Almost immediately she noticed a faint trill along the hairs of her arm; could detect the barest hum beneath the shushing sound of traffic from the nearby freeway. “Do you feel that?”
“Girl, I don’t feel a damn thing,” Leah answered, but she pulled her expensive bag protectively close to her chest. Her eyes flicked warily up and down the street, her body tense, seeming to instinctively register something, even if her conscious mind did not.
“Come on.”
“Wait! Wait! What the…? Where are you going?” cried Leah.
Greer dashed across the street, heading for a chain-link fence that stretched the length of the block, a metal barrier protecting nothing. On the other side were only hillocks of spiky grass and bright, bristling weeds. Chunks of broken concrete and bricks lay strewn randomly across the empty lot, the only vestiges of long-gone buildings.
WATSON’S
Greer felt suddenly faint. Hands outstretched, she took a stumbling step forward, nearly crashing through the wide glass window of the market. A few feet away, a girl of five or six stared open-mouthed.
“Hello?” said Greer.
The little girl blinked in surprise, then broke out in a wide smile. She held up the doll she’d been clutching in the crook of her arm, a sad, white-faced thing, with missing tufts of yellow hair and a dirty, pink cotton dress. Greer hesitated then reached to take it, unsure what she would feel. Hard, cold plastic against her hand or … nothing at all.
“Holy fuck!”
Greer whirled.
Leah stood wild-eyed in the center of the street. Greer opened her mouth to respond but her friend had already grabbed her by the arm and was dragging her back across the street toward the Range Rover.
“Get in,” yelled Leah, shoving her into the passenger seat. “Get in the goddam car!”
Seconds later, she launched herself into the driver’s seat and slammed a fist against the lock. She stared straight ahead, breathing hard, the tendons in her hands straining from her death grip on the steering wheel.
“Leah…”
Her friend whirled. “What the fuck, G? What the actual, holy fucking fuck was that?”
“Leah, stop yelling!”
“Stop yelling?” Leah yelled. “Oh, you want me to stop yelling? You walk across that street and you fucking … glitch.” She flapped a hand frantically in front of Greer’s face. “You fucking vanish into thin air, then come poofing back thirty seconds later, and you want me to stop yelling?”
“Yes,” Greer yelled back. “Yes, I do! I want you to stop yelling! Please! It isn’t helping. Just calm down!”
For a long moment, the two friends stared at each other. Leah closed her eyes, took a long, shaky breath, then opened them again.
“Fine, I’m calm,” she said. She didn’t sound calm, but she was at least speaking at a lower volume. “And so, I repeat. Calmly. What. The. Fuck. Was. That?”
“I don’t know, okay?” snapped Greer. “I told you. I’m here. And then, for a minute, I’m there.”
“Where?” said Leah, her voice rising again. “You’re where?”
“I don’t know, Leah!” Greer rubbed her fist across her forehead. “I have no freaking idea. There’s stores and people dressed in…” She waved her hands around her body, as if somehow that would convey the flowing cotton dresses patterned in flowers, the cloche hats. “It’s like all those old pictures Mom had of Detroit all over her office. Of this place back in the day. There was a little girl this time. She had this ratchet-looking doll and…”
She stopped. Leah had finally released her hold on the steering wheel. But now, she was pressed tightly against the driver’s side door, staring at Greer, her eyes wide, her mouth pressed into a thin line. But it was her uncharacteristic silence that caused Greer’s throat to tighten.
“Leah, you were the one that said it was a vortex. Some kind of opening or something. The whole energy, trauma, time thing,” cried Greer. “You quoted Einstein, for godssake! Said there was no difference between the past, the present and the future.”
“What the hell do I know?” shrieked Leah. “I don’t know what the hell I’m talking about. That was just some theory, stuff nerdy guys talk about instead of football. Stuff they get grant money for. No one actually, fucking, time travels. That’s not a thing. How the hell can that be a thing?”
Greer opened her mouth then closed it, realizing only at that moment how desperately she’d been holding on to the hope that it was a thing; that there was some rational way to explain what was happening to her.
“No one actually time travels,” she repeated, nearly whispering. Her voice was shaking. “Right?”
Leah said nothing.
“Did you see it?” asked Greer. “Did you see the store, the little girl?”
Leah shook her head. “All I saw was you. You walked across street. You were looking through the fence. Then you kind of … I don’t know…” She shuddered. “Just…” She shot a glance toward the vacant lot.
Greer grabbed her hand. It was ice cold. The touch seemed to trigger something in her friend. Leah’s fingers tightened around hers, and then the attorney straightened in her seat. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a tube of lipstick.
“What?” she snapped when Greer frowned. “After all this foolishness, I need to re-lipstick. Damn!”
Greer remained silent as her friend shakily applied lipstick, then checked herself in the mirror.
“Alright. You know what G? You cannot do that again. Whatever the fuck that was,” Leah said finally. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you need to not come anywhere near here. And if it’s happening near my house, don’t come there either until we figure this out. Time travel. Aliens. I don’t give a fuck. Just do not do that again, okay?”
Fear slithered down Greer’s spine. In their long years of friendship, she could count on one hand the number of times she’d seen her friend rattled, but sitting there in the front seat of her car, on this deserted street, it was clear Leah was terrified.
“It’s okay, Leah,” she said quietly, though she wasn’t sure it was Leah she was trying to convince. “It only lasts a few minutes and then everything goes back to normal. Nothing bad happens.”
“Normal?” Leah laughed derisively. “Girl, it’s like you’ve never watched a damned horror movie. Nothing ever happens, until something happens. Promise me. You will stay the hell away from here.”
Even as she nodded, Greer doubted it was a promise she could keep.

Leah was silent on the ride back to drop Greer off at her car, though she could feel Leah’s gaze on her, whenever she thought Greer wasn’t looking. Now back home, Greer played the events of the day over and over in her mind. The “there” had lasted only seconds, just time enough for her to notice the market with its wide glass window, the little girl and her pitiable doll, before Leah’s frantic cursing had pulled her back.
An alarm blared and she leaped from the couch with a yelp. The smoke detector was shrieking a warning. She’d completely forgotten about the quiche in the oven. Dashing into the kitchen, she yanked the smoking pies out and deposited them on top of the stove. She was pushing open the windows in the kitchen to let out the smoke when she heard the key in the front door.
“Bass?”
Her husband appeared in the doorway. “Whoa! What is going on in here?”
“I finally made that quiche.” She smiled. “I think I maybe burned them a little.” There was no mention of having dumped everything in the sink the day before. A bewildered expression flashed across Bass’ face.
“You’ve really got a thing for these quiches,” he said dryly.
“You know it’s the only thing I’m really good at making,” she said. She tugged nervously at her hair. “Sorry about yesterday.”
He shrugged. “No. I’m sorry.”
There was a long silence.
“You didn’t come home again last night,” she said, keeping her tone mild, pleasant.
“No.”
Greer felt the anger spark, but tamped it down. “Where were you?”
“At the Judge’s.”
If she’d known him only a little less well, she might have missed the slight hesitation. “Really?”
“What’d you do today?” he asked, sidestepping the question. “Besides try to burn the house down.”
She let it pass. “Hung out with Leah. Went to Astoria.”
“Astoria?” He grinned. “What’d you bring me?”
She pushed her hands deep into her pockets. “Bass, talk to me. What’s going on?”
His smiled faded slightly. “I need to go out of town with Dad for a few days on business. Not a big deal. Just three or four days in Chicago. Dad wants to drive so…” He fidgeted with the keys he still held in his hand. “But I could have some of that quiche before I head out.”
Greer pressed her lips together and said nothing.
“Or not,” he said finally. They studied each other through the smoky haze.
“Well,” he said. “I’m going to throw some stuff in a bag. Dad wants to head out first thing, so thought I’d just leave from their place.”
He stood there a moment longer, and still she said nothing. Finally, shaking his head, he turned and left the kitchen.
She was sitting on the arm of the couch when he came down the stairs with his bags. “That seems like a lot for just a few days.”
Her husband dropped his duffel to the floor before lowering himself to the bottom step, elbows resting on his knees. Hands clasped tight, he gazed at her.
“What?” snapped Greer. She exhaled a sharp bark of laughter. “Are you leaving me?”
He gave a startled snort. “I told you. I’m going to Chicago.”
She rolled her eyes. “Bass, do I look like a complete idiot to you?”
Her husband cocked his head, waiting.
“You creep in and out of this house—”
“I’m not creep—”
She held up a finger to stop him. “You’ve been creeping in and out of this house and then acting like you’re halfway surprised that I’m still here. And you’ve been sleeping god know where for the past few days.”
Bass said nothing.
“So, I’m asking you a straight-up question. What is going on?”
“You’re asking me what’s going on?” He glanced toward the kitchen, his face twisting in disgust.
Greer felt herself grow hot, remembering the quiche swirling down the drain. She drew her legs up to her chest, making herself as small as possible.
Her husband sighed and looked down at his hands, still clenched tightly in front of his knees, then back up at her. “I don’t think I’m leaving you, Greer.”
Her head snapped back as if she’d been struck. “You don’t think you … What the hell does that mean, Sebastian?”
His shoulders sagged. “It means I’m tired,” he replied quietly. “It means I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. I don’t know what we’re doing anymore.”
She held her breath, eyes narrowed.
“This was supposed to be a new start for us, Greer,” he went on. “A way to get our feet back up under us after … But we’re not on the same page anymore. Crap, baby, we’re not even in the same book.” He seemed on the verge of tears. “I’m just tired,” he said again.
She stared. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself lunging at him, slamming her body into his, knocking him backward on the stairs as she screamed at the top her lungs. He didn’t get to be this quiet, this soft. He had no right to say those words to her, this calmly. She dropped her feet back to the floor.
“Tired,” she repeated, her voice low. “We came back to Detroit and you just dropped your bags and picked up with your dad and your brothers, not even missing a beat. A new start? What is it I’m supposed to be doing with this new start?”
“You had a say in this, Greer. From the beginning.”
“Oh, I did?” Her laugh was harsh. “Really? I haven’t had a say in anything for the past year, Sebastian. It feels like I’m being swept along in this freaking crap tsunami while you get to act like everything is normal.”
“And what do you want, babe? Tell me, okay? Because I have no goddam idea anymore,” he snapped. “You either can’t … or won’t get out the bed for days. You’re ripping my head off or barely talking to me. You don’t want to do anything at all or…” He jerked his head toward the still smoky kitchen. “You want normal? You don’t want normal? What do you want? You gotta give me something to work with, Greer. ’Cause I really don’t know what else to do.”
“I want…” Greer stopped, her eyes suddenly filling with tears. She wanted their apartment back in Brooklyn. She wanted her days to be filled with plantain chips and coffee light and sweet from the corner bodega; her nights filled with music. She wanted to curl up on their tiny couch and read while Bass worked on drawings for his latest project. She wanted to complain about the bucket drummers performing on the street beneath their window too late at night.
Bass watched her from his spot on the stairs, then stood slowly. “I am so sorry this … thing happened to you, baby. Sorry this happened to us. Sorry I can’t fix it. Sorry you’re so unhappy.”
“Bass…”
“No, Greer. No.” He held up a hand to stop her. “I love you. More than I could have ever imagined loving anyone in my life. But I cannot be your punching bag. I just can’t. I won’t. And if we can’t find our way to some kind of new normal, then…” He pressed his lips tight and picked up his duffel. “I need to go.”
“So, then now what?” she cried.
“I don’t know. We need to…” He winced as if in pain and closed his eyes. Taking a deep breath, he opened them again. “I love you, babe. Always.” And then he was gone.
Greer stared at the closed door, incredulous, half expecting Bass to walk back in. To fold her in his arms and tell her that everything was going to be alright. The way he always had before. But there was only the closed door and the silent house.
Greer whirled. Boxes were still stacked in the tiny foyer. With a guttural howl, she snatched one up and hurled it at the front door. It burst open, sending their wedding silver skittering around the foyer floor. She grabbed another box and then another. Towels, books, boxes of old tax receipts, all went flying against the walls, around the foyer and into the living room. She hurled their things—the things that had surrounded them, cradled them in their before life, defined them when they were the goal couple—until she felt the muscles in her back, in her legs, stutter, falter. Dud finally weighing in on the situation.
Staggering to the couch, she pulled a crumpled beach towel from beneath the coffee table and wrapped it tight around her shoulders. And then she began to sob.
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He couldn’t remember a day when time had moved so slowly, as if he was slogging through molasses, every movement, every thought, slow, excruciating. All through the morning, he’d made his rounds in a daze. Dorothy, the head nurse, had had to repeat herself several times in order to get his attention, to refocus him to the task at hand. The afternoon was hardly better. There was a sudden rush of patients: the usual cuts and sprains, two cases of scabies, a young girl whose heart had been badly weakened by the previous winter’s scarlet fever, a young diabetic on that new insulin drug, a middle-aged man badly burned at the GM plant. And through it all, he wore his mask of smiling serenity, joking with the girl whose heart was failing, reassuring the burned man that yes, he would use his hand again, though not soon, and perhaps not in exactly the same way. By the time he escaped to his car at the end of the day, his head was pounding and his face felt frozen in a rigid parody of a grin.
The day had turned grey and wet, the misty rain blanketing the city, a fitting match for his mood. Monty sat for a long moment in the driver’s seat of the Packard, trying to shake off the ennui that seemed to engulf him constantly these days. But he could sense something else working its way up through the ooze of his listlessness—curiosity? Expectancy? Taking a deep breath, he pulled away from the curb.
By the time he approached Conant Gardens, the light mist had turned into a fully formed thunderstorm. Though it was farther away from the hospital, he’d decided at the last minute to stop by his parents’ for what he hoped would be a quick visit. He considered it a preemptive strike. He could indulge his mother’s excitement about the wedding, reassure her that he and Aggie had had a wonderful time at the Graystone the night before—she didn’t approve of the music but highly encouraged them being seen out and about together—and listen as she brought him up-to-date on the latest gossip swirling around the city. It would keep her happy, at least for a few days. Besides, he was hungry, and if nothing else, his mother’s kitchen, unlike his own, was always well provisioned.
Turning onto his parents’ street, he inhaled sharply, then broke into a broad grin, a real one, the first in days. Though the street was still shrouded in a thick downpour, there was a sudden marked lightening in his gut. Parked in his parents’ drive was a battered Ford truck, and in front of it stood a hooded figure, holding an umbrella low to keep the rain from drowning the fire of a makeshift grill.
Chuckling, Monty grabbed his own umbrella from beneath the passenger seat and walked up the drive. “Uncle Wallace,” he said. “What the blazes are you doing?”
“Montgomery!” cried the man, peeking at him from beneath the umbrella. “Just in time.”
Monty gave him a quick hug before turning his attention back to the grill. “I assume you are aware that it is raining cats and dogs out here, yes?”
The older man peered up at him. “All the better to create the smoke to season the meat.”
Monty shook his head. “You are an idiot.”
“Am I?” Wallace tapped his temple with one finger. “Or am I a genius?”
“Nope. Pretty sure you’re an idiot,” answered Monty, laughing. “Does Mother know you’re out here grilling in her drive?”
“Who do you think sent me out here? Went fishin’ this morning, caught a mess a walleye and some perch. And your momma loves her some grilled perch. Did a bit of smelting too.” He grinned. “Her and Rivka in there fryin’ ’em up as we speak. For all her fancy ways, your momma got a streak a country in her. But don’t you dare tell her I said so. She liable to stab me with one a them itty-bitty forks I can’t never figure out the point of.”
Monty grinned. “It’ll stay our secret.”
“Here,” said Wallace, forking the fish into a pan and handing it to Monty. “Come on, boy. Don’t think you too grown to work for your supper.”
“Yessir,” said Monty.
In the kitchen, his mother stood in slippers at the stove, her long hair unpinned and curling nearly to her waist. But it was the diminutive white women standing next to her who noticed him first. Tossing aside the fork she’d been holding, she dashed across the room and reached up to cradle his face between her small hands.
“Monty,” she cried. “Tatele. I am so happy to see you. It has been forever.”
Monty laughed and leaned into her embrace. “I just saw you last week.”
The tiny woman stepped back and glared at him. “So, you see me once a week and you say enough of this alt froy?”
Monty kissed the top of her head. “Oh, Mume Rivka, you know you are my absolute most favorite aunt. In a perfect world, I would see you every single day.”
“Hmph,” she said. “Such mishegoss.” She grinned and pinched his cheek. “Still, I know it is true. I am your favorite.”
At the stove his mother caught his eye and shook her head.
“Sit. I make you a plate,” said Rivka.
“Rivka,” said his mother. “He can wait and eat with everyone else.”
“He cannot,” snapped Rivka. She grabbed Monty by the wrist and shook his arm in Aletha’s direction. “See? You see this? He is a bone. Melting away before my eyes. No waiting.”
His mother snorted, then turned back to her frying pan, seeming to concede as his aunt piled a plate high with fried smelt and spaghetti.
“Rivka, if you’re done saving my poor son from starvation, do you think you could help me carry this food in for everyone else?” said Aletha.
As they passed him to go into the dining room, his mother muttered, “You poor starving waif.” He almost missed her smile as she disappeared through the door.
Alone in the kitchen. Monty had to force himself not to wolf down his food, suddenly realizing that, with the exception of the acrid coffee in the doctors’ lounge earlier that day, he’d had nothing to eat or drink since the Black Swallow the night before.
“How you doin’, son?”
Monty started. He’d been so focused on his plate that he hadn’t heard his uncle come in. Wallace deposited another pan of fish on the counter before sliding into the seat across from him.
“Just dandy, Uncle.”
“Hmm, well that is excellent,” said Wallace. He watched him for a long moment then said, “Sorry we missed your engagement party the other night. I had a gig across the river I couldn’t afford to miss.”
Monty nodded and suppressed a grin. He could almost hear Aunt Rivka in his ear whispering that it was really just an excuse to avoid the fancy people.
“I believe I heard there was bit of excitement at the end there.”
Monty sat back and studied his uncle. Of course he’d heard. There was very little that happened in this city that involved its colored populace that Wallace Browning didn’t hear about, and usually sooner rather than later.
“What did you hear?” asked Monty evenly.
Wallace shrugged. “Just that some folks are seriously riled about that business at that Dr. Turner’s house.” He gazed at Monty, his face impassive. “And may be they ain’t takin’ too kindly to the thought of an encore. Could be the white folks done took things a step too far this time.”
“And?”
“And nothin’.” Wallace pulled a small silver flask from the pocket of his overalls and took a quick swig before replacing it and sliding down in his chair, his long legs stretched out over the gleaming linoleum. “I’m just an ignorant country boy. I hear things is all.”
Monty crossed his arms and stared at the older man. The truth was that though his uncle was indeed born and raised in the country, he was far from ignorant. Decades before, Wallace Browning had graduated from Tuskegee Institute, and Monty knew that this aw-shucks persona was an affectation. Lips, both Black and white, were always looser around those they didn’t perceive as a threat, a fact his uncle took full advantage of. Wallace saw the dubious look and smirked.
Tall and lanky, Wallace Browning was the son of Alabama sharecroppers. A much sought-after cabinetmaker by day and a saxophonist by night, the city’s unchecked building boom and colorful nightlife ensured that he was never without work. His Aunt Rivka was more of an enigma. She rarely talked about her past, though Monty knew that she and her family had fled the pogroms of Russia late in the last century, eventually finding their way to Detroit. Family legend had it that she and Wallace met while he was doing work at the small hotel Rivka’s father ran for newly arrived Jews from Europe. He also knew that after she and Wallace married, her family had essentially disowned her, though Monty had never been able to quite discern what offended them more, Wallace’s skin color or the fact that he spent his nights playing music in the theaters and clubs around the city. They were a few years older than his parents and Monty had no memory that did not have them as a part of the Grays’ sphere.
He locked eyes with his uncle. “So, you don’t know nothin’ about nothin’, is that your story?” asked Monty, mimicking Wallace’s slow drawl.
Wallace grinned and pulled out the flask for another quick nip. “Didn’t say that exactly.”
Monty arched an eyebrow and took another bite of his fish, chewing slowly as he waited.
“I hear another one of your friends at the hospital is fixin’ on pokin’ that same bear.”
Monty frowned.
“Heard he put paper down on a house over in that Waterworks Park neighborhood,” Wallace went on. “Ain’t moved in yet so white folks ain’t too bent out of shape at the moment. But word is the Kluxers got a serious bee in their bonnet ’bout it and they startin’ to seriously stir that particular pot.”
“Who?” demanded Monty. Though he already knew. Waterworks Park. He’d heard those words from Rooster the week before. The fish lay like a stone in the center of his gut, the weariness of before starting to seep back in. “What friend are you talking about?”
Wallace watched him, his placid expression incapable of hiding the bright intelligence gleaming from his eyes. “Let me see,” he said mildly. “Sweet. Yeah. That was it. A Dr. Sweet.”
Monty swallowed, then swallowed again. “Yes, I’d heard Sweet bought a house in that neighborhood.”
Wallace said nothing.
“Are they planning on running him out too?” asked Monty when his uncle remained silent.
“Don’t nobody never know what these crackers plan to do.” Wallace chuckled, though the sound held no trace of humor. “Might run him out. Might do worse. What I do know is you’d be doin’ a mitzvah by warnin’ your friend that things liable to get a whole lotta ugly.”

“You’d be doing a mitzvah by warnin’ your friend that things liable to get a whole lotta ugly.”
As he drove home, his uncle’s words swirled round and around in his head. Now, sitting in front of his building, Monty stared through the windshield. It was still raining hard and the streets were empty. He fixed his gaze on the newly installed traffic light at the corner, trying to slow his breathing as the light changed from green to amber, and finally to red, then back again. Aside from the sound of the rain thrumming against the roof of his car, there was silence. Sitting there, the smell of the fish his aunt Rivka had insisted he take with him permeating the inside of the big car, it was almost possible to imagine that the world was a good place, a safe place.
There, directly across the street, was the frame house where Miss Sylvie sold the best pies and cakes this side of heaven out of her kitchen. And next door to Miss Sylvie’s was the little house where Mrs. Poole took in laundry. From where he sat, he could see a small real estate office, a dentist, a photographer’s studio and a short row of scruffy houses he knew took in boarders. But as comfortable, as familiar, as this all felt, he also knew that this place, both the Bottom, and Paradise Valley just a few blocks north, existed because they, the people who lived and worked and loved here, weren’t welcome in the rest of the city. The neighborhood was bursting at the seams, its residents pushed together like peas in a can. And out there, in the dark, were men who meant to keep it that way.
Monty slid low in the seat with a grunt and closed his eyes, letting the sound of the rain lull him. Aggie had asked him what they planned to do. And he still had no idea.
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He jerked awake. This seemed to be the way of it lately. No gentle rise into the light from the land of Nod for him, rather, there was the abrupt and painful eviction into awareness that left him feeling disoriented, and vaguely achy.
Through the windshield, he could see lights flickering on the Canadian side of the river. He didn’t remember falling asleep. He did remember standing in front of his apartment door, keys in hand, and being suddenly overwhelmed by a sense of claustrophobia, the thought of entering the empty apartment making his heart trip wildly in his chest. Remembered getting back into his car and driving the short distance to the river. Remembered parking by the rusted fence that separated the gravel lot from the river. Through the mist, the lights from the occasional passing ships had appeared to be stars floating just above the river’s surface. It had been beautiful. Peaceful.
Monty stepped now from his car. It was still quiet, not yet dawn, and the night’s rain had freshened the air. Hands on his hips, he arched his back, trying to shake the tightness from his shoulders and hips. The Packard’s front seat was spacious, but it was no substitute for his bed.
Straightening, he walked along the fence until he found an opening. He squeezed through it, careful to avoid catching his clothes, and moved the few yards to the river’s edge. There, on the rocky bank, the tang of rotting vegetation, fuel oil, woodsmoke and dampness washed over him.
He sighed. Before leaving the hospital the night before, he’d glanced at the schedule. Today promised to be as hectic as yesterday had been. But at least, for the moment he felt clearer of mind; lighter of spirit.
He smiled slightly into the darkness. What was to have been a quick trip to his parents’ had ended up stretching far into the night. Despite his uncle’s warning of looming danger, the rest of the evening had turned out to be a surprisingly good time. Coming out of the kitchen, he’d found Juliette seated at the piano in the parlor. Uncle Wallace had pulled his sax from its case, and within minutes his sister and uncle were pounding out a raucous version of “Sweet Georgia Brown.” Aunt Rivka had even managed to drag his mother from the sofa to the middle of the room to dance with her. Hours later, he’d finally said his goodbyes, leaving his family playing charades in front of the fireplace.
Now he was standing in an overgrown industrial lot in the darkness, the last gasp of the rainstorm wetting his face. He was still gazing out over the river when it started, the low drone in his ears, the faintest vibration on the surface of his skin. He whirled, his breath coming hard and fast as he took in the fenced lot; the empty street beyond. Everything looked as it should: the ramshackle warehouses, the wooden crates stacked precariously on the riverbank, the darkened windows of the still sleeping businesses. It looked right and yet …
The feeling spread, raising the hair on the back of his neck. He shivered as a bead of sweat traced a downward path between his shoulder blades.
“Hello?” he called, and immediately felt foolish. There was no one out and about this time of day, the tail end of night, really. At least no one he could see. But he knew he was not alone. At least not for very long.
Teeth clenched, he stepped back through the opening in the fence and turned toward his car. He did not have the time for … for whatever this was. He needed to get home. Needed to shower—he could detect the faintest hint of fish on himself—and hopefully stop by Belle’s for a sack of biscuits and a cup of coffee before heading into the hospital for morning rounds.
And yet.
He hesitated.
Waiting. For what he knew was coming.
The world warped.
His car, the fence, the derelict warehouses … the Bottom … vanished. But it was the sudden brightness that stunned him most. The hazy lights, riding low on the other side of the river, had been replaced by tall, glittering buildings, dissolving the velvety darkness of just moments before. Gleaming skyscrapers punched holes in the sky, even as the sky itself seemed to glow from some hidden source of illumination.
The sidewalk pulsed. He felt the trill through the leather of his soles even as the light above him, around him, leached away, sliding the world back into a familiar gloom, the skyscrapers melting away as Black Bottom returned to itself, the same as before.
Except … it wasn’t.
The same.
Standing less than twenty feet away, near the back door of his Packard was …
Her.
Her back was to him, but he knew without the slightest doubt that it was her. Even from several yards away, he could see that she was trembling. He saw her reach out a hand, saw her trace a finger along the curved back fender of the Packard, then jump back, holding her hand in front of her face, as if examining it for injury, and for some reason this struck him as comical. Before he could stop himself, he’d released a sharp laugh into the still-wet air.
The woman spun at the sound, then recoiled at the sight of him.
Monty froze, holding up both hands, palms out, a silent reassurance that he meant her no harm. They stared at each other across the crumbling, rain-slicked pavement.
“Good evening,” he said quietly. “Or should I say good morning?”
Her only response was to flinch. Her hands were now folded tightly in front of her chest, and he could just make out that she was clenching some sort of small metallic object in one fist.
“I’m Montgomery,” he tried again, still speaking softly. “Montgomery Aloysius Gray. Dr. Montgomery Aloysius Gray.” He flashed his most charming smile. “But my friends call me Monty. And whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?”
He heard her draw in a sharp breath and then, inexplicably, she gave a short huff of laughter. Monty blinked, surprised, but still the woman said nothing. In the shadowy light, he could see her eyes flicking wildly to and fro, seeming to take in the old buildings, the river … him.
“Is there some way I can assist you, ma’am?” he asked. “Are you alright?”
She brought her gaze back to him. He’d been truthful with Aggie, he realized. She was pretty. Thin, almost to the point of gauntness; tall, with almond-shaped eyes and high cheekbones. And, once again, she was dressed peculiarly. She was wearing what appeared to be a man’s shirt several sizes too big for her, and dungarees rolled to just below her knees. On her feet were some kind of white cloth shoes. Sneakers, he remembered they were called. He’d seen something like them in some men’s magazine at the barbershop a few weeks before.
“What is this?” she said finally.
“This?” Monty gave a snorting laugh. “You will have to be more specific, I’m afraid, my dear.”
The corners of her mouth twitched up ever so slightly. “This.” She waved her hand, taking in everything around them. The metallic square in her hand glinted in the faint light. “This place. Where are we exactly?”
“Where?” Monty glanced around, brows knit. “Well, we’re standing at the edge of Black Bottom. A few blocks that way is Paradise Valley. And that, across the river, is Canada, of course.” He waved his hand like a tour guide.
“Of course,” she responded.
The sarcasm did not escape him and he bit back another huff of laughter.
She stared at him a long moment. Then, “When is this?”
He blinked, puzzled. “Um, Wednesday?”
The woman shook her head, her expression annoyed, as if he was purposely being difficult. “What year?”
“What year?” he repeated, smiling. Surely she was having him on. Well, he could play along. “Well, madam, it is the year of our Lord, 1925.”
The woman made a strangled noise and staggered back, bumping hard into his car, and Monty’s smile slowly evaporated. There was no mistaking the look of shock on the poor woman’s face. No, this was no jape. The woman was breathing hard, her eyes wide. His breath caught in his throat and he could feel his heart ratcheting up, skipping erratically in his chest. He forced his own growing apprehension aside, cramming it back, back into the darkest corner of the Place.
“What year did you think it was?” His voice cracked slightly.
“It’s real,” she said.
“Real?” He shook his head, not understanding. “What’s real?”
“This.” She tilted her head in the direction of the Bottom, but did not move away from the car. “You.”
He had no idea what to say to this, so he said nothing.
“I have a friend. She says there are places of history. Of trauma.” She seemed almost to be talking to herself. “Places where vortices exist.”
“Vortices? I’m afraid I don’t…”
She locked eyes with him. “Places where time gets … distorted, mixed up.”
He stared at her, frowning. Then the sudden understanding of what she was saying hit him like a blow and he locked his knees to keep from folding to the wet ground. Around them, the day was growing steadily lighter. “I’m sorry. Are you saying that you believe you … what? Come from … another time?”
She looked away, surveying the ramshackle buildings, the brightening river, before locking eyes with him once again, her lips tightly pursed.
Monty opened his mouth, but no words came out. He wanted to laugh. To get in his car and drive away, to leave this woman alone at the river’s edge with her delusions. But he did neither. In that moment, it was as if he had lost the ability to do anything; as if he had turned to stone. The world quivered around him once more and for a brief instant he thought he saw the mountain range of skyscrapers rise up before him once again, but when he blinked his eyes, they were gone. The woman was still staring at him and he straightened, scrambling to find his mental footing.
“Alright then,” he managed. “What year did you come from?”
For a long moment she said nothing. She glanced down at the little silver square in her hand then up again. “2025.”
Monty guffawed, disbelief mangling the sound. The air convulsed around them.
Shimmering towers.
Battered warehouses.
Light.
Dark.
The hair on his neck quivered as his skin crackled. She’d taken the smallest step toward him, her head swiveling wildly as the world twisted and changed, reminding Monty of the stereoscope he’d had as a child. “Who are you?”
She took another step. “Greer,” she said. There was an urgency in her voice. “My name is…”
And then she, the dazzling lights, the gleaming buildings, everything was gone. He stood alone in the dilapidated lot as the sun crested the horizon. Behind him, he heard the mournful sound of a coal barge slowly making its way down the Detroit River.
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2025
There was a performance coming up and the company would be showcasing the new choreography at Harlem Stage. On the sidewalk in front of the old Moroccan-inspired building on Convent Avenue, she stood frozen at the threshold, unable to enter, unable to remember the steps, any of the steps. People—musicians, dancers, audience members—flowed around her, as if she were invisible. She wanted to go in. Needed to go in. Instead, she was fixed to this spot, rooted, her arms, her legs calcified, useless.
Greer jerked upright, fully awake, blinking fast into the shadow-filled house. The only light came from the kitchen; still, it was enough to see the boxes, the books, the papers, the silverware, all strewn across the living room floor, scattered around the foyer. An emotion gripped her, some noxious amalgam of anger, embarrassment and sadness that brought her to tears. Perched on the edge of the couch, she tried to force air into her lungs; tried to remember why—or if—it even mattered whether or not she kept breathing. Residue from the dream coated her skin, the invisibility, the paralysis. Finally, she pushed herself to her feet and threaded her way gingerly across the debris-strewn floor toward the kitchen. In the doorway, she hesitated. The quiches still sat untouched on the stovetop. She laughed at the sight of them, the sound harsh, bitter. Had she really thought that two egg pies would fix all the things that had been broken these past few months? That they—she and Bass—would sit side by side in this living room, still crammed head high with moving boxes, and it would be just like it’d been back in Brooklyn? Him complaining about the staid, uninspired designs of one of the managing partners; her laughing about some wardrobe malfunction at rehearsal?
“Yes,” she said, unaware that she’d spoken the word out loud.
Deep down, in some tiny place that still held on to fairy tales, that had been exactly what she’d hoped for. The medicines, the move, none of that had fixed anything, and yet, somehow, she’d hoped that this, this rare home-cooked meal, might be the charm, the catalyst, that healed all wounds.
She felt tears threaten once more. Swiping roughly at her face, she glanced at her watch. Just past midnight. Pressing her lean frame against the doorjamb, she closed her eyes. The house was so very, very quiet.
Spinning away from the kitchen, she stormed back into the living room and grabbed her keys from the hook by door, no thought in her mind except that she had to get out; that if she remained in that silence, in that aloneness another second, she would stop breathing. She would die.

It was pouring by the time she pulled into the lot at the edge of Lafayette Park. Her promise to Leah was barely a day old and yet here she sat, in one of the very places she’d promised her friend she’d avoid until they figured things out.
She hadn’t planned to come here, in fact she’d had no clear plan at all, only the thought, the knowledge, that she could not stay a minute longer in the small house on Norwood, with the dream, the angry words she’d exchanged with her husband infusing, poisoning every inch of the space. Driving the desolate streets, she hadn’t known exactly where she was going. There’d been a fleeting moment when she’d thought of going to her dad’s, but Isaac McKinney, ever the detective, would be badly shaken if she showed up in the middle of the night, disheveled, teary. And despite the late hour, despite his need to go into work a bare few hours later, she knew he would have insisted on sitting up with her. Would have defrosted a container of soup and forced her to eat it while he watched, quietly waiting for her to tell him what was wrong. Ready to jump in, to fix it, whatever it was. No, she couldn’t go to her parents’. She’d upset enough people already in the past twenty-four hours.
And Leah.
Even as she pulled into the lot, breaking her short-lived promise, she knew she could not ring up to Leah’s condo. Not unless she wanted to watch her friend spontaneously combust.
Here in the lot, at the edge of the park, she stared through the rain-pocked windshield at the lights from the surrounding buildings. In the mist they seemed to hang untethered. Only a short distance away, hidden behind the soaring walls of glass and steel, hundreds of people were sleeping, eating, making love, but slouched in the driver’s seat of her small car, in the wet, hazy shadows beneath the trees, this aloneness, this quiet, felt different from the quiet that had driven her away from the house a short time before. This quiet felt safe, a cocoon, separating her from the chaos, the uncertainty, in her life.
She hesitated only a moment before stepping from the car. The rain had begun to slacken, but the park, the lot, was empty save for her. In her head, she heard her father’s voice.
“Always be aware of your surroundings.”
He would lose his mind if he knew she was out here alone in the middle of the night. She turned slowly, looking, listening for any hint of danger, but there was only darkness and trees; the occasional horn from a passing car on a distant street. She shivered. The faint breeze blowing off the river was cool against her damp skin. Squinting, she could just make out a path between the trees a half dozen yards away, a lighter shadow amongst the surrounding darker ones. Taking a deep breath, she cautiously made her way toward it.
A few feet inside the tree line she found a wrought iron bench. Balancing herself on the very edge of it, Greer peered up and down the path, staring into the gloom, every sense on high alert. Except for the water-laden leaves above her, nothing moved, and she realized with a start that she was disappointed.
This is not my life.
A vision of Leah’s face, her full lips forced into a hard line, her eyes bugged wide with terror as she pressed herself tight against the door of the Range Rover, flashed in her mind but she pushed it away.
Vortex.
She didn’t understand exactly what it was, or how it worked. It was science. Or science fiction. Or … magic?
She rolled her eyes at the thought.
Magic.
She certainly wouldn’t mind a little bit of magic. Anything was better than …
Out on the river, a barge, invisible in the darkness, blasted its horn, one long mournful sound that seemed to echo in her chest. Suddenly uneasy, Greer stood.
Girl, what are you doing? she thought.
Sitting in a deserted park in the middle of the night. No one even knew where she was. She was a cop’s kid. No matter what else was going on, she knew better than to be sitting alone in a city park in the dead of night. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she glanced at the screen, hoping, though not expecting, that Bass might have texted her, but there was only the home screen. A picture from the previous fall when she and Bass had taken a weekend trip upstate to watch the leaves change. She was still staring at the image when she felt the humming in her ears. She took three steps and almost walked right into it.
A car.
Big, nearly twice as long and wider than her little Prius. In the murky light the whitewall tires blazed bright. Greer reached out one hand to touch the car, then jerked it back. The curved fender had been cool beneath her fingers. She stared, letting out the breath she’d been holding, her fingertips wet from the raindrops on the smooth metal. From behind her came a sound and she jerked around, fists clenched, knees soft, ready to fight, to run. Ready to scream.
He stood there, fifteen, twenty feet away, smiling, though she had the sense that he was as dumbfounded as she was. “Good evening,” he said. “Or should I say good morning?”
His voice was soft, formal. Everything about him was formal. The suit he wore, the way he wore his hair, slick and pulled away from his face, the exacting way he held himself, even as he leaned forward, studying her.
It had seemed dark before, but now they were standing in a true sort of gloom. The high rises had vanished, taking their lights with them. Across the river, where moments before the lights from factories and apartments had lit the shoreline, only the random light flickered to show where the United States ended and Canada began. Greer gripped her phone tight in her fist. The park was gone. The parking lot was no longer a well-groomed, manicured space but a battered, overgrown space, surrounded by decaying warehouses. Around her, she could just make out the silhouettes of one- and two-story buildings.
She took a stumbling step back. He was here. Or …
She was there.
She tasted bile, hot, sour, in the back of her throat. When she was eleven, she’d convinced Madeline to take her on the Maverick, one of over a dozen roller coasters at Cedar Point. Had insisted on it, in fact. She’d wanted to ride that ride more than anything in the world. Wanted to show Mads—her big sister who wasn’t afraid of anything or anyone—that she was brave too. Her sister had finally, reluctantly, acquiesced. Almost immediately, Greer knew she’d made a terrible mistake. Just as they hit the first corkscrew turn, flinging them through space at more than seventy miles per hour, she, Mads and everyone below them and around them, had been suddenly bathed in a shower of vomit. The ride had been shut down for hours and Madeline had refused to speak to her for the next three days.
This was like that.
An hour ago, this had seemed like a good idea. To come here. To poke at one of the vortices, to slip into the past, like a tourist trying to escape her sad, messy life for just a little while. But now, standing in the oppressive darkness, mere yards from this strange man in his antiquated suit, in a city that had in the last minute or so become totally unrecognizable to her, a city that had ceased to exist more than a half century before, she suddenly felt like this was a mistake, that she might vomit all over the huge shiny automobile beside her.
Fighting down nausea, panic, it took her a long moment to register that he was still speaking to her. Telling her his name. Introducing himself. She bit down on a laugh, taken aback by this unexpected show of manners under the most bizarre circumstances imaginable.
“What year?” she asked. It was clear he’d misunderstood her question.
“… the year of our Lord, 1925.”
She had the inexplicable sense that she was running out of time as she tried to explain, pushing the words out in a rush: vortex, trauma time. 2025. She didn’t know why, but it felt important that she say the words to him. Felt like somehow he was a co-conspirator in whatever this was. She saw when the words she was speaking finally began to penetrate; saw his pale face grow paler still.
“Who are you?” he asked, his eyes wide with disbelief.
“Greer,” she said. “My name is Greer McKinney.”
But she was speaking the words into empty space.
Once again, glass towers loomed, bright in the night sky. Behind her, the lush park had reappeared. She could see her Prius through the trees and beyond that, the darkness that was the river. This was the Detroit she knew. The Detroit of 2025.
“1925.” Greer hurried down the path to her car and slid into the driver’s seat. “1925. 1925. He said it was 1925.”
She muttered it over and over. As if repetition could somehow make it make sense. As if trying to find a place in her brain, in her consciousness, for what had just happened. She said it until her pulse stopped pounding in her ears, until the trembling in her hands slowed. Hugging herself hard, Greer stared through the windshield. Through the glass, the city seemed cloaked in a gossamer veil, and she was suddenly once again struck by the silence.
1925.
Greer inhaled sharply through her nose. “Holy crap,” she whispered, and then she began to laugh.
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She was driving back toward the house when she spotted the White Castle, the brightly lit blue and white building on the corner, a beacon in the murk of the early morning. At the sight of it, her stomach growled, as if punctuating the fact that she’d not eaten anything since the few bites of cookie at the pastry shop yesterday afternoon. The quiches were still sitting untouched on the stove at home, but Greer whipped a U-turn, thankful that at this early hour, traffic was nearly nonexistent.
“A cheesy ten-sack and a coffee, please.”
She’d almost forgotten the hollow, insistent feeling of hunger. These past few months she mostly ate when Bass reminded her, or the label on one of her cornucopia of medicine bottles blared: take with food. These days, eating had become, at best, an afterthought. But now, she was famished. Bag in hand, she made her way to an empty table. There were no private areas in the restaurant but she found the closest thing to it, a corner near the garbage cans.
She could still feel the cold metal of the fender beneath her fingertips.
See the way he’d seemed … amused? Bemused? At her questions. “. . we’re standing at the edge of Black Bottom … And that, across the river, is Canada, of course.” As if he thought she was punking him. As if he were answering simply to humor her.
Montgomery Aloysius Gray. Dr. Montgomery Aloysius Gray. Monty to his friends.
Greer snorted. If these were hallucinations, then they were the most elaborate hallucinations ever. Aloysius? Really? She was sure that was a name that didn’t even exist anywhere in her brain.
But they weren’t.
Hallucinations.
She was sure of it. The only thing she was sure of.
Tucking her legs beneath her, she opened her phone. Still nothing from Bass. Shaking away the dark thoughts threatening to overtake her, she pulled out one of the cheeseburgers and began to scroll, searching.
CARS FROM THE 1920S
Despite being born and raised in the Motor City, she knew next to nothing about cars. Had no real interest in them. Cars were simply a means to get from point A to point B. Bass’ car was a BMW. Her dad owned a 1967 Ford Mustang Shelby GT350. She had no clue what the letters and numbers meant, only that both Bass and her dad seemed strangely delighted by them. She hadn’t even owned a vehicle when they’d lived in Brooklyn.
She inhaled sharply, sucking bits of cheeseburger into her windpipe. Coughing, eyes watering, she stared. There it was. A picture of a car exactly like the one she’d seen in the lot near Lafayette Park. Using her thumb and forefinger, she enlarged the image, bending close to examine it.
A 1925 Packard.
There was the running board and the curved fenders. There was the convertible top. The gleaming whitewall tires. The car in the photo was red; Monty’s car had been dark, green maybe, though in the low light, it was hard to say for sure.
Monty’s car.
Greer took a gulp of coffee, then, holding her breath, typed:
MONTGOMERY A. GRAY, M.D.
Another image popped onto the screen and she jerked, sending one of the miniature burgers spinning off the edge of the table and into the plastic seat on the other side. She barely noticed.
There he was. The man staring up at her from the screen was older by at least three decades. The hair was still wavy, still brushed neatly back from the forehead, but now, in the black and white photo, it seemed more silver than auburn, thinner at the temples. He was even leaner, the prominent cheekbones more pronounced. Despite a slight softening of the jawline, this Montgomery Gray seemed harder somehow, less friendly than the man who’d introduced himself less than an hour before, but there was no mistaking that face.
She studied the photo, searching for a date. There was none, but judging from the clothes, the tie, it appeared to have been taken sometime in the fifties. There were a few other photos from the same era. Monty standing with a group of distinguished-looking Black men. Monty in a tuxedo at a formal dance. Monty standing next to a beautiful young woman in a sumptuous wedding gown. Miss Eleanor Aletha Gray and Dr. Montgomery A. Gray, read the caption. His daughter?
In several of the pictures he was standing next to a woman. Even more fair-skinned than him, she was compact, sturdily built, made up of sharp angles and straight lines. In one picture, Monty was smiling, holding her hand protectively in the crook of his arm as the woman stared down the camera, as if daring the photographer to take her picture. The article identified her as Agatha Syphax Gray, Monty’s wife.
“Monty’s wife,” whispered Greer. Somehow, the pictures of his family, his wife; the images of him at dances and weddings, standing on the hospital stairs with his colleagues made him real. More real than the car. More real than the quivering Black Bottom streetscape. He was real. With a family; a life.
The bell over the door dinged and Greer glanced up. A woman walked in. She wore fuzzy blue pom-poms that covered each nipple and a pair of silky yellow shorts that covered nothing. They made eye contact and the pom-pom woman nodded. Greer returned the greeting before hunching once again over the phone’s screen.
Dr. Gray appeared to have been a prominent physician in Detroit. According to the articles, he had been a great lover of music and the performing arts, over the years donating huge amounts of money to schools around the country, including Wayne State right here in the city. There was a photo of him cutting the ribbon at Wayne’s performing arts theater on the day it had been named in his honor: the Gray Theater.
Greer frowned. That wasn’t right. Wayne’s campus was as familiar to her as the neighborhood she’d grown up in. She and Madeline had spent huge swaths of their childhood roaming the campus, curled in a corner with a book beneath the soaring skylights of the library while their mother did her research; sneaking over to the Detroit Historical Museum to wander the replicated streets of old Detroit. She was certain she’d never heard the name Montgomery Gray before this morning. And the theater in the photo was the Hillbery Theater, not the Gray.
Deep in her gut a sense of foreboding began to germinate. Could the article be referring to another theater? But there on her screen was the familiar white, Romanesque-style building, the tall columns framing the front. She swallowed hard, then typed: HILLBERY THEATER, WAYNE STATE into the search engine.
Her screen flashed the message: no results. She took a large gulp of her coffee, barely registering the scalding discomfort on her tongue. Gray Theater. Hillbery Theater. She raked a hand through her hair, trying to make sense of it. This was all wrong.
By the time she’d looked up again, Greer was startled to see the restaurant had filled with customers and the sun was nearly fully up. Grabbing her now nearly depleted sack of cheeseburgers and her empty coffee cup, she headed for the door, and home.
There’d been a surprising amount of information about Monty and his family. Surprising. And disturbing. Not long after that newspaper photo had been taken—the one at the ribbon cutting—Monty had mysteriously closed up his medical practice and vanished without a trace. The few grainy photocopied society pages she’d found offered breathless speculation as to the whereabouts of Dr. Montgomery A. Gray: that he had taken ill and was in a sanitarium somewhere recovering; that he had abandoned his wife, his family; that the well-connected Grays were somehow covering for him after some unnamed tragedy. For her part, his wife never offered an explanation. Agatha Gray continued to go about her life, attending parties, supporting charities, lending her name to social causes, as if oblivious to the speculation. “You go, girl,” muttered Greer. “Forget those haters.”
Greer would have loved to give her a high five if she hadn’t died nearly a half century before.
As she pulled into the drive, she was still trying to reconcile the charming, seemingly unflappable man she’d met with the strange disappearance of the weary, elderly doctor from the news stories. Bass’ car was not there and for a moment she blinked, startled. It was barely five a.m. And then she remembered. Bass on the stairs, refusing to meet her eyes, the bulging duffel between his feet. The resignation in his voice. I don’t think I’m leaving you. The quiet snick of the door as he closed it behind him. Greer swallowed around the lump in her throat before blowing out a slow breath.
“Okay,” she said softly. She wrapped her fingers around her phone. She would not look at it again, would not check to see if he’d texted her, called her. “Everything is going to be okay.”
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The future. She’d said she was from the future. 2025.
The rational, logical part of his mind wanted to laugh. Or better yet, have her committed to Eloise, the psychiatric hospital at the edge of the city. Perhaps the two of them could occupy adjoining rooms, since he seemed to be losing his grip on reality.
Except …
Another part of his mind, a much older part, the part where instinct lives, instinct that had served him well in life, was telling him something else. Telling him that there was truth there, rather than madness.
Greer.
Her name was Greer. From 2025. A hundred years in the future.
“Sweet Jesus,” he murmured. And then he did laugh.
When he’d told her that it was 1925, he’d seen incredulity, fear, disbelief. Seen the way she’d reached to touch his car, as if to assure herself that it was truly there. But even more than that, he’d seen, for the briefest of moments, her world. The shimmering towers of glass, the grass and trees stretching behind her into some impossible park. And the light. In the future was the night suddenly no longer a place of darkness?
Time travel.
Years before, he’d taken a train to visit a cousin who was studying at Wilberforce in Ohio. He’d sat in on a handful of lectures, and in one of them, a Physics class, there’d been a professor, a Dr. B. H. Green, who’d believed in time travel as fact. If not now, then sometime in the not-too-distant future. He’d spoken of his admiration for Albert Einstein, quoting the famed physicist’s theories on the speed of light and time. How, if one traveled fast enough, it might be possible to actually reverse time.
Monty had sat rapt in the back of the small lecture hall, oblivious to the rolling eyes, the skeptical sighs of the other students around him. He could still see it, the professor moving slowly through the rows of students, hands clasped behind his back, the fabric of his day suit rustling softly. In Dr. Green’s mind, it was inevitable that someone, someday, would develop the means to slip the bonds of time. And they would use this knowledge, this ability, to right the wrongs of the past, would change the trajectory of the future.
Was that why she’d come back, Monty wondered, to right wrongs? He snorted; there was certainly a bounty of wrongs to right.
“Ah, Dr. Gray, you are certainly in fine spirits this afternoon.”
Monty turned, startled. He’d been standing in the small room that served as the doctors’ lounge, coffee cup in hand, staring unseeing through the window. The speaker was a new doctor, a man who’d only been on staff a few months. Monty searched his brain for a name. Russell. The name suddenly bubbled to the surface.
“Dr. Russell.” Monty flashed a broad smile. “I am. It’s a beautiful summer afternoon and by some miracle I’ve managed to finish both my rounds and my clinic while the sun is still shining. So, fine spirits indeed.”
“Ah, now you’ve gone and done it,” said Dr. Russell with a laugh. “The surest way to jinx a perfect day is to call attention to it.”
Monty grinned. “Right you are.” He placed the cup he’d been holding back onto the counter. “And that is exactly why I intend to immediately make myself scarce. They can’t hold me responsible if they can’t find me.”
At the door he turned back toward the room, where his younger colleague was pouring his own cup of coffee. “And I would strongly advise that you not drink too much of that, Doctor, unless your plan is to take advantage of one of our free beds upstairs.”
Dr. Russell, who had just taken a sip from the cup, grimaced, then poured the remaining liquid into the sink.
“Good evening, Doctor,” said Monty, chuckling. He turned and exited the lounge.

Sitting behind the wheel of his car, contemplating the short drive home, he felt a strange sense of euphoria. He wanted—no, needed—to talk to someone, even if it meant they might think he was completely mad. He watched as doctors, nurses, patients, visitors streamed in and out of the hospital doors, completely unaware that not far away from them, something like a miracle had occurred.
Aggie.
He needed to talk to Aggie.
Straightening in his seat, he turned the ignition lever and pulled the touring car into the street, heading for his fiancée’s.
The Syphaxes lived in a massive foursquare in the Boston-Edison neighborhood. Set far back on a huge, well-manicured lot, the Syphax home could have easily accommodated his parents’ spacious Conant Garden home inside two times over. Their neighbors were doctors, lawyers, politicians and businessmen, including the Fords, the Fisher brothers, and countless other car executives as well as the influential rabbi Leo Franklin, members of the Kresge family and James Couzens, the former police commissioner. In this rarified neighborhood, Negroes were few and far between, but the Syphaxes’ deep roots, deeper pockets and tightly enmeshed connections in the city’s power machinery assured that in the few instances they weren’t accepted, they were, at least, ignored. Their fair skin and the fact that the Boston-Edison neighborhood had no restrictive covenant of note were also not insignificant factors.
“Dr. Gray?”
“Good evening, Beulah Dean,” said Monty to the maid that responded to his knock. “Aren’t you just a vision this evening?”
“And aren’t you just the freshest thing?” answered Beulah Dean, rolling her eyes. “I assume you are here for Miss Agatha?”
“I could be here for you.”
“You most certainly could not,” said Beulah Dean, snatching his hat from his hand. “Go on now and wait in the parlor while I go fetch her.”
“Yes, ma’am,” said Monty. This earned him another eyeroll before the maid disappeared down the wide, tiled hallway.
He had barely arranged himself on the couch before Aggie appeared in the doorway. She was dressed casually in a loose housedress that hung on her square frame, making her appear even more compact than usual.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Monty,” she was saying as she came into the room and dropped into the chair nearest him. “What in the world did you do to Beulah Dean this time?”
He held a hand to his heart. “On my honor, I did absolutely nothing.”
Aggie tried, unsuccessfully, to suppress a grin. “Montgomery Gray, you know that that woman’s body does not contain a single ounce of humor and yet you would insist on antagonizing her every chance you get.”
“I am sorry,” he said.
“Oh, if only that were true,” said Aggie, laughing.
“I do wish she would stop calling me Dr. Gray, though,” he said. “It feels … weird. She’s known me my whole life.”
“She’s proud of you, Monty,” she said simply.
Monty sucked his teeth and shrugged. Aggie crossed her arms across her chest. “What is it?”
“What is what? Can’t I just drop in to see my fiancée?”
Aggie leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “When was the last time you showed up unannounced?” Her voice was low, serious. “And in the middle of a workweek?”
He looked away and stared into the enormous fireplace, concentrating hard on the vines and gourds, the cherubs, carved into the marble surround.
“Monty?”
Still, he said nothing.
Aggie stood and went to the small liquor cabinet next to the fireplace. Silently, she poured three fingers of whiskey into a glass before coming back to stand in front of him. From somewhere deep in the big house came the sound of a ringing phone; Beulah Dean’s muffled voice as she answered it. Finally, Monty looked up to find Aggie studying him over the rim of her glass.
She took a long, slow sip.
“Magpie—”
“No!” She held up one finger, cutting him off. “No, no, no!”
Monty blinked. “No, what?”
“Do not even think about telling me that nothing is wrong again,” she said, her voice hard-edged. “I can tell you’re not sleeping. And this past week your mind has been anywhere but on what is right in front of you. And now, it seems, you’ve taken to showing up unexpectedly on my doorstep.”
“Aggie…”
“Shut it!” Aggie snapped and Monty flinched. She took another slow sip of her whiskey; winced. “I have no idea if it’s this madness with Dr. Turner. Or something else? Or maybe … maybe it’s this whole wedding foolishness?”
“Aggie…”
“Because, as I’ve told you, we can call the whole thing off. They’ll be fit to be tied. The parents. But they’ll live. It was a silly promise we made to each other a long time ago. But we were just kids, Monty, and just because the world thinks we need to be married, doesn’t mean we need to be married.” She emptied her glass and glared. “Especially if it’s going to make you stumble around like some kind of drooling, half-dazed simpleton. So…”
She slammed her glass down onto the table next to the couch so hard that Monty was surprised when it didn’t shatter.
“You can either start forming your mouth to tell me the truth, or you can go home. But what you will not do is treat me like some simpleminded child. I will not have it when I know something is terribly wrong. I just will not.” Her voice cracked.
They stared at each other and then Monty erupted in laughter, surprising them both. He laughed until his eyes watered and he was gasping for breath. Aggie sat in her chair, legs crossed, the plaid housedress ballooning around her calves, coolly watching him.
“Are you quite done?” she asked at last, bemusement warring with worry on her face.
Choking back another wave of laughter, he nodded. Aggie cocked her head and waited.
“Oh, Magpie, you are a wonder,” he said, smiling. “Much too smart for me.”
“Obviously,” said Aggie, the corners of her lips curving upward.
Monty leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, suddenly serious. “Nothing is wrong, dear. Not exactly. But I do need to tell you something,” he said.

She hadn’t ridiculed him. There was that at least. His fiancée had stiffly sat in her chair, staring at the floor, asking the occasional question as he described to her the brightly lit night sky, the drone of the object floating high above, the skyscrapers of gleaming glass. How the woman—Greer—had told him that she was from 2025. At one point Aggie’d leapt to her feet and poured herself another drink. She poured him one as well. He hadn’t wanted anything but when she held the tumbler out to him, the expression on her face made clear that refusal was not an option. They sat in silence after he was done speaking, Monty nervously running a thumb round and round the rim of the expensive crystal.
“So, not a dream,” said Aggie.
Monty shook his head, unable to meet her eyes.
“Could it be some sort of hysteria, do you think?” she asked. “A hallucination?”
“I suppose, but then which one of us is mad, then?” he answered, snorting. “The man who sees skyscrapers in the middle of the Bottom or the woman who believes she’s traveled back from the future?”
Aggie blinked, then drained her glass. “Alright, then why?” she asked finally.
Monty cocked his head. “Why? Why what?”
“Why here? Why you? If I could time travel, I suppose I’d go to Versailles or ancient Egypt or maybe somewhere far, far in the future or something, wouldn’t you? Why Detroit of all places? And in the middle of Prohibition.”
Monty shrugged. “Perhaps it’s my charisma that drew her here.” He waved his glass high. “A magnetism that reaches through the centuries.”
Aggie blew a raspberry. “Yes,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Well, that explains it then, doesn’t it? Mystery solved.”
Monty’s laughter was cut short when Aggie leaned forward in her chair, her eyes locked on his.
“I truly am not sure what to even think of all this, Monty,” she said. She gripped her glass between her hands. “But I’m … troubled. If it is true what she says, that she’s from 2025, then what a strange and magnificent thing.” She said this last almost as a question, her grip on the glass tightening, whitening her knuckles. “But no matter what, we have to speak with her again, don’t we? What if it’s a warning of some kind?”
“A warning?” Monty frowned. He felt a flicker of unease. “A warning of … Wait! We?”
Aggie placed her now empty glass carefully on the floor at her feet. “Yes,” she answered slowly. “We. If this is real, if she is real, then we need to know why she’s come here. And if it’s not a warning of some kind, if it’s something else”—she smiled for the first time—“then we need to know … everything.”
“Aggie, I don’t know if…” She raised an eyebrow and Monty stopped himself.
He sat back on the couch and they gazed at each other, a silent battle of wills.
“Agatha Syphax,” he said, breaking the silence. “I would be most happy for the company.” Once again, he raised his glass to her, then drained the last of the whiskey.
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Greer was sliding her key into the side door lock when she heard a car behind her in the drive. She turned to find Leah climbing from the front seat of her Range Rover.
“G?”
“Leah?” Greer glanced at her watch. “Why aren’t you at work?”
“Why aren’t you answering your texts?”
“I turned my phone off.”
Leah frowned. “Why?”
Greer shrugged. She didn’t have the energy to explain that she’d turned it off to keep from obsessively checking every few minutes for a text from Bass. “What’re you doing here?” she asked.
As if in answer, Leah reached into her car and pulled out a coffee carrier with two coffees and a bakery bag. Greer immediately recognized the Sugar and Beans logo.
“It’s not Astoria, but you said something about this place … so!” She hoisted the coffee and pastries high. “Come on, I’m going to be late.”
“Aren’t you already late?”
“Girl, move,” said Leah, pushing past her into the house. Dropping the bag onto the kitchen table, she kicked off her heels before falling into a chair. She looked Greer up and down. “You went running?”
Greer nodded and pulled one of the coffees close.
“I thought you said you couldn’t do that anymore.”
“I’ve been … feeling stronger lately.”
“Really?” Leah squinted at her. “Well, you are looking a lot less hospice-y.”
“Nice.” Greer snorted.
Her friend grinned and took a bite of her doughnut.
“Seriously,” said Greer. “Why’re you here and not at the office?”
Leah straightened and began to fidget with the diamond studs in her ears. “Okay, so. What happened the other day? I’m going to be honest. It freaked me the fuck out. I mean, like brains melting out of my ears, freaked out.”
Greer said nothing.
“G, this thing … whatever the hell this thing is, feels all kinds of not alright.” She touched Greer’s hand. “And I think … maybe … it might be dangerous.”
“Dangerous?”
Her friend hesitated. “I was talking to Rick…”
“Rick? Who’s Rick?”
“Hot physicist boyfriend, Rick. Damn girl, keep up.” She flicked her hand dismissively. “And so not the point right now. Focus.”
Greer made a face.
“Any. Way. I was talking to Rick about this.”
“Ha, that must have been some conversation,” said Greer, interrupting. “So, Rick, my girlfriend vanished into thin air and she’s convinced she’s traveling back in time.”
“Are you going to listen to me or what?” snapped Leah. “I didn’t even bring up the whole disappearing thing. That would have just…” She wrapped her hands around her cup. “As I was saying, I was talking to Rick and I did ask him some questions about time travel. How it might work, if it’s possible, what kinds of things could go wrong, etcetera.”
She sat for a long moment, staring at the table, one manicured nail pushing crumbs in a small circle.
“Leah?” Greer sat rigid, fists clenched in front of her on the table. “What did he say?”
“He said there’s a school of thought that believes that if you could go back into the past, you couldn’t change it.” She hesitated and shot Greer a look. “But…”
She stopped and stared at the table.
“But?” Greer squinted at her. “But what?”
“Some people think time might sort of be like a piece of yarn. Made up of billions of individual threads. And each time you come back, you pull one of those threads loose,” Leah answered slowly, not looking up, seemingly mesmerized by the tiny pile of crumbs in front of her. “And they think that sometimes, you end up not following the thread you left on, but some other thread. Some other timeline.”
She looked up. “You end up not changing the past but … the present.”
Greer blinked, the hairs at the nape of her neck prickling. Instinctively, she glanced around the kitchen. Everything seemed exactly the same as it was the day before: the same boxes stacked in the corner, the same curtains at the window.
The Gray Theater.
She pushed the thought away.
“Doesn’t your boyfriend find it weird that you’re suddenly interested in the theory of time travel?” she asked, forcing a smile.
“Weird?” Leah grinned. “Girl, please. He’s a nerd. He finds it hot.
“Seriously, though,” she went on, her smile fading. “This is scaring the actual shit out of me. Even more than it did the other day, if that’s even possible. You just cannot do that again, okay? Please.”
Greer kept her eyes fixed on her cup. She jerked when Leah leaped to her feet, her chair scraping across the floor.
“Oh. My. God! Are you kidding me, right now? Please tell me you did not do that thing again.” Leah exploded. “When?”
“Last night,” murmured Greer. “Well, this morning.”
“Are you out of your mind? Why, G? Why would you do that?”
“I don’t know, okay?” Greer snapped. “Because it’s something incredible? It’s crazy and impossible and unbelievable, but it is also the most amazing thing that’s ever happened to me.”
She stretched toward her friend. “Leah, for a little while, I’m not sitting here thinking about how my life has gone to shit. Nobody’s asking me what’s wrong or how I’m feeling or waiting for me to fall on my face.” She was pleading now.
Leah stood staring at her from the other side of the table, her expression stricken.
“And there’s something else,” Greer went on. “There’s something about … Something happens after I’m in that place, in that time. I … don’t feel sick anymore. I feel normal. Like myself. Everything works like it’s supposed to. My legs, my eyes. My brain.” She clutched at a lock of hair. “For a while anyway.”
She held out one hand as if to demonstrate how steady she was. “I think that’s why I can run again.”
Leah blinked, then pulled the chair back to the table. “Jesus Christ,” she whispered, sagging into it. She reached a hand out and Greer grabbed hold, squeezing tight.
“What is Bass saying about all this?” she asked after a moment. “I’m sure he’s just thrilled about all this Outlander shit.”
Greer hunched her shoulders.
“G? You didn’t tell him?”
“I think maybe Bass left,” she said, not meeting her friend’s eyes.
Leah jerked her hand free. “Left … where?”
“He said he was going out of town with his dad for a few days but…”
“But what?”
Greer shook her head, teeth clenched hard against the threatening tears.
“I know you are not sitting here trying to tell me Bass left you?”
“I don’t know.”
“G?” Leah’s voice was a growl, low, dangerous. “Girl. Do not make me punch you in the throat.”
“Yes. Maybe. I think so.” Greer glanced up. Her friend’s eyes bored into her. “We had a fight. I mean, another one. It’s all we ever do anymore.” She gave a bitter laugh. “When we talk at all.”
“Did he pack a bag?”
“Yes.”
“What did he say?”
I don’t know what we’re doing anymore.
“He said a lot of things.” Greer took a deep breath, held it a long moment. “Bass just wants things to be fixed. To get on with it. To get back to normal. Whatever that means. Like I guess I’ve already spent enough time being pissed or sad.” She clamped her hands tight in her lap. “In his mind, we sat down, we came up with this plan so … he can’t understand why I’m not on board. Why I…”
She shrugged.
“Fucker,” Leah muttered.
“No. He’s not really, Leah.” Greer shook her head. “It’s been hard. I’ve been hard. He just…”
“Fucker,” snapped Leah, glaring at Greer. She snatched her bag from the back of the chair and began to root through it. “Let me call Yvonne so she can move some stuff. Want me to have someone set his car on fire? I know people.”
“Omigod, Leah!” Greer inhaled sharply, then laughed. “You are so stupid. Pretty sure the law frowns on that kind of thing.”
“Humph,” said Leah, punching numbers into her phone.
“At least the Judge doesn’t know or she’d be blowing up my phone right now.”
“Who?” asked Leah.
“The Judge,” said Greer.
Leah was looking at her, a puzzled expression on her face.
“Bass’s mom?” said Greer. A faint warning sounded deep in her gut. “The Judge.”
“Girl, when did you start calling her that?” said Leah, laughing. “I mean, that is damn on point, but…”
“What are you talking about? We’ve all called her the Judge for years. Even before she was appointed to the bench. The Honorable Wanda Coffey.”
Greer’s mouth went dry. Her friend was staring at her in alarm.
“G,” Leah said slowly. “Bass’ mom is not a judge.”
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“Say, old man, a penny for your thoughts.”
Monty flashed a smile as his colleague started. Dr. Sweet was standing just inside the door of the large auditorium. In the shadows as usual, thought Monty.
“You not comfortable being the center of attention?”
“You must be mistaken, Doctor,” said Ossian Sweet with a faint smile. “I believe it is Mr. Cobb who is tonight’s main attraction.”
Monty shook his head. “I wouldn’t put odds on that,” he said, turning to survey the room. The auditorium was filling fast, the excitement palpable as people took their seats in anticipation of the night’s event, a dinner to honor Ty Cobb.
Ty Cobb.
The Georgia Peach.
The controversial center fielder for the Detroit Tigers.
Both Monty and Sweet were there as guests of Dr. Charles Green, one of their colleagues at the hospital. Though not as wealthy or as deeply rooted in the city as the Grays or the Syphaxes, Green was an indisputable member of the city’s Talented Tenth. An intense, driven man with a razor-sharp wit, he’d earned a reputation as a committed Race man; one who often skated dangerously close to the very edge of white Detroit’s tolerance. Tonight’s table was his not-too-subtle statement that the city’s colored elite were not to be ignored.
Monty heard him a split second before he saw him. Their host was striding across the room, calling out cheerful greetings to the other guests, making no attempt to blend discreetly into the crowd.
“Ahoy and salutations,” Green cried, shaking Monty’s hand. “Glad you could make it.” He turned to Ossian, who was nervously scanning the room. “And welcome to you as well, Dr. Sweet,” he said. “We’re so grateful that you could join us on such very short notice.”
Just the night before, another man, a pharmacist, had suddenly fallen ill. It had been Monty who’d proposed Ossian Sweet as a last-minute replacement. He looked on now in amusement as the younger doctor, his expression flitting between delight and embarrassment, allowed himself to be steered toward their table, Charles Green talking loudly the entire way.
Following close behind, Monty could feel the energy in the room roil and shift as he wove through the other tables; could feel the dozens of pairs of eyes that followed them. Shoulders squared, he lifted his chin and pasted a broad smile across his face. It was true what he’d told Aggie—white folks did tend to behave better when they were all gussied up—but only a fool would let his guard down when surrounded by the enemy, especially with only one real path to escape.
“So, how does it feel to be the pepper in the center of all this salt?” asked Green, as they took their place at the table.
Beside him, Ossian shrank a little in his seat as the other men laughed. Monty raised an eyebrow. With his blue eyes and ivory skin, Charles Green was doing very little to change the complexion of the room. “Too early to tell, Green,” he said, looking his friend up and down. “We’ll let you know.”
The men at the table were still chuckling as the lights dimmed and a hush fell over the room. Monty had no real interest in baseball. Ty Cobb was a city treasure, a national treasure, but that was not the real reason any of the ten Black men at his table were there. They’d come because the famed ball player belonged to Detroit and Detroit belonged to them, as much as to anyone else assembled in the now sweltering auditorium. And they, the men sitting at Charles Green’s table, were determined to prove that they had as much right to poke at rubbery roast beef and lumpy mashed potatoes as everyone else in the city.
As one speaker after another rose to extol the athletic prowess of the famous Detroit Tiger, Monty let his attention drift.
For the past several nights, he’d met Aggie after work. Their parents assumed they were meeting to discuss their wedding; they’d yet to set a date, though both mothers were lobbying hard for the upcoming spring. They’d driven up and down Hastings Street, followed Woodward then Brush Street nearly to the river. They’d parked in the same empty lot where the strange girl had appeared to Monty in the predawn, stood waiting in front of Watson’s, even cruised the quiet streets of his parents’ neighborhood. But nothing at all had happened. There was no low droning in his ears, no trill on the surface of his skin. No wild-haired woman in trousers. Nothing. The Bottom, the Valley, everything, stayed exactly as it had always been.
“Perhaps it’s over,” Aggie had said, laughing a little, the night before. “Perhaps she’s moved on to somewhere much more thrilling than Detroit. You know … in spite of your obvious charms.”
“Perhaps,” he answered. He laughed along, but inside he felt a crushing sense of disappointment. The woman, Greer, had felt like a portent, a promise of things bigger than Black Bottom, bigger than Detroit, bigger even than his place in the Talented Tenth. A promise of unimagined possibilities. And he felt something else as well, the smallest trickle of fear. Was it possible that the woman, the skyscrapers, the bright lights had been hallucinations? Was he slowly going mad?
When the lights came back up, he blinked, straightening in his seat and applauding politely, following the lead of his companions.
“We’re all heading over to the Swallow for a quick nip,” said Charles Green as he stood. “Join?”
Monty hesitated, then shook his head. The long days in the office and longer nights roaming the dark streets, waiting for the mysterious woman to appear, had left him worn. He felt the exhaustion deep in his bones.
“Not this time.” He turned. “Say, Sweet, why don’t you take my place? You’ve never been, have you?”
Green blinked in surprise, then grinned. “Of course, Sweet. Join us.”
The younger doctor looked from one to the other, then nodded.
“Splendid,” cried Green. “We will leave you to your own devices then, Gray.”
With that, he slung an arm around the shoulders of the much shorter Ossian Sweet and followed the crowd toward the door.
Out on the street, Monty pressed himself against the side of the building. Ignoring the glances of the thinning crowd—some hostile, others merely curious—he pulled a La Corona from his breast pocket and lit it.
Perhaps Aggie was right. Maybe Greer had moved on, found a place, a time, much more interesting than this. Cleopatra’s court, the beaches of Havana or the kingdom of Shaka Zulu perhaps. Assuming, of course, that all of this was not some figment of his imagination.
Monty walked slowly to his car. The night air was warm, heavy, a harbinger of the approaching heat of summer. He was reaching to release his collar when he felt it, the quivering on his skin, faint but growing.
He wanted to shout. To do a quick Charleston kick there on the street. He was not a lunatic! It was real. As the drone grew in his ears, and the sidewalk folded beneath him, he stepped back into the shadows.
And waited.
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“Greer!”
The side door swung open just as she reached to unlock it. Isaac McKinney stood in the opening, a to-go cup in one hand, his uniform jacket draped over his arm.
“Hey, Dad!”
“Well … hey.”
“Can I stay here for a few days?”
Her father cocked his head, frowning. “You know you never have to ask that.”
“It’s just that Bass is out of town with his dad and I’m going a little crazy in that empty house,” she explained quickly, though he hadn’t asked. “So…”
He gave her an appraising look, taking in the large backpack slung over her shoulder. “Go on in, sweetie,” he said. “I’ll be working twelves for the next little bit but there’s plenty of food and I did pay the cable bill.” He grinned.
She returned a weak smile and nodded, moving aside to let him pass.
“Everything okay, baby?” he asked.
“Yeah, Dad,” she said. “Everything’s fine. Just a little tired.”
He opened the car door, then hesitated, studying her. “Well,” he said, finally. “Why don’t you go on and take a hot shower. You can just stay in bed all day if you want. You’ve got the whole house to yourself.”
She gave him a thumbs-up then stepped into the house. She dragged her bag into the family room and threw herself gracelessly on the couch. Staring up, she watched as the light pouring in through the tall windows formed abstract patterns of light and dark on the ceiling.
Three days.
She’d managed to keep her promise to Leah for three days. In fact, other than one quick trip to the grocery store and a slow run down to the high school and back, she’d barely left the house. She’d spent the past few days cleaning, texting Bass, organizing and texting Bass. Trying to read and texting Bass.
Seventeen times in all, not counting this morning, the tone of her messages ricocheting from anger to pleading, to concern, then back again. He had responded to none of them. This morning, she’d woken from a fitful sleep, convinced that something must be terribly wrong. Maybe he’d gotten sick and couldn’t answer. Maybe he and Thor had been in a terrible accident and were too badly injured to reach out to family. She activated the phone locater app. It showed that Bass was indeed in Chicago, somewhere just off the Magnificent Mile, and suddenly, she’d been filled with a white-hot rage, as if someone had set her on fire from the inside.
He couldn’t respond? At all?
No matter what had happened between them, didn’t he at least owe her that much? One single text? But in the next instant, she was shivering and it felt like she might never be warm ever again. The tracker only showed where his phone was located, right? What if he’d been mugged? What if his phone had been stolen?
She’d stood in their empty bedroom, the conflicting emotions at war inside of her, feeling as if she might split in two, right down the middle. It was true what she’d said to her father. She felt like she was going crazy, though it wasn’t just because of the empty house. And it wasn’t just because of Bass.
Bass’s mom is not a judge.
She and Leah had stared at each other across the kitchen table for an eternity, both afraid to speak. It was Leah who’d broken the silence first.
“You thought Miss Wanda was a judge?” Her voice was barely audible.
Greer hadn’t answered, couldn’t answer, could only sit in stunned silence as Leah described her mother-in-law, the Wanda Coffey Leah knew, the one that existed on this timeline.
Wanda Coffey was not, had never been, a judge. She was the head of the public defender’s office. Had been for years. A force, a pit bull, when it came to seeking justice for the city’s indigent population.
Greer’s head pounded. Until yesterday, her Wanda Coffey had been a judge for Michigan’s Third District court. That was all she’d managed to say.
The Gray Theater.
Bass’s mom is not a judge.
It had scared her, more than she cared to admit. This tiniest fracture in the reality she knew. Slumped on the family room sofa, she felt listless, slow, the sense of well-being she’d enjoyed for the past week leached away.
Her phone sounded and she jerked upright, sliding off the couch as she scrambled in the pocket of her backpack for it. Finally! But it wasn’t Bass. It was a text from her father, letting her know he’d made jambalaya the night before. Greer dropped her head to her knees.
“This is my life,” she whispered. She said it again and again, as if repetition could somehow smooth the sharp edges, make the fact of it more palatable.
A run. Maybe a run would clear her head. Or at least keep her from obsessively checking her phone.

This early in the morning the air was still cool, fresh. Tucking her twists into a ponytail, she trotted slowly down the long driveway. It was a workday, and with the exception of the rare delivery truck, the street was empty and quiet. Greer started down the sidewalk at a slow pace, a gentle, measured trot, inhaling grass-scented air into her lungs. She’d just reached the end of her parents’ block, hadn’t even broken a sweat, when she felt the first minute hitch in her breathing, barely a hiccup. She slowed to a brisk walk, every sense on guard, wary, waiting for Dud to show itself. For a moment, it seemed like it might have been a false alarm, an echo of all the previous attacks before. She took a deep breath and picked up the pace, just a little, a test. She was passing in front of the Bishop’s Mansion, the largest home in the city of Detroit, when it hit her, a sharp, painful spasm that started in her neck and spread down her shoulders, her back, seizing up her hips.
She threw out a hand, reaching for something, anything, to grab onto, but there was only air. Her right knee buckled and she went down. Hard. Crawling to the edge of the grass, she dropped her head between her knees, breathing fast.
Tripped over a tree root.
Tweaked my ankle.
Catching my breath.
Rehearsing all the excuses she might give if someone stopped; asked her why she was crumpled on the lawn of the Bishop’s Mansion. Every excuse except the truest one. That her body had turned into an asshole with a twisted sense of humor that often left her battered and bruised. Luckily, no one passed by and, after a few minutes, the muscles in her neck, in her back released, though she was still aware of an unpleasant reverberation deep in her cells. Wincing, Greer pushed to her feet, swearing as a small trickle of blood made its way down her shin from her skinned knee. She touched the pocket of her running shorts that held her phone, then began to make her way back toward her dad’s.
Back in the kitchen, Greer rooted through the cabinets and drawers until she found peroxide, a tube of antibiotic ointment and an ancient box of Band-Aids. She quickly cleaned her knee, unconsciously swiping at tears just before they fell.
Hunched on the kitchen stool, she stared unseeing at her bandaged knee. For the moment, Dud had gone back into hiding—had seemingly emerged briefly as if to remind her that yes, it was still there—but she still felt jittery, unmoored.
She sat, unmoving, in the silence, for a long time.

The thought had come to her in a flash. She wanted, needed, to see for herself.
Bass’s mom is not a judge.
She realized it was not just Wanda Coffey she wanted to see. What she wanted was to see … everything. Maybe Leah and the hot physicist boyfriend were wrong. Maybe fraying the timeline wasn’t even a thing.
Gray Theater.
Or at least not a bad thing. Was there really such a huge difference between a judge and a public defender?
Yes, whispered a small voice in her head, yes, there absolutely is.
Grabbing her keys, she headed for the door. At the last minute, she turned back, grabbing a small container of her dad’s jambalaya from the fridge. A surprise for Wanda, who, like everyone else, adored her dad’s cooking. And a ready-made excuse, in case she had to explain why she was suddenly in her in-laws’ neighborhood.
Normal.
Everything was normal.
As she drove toward her in-laws’, Greer peered intently through the car windows, on alert for anything that seemed different, changed. But she saw only the Detroit she knew. Nothing altered; nothing unfamiliar. There was the pale green roof of the Fisher Building. There, glimpses of the Medical Center. Signs for the MotorCity Casino, for Greektown; the Ambassador Bridge that carried traffic into Canada. Greer felt her breathing settle, her grip on the steering wheel gradually loosen. By the time she neared her in-laws’ street, she was sure everything was going to be okay; that Leah and her boyfriend were probably overreacting. Maybe there were a few tiny differences, tweaks, hardly noticeable, but everything—everything that mattered—seemed intact.
Turning onto their street, Greer allowed herself a slight smile. She loved this neighborhood. The Coffeys lived on Detroit’s Gold Coast. Mostly built in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the massive homes that lined either side of the broad boulevard bore silent witness to the city’s glorious industrial past. Even those whose better days seemed well behind them were striking. In the middle of one long block, the Coffey home held pride of place: over six thousand square feet of pale limestone, brick and bright stained glass.
Greer pulled up and parked. The Judge’s—no, not judge, she reminded herself—signature Cadillac was parked in the driveway.
She pursed her lips and stared through the window, unsure of what to do, a rumble of doubt rolling through her. She hadn’t thought ahead to what she would actually say to her mother-in-law once she saw her. Her only thought had been to see the woman for herself, to see how much had actually changed.
The aroma of the rich andouille, the perfume of the Creole holy trinity—onions, bell pepper and celery—filled the car. Taking a deep breath, she pushed open the car door with trembling hands. No matter what, she had to see.
“Greer?”
Standing in the doorway in a lilac cashmere sweater and sharply creased jeans, Wanda Coffey looked as if she’d just stepped from the set of a photo shoot. Even the animal print loafers she wore looked elegant. Greer gave a huff of relieved laughter. At least her mother-in-law’s meticulous sense of style was the same.
“Is everything okay?” Wanda peered at her with startled bemusement, her reading glasses pushed into her flawlessly coiffed salt-and-pepper hair.
“I was … I knew I was going to be in the neighborhood.” Greer held up the container. “And Dad made this last night, so…”
“Is that Ike’s?” Wanda beamed, taking the container from Greer’s hands and inhaling deeply.
Greer nodded. “His jambalaya.”
“Come in,” said Wanda. “Come in.”
“Oh, no, that’s okay.” Greer took a step back. “Actually, I wasn’t even expecting you to be home. I was just going to drop this off with a note.”
“Oh my goodness. The office has been barely controlled chaos lately, and I had some things that absolutely had to get done so I decided to work from home today.” Wanda smiled. “So here I am and here you are. Come on in, sit a minute. We haven’t really had a chance to chat in I don’t know how long.”
A week, thought Greer. We talked in my kitchen last week when you let yourself in. She forced a smile. “No, really. I have some errands to run and then I was going to maybe swing by and see if Leah was free for lunch.”
“Ah,” said Wanda. Her face wrinkled in distaste for a fraction of an instant, and Greer suppressed a grin. Another thing that clearly hadn’t changed: the enmity between her best friend and her mother-in-law.
“Next time,” Greer said quickly.
“Well, the boys will be back from Chicago tomorrow. Maybe you and Bass can come for brunch on Sunday. I have a new recipe I’ve been wanting to try.”
“O. Kay?”
Brunch? Wanda Coffey didn’t do brunch. Not unless it was in service of some charity, or foundation or a political candidate. And she didn’t cook. Greer suddenly found herself engulfed in a tight embrace. Blinking in surprise, she awkwardly patted her mother-in-law’s back.
“You sure you won’t come in?” asked Wanda. “I could use the break.”
Greer shook her head, not trusting herself to speak.
“Alrighty then, back to work,” said Wanda, releasing her. “And we need to do another Girls’ Night Out soon.”
Back in the car, Greer waved then put the car into gear. Turning the corner, she pulled to the curb and slammed on the brakes, hands shaking.
“What the…?”
Brunch?
Another Girls’ Night?
Her mother-in-law had been calm, relaxed. And in the entire time they’d known each other, Greer could count on one finger the number of times she’d hugged her—at her wedding. And they’d never hung out together, just the two of them. Even the thought of it made her mouth go dry.
Her phone pinged, startling her. She stared at it but didn’t pick it up. It was probably her dad again, wondering what she was doing with herself. Or Leah, checking to make sure she was following orders and avoiding places where she might stumble upon a vortex.
It pinged again. And then again. On the fourth ping she snatched it up from where it had wedged itself in the crease of the passenger seat. If it was her dad, maybe something was wrong. Police of his rank rarely ventured into the streets, but he was still police. And one never knew.
Thumbing open the screen, she inhaled sharply through her nose.
The messages, all of them, were from Bass. Mostly pictures.
A smiling Bass and his dad in front of the Chicago Bean. Bass in his hotel room, a stunning view of Lake Michigan in the background. A picture of the famed Uno Pizzeria, captioned JEALOUS YET? The final text simply said:
WILL BE HOME SUPER LATE TONITE. ZEFF’S IN THE MORNING? GONNA PLAY HOOKY AND SPEND THE DAY WITH MY BAE.
Greer frowned. The tone of the texts were light, teasing. Pre-Dud Bass. There was no mention of the argument. Of the fact that just a few days before he’d hinted that he was leaving her. Not even a reference to the more than a dozen unanswered texts she’d sent him in the past twenty-four hours. She stared at the phone. The air inside the car was growing uncomfortably warm. It was going to be a scorcher.
Finally, with another deep inhale, she texted back: K. TOM. 11:00.
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“Come in,” she called, responding to the knock.
“Mornin’, punkin’.” Her father poked his head around the door. “What in the devil…?”
It was barely seven a.m. and the bed, the chair, every square inch of the floor was covered in clothes. Her brunch with Bass wasn’t for hours, but her heart was racing and there was an unpleasant churning in the pit of her stomach. It felt as if she was going on a blind date instead of meeting her husband of nearly four years for brunch.
Boxes and boxes of her and Madeline’s things were still at their parents’ house: in the basement, in the attic, pushed deep into closets. Trophies, hers for dance, Mads’ for track. Books. And clothes. Lots and lots of clothes. Things they hadn’t worn in years, but might someday, or maybe pass on to their theoretical children. Greer had been tearing through the boxes for the greater part of an hour, selecting an outfit, only to quickly discard it again.
“I’m meeting Bass for brunch,” she answered.
“So, you thought, what? You’d just Marie Kondo the place first?”
Greer looked up from where she was kneeling next to the dresser and let out a surprised snort. “Marie Kondo, Dad?”
“What?” said her father with fake indignation. “I’m a Renaissance man. I keep current with the happenings.”
“The happenings?” she said, laughing. “Yeah, Daddy, you are one happening dude.”
He grinned. “Well, whenever you’re done doing … whatever the heck this is, come on down. I made pear fritters for breakfast.”
“Yum. But I’m only going to taste. Brunch, remember?”
Her dad raked his eyes over the chaos, then nodded and left the room, but not before Greer saw the questions, the concern, playing across his face.
She’d considered driving back to the Conant Gardens house to find something to wear, but quickly dismissed the idea. It had been nearly a year since she’d worn real clothes. Faded leotards and sweats, with the occasional oversized T-shirt thrown in, had virtually become her uniform. It would have taken an eternity to comb through the boxes still stashed there to try and pull together a decent outfit.
In the corner of the bedroom closet, nearly buried beneath a pile of neatly folded quilts, she discovered yet another box, one of the ones her dad had been taking to the Goodwill for the past two years.
“Yes,” she whispered.
She pulled back the lid and rummaged through it until she unearthed a diaphanous white peasant blouse and a pair of pale grey leggings. The leggings had belonged to Madeline. They were snug around her well-developed dancer’s thighs, but she could make them work. At the very bottom, she uncovered a pair of lace-up sandals and held them high. Leather, bright yellow, hideous. She laughed, remembering how she’d worn them every single day the summer after her senior year, convinced they were fashion forward and so very, very chic. She decided to wear them. They would make Bass laugh. Break the tension. Even if, based on the texts, the tension appeared to be mostly hers.
“Morning,” said her father as she entered the kitchen. “Again.”
He pushed a cup of coffee and a plate toward her, the glaze from the fritter gleaming in the bright sunlight. “I know. Just a bite.”
She leaned forward, inhaling the aroma of cinnamon and sugar. “God, that smells good.” Her stomach rumbled as if to second the motion.
“Look what I found,” said her father, pushing something toward her.
“Omigod! Where did that come from?” Sitting on the bar was her old Nikon digital camera, a Christmas gift during her eighth-grade year. Even secondhand, the camera had been an extravagance.
“Was looking for something up on the shelf in the garage and there it was. Still in the box.”
Greer ran her finger over the leather case, remembering the countless hours she’d spent alone in the park taking pictures of birds and leaves, of bugs and manhole covers. Remembering how she followed her family around relentlessly snapping pictures until boys and dance slowly became the consuming passions of her life. Until Mads had threatened to strangle her with the strap if she didn’t leave her alone.
“Gawd, I was a weird kid,” she muttered.
“You were introspective. And artsy,” said her dad. He reached across the counter and tucked a stray lock behind her ear. “You were perfect.”
Greer blinked hard, caught off guard by the sudden welling of tears. She stared down at the camera, gently probing the dials, the controls. It was heavier than she remembered, solid, the feel of it so familiar, pleasurable in her hand.
“Alright, gotta run.”
“I’ll see you tonight?”
“Will you?” he said, sounding surprised.
Her head snapped up.
“I just thought that with Bass back you’d want to be heading home,” he said.
“Well, yeah, maybe,” she said, locking eyes with him. His face was a mask of studied indifference. “We’ll see. You know Bass. And Thor. He’s working on something new. So, who knows.” She pushed the words toward him, filling in the spaces his surprise had opened, answering questions he hadn’t asked. “Anyway, it’s alright, right?”
“Always,” he said, his face still empty of expression. “No matter what’s going on, you know that, right?”
“Yep. I know that.”
The silence stretched long, him waiting for … something.
“Alright,” he said again after a moment. “Call me.”
And then he was gone.

She paced the empty house, to the living room and back, up the stairs, then down. Out to the backyard then back to the kitchen. She checked her watch, her phone, the clock over the stove, but time apparently had come to a standstill. Considering the events of the past week or so, this felt like a twisted irony.
The camera caught her eye and she picked it up, relishing once again how satisfying it felt in her hand, how her fingers automatically moved to adjust the settings, as if it had been days instead of years since she’d last used it. In the same drawer where she’d found the bandages, she discovered a package of batteries and was delighted when she inserted them into the camera and the green indicator light immediately lit up. She pushed the menu button to open the gallery, wondering when what old, forgotten image might pop up. She let out a startled cry.
There, on the small screen, was a picture of her mother and father. She remembered this day. A perfect day. Picnicking on Belle Isle. Madeline home on leave. Her sister was scrunched down behind their mother making bunny ears with her fingers. Their mom, her face half hidden by the massive sunglasses she always favored, was not looking at the camera, but rather at her husband, her mouth opened wide in laughter.
This was the before.
One week before they knew she was sick. One year until there would be no more pictures of an intact McKinney family. She remembered then the other SIM card, hidden away. A card that contained only pictures of her mother in that last year. Greer had been obsessed. Flying home monthly, then twice a month. Taking picture after picture, the way she’d done in high school, fixated with saving her mother on film, if not in real life. Every shot rendered in grayscale as her mother slowly disappeared.
Muttering an oath, she snapped the screen closed and glanced once again at her watch. Miraculously, time had made a tiny bit of forward progress. With a shake of her head, she grabbed her phone and the camera and headed for the door.
Detroit’s Eastern Market, just northeast of the main downtown, had been a fixture in the city for more than one hundred and thirty years. The largest historic public market in the country, it was a cornucopia of stalls and stores and tiny shops, offering everything from specialty meats and spices, to jams and textiles, and beyond. It was not merely a market, but an entire neighborhood stretching multiple city blocks. Growing up, it had been a favorite place for the four of them to stop on weekends for freshly made bread, still warm from the oven, and spiced cider; to roam the brightly colored stalls as exotic smells and joyful music wound around them. The photo of her father, her mother, Madeline’s bunny ear fingers poked up behind, flashed in her head, but she shook it away as she pulled into a parking lot on a side street.
The restaurant Bass had chosen, Zeff’s, was a landmark in its own right, though an infant by comparison, having only been in Eastern Market a mere half century. Stepping from her car, Greer glanced at her watch. Time had finally seemed to regain itself, and though it was barely past nine, the market and nearly all of the vendors and shops surrounding it had been open for hours. There were still a couple of hours before it was time to meet up with Bass. She decided to wander the market, possibly stop at DeVries. Maybe she could surprise her father with some of the French raclette cheese he loved so much.
Standing beside the car, keys in hand, she hesitated. The last time she’d ventured close to Eastern Market, she’d ended up somewhere else, some when else. Could that really have been just a week ago? She exhaled loudly, then looked around to see if anyone had noticed. She was alone.
Maybe Einstein was on to something. Maybe the past, present and future really were all just an illusion. Her trips here with her family just yesterday. The strange hiccup in time that was 1925, ages ago.
Cautiously, she stepped away from her car, her senses on alert. But there was no droning in her ears, no slither of electric current along her skin. She took another step and then another, phone gripped hard in one hand, backpack slung over her shoulder, half expecting the cracked asphalt to disappear beneath her feet. A man on a bicycle shot her a curious glance as he rode by. Ignoring him, she continued her wary trek across the rutted street, not daring to breathe until she stepped up onto the opposite curb.
In front of her was the massive Shed 2, the market’s oldest structure. Not really a shed so much as an open-sided, truss-roofed barnlike structure. Row after row of aisles brimmed with artisans and vendors of every imaginable stripe as music drifted through the redbrick double arches, blending with the murmurs of milling shoppers. DeVries was on the far side of the market, but it had always been the McKinney custom to leisurely wander the open-air sheds, no matter what their final destination. Part of the joy of Eastern Market was stumbling upon unexpected treasures. Greer felt suddenly lighter, happier. The morning was bright, the air not yet hot. She’d managed to keep her promise to Leah to avoid the dangerous places—at least until now. And she was meeting Bass for lunch.
Leah was right. This was her life now, and somehow she would have to figure out a way to accept that.
Just inside the shadow of the shed was a coffee shop she’d never seen and she treated herself to a cup of caramel cherry coffee. Smiling, she breathed in the sweet aroma as she moved deeper into the shed.
And stepped into darkness.



  
22
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When the street began to hiccup, when the darkened auditorium behind him disappeared and the world went from night to day, he wasn’t even surprised. There was night, and then there was sunlight; a cloudless, pale blue sky. He instantly recognized the redbrick arches of Eastern Market, though the market itself had been transformed. The familiar shed was flanked by similar massive buildings, the markings SHED 3 and SHED 5 rising high on their sloping roofs. Music filled the air, and he grunted in surprise as a man flashed by on some sort of motorized scooter.
And then it was night again, the air hot, thick.
And she was there.
Less than five feet away. For a seeming eternity, there on the empty sidewalk, they stared mutely at each other.
It was Greer who finally broke the silence. “Good … morning?”
Instinctively, he glanced up. The moon was a haze-covered crescent above them. “Is it?”
She followed his gaze, and then began to laugh. “It was.”
They eyed each other.
“So, this is…” Greer waved a hand, taking in the dim street, the building, him.
He nodded. “It is, indeed.”
“I don’t even know where to start,” she said. “This is so crazy, right? I mean, how? Why?”
He shrugged. “You mentioned a friend? Vortices? Time getting mixed up?”
“Yeah, well,” she said. “She says it’s all a theory. But it’s as good an explanation as any, right?”
Monty took a half step closer, studying her. She seemed almost a different species from the women he knew. The way she stood, her feet planted wide, claiming her bit of the sidewalk; the intense way she leaned in as she spoke. And the way she was dressed. She was wearing a loose-fitting blouse that came down to her thighs and beneath that … she had on no pants! Only some sort of thick hosiery.
“The fashions of 2025 seem to be very … unusual,” he said. He struggled to keep his expression neutral, even as he felt the heat rise in his face.
She glanced down, then back up. “Is it the shoes?”
He inhaled sharply. “Of course,” he said, laughing. “That is it exactly. It’s the shoes. They are … well, I’m not sure what they are.”
“They are hideous,” she said. She held out one foot. “Why do you think this is happening?” she asked, suddenly serious.
He shook his head. “I truly don’t know. Honestly, I’m not even sure what is happening.”
She nodded. “But there have to be rules for this kind of thing. Whatever this thing is. Don’t there?” she asked.
“I would think so,” he said, wincing as she scraped a thumbnail along the edge of the cup she was holding. “Aren’t there always?
“Shall we walk? My car is just there,” he said, pointing. He felt a sudden urgent need to get off the street. They were colored, it was late, and she was odd. The Detroit police harassed Negroes for far less.
She hesitated, then flashed him a smile that did not quite meet her eyes. “Okay, I Googled you so I’m pretty sure you’re not a serial killer.”
“I beg your pardon.” He frowned. “What did you do to me?”
Without answering, she moved so that they were walking side by side, though he noticed she still kept a cautious distance between them. As they walked toward the end of the block where he’d parked the Packard, he stole surreptitious glances at her, his mind swirling. What exactly did one say to someone visiting from the future? How did one even begin?
He glanced down. “What is that you’re carrying?”
“This?” She held up the cup, though he’d meant the other thing. The silver square she always seemed to have clutched in her hand. “Coffee.”
“Coffee?” he said, slowing. “That doesn’t smell like coffee.”
“Cherry caramel.”
He blinked and she held the cup out toward him.
“Dude, it is seriously delicious,” she said.
He took the proffered cup, sniffing at the plastic lid, and took a cautious sip. “Holy Christ!” he gasped. “That is … absolutely dreadful. More like a confection than coffee, isn’t it?”
She took her cup back and sipped. “I like it,” she said, grinning.
They’d reached his car but made no attempt to get in. She was right. Yes, there did have to be rules about this sort of thing, didn’t there? If she got in the car, would they be able to drive away, or would she vanish? How long before she disappeared anyway? Because of course she would, wouldn’t she? She always did. And why had she appeared tonight, and not all the other nights when he and Aggie had so vigorously sought her out? It felt as if they were inhabiting a space whose system, whose logic, they were not yet privy to.
He saw her reach out to touch the car just as she had that first time, and had a sense that their time together might be running out.
“What do you do in 2025?” he said quietly. “What is it like? Aside from appalling coffees and hideous footwear, I mean.”
“I’m a dancer,” she said, and even in the faint light, he saw her face constrict in pain. “Was a dancer.”
He peered at her, intrigued. “Like … a showgirl?”
That would explain the immodest dress.
“Like ballet.”
He jerked his head around to stare at her in astonishment. “A Negro ballerina? Really?”
“With a Black dance company.”
He blinked.
“And you’re a doctor,” she was saying. “In 2025, we have robots that perform surgery.”
He chuckled. “Of course.”
“There are cars that drive themselves and ovens that can cook a meal in seconds. I can go from Detroit to Paris by plane in a few hours. And people have walked on the moon.”
He was laughing hard now. “Surely you are having me on, Miss Greer. Robots that perform surgery?” he said, still laughing. “Men? On the moon? Really?”
“And telephones that take pictures.” She held up the metallic square and pointed it at him. There was a faint flash and then she held the square out for him to see. Monty leaned close, and then his breath caught in his throat. In the shadowy light of the streetlamp, he peered at the tiny window in the center of the square. The poor lighting rendered everything in shades of grey, but there was no mistaking the image of his car; his face, caught in mid-laugh, there on the glass.
A pressure was building in his head as his thoughts ran riot. There were so many thoughts, so many questions careening wildly off of each other that he found himself unable to grab hold of a single one; so many that he found himself capable of only a single response.
“Christ,” he muttered.
“You okay?” She was grinning, clearly reveling in his shock.
He managed a nod, then swallowed hard. “2025 seems … wondrous,” he said softly. “And how is it for us? For Negroes.”
She hesitated, as if unsure how to answer.
“We had a Black president. And there’s a Black woman sitting on the Supreme Court.”
As they stood in the glow of the streetlight, she began to describe a country, a world, beyond his greatest imagining—even more miraculous than a camera small enough to fit in the palm of one’s hand, a camera that supposedly could also make phone calls. It had scarcely been five years since women had even been granted the vote and, though theoretically Negro men had long held that right, it often remained just that, theory. And here was this woman, this apparition from another century, describing the seemingly impossible.
And yet …
He sensed that there was something more, something darker about that miraculous time that she wasn’t telling him.
“Clearly, things have changed,” he said. “For the better.”
An expression he couldn’t quite name—sadness? Anger?—flashed across her face.
“I want to see it,” she said, turning to survey the empty street around them. “I want to see all of it. Black Bottom. Paradise Valley. Detroit.”
She turned back to him. “I want to see it for me. For my mother. Oh man, she would have loved this so much. To see this. To live this. The way it was before it was all destroyed.”
Monty jerked. “Destroyed?”
They both felt it at the same time. The shudder, the crackle in the air. He gasped as the sudden flash of daylight blinded him. There was a rush of sound: music, laughter.
It was day. Then night again.
Instinctively, he grabbed hold of her wrist. “You’ll come back? You have to come back.”
She staggered, off-balance as the car pulsed next to them.
“I don’t…” She shook her head. “I don’t know. She said it might be dangerous. My friend. But…”
“Dangerous?”
But she was gone, and Monty found himself alone, clutching only warm summer air.



  
23
2025
“Damn, lady! Where’d you even come from?”
Greer lurched forward, dropping the coffee she still held as someone stumbled hard into her back. Blinking in the sunlight, she turned to find a boy of thirteen or fourteen and two of his friends staring at her wide-eyed.
“Uh, sorry,” she mumbled. Whirling, she hurried back to the car and launched herself into the driver’s seat.
The clock on the dash read 9:27. Was that possible? Had she really spent less than fifteen minutes in 1925? Hands shaking, she opened her phone and pulled up the photo gallery. There it was. A picture of Montgomery A. Gray. His big car. A bit in shadow, but unmistakable.
A picture from 1925.
Taken just minutes ago. Her heart thudded in her chest.
This was proof. Absolute, undeniable proof. She thumbed the screen until Leah’s number popped up. But then she hesitated.
“Just don’t do that again.”
And she hadn’t. Not intentionally. She’d purposely avoided Lafayette Park and Greektown. But what did Leah expect? She couldn’t sit in her bedroom forever. For better or worse, Detroit was her home now. And she’d said it herself: they didn’t really know how any of this worked. Maybe even sitting in her bedroom wouldn’t keep this from happening. Maybe there were vortices all over the city.
“There have to be rules for this kind of thing.”
The strains of an old Motown song, “Just My Imagination,” one of her mother’s favorites, drifted through the open car window as her thumb hovered over the green phone icon.
“You have to come back.”
With a grunt, she tossed the phone into the passenger seat. No, she thought. She’d wait. Maybe let Leah have another chat with her physicist boyfriend. Let her calm down from their last conversation.
Greer shot another look at the clock. There was still plenty of time to pick up that cheese for her dad before she had to meet Bass.

Despite the early lunchtime crowd, she spotted him immediately. Seated against one wall, he was dressed neatly in an oxford shirt, the sleeves rolled midway up his arms, intently typing into his phone. She made her way across the busy room and dropped into the seat across from him.
“Hey.”
His head jerked up and he inhaled sharply. “Babe! Hey! Was just trying to catch up on a few of these emails real quick. “I already ordered us some fries.”
“You look nice,” he said, looking her up and down.
Belatedly she registered that he had leaned forward to kiss her, and she half rose from her seat, hissing as they ended up bumping heads instead. She sank back down with an awkward laugh.
“So, um, how was your trip?” Bass was looking at her with a warmth that unnerved her. Under the table, she rubbed her suddenly damp palms back and forth along the fabric of her leggings.
Her husband rolled his eyes. “You know how these things are. Meeting after meeting after meeting. But it does look really promising in terms of forming a functioning alliance of minority contractors in the Midwest.”
“I was a little worried when you weren’t home last night,” he said.
Greer stopped rubbing her hands and blinked at him. “What?”
“I texted you what time I’d be in but then you weren’t there. I got worried.”
She stared, fists clenched tight in her lap. That hadn’t been at all what he’d texted her.
“I was about to call the police. Especially when you didn’t answer your phone. But then I remembered your dad is the police,” he said, laughing. “Finally got a hold of him and he said you’d been staying there while I was gone. I’m sure that made Ike’s week.”
She barely noticed when the waiter appeared to refill their water glasses. She sat gaping at him open-mouthed. “You stayed at the house last night?”
“As opposed to what?” he asked, dredging a fry through the chili coating his coney dog.
“As opposed to wherever it was you went after you stormed out the other night.” She managed to say this with only the faintest of snark.
Now it was Bass’s turn to stare. “Stormed out?” He smiled uncertainly. “Babe, what are you talking about? I mean, we ate your quiche. Yummy, by the way. I packed a bag then left to pick up Dad. What are you talking about?”
A warning sounded deep in her gut.
“Greer?”
She started. Bass was looking at her, his brow creased with concern. “You okay? What’s going on? Are you feeling sick? We can get out of here if you need to go.”
She felt tears threaten. He was looking at her the way he used to. Before Dud. Before nearly every conversation ended either in a war of words or in lethal silence. He was looking at her as if he hadn’t packed a bag and told her he needed a minute, as if days hadn’t gone by with no calls, no texts.
“No, no, I’m okay, just…” She flicked a hand as if that explained everything.
“What? Sleeping in your old bed at your folks’ not as comfortable as you remembered?” He grinned.
“Yeah, something like that.” She forced a smile.
“Isn’t your neurology appointment in a couple of weeks?” he said. “Maybe we can call and see if they can move it up if you’re not feeling well. They might have a cancellation. I can shuffle some stuff around at work and go with.”
“I don’t…” She clamped her mouth tight around the words. She didn’t have a neurology appointment. Did she? “That’s okay, you don’t have to do that. I’m all right. Really.” Her face felt frozen in a grinning mask.
“Sure?”
“Yep,” she said. “Yep, absolutely.”
He reached to stroke her face and she flinched before she could stop herself, saw him stiffen in surprise. He sat back in his seat, watching in silence as she concentrated on pushing a potato wedge round and round her plate. “Greer, what is going on?”
She almost laughed.
You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.
“How’s the Judge?” she asked carefully.
Her husband cocked his head, the crease between his eyes deepening. “Who?”
“Nothing,” she said. “Never mind. It’s not important.”
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“Cherry caramel?”
“I can still taste it,” said Monty, his lips curling in distaste. “And truly, Mags, it was absolutely ghastly. It tasted like someone had melted a Whitman’s Sampler box into a cup.”
Aggie clapped a hand over her mouth that did little to stifle her whoop of laughter. The warm summer day had worked a sort of magic, holding at bay, at least for the moment, the illnesses and injuries that usually plagued the population of Detroit’s Black Bottom. Monty had finished his rounds early and driven to pick Aggie up. Now, they were sitting on a bench near Belle Isle aquarium, enjoying a late picnic lunch.
“What else did she say?” asked Aggie.
Monty rolled his eyes. He’d gone over his visit with Greer, the girl from the future, a half dozen times with his fiancée, but Aggie could not be sated. Grinning, he gazed up at the cloudless sky, as if trying to remember.
“Well,” he said. “There were the robots that performed surgery.”
“Can you even imagine such a thing, Monty?” she said, laughing. “Little metal men stitching up cuts, prescribing medication, delivering babies? Do they walk and talk, I wonder? Ask you to stick out your tongue and say aaah? And what do doctors do in this strange, new world? Do they even have doctors in 2025?”
Monty shook his head. He had to admit the same thought had occurred to him, but only long after Greer had disappeared back to her own time. “Truth be told, I haven’t a clue. Everything about that whole time seems so … fantastical.”
She handed him a deviled egg. “Tell me again about the picture telephone.”
Once again, he described for her the little silver square with the window in the center. The tiny buttons, the way she’d pointed it at him, and immediately, there he was, his image, clear as anything, right there on the glass.
“And there were no wires? It was attached to nothing at all?”
Monty shook his head. “I swear to you, Mags, it was no bigger than a deck of cards. She was holding it in the palm of her hand.” He held up one hand to demonstrate.
“I just don’t understand it. Whatever would be the point of a telephone so small? And why in the world would you want to carry a telephone around with you in the first place? It just makes no sense.” Aggie was shaking her head. “And a telephone and a camera all smushed together? It’s completely irrational.”
“It does seem rather ridiculous. Though, I suppose there might be a time when having a tiny phone in one’s pocket could prove useful.”
“I really don’t see how,” said Aggie. She poured them both a serving of lemonade from a metal carafe and stared out over the lawn toward the river.
“How is it, do you think, that she’s able to move backward, to us? To our time?” she asked quietly. “And yet you don’t seem able to move forward. To her time. Not the way she can move back.”
He turned to look at her. “I’m not sure that I can’t.”
“Do you think you can?”
Monty turned his head to follow her gaze. Dozens of tiny lakes and channels dotted the entire island. Directly in front of them flowed a wide stream, separating them from the river beyond. A pair of canoes, each piloted by nearly identical white men, glided silently past.
“No, I don’t think so,” he conceded. “She asked me if there were rules. But right now, the only rule seems to be that moving through time is a one-way proposition.” He snorted. “Though just a week ago, I would have said the entire thing was the stuff of science fiction; something from the pages of Weird Tales or some such. But now…” He shook his head.
“I wonder why she didn’t appear when we were together. When we went looking for her all those times?”
“I don’t know that either, but I seriously doubt it was personal, Magpie.” Grinning, he pinched her cheek.
“Of course it wasn’t.” She sniffed. She took a delicate bite of her deviled ham sandwich, then flashed him a grin.
They sat side by side in the afternoon sun, the breeze blowing off the water cooling them, each lost in their own thoughts.
“But wouldn’t it be spectacular if you could go forward? If you could see her world?” Aggie said, at last.
“I suppose. It does sound amazing.” He gave a dry chuckle. “But if I’m being perfectly honest, it also seems a bit terrifying. Even the small glimpses I’ve seen. Everything seems so loud. So bright.” He shook his head slowly. “I mean, an oven that can cook a meal in mere seconds? Aeroplanes that can fly faster than the speed of sound? It all feels so rushed, so … detached from human beings. At least human beings like us.”
He turned his head to look at her. “And…” He hesitated.
“And what?”
“She said it might be dangerous.”
Aggie carefully laid her sandwich down. “Dangerous? What might be dangerous?” she asked, frowning. “What did she mean?”
“There wasn’t time to ask.”
They gazed at each other, then Aggie reached for his hand and he took hers, squeezing tight.
“Well then, you will just have to ask her the next time you see her,” said Aggie.

“Mother?”
Monty stepped up from the tiny tiled foyer into the house. “Mother? Juliette?”
The only answer was the faint sound of the house settling around him. He expected his father was still at the office and, with his sister preparing to leave for college in a few weeks and his pending nuptials, he suspected his mother was barreling her way through every shop in the city, his poor sister trailing behind like a disgruntled kite tail. Grinning, he walked into the kitchen and deposited two jars of liniment on the table. His father’s rheumatism was acting up and Monty had promised to drop the medication off days ago. “What’s the point of having a doctor for a son if you can’t impose on them for free medical care?” His father’s running joke.
He scribbled a quick note on a small piece of butcher’s paper and tucked it under the jars. There was no telling when his father might be home and there was no point in waiting on his mother. When Aletha Gray was on a mission, she would likely close down every store. He was nearly to the door when he stopped. Through the door of the parlor he could see his father’s favorite chair, a faded, frayed thing his mother detested; a stack of fashion magazines, Juliette’s, of course. By the divan was a straw basket of clothes ready to be mended, and on the mantel, the crystal elephants his mother loved to collect.
He took one step into the room. He could detect the faint scent of his Aunt Rivka’s perfume. Somehow it always reminded him of snow and trees and rivers. She said it was something from the old country, one of the very few things she still clung to.
This room was his family, distilled into tiny tchotchkes, barely there smells. And there by the window was the piano. His mother’s pride and joy. A thing passed down from her mother and her mother’s mother, held onto through even the leanest times. A talisman that things would always get better, that they, his mother and all those who had gone before her, and all who would follow, mattered. Crossing the room, he lifted the lid and ran a finger lightly across the keys.
It was a grand piano. Not a magnificent Steinway like the kind Jelly Roll Morton massaged his music from, but a baby grand, a petite baby grand to be exact. Nevertheless, it held pride of place in the Gray home and all three Gray siblings had spent innumerable hours before its keys. Aletha Gray believed that a refined Negro should possess more than a passing acquaintance with the arts, and that meant learning to play the piano.
Monty slid onto the piano bench, his hands instinctively lowering themselves over the keys in preparation. He hesitated. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d sat to play. At one time, music had been his breath and his air; the only thing he thought about, day and night. While his sister and brother had taken the lessons and practiced the bare minimum of time to satisfy their mother, Monty had spent countless hours in the very place he sat now, had haunted the record store in Paradise Valley every Saturday for the latest recordings. While his friends rode bikes, chased girls or fantasized about playing in the Negro Leagues, Monty had dreams of playing piano before the crowds at the Roseland Ballroom, at Carnegie Hall; of traveling the world, playing at the Semperoper in Dresden and beyond. But music, the piano, was never meant as a career. As a member of the Talented Tenth, he had obligations. He had a role to play in helping to uplift the race. And that could never be done by plucking chords from the ivories.
Almost of their own volition, his fingers dropped to the keys, searching for a melody. Immediately, the parlor was filled with Debussy’s Clair de Lune. Surrendering himself to the music, he let himself be drawn into a world where there was nothing but music and light. He imagined himself sitting in a cafe on some ancient, sun-drenched, cobblestoned street, drinking coffee as the music settled around him.
Seamlessly, he let his fingers slide into something faster, looser, more improvisational.
“I haven’t heard you play in such a long time.”
With a sharp inhale, Monty spun toward the voice. His mother was standing in the doorway, arms laden with packages. He caught a brief flash of Juliette as she escaped up the stairs.
“Mother,” he said. “I didn’t hear you come in. You scared the life out of me.”
Depositing her packages on the divan, his mother settled herself on the bench beside him. “Was that some of that jazz nonsense you were playing? Who was it?”
He leaned and gave her quick peck on the cheek. “Actually, it was some of that jazz nonsense and it’s something I wrote myself.”
“Really?” she exclaimed. “Goodness.”
She studied him with an expression he couldn’t quite decipher. “You always were the most exquisite pianist. I was so incredibly proud of your talent. It broke my heart to think you’d given it up.”
Monty blinked.
“Oh darling, don’t look so surprised. I am not as oblivious as you, Edwin and your sister seem to think. I know how much your music meant to you. And I know you wish your life could have been … different.” She stood and ran a hand along the piano’s gleaming wood. “Every single one of us had dreams. Some more grand than others.” She sighed. “And in another place, another time…”
She straightened her shoulders. “So, will you be staying for dinner? Rivka is making challah.”
He nodded. As she walked from the room, he turned back to the piano and began to softly play Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata.
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It was still early in the day by the time they got home. Greer had barely stepped through the front door before she felt Bass’ arm around her waist. She gasped, surprised as he pulled her hard against him, his free hand flat against her stomach, then lower, and lower still, his breath hot against her neck. He was on top of her, inside her, before they’d made it to the first landing. But even in her pleasure, Greer registered that this was different. Bass had never been so aggressive; had never touched her in quite this way. It felt as if she was making love to a stranger. Even as she surrendered herself to him, there on the stairs, even as she pulled him close, she was aware of the faintest hum of unease, a warning from the most primitive part of her brain.
No, it was fine. Better than fine. It felt different because they were different. Finding their way back to each other, relearning each other. It only seemed different because it had been so long. That was all there was to it.
Stretching, she glanced at her watch. Just past seven in the morning. They’d spent the whole rest of yesterday in bed. It had been forever, an impossible lifetime ago, since they’d done that. She turned her head. Bass lay beside her, still asleep. She could feel the heat of him, from her shoulder to her ankle. He was lying on his stomach, both hands tucked beneath one cheek. She smiled. Since the first time they’d slept together, she’d teased him that he slept like a kindergartner during nap time.
There in the quiet, the morning sun streaming through the window, her husband beside her, it was possible to convince herself that all the broken things in her life had finally managed to mend themselves.
“Each time you come back you pull one of the threads loose. You end up following … some other timeline.”
Leah’s words echoed in her head. Maybe her friend was right. Maybe her excursions back in time did risk her following a different thread back, risk changing the now that she knew. And maybe it was dangerous. But right here, in this now, she felt nothing but a sense of peace. Bass was back home. He was happy, and the argument that she so clearly remembered simply did not exist for him. Where was the harm in that?
“Babe?” Bass had opened his eyes and was watching her, a smile playing on his lips.
“Morning,” she said.
“What’re you doing?”
She yawned. “Just lying here watching you sleep like a five-year-old.”
He snorted then reached across her to pick up his phone from the bedside table. He squinted at the screen, then swore.
“Holy crap,” he cried. She felt the weight of him, there, then gone, as he rolled over her and out of the bed. “I’m supposed to meet some bankers in less than an hour.”
Curled beneath the sheets, Greer watched as he raced from shower to closet to dresser, creating a tornado of shirts, towels, socks as he rushed to dress. Finally, he leaned over the bed and kissed her forehead. “You’re okay?”
Greer nodded. “Better than okay.” She cupped his crotch.
“Alright, now. Watch yourself.” Bass grinned. “Gotta run. Call you later.”
She lay unmoving, listening as he sprinted down the stairs, his shoes echoing on the hard wood. Hearing the front door slam, she pulled the sheet tighter around her shoulders. There was that vague disquiet again. Bass was … different, in a way she couldn’t quite grasp hold of. But it was a good different, right? They were good.
She sat up slowly. The floor was cool beneath her feet. She decided she’d call her father and swing by the house later that morning. The raclette cheese she’d bought the day before was still in the fridge. Maybe she could convince him to do a fondue. Or better yet, his famous crisped potatoes, the soft buttery cheese browned and bubbling on top. She grinned, her mouth already starting to water at the thought of the magic her father might work with the soft cheese round.
She’d almost made it to the bathroom when a painful spasm snaked its way up her spine, contorting the muscles in her back. Her legs seemed to suddenly disappear beneath her, and she just barely managed to get her hands out in front of her before her face connected with the floor. She cried out as her wrist ignited in pain.
Face down on the hallway floor, she let the tears of pain, of frustration, run down her face. Finally, pushing herself into a sitting position, she propped herself against the doorframe and did a quick, silent inventory of her body. But except for the distant tremors still echoing in the center of her back, the damage seemed confined to her wrist.
“Fuck you, Dud,” she muttered. “Why couldn’t you…”
She froze, a tiny detonation going off in her brain. Was it possible? On one of those millions and billions of possible threads of time, was there one where she wasn’t sick? Had never been sick? And if there was, was there a way to find it?
For the thousandth time, from deep in the back of her mind, Leah’s voice wafted up, warning her. And for the thousandth time, she pushed it aside. Slowly, she got to her feet and, cradling her throbbing arm, made her way to the bathroom.
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“Zeeskeit! Again you are here. Aletha, our boy is here.” Rivka grabbed hold of his arm and dragged Monty into the house.
“Aunt Rivka,” he said, laughing.
“Montgomery?” Aletha Gray appeared in the doorway, a dishcloth in her hands. “That makes three times this week. Is something wrong?”
“Of course not,” said Monty, wrapping Rivka in a hug. “Can’t I just come home to see my favorite girls?”
He winked at his mother over his aunt’s shoulder.
“Montgomery Gray.” Aletha Gray made a face. “I am too old and too smart to succumb to your flattery.”
“Ah, but I am not,” said Rivka, laughing. She reached up and patted his cheek. “Such a shayne punim.”
“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” muttered his mother. She flicked the dish towel in their direction then turned on her heels and disappeared back to the kitchen.
Rivka and Monty locked eyes, then erupted in muffled laughter.
“But seriously, tatele. Are you sure nothing is wrong?” asked Rivka, holding fast to his arm. “Everything is good?”
Monty took the old woman’s face between his hands. Her skin was cool, and soft as a baby’s. “Mume, everything is better than good.”
And it was true. It had been more than a week since he’d last seen Greer and yet he woke each morning thinking of the wonders she described. Shaving, he imagined tiny robots roaming his exam room. Ducking into Garafalo’s for his favorite cigars, he contemplated a telephone one could fit in one’s breast pocket. And always, always, was the thought of a colored man as president of the United States. He tried to imagine the sound of this man’s voice on the wireless. Imagined him sounding a bit like Uncle Wallace, his tone languid, reassuring.
These musings filled him with a sort of euphoria that carried him through the days. For the first time in a long time, he allowed himself to dream of a world beyond Detroit. Until last week, he realized he’d let himself forget how music filled him up; forgot how it fed his soul; filled the world with magic. For there was magic, or something even better. He’d seen it with his very own eyes.
“Where’s Juju?” he asked, walking into the kitchen.
“Your brother picked her up. She wanted to spend some time with the babies,” said his mother over her shoulder. Eddie had two small boys that followed Juliette around like noisy shadows every chance they got. “And who knows where your father has got off to. He thanks you for the liniment, by the way.”
Rivka broke off a piece of the dough she was rolling on the kitchen table and held it up to him. Monty leaned forward and let her pop it into his mouth, grunting with pleasure as the flavors of butter, nutmeg and cinnamon bloomed on his tongue.
“Rivka, what have I said about eating raw dough?” said Aletha. “It’s bad for the digestion.”
“Everything is bad for you these days.” Rivka waved a floury hand. “Soon there will be no joy left anywhere.” She winked at Monty.
“No Uncle Wallace tonight?”
“He has a big job in Highland Park. They can’t build homes fast enough since Ford put up his new plant,” said Rivka, shaking her head. “You’re going to stay for dinner?”
Monty nodded.
“Well, then you can provide the entertainment while you wait,” said his mother. “And none of that gobbledygook, if you please.”
“Gobbledygook, Mother?”
She turned and shot him a glare. Laughing, Monty retreated to the parlor. He decided he would oblige his mother and aunt with some Beethoven with perhaps a bit of Jelly Roll or King Oliver for seasoning.
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It had taken very little convincing for Isaac McKinney to pull out his griddle and grill the raclette cheese with potatoes, some asparagus tossed in for color. Afterward, Greer and her father had curled up on opposite ends of the sunroom couch, drinking wine and singing to old Motown; laughing and talking until the sky turned to gold, though at this time of year, it would be hours before true nightfall. Now, turning onto her street, the car smelling of the garlic and onions wafting from the Tupperware in the back seat, Greer found herself humming “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough,” her fingers tapping on the steering wheel. Pulling into her driveway, she realized, with more than a little wonder, that she was happy.
“Hello, Miss Hannah.” Greer’s neighbor was locking her side door as she stepped from the car. “You look nice.”
The older woman struck a pose in the drive. “Just going to dinner with my sister,” she said, laughing. “She lives in Flint. Once a month she drives down and we make a point of getting dressed up and trying one of the fancy new restaurants that seem to be opening up every five minutes downtown.”
She leaned closer, inhaling deeply. “Though it looks like you might be having as wonderful a dinner as we are.”
Greer glanced down at the Tupperware. “Courtesy of my dad. He’s a wonderful cook. You should come by this weekend and try it. Bass and I will never eat all of this.”
Hannah beamed with pleasure. “Well, thank you. I just might take you up on that after church on Sunday.”
She turned to walk toward the garage, then turned back around. “By the way, it looks like we’re finally about to have some new neighbors.”
“Neighbors?”
“That house down there?” Hannah pointed to a redbrick house that sat just past a vacant lot on the other side of the street. “It’s been empty, I don’t know how long. I always thought it was such a shame. It was one of the first houses built in Conant Gardens. A really important family. Doctors, businessmen. Rich folks. You see their name all over the place, even now. That big theater down at Wayne State is even named after them.”
Greer went still, as a chill ran through her. “What was their name?”
“Did I ever tell you I grew up in this neighborhood?” Hannah was rooting around in her purse. “Where the blazes are those keys?”
“What was their name?” Greer said again, her tone sharper than she’d intended.
Hannah’s head jerked up, seeming startled by the edge in Greer’s voice. She blinked, before fixing a smile back on her face. “Gray. One of the sons of the people who built the house, I think, lived there for years. I mean, he was old as Methuselah by the time I came along. Kinda a recluse. I don’t think I saw him more than six or seven times outside the house.”
“What happened to him?” asked Greer. Her mouth had gone dry, each word sticking to her gums. “Did he … Was there any family?”
“I think so. A daughter maybe?” Hannah shrugged. “He died when I was in, I don’t know. Third or fourth grade. There were some nieces and nephews, I believe. Would see them from time to time trying to keep the place up, then … Finally!” She held up a key ring, a dozen keys dangling from it.
“You okay?” she asked, peering at Greer.
The air around her had suddenly grown hot and Greer felt a pounding in her head.
Vanished without a trace.
She touched a hand to her throat. Her neighbor—a nurse, she remembered—was watching her closely. Straightening, Greer forced a bright smile. “I’m okay, really. You’re going to be late.”
Hannah hesitated, then returned the smile. “Well, that wouldn’t surprise anybody.” She gave Greer another appraising look. “Well, let me get on outta here. And I’m serious about Sunday, now. Whatever that is, smells amazing.”
Not trusting herself to speak, Greer nodded, then watched as Hannah backed her car out into the street and, with a final honk, drove away. Then, in slow motion, as if moving through glue, she turned toward the house. The Gray house.
Like every other house on the street, aside from Hannah’s and her own, she’d barely registered it in any real way. The house was a foursquare. She’d been around the Coffeys long enough to be able to name the architectural style with ease. Redbrick, a sandstone archway above the front door, it was still a handsome house, even in the late stages of neglect.
Monty had lived in this house.
But that wasn’t right, was it? Montgomery Aloysius Gray had vanished sometime in the 1960s. Before Hannah had even been born. She never would have seen him. Greer tried to swallow but it was like gulping sand. Maybe her neighbor was wrong. Maybe it had been a Gray, but a different son, or a different branch of the family altogether, but even as she thought this, she knew the truth of it.
You end up changing … the present.
Warily, she stepped onto the walkway leading to the front door; taking one step and then another one, her breath coming fast. The walkway was cracked and sagging, most of the pavers missing. She had no idea what she planned to do. She’d yet to figure out what the rules for this sort of thing were, if in fact there were any at all.
She reached to grab hold of the railing and felt it vanish beneath her hand, heard the hum in her ears. She turned, still trapped in that gelatinous slowness, to see an empty lot where her house had stood, a mound of dirt piled high in the bricked street.
The world cycled between the centuries and she closed her eyes, knowing that in the very next moment, or the next, it would be over.
And then it was.
From behind her came a familiar voice.
“Sweet Jesus! Greer?”
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It was only with the greatest effort that he managed not to shout the words, managed to not drop the rugelach his Aunt Rivka had so carefully wrapped in white butcher paper, already starting to darken as the butter leached through.
He’d barely closed the door behind him when he felt the shift; saw a flicker of houses up and down the block; the flash of a bright red motorcycle passing in the street.
And her.
“Sweet Jesus! Greer?”
She was standing in the center of his parents’ walkway, staring up at him, a large bowl cradled in the fold of one arm. Even from where he stood, Monty could smell the aroma of garlic; onions. With a nervous glance over his shoulder, he rushed down the stairs and wordlessly grasped her elbow. Steering her to his car, he clumsily shoved her into the passenger seat before darting around the front end of the Packard to the driver’s side. There was absolutely no explanation about who this woman was, about what she was, that would make any kind of sense to his mother, his aunt.
Across the space of the large front seat, they stared at each other.
“What the devil are you doing here?” asked Monty. His heart fluttered in his chest, as if he’d run blocks instead of just the few yards from his mother’s front door to the car.
She blinked. “I live here?”
She said it as a question, as if unsure of the answer herself.
He glanced out his window toward the mounds of dirt piled high in the empty lot across the street. “You live…?
Greer pointed. He followed her finger. Near the pile of dirt was a rusted tractor, shovels and picks jumbled haphazardly near the muddy back wheel. He could just make out the edge of a deep hole that he assumed was destined to be the basement of a coming house. “Holy Christ,” he muttered. With a final nervous glance at his parents’ front door, he started the car. He was pulling into the street when he felt a hand on his arm.
“Wait.”
He slammed on the brakes.
“Where are we going?” asked Greer.
He frowned. He hadn’t even considered a destination, had only wanted to avoid her being seen by his family.
“It’s just,” she went on. “When it’s … time to go back … what happens if…?”
She didn’t finish the thought, but suddenly he understood. Or at least thought he did. Always before, they’d been standing in the street, or walking in the park. They’d never moved away from where she appeared. If he drove away, would she find herself in 2025, stranded miles from here? He gave a nervous chuckle then put the car into gear. A few blocks away was the skeletal remains of an old barn, a reminder of the tiny farms that had occupied this neighborhood just a handful of years before. He pulled in behind it and parked.
“Okay?” he asked.
She nodded.
“Well, this is … unexpected,” he said after a moment. The words were light, but his heart was still pounding hard in his chest. He cocked his head. “Is this a coincidence or were you looking for me, Miss Greer?”
“I think maybe … a little of both?”
“And how did you know to look there?” He flicked his hand toward the direction from which they’d just come.
She hesitated. “Like I said, I live there. Across the street, I mean. And apparently, your family was a big deal back in the day. One of the founding families of this neighborhood. So…”
“Really?” he exclaimed. She lived there? Across the street from his parents’? He wasn’t sure why, but the thought made him uneasy. “Being remembered a hundred years from now. You have no idea how that would please my mother.”
“Too bad you can’t tell her,” said Greer, her face relaxing slightly.
“Yes,” he said, softly. “I would imagine her pleasure at leaving a legacy would be somewhat blunted by her concern that I had taken leave of my senses.”
Greer snorted. “You think?”
“So, you came back.”
“Came back,” she repeated. “I guess you could call it that. I’m back anyway.”
Monty pointed at the bowl Greer still clasped in the bend of her arm. “What do you have there?”
She looked down, as if suddenly remembering it. “What do you have?” she asked, nodding at the parcel he’d carelessly tossed on the seat in his hurry to get away from the house.
“Rugelach.”
“Raclette.”
“I confess that I have no idea what that is,” said Monty.
“Well, I do know what rugelach is,” said Greer. “And I haven’t had any since we left New York.”
Monty raised an eyebrow. “Shall we?”
In unison, they opened their respective containers, and for the next few minutes they sat exchanging stories about the Detroit they knew, the things that were the same and those that were so very different; exclaiming over food that neither one of them should have been able to enjoy. Her, rugelach that been made over a hundred years before. Him, a cheese dish that wouldn’t exist until long after his death. She entertained him with stories of self-driving cars and someone named Alexa that lived inside her tiny telephone who could play one’s favorite music or order one’s groceries. He told her about the rise of the Klan in the city. Confided in her the Bottom’s anger about the unsolved murders of Black people in the city, suspected to be at the hands of the police, though no one outside the Bottom seemed overly interested in solving them. But he also told her about the parties, and rowing on the river on sunny afternoons. About the newest moving pictures and the doings of the Talented Tenth, even as he had the sense of time passing—the awareness—that she would soon vanish back to her world.
“I got you something,” he said suddenly. He stretched to reach into the back seat.
“You did? Why?”
He handed her a small box, grinning at her confused expression as she opened it. “Well, you can’t very well continue to show up dressed like that, can you?” He shot a meaningful look at the risqué sundress she wore.
Greer glanced down at her dress, then reached into the box and pulled out a blouse of pale green linen, tiny yellow roses on the long sleeves. She looked back up at him, a question on her face.
“It’s was Juliette’s, my sister.”
“You don’t think your sister is going to miss her blouse?”
Monty blew a raspberry. “Mother is getting Juju a whole new wardrobe for when she leaves for school. That was in the charity box along with other things that my sister says will be just too provincial for D.C.” He rolled his eyes.
“Well, thank you,” said Greer. “It is super cute.”
“Super cute,” he repeated softly. He hesitated. “You said last time, this might be dangerous. These … visits.”
Her expression darkened and she seemed to shrink into the seat a little.
“What did you mean?” he pressed. “Dangerous how?”
Her silence seemed to stretch endlessly, and then, “Each time I go back to my time, things are … changed.”
He frowned. “I don’t think I understand. Changed?”
“Things, places. They’re different from how I remember them.” She seemed to be struggling to find the right words. “Somehow history gets … rewritten. I go back to 2025 but it’s not the 2025 I left. Things are … altered.”
He felt a chill. “What kinds of things?”
“People. Places,” she murmured, not meeting his eyes. “Things.”
“Are these changes … bad?”
Greer shook her head. “I don’t know.” But the look on her face suggested she might have some idea.
Monty felt a growing sense of foreboding. He took a deep breath and let himself move toward the Place. “Then, as much as I enjoy our visits, perhaps we should exercise more caution.” He gave a strained smile.
She leaned toward him, eyes locked on his. “That’s just it, Monty. I’m not sure we can.”
“Can? Can what, Greer?” he asked. But there was no one there to answer the question.
It was not until he arrived outside his building in North End that he noticed the peculiar translucent bowl still on the front seat.

Cars that talked. A woman who lived inside the telephone and somehow granted wishes. Radios with pictures. Monty moved through the next few days daydreaming about living in Greer’s world, a world she so casually took for granted. But it was her other words that niggled at him, echoing faintly in his center, a vexation he couldn’t quite escape.
“History gets … rewritten.”
Such simple words. Not threatening in and of themselves. And really, wasn’t it true, that there was so very much in these troubling times that could do with a bit of rewriting? Yet, he found himself distinctly unsettled by them. There’d been something in the way she’d looked at him as she’d said them.
Monty was so engrossed in these thoughts that he didn’t immediately register that someone was calling his name. He turned to find a tall, broad-shouldered man striding down the street toward him. Immediately, he felt his mood lift.
Vollington Bristol was one of Detroit’s most successful businessmen, the owner, along with his wife, of a thriving funeral home, as well as numerous real estate holdings, several of them well across the city’s color line. Gregarious and seemingly unflappable, Bristol was known around the Bottom as a kind man, generous to a fault. However, it was equally acknowledged that Vollington Bristol was not a man to be trifled with. He stood now, his great bulk taking up most of the sidewalk.
“You are a man lost in deep thought, Doctor,” he boomed, the words still thickly seasoned with the British West Indies of his birth. “And the weekend is no time for heavy thinking. Join us for a drink.”
It was only then that Monty noticed Ossian Sweet standing there, nearly dwarfed by his friend. He remembered hearing that the two of them had been friends since back in their student days, when Sweet had traveled to Detroit from Wilberforce University to work the summers as a bellhop at the Fairfax Hotel. Not for the first time, Monty wondered at the odd pairing. Vollington, so expansive, so easy in his skin, and Sweet, hesitant, prickly and just a tad morose.
Monty grinned. A drink and good company was just what he needed.
Vollington’s office was on the second floor of one of his funeral homes. Monty cast an appreciative eye at the sumptuous rug, the gleaming desk, the well-stocked bookshelf that rose to the low ceiling. The funeral director reached beneath his desk and brought out a bottle of whiskey and three tumblers. Monty raised an eyebrow as he filled each glass with a generous three fingers and slid them forward before dropping his large frame into the leather chair behind the desk.
“Bottoms up, gents.”
The three men raised their glasses in salute. Nearly an hour had passed and several more fingers of whiskey downed when Vollington straightened in his chair, leaning it as far back as it would go.
“So you’re still doing this then, are you, brother?” he said to Ossian. He turned toward Monty and said, sotto voce, “Our friend has decided to stir up the hornet’s nest and cross the color line.”
Monty would have laughed at the dramatics except for the stricken expression on his colleague’s face. In answer, Ossian reached wordlessly into his bag and pulled out a .38 Colt, placing it on the desk. The pleasant alcoholic haze Monty had been drifting in vanished instantly.
“Holy Christ,” he muttered.
“Gift from my mother-in-law,” said Ossian.
The other two men gaped, before Vollington threw back his head and filled the small office with laughter. “Bloody hell, Sweet! Those Mitchell women are not a lot to play with, are they? I believe you just might be in over your head with those two, brother.”
“Don’t I know it,” said Ossian, laughing for the first time.
“Mr. Charlie might take offense to a nice, colored doctor driving around with a piece,” said Vollington, growing serious.
“Then Mr. Charlie needs to mind his own business,” growled Ossian, taking another sip of his drink.
“I hear you, boy,” said his friend, grinning. “I hear you. But when does he ever?”
“I’m not sure a single pistol will be enough of a discouragement for a particular type of … miscreant,” said Monty, finding his voice at last. He waved his glass in the direction of the gun. “Impressive as that is.”
Ossian turned his gaze on him. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said, his smile tight. “Perhaps it needs a companion. Or, many companions.”
Monty’s smile faltered.
“Oh, Monty. We don’t have to win. We merely have to make them fear us.”
Finding it again, he nodded. “So, you have a plan then?”
Ossian Sweet merely shrugged.
Monty inhaled deeply and shot a glance at Vollington, who seemed oddly chipper about the entire thing.
“And what is your read on all this, Bristol?” he asked. “How are you managing? Considering you’ve had your own dealings with Mr. Charlie.”
Just a few days before, a speeding car driven by three white men had roared up onto the sidewalk and attempted to run him down in retaliation for him daring to rent a home he owned in a white neighborhood to Negroes.
Vollington flicked a hand derisively, then relaxed back in his chair before lighting a cigar. Though the smile never left his face, Monty noted the faintest tightening of his jaw, an almost imperceptible tremor of the cigar he held clenched in his fingers. The funeral director stared into the far distance, as if inspecting something in the haze of the cigar smoke that hung near the ceiling.
“I worked too hard for this life,” Vollington said finally. “Long days and longer nights. Most times so done over I could barely call my own name. So, I will let some doltish buckra stroll up and take it from me when fish climb trees, yeah? Not even if he were to ask nicely. Which of course he’s not likely to do, is he?” He laughed and puffed on his cigar.
“No, not likely,” agreed Monty. Ossian snorted.
The three men sat for a while longer discussing the changes happening in the city, laughing over the stories of Ossian and Vollington’s bellhop days before Vollington rose to excuse himself.
“Well, death is calling. Not yours, Sweet.” He flashed a bright grin. “It’s Mother Franklin from Second Baptist? Lucille Franklin?” He cocked his head in Monty’s direction.
Monty shook his head. Second Baptist was the oldest Negro church in the city and he knew many of the families that went there, but Lucille Franklin was not a name that was familiar to him.
“In any case,” the funeral director went on, “her service is tomorrow afternoon and there are still things need doing.”
Monty said his goodbyes, but as he headed down the stairs toward the main floor, he heard Vollington say to his friend, “A brave man dies only once, a coward a thousand times. But brother, I intend to be a brave man again and again and again.”
His loud, rumbling laughter rolled up and over Monty, following him down the stairs and out into the street.
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The car vanished from beneath her and suddenly she was stumbling backward. There was the sound of breaking wood as she went down … hard. She’d landed in someone’s backyard garden, their now-ruined bean trellis twisted beneath her. Swearing softly, Greer pushed herself to her feet, and found herself staring into the eyes of a confused pit bull.
“Nice doggie,” she murmured, slowly backing away. “Nice doggie.”
At the edge of the yard, she whirled and took off running, just as the dog charged, barely registering the snap of the chain or the dog’s frustrated yelp. She didn’t slow until she found herself back on her own street, her house visible in the center of the block.
Her heart was still racing as she made her way down the sidewalk. At the edge of the lawn next to the once again abandoned Gray house, she stopped, hands on her knees, taking huge gulps of air.
“Can I help you, miss?”
Greer started. A man stood in the next-door yard watching her. Cadaverously thin, his skin dark and leathery, he appeared as old as—older than—the house in front of her. He was leaning on the handle of an equally ancient push mower.
“You the new owner?” he called, when she didn’t answer.
Greer shook her head.
“Too bad. Was hoping you might be. Heard the new owners was some young people. Was happy to hear it. Name’s Roscoe.”
He pulled a pipe from his breast pocket, lit it, then stood eyeing her, waiting.
“I live over there,” said Greer, finding her voice at last. “With my husband. Greer. I’m Greer, I mean.”
He silently puffed on his pipe.
“I went for a run,” she said.
The old man raised one furry eyebrow and Greer realized she was wearing a sundress and sandals; still somehow clutching the box Monty had given her and the crumpled remains of a rugelach.
“A walk,” she quickly amended. “My neighbor. Hannah? Told me about this place. And I thought I’d take a quick look while I caught my breath.”
“I know little Hannah. Her momma an’ ’em was good people.” The old man nodded, seemingly satisfied with the explanation. He glanced at the house. “This place used to be the star of the neighborhood once upon a time. Still got good bones. Gonna just take some elbow grease to make ’er shine again.”
He tapped out his pipe and wrapped his hands around the handle of the mower. “Does my heart good to see young folks moving back in. You need anything, you ask Miss Hannah or come around and see me. I live right through there, across the alley. Us old-timers’ll be happy to tell you what’s what.”
“Um, thanks.”
But Roscoe had already pivoted and begun a slow march across the grass, humming tunelessly to the metallic click of the mower blades. With a final glance at the house, Greer made her way back across the street.

“Is this from Sugar and Beans?”
Greer looked up from the box of towels she was unpacking onto the bed. Bass stood in the door to the bedroom, the white butcher paper in the palm of one hand, a small pastry in the other.
Despite the unpleasant plunging sensation in the center of her gut, she managed a smile. “No.”
“No?” He popped the last bit of rugelach into his mouth, sighing in satisfaction. “Well, wherever they’re from, they’re amazing. Almost as good as the ones from Weiss back in the city. Sorry, babe, but there was only that corner left and I had no choice. I had to eat it.”
“Okay.” He leaned to kiss her and she tasted the cinnamon on his lips. “Pig.”
He laughed. “But I’m a happy pig.” He shook the now empty paper near her face, crumbs raining down onto the pile of towels.
“Bass!”
“Alright, got places to go, people to see. Don’t forget dinner at the folks’ tonight.”
“Dinner?”
Bass turned at the confusion in her voice. “Did you forget?”
“I…” She frowned.
“No worries,” he said. “It’s just us. Mom’s cooking.”
“Your mother’s cooking?”
Now it was his turn to frown. “Why’d you say it like that?”
Because Wanda Coffey didn’t cook. Because Wanda Coffey didn’t do family dinners. Elaborate catered affairs? Absolutely. But family dinners? Not in the entire eight years Greer had known the woman.
“It’s just that with the new project you and your dad are working on and the Jud … and your mom’s schedule,” said Greer, scrambling to recover. Things are different in this 2025, she reminded herself. In this 2025, Wanda Coffey was not a judge. And apparently cooked.
Bass grinned. “When is their life not controlled chaos. And you know cooking is Mom’s way of relaxing. Same as your dad’s.”
“Ye-e-e-es,” she said slowly. “Right, of course I know that.”
“Okay, see you about seven? And thanks for this,” he said, flapping the paper in her direction.
She stared open-mouthed at the empty doorway. And then she laughed. A happy Bass? Family dinners at the Coffeys’? An affectionate, cooking mother-in-law? And … Dud seemed to be behaving? Monty had asked if the changes were bad. Not the ones she’d noticed. She liked this version of 2025. Pushing the towels aside, she grabbed her phone and dropped onto the bed.
CAN U COME OUT TO PLAY?
The response was quick. IF U CAN COME BY OFFICE
Greer grinned as she typed: C U IN 30.

She stepped into the elevator and smiled at the woman standing there. “Yvonne! Hey! Love the new hair.”
The young woman looked up, startled, and returned a tentative smile. “Hell. O?”
“Leah’s going to be Leah, right?” Greer nodded at the coffee the woman held in one hand. “Can only drink the coffee from that place on the corner.”
Yvonne frowned. “I’m sorry?”
Greer pointed, but the woman only stared at her in confusion. Suddenly Greer understood. Here, on this timeline, Yvonne didn’t work for Leah. Flushing, she mumbled an apology and for the rest of the ride kept her eyes focused intently on her feet, acutely aware that the other woman had moved as far away as possible and was watching her warily from the corner of the elevator. When the doors opened on the fifth floor, Yvonne stepped out, but not before shooting Greer one last perplexed look.
Swearing under her breath, Greer exhaled a sigh of relief when the elevator doors finally opened on the twelfth floor. Cautiously, she approached the reception desk in Leah’s outer office, where an older woman she didn’t recognize sat flipping through a thick binder.
“Ah, Greer.” The woman greeted her brightly as she approached the desk. “She’s expecting you. Go on in.”
Leah sat cross-legged on the office couch, computer in her lap, high heels on the floor. She was giving Greer the Look, that expression that only Black women seemed able to manage that said: Yes, I’m mad, but I’ll still go punch a bitch for you.
“Hey.” Greer dropped into the chair across from her and the two friends silently sized each other up.
It had been more than a week since Leah had shown up at the Conant Garden house to warn Greer about the possible consequences of her excursions into the past. More than a week since Greer had discovered that the Judge was no longer the Judge; had seen for herself, proof that timelines could indeed fray. In that time, they had exchanged a half dozen terse texts, the tension between them relayed in emojis and abbreviations.
“Who was that?” Greer asked.
“Who?”
She cocked her head toward the closed office door. “That woman. At the front desk.”
Leah pressed her lips together and stared, eyes narrowed. “Rosella … Rosie,” she said after a long moment. “She’s worked for me since the day I started here. You’ve met her a million times.”
Greer shook her head as she gazed, unseeing, out of the massive arched window behind her friend’s desk.
“You know,” Leah said slowly, “on a purely intellectual level, this is fascinating. It’s like those movies where the chick wakes up with amnesia and is surrounded by all these people she supposedly knows.”
Greer turned back to face her friend. “Yeah, don’t those movies always end with the husband trying to kill the wife or something?”
“I guess you better keep an eye on Bass, then, hunh?” Leah said dryly. “Who did you think my assistant was?”
“Yvonne.”
“Yvonne?” The lawyer cocked her head, frowning.
“Hilliard. Yvonne Hilliard.”
Leah straightened on the couch. “The assistant prosecutor?”
“I … guess. For me, she’s your assistant.” Greer felt her face grow hot again. “I rode up with her on the elevator. I basically asked her if she was on a coffee run for you.”
Her friend stared slack-jawed, then threw her head back, laughing long and hard. “Holy shit! I wish I could have seen her face. That sis has got plans, and fetching my coffee ain’t one of them.”
“I think she just thought I was crazy.”
“Oh, if only I could tell her,” crowed Leah.
“And then she would think you were crazy.”
“Trust me.” Leah shrugged, still grinning. “She wouldn’t be the only one in this building who thought that.”
Sobering, she pushed her computer to the side and crossed her arms. “What’re you doing here, G?”
Greer held up one of the bags she’d carried in. “Bumpy Cake.”
Leah stretched out her long legs, her face softening. “So, you’re just going to sit there holding it on your lap or what?”
She grinned and Greer let out the breath she barely realized she’d been holding. She’d missed her friend. Pulling forks from the bag, she moved to the couch and, as required by Bumpy Cake rules, dug into the cake without speaking.
“So,” said Leah, when the requisite half cake had been consumed. “You look good, G.”
“I am good,” answered Greer. “Everything’s good. We’re having dinner at Bass’ parents’ tonight.”
Leah rolled her eyes. “I just went up against Momma Wanda in court a few days ago. That heifer has no shame.”
“You beat her?”
“We’ll see.” She stabbed her fork into the cake and dug out a thick chunk. “How a sweetheart like Bass came from the loins of that woman, I will never know. I would have bet any money that she’d have eaten her young.”
“Jesus, Leah!” gasped Greer, inhaling thick chocolate into her airway.
Her friend shrugged. “Just sayin’. What’s in there?” She pointed to the other bag Greer had brought in. Greer hesitated, wanting the normal between her and Leah to last just a little longer. Reluctantly, she held it out toward her friend.
“Well, this is cute,” said Leah, pulling the blouse from the bag. “Is this yours? It doesn’t really look like you. It’s giving some serious vintage.”
“’Cause it is,” said Greer quietly.
“Is what?” Leah looked up from the blouse, her brow knit.
“He gave it to me,” answered Greer, her voice barely above a whisper. “So I wouldn’t stand out.”
“Who gave…?” Leah went rigid, her expression a mask of disbelief. She sat gaping, uncharacteristically silent.
“No, no, no, Leah. Listen. Just listen.” Greer grabbed for her hands. It was like grasping a statue. “I went back. But I didn’t mean to. I was just going to meet Bass for lunch. And then I found out our houses are right across the street from each other. He was supposed to disappear, like some mysterious thing or something, but then he didn’t. On this timeline he became a recluse.”
She was talking fast. Spewing facts she knew would make no sense to her friend; desperate to explain the inexplicable. She squeezed Leah’s hands hard.
“Please, please, don’t be upset, okay? I know what your friend said. About the timeline unravelling and everything. I do. And I believe you … him. But everything’s okay. Better than okay. I promise. Okay? Some things have changed. But little things. Every time I come back, I look, I check…”
At the words every time, she felt her friend try to pull away, but she held fast. “Unimportant things. Insignificant. Or they’ve been good things.”
Greer told her about her mother-in-law: a judge then not, who now suddenly loved to cook; about the fight Bass didn’t remember. About Monty’s name on the theater at Wayne State, the house that had been in the Gray family for decades.
“The Butterfly Effect.” Leah finally spoke, her voice flat; cold.
“What?” Greer sat back, finally dropping her hands.
“The Butterfly Effect. It’s when something small, something trivial, some meaningless thing happens that can change … everything. In ways you can’t even…” Leah glared.
Greer felt a shiver of apprehension. She pushed it away. “Leah, I’m not sick. I feel happy. I feel like me again.” She was pleading now, trying to make Leah understand. “Bass and I aren’t fighting. When I come back, things are better. I’m not hurting anyone.”
“Not yet,” snapped Leah. She raked her fingers through her short hair. “G, I love you,” she said finally. “But while you’re screwing around in time being happy, living your best life, you might be seriously fucking up other people’s lives, even if you don’t know it. You gotta stop. Now!”
Greer bristled. “How am I—”
“You know what? You being sick does not give you the right to play God,” barked Leah, interrupting her. “’Cause that’s exactly what this feels like.”
“You don’t—”
“Unh-unh! No, you listen to me,” said Leah, holding her hand up. “I get that you’re sick. I get that your life is not what you thought it would be. Is not what you wanted it to be. And oh, how wonderful it is that you and Bass got your groove back. And you’re feeling all you again.” Her voice oozed sarcasm. “But, G, you’re not dying. What you have won’t kill you. But those little changes? Those unimportant things? Maybe they’re not as insignificant as you think.”
She glanced at the closed door. They could just make out the faint drone of Rosie’s voice on the other side.
“Do you really think Yvonne going from legal secretary to attorney is insignificant?” She pointed at the blouse now lying in Greer’s lap. “What if that blouse was meant for some poor woman who needed just one nice thing to wear to a job interview? Or on a date? And now…” She pointed again. “And what if Wanda was supposed to be a judge? What if someone, somewhere, is going to die because she wasn’t there to sentence a horrible criminal? What if that building is supposed to be named after someone else? Someone you just completely erased out of existence. Greer, you cannot just pull one goddam thread in the universe and expect the whole thing not to unravel. Even if everything looks okay at first, it’s just a matter of time before everything’s completely and totally fucked.”
Greer jumped up, fists clenched, choking back tears; shoving aside that tiny voice that was whispering that her friend was right, that maybe something really bad was just waiting to happen.
“I gotta go,” she said.
“Oh, so now you’re mad?” snapped Leah.
She stopped. “I’m not mad.”
They stared at each other, then Leah leaped from the couch and folded her in a hug. “Goddammit, Greer,” she muttered into her ear.
Greer squeezed her back, then pulled free. “I gotta go,” she said again.
At the door she hesitated. “If things start to seem … wrong. I’ll stop. I promise.”
Leah blinked, the anger from moments before replaced by a sadness Greer had never seen in her before. “I know that’s what you think. And I know that you probably really believe that,” she said. “But by then it’ll probably be way too late.”
Back in the car, Greer rested her forehead on the steering wheel, her mind racing. She hadn’t been up in Leah’s office long, but the air in the car was hot; heavy. She took big gulps of it, the sound closer to drowning than breathing. Starting the engine, she drove mindlessly, barely registering the street signs; the other drivers.
The Butterfly Effect.
In her mind’s eye, she saw a monarch taking flight in some golden field of milkweed causing a tidal wave somewhere on the other side of the world, washing away homes, families, everything. She tried to replace that picture with windmills and gentle rain, with bright wheat fields bending in a breeze, but the beautiful, happy images refused to take hold.
She didn’t know how long she drove through the downtown streets, waiting for the shaking in her hands to stop, oblivious to the sun sinking toward the river, to the sky turning a pale gold, to the happy couples enjoying their meals al fresco at the dozens of restaurants she passed. She hadn’t realized how much she had needed Leah to share her excitement about this thing that was happening, to reassure her that everything was going to be okay. Because there was the tiniest part of her that sensed that it was not. Something had changed. And it was not just the signs on a building and her mother-in-law’s newfound cooking skills.
“By then it’ll probably be way too late.”
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“Coffee?” Greer held a steaming cup out toward her husband.
“You’re up early,” he said, taking it from her. “And what is this?” He circled a finger, indicating her outfit.
“I’m trying out a new look. What do you think?”
“It’s different.”
“Well, New York black just doesn’t seem to work here.” She stretched to kiss him. “Okay, see ya later.”
Bass blinked in surprise. “It’s eight in the morning. Where’re you going?”
Greer held up the old camera she’d tucked in the crook of her arm. “Best time to get some unique shots.”
“Babe?”
Greer stopped at the door. Bass was watching her, worry playing across his face. “You okay?”
“I’m great. Why?”
“You just seem…”
“Happy?”
“Yeah.”
“And that worries you because?”
“I mean, not worried exactly, just…” Bass gave her a sheepish grin. “Just … I don’t know … you seem a little … something. And I’m thrilled and everything but…” He rushed on, seeing the look on her face. “I mean, you missed your doctor’s appointment.”
“Yeah, I did. I just forgot.” She reached to touch his face. “I’m good, Sebastian. Really, really good. I think maybe this move was right for us, and Dud has been better. But I’ll make another appointment as soon as I get a chance.”
In the car, she pulled out her phone, and as she’d done every day for the past two weeks she texted Leah. And just like every other day, she waited for a response that never came. Greer blinked back tears. There couldn’t be a timeline where Leah was not in her life. She would never believe that. Leah just needed time, that was all. Time. Smoothing her skirt, she backed down the drive.

She walked slowly along a paved walking trail on Belle Isle. This early in the day, the air was still cool, a breeze blowing off the river whipping her flowered skirt around her shins. A pair of herons stood in the shallow water of the creek bordering the trail. They ignored her as she stepped close with her camera.
This had become her new routine. Every few mornings, after Bass left for work, she would drive down to this park and wait for a vortex to appear; wait for Monty. They’d discussed it. The relative isolation of the little walking path seemed safer than just suddenly materializing on a busy city sidewalk. They’d met a half dozen times now. Each visit seemed to last a bit longer than the last, a fact Monty had remarked on the last time they’d seen each other. Greer had noticed it as well, and though she hadn’t said so to him, it was making her increasingly uneasy. Did it mean something, or nothing? Nevertheless, she’d taken to glancing frequently at the watch she’d started wearing once she realized that the only thing that worked on her phone in 1925 was the camera. As each visit stretched long, then longer still, a tiny voice that sounded disconcertingly like Leah whispered a warning that she needed to stop, that this time needed to be the last time. So far, she’d ignored it.
She’d told Bass that she felt good. And she did. Dud wasn’t gone—she could still feel it there, simmering deep in the background—but somehow her forays into 1925 seemed to be holding it at bay. And in that time, in Detroit’s past, Greer had lost nothing. Not her dancing career, not her little Brooklyn apartment, not her friends. She was not ex-dancer Greer; sick Greer. She was simply Greer.
And she had made some concessions. She kept a close look out for changes. She watched for anything that might suggest a perilous unraveling of the timeline, but so far, she’d seen nothing worrisome. Nothing that seemed important or suggested impending disaster.
The Butterfly Effect.
There was that whispering voice again. Louder this time. But as she caught sight of Monty far off down the trail making his way toward her, she pushed it away.
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Monty tumbled to the floor. It had been another late night, and once again, he’d fallen asleep on the sofa. Someone was banging on his door. It took him a minute to realize that that was what had awakened him. He’d hardly managed to slide the chain from the lock when his mother came bursting through the door. She pushed past him and wordlessly slammed the parcels she was carrying onto the cluttered occasional table in the parlor, before planting herself in the center of the carpet, hands on hips, glaring.
Monty stared open-mouthed. His mother never showed up unannounced. It was a sign of poor breeding. A full head shorter than him, Aletha Gray was not a big woman, but it was an accepted fact of nature that she was a woman who brooked no nonsense. And right now, she looked fit to be tied.
“Mother?” he said, leaning close to kiss her cheek. “What is it? Has something happened? Is it Father?”
He was stunned when, by way of answer, she whipped off one calfskin glove and slapped the back of her hand against his forehead hard enough to draw tears.
“What are you—”
“Well, you do not appear to be ill,” she said, interrupting. Yanking off her other glove, she perched stiffly on the edge of the battered wingback chair, the only other place to sit aside from the sofa, which was already occupied by a moth-eaten quilt and a stained dressing gown. Monty sat, quickly tucking these behind his back.
“And yet I find you here at home on a Tuesday morning looking … quite disordered,” she went on.
“I took the day away from work,” he said, fixing a smile on his face. It was only with great effort that he managed to not touch his unshaven face. “A few days in fact.”
“The day away from work,” she repeated, her face pinched as if she did not understand his meaning. “And do these days away include your fiancée?”
Monty flinched. “Would you like some coffee, Mother? There’s a fresh pot. Well … nearly fresh.” He jumped to his feet and hurried to the tiny kitchenette without waiting for her to reply. She took the lukewarm cup of coffee without comment.
“You’re looking well this morning.” He flashed her his brightest smile, which instantly faltered as she closed her eyes and took a slow, exaggerated inhale.
“Montgomery Aloysius Gray,” she said slowly, opening her eyes. “It is too hot and I am run too ragged trying to get your sister ready for school. I do not have the energy or the inclination for foolishness today. Why are you not at work? It’s a simple question.”
Except that it wasn’t.
Not simple to explain that he’d lost his taste for lancing boils, listening to croupy infants, setting broken limbs.
Not simple to explain how he preferred to spend his days roaming the streets of the city waiting for a woman from the future to appear, and his nights composing music.
No simple way to tell his mother that Aggie had begun to lose patience with what she’d taken to calling his terrible obsession.
He stared down into his cup.
“Montgomery!”
His head snapped up. His mother was watching him with narrowed eyes. He sighed.
“Lately…” He hesitated, unsure of how to give voice to the thoughts that swirled in his mind like a whirligig. “I’m not sure I even want to go back.”
“Back where?”
“To the hospital. I’ve lately been considering that perhaps the practice of medicine is not what I’m meant for.”
Aletha Gray recoiled as if struck, her mouth slack in shock. She would have looked less horrified if he’d suddenly stripped naked and begun to crow like a rooster.
“I mean, it is a much-needed profession, a noble profession, but lately it just feels like the pain and the sorrow is interminable.” He raked his fingers through his hair, which curled wildly in every direction.
“And what would you do instead?” His mother had regained some of her composure.
“I want to write music.” Monty waved his hand toward the occasional table next to her, where white music sheets formed untidy piles. “I want to play music. I want to bring beauty into the world.”
“Oh, Montgomery,” she sighed. Monty had expected an explosion, had braced for it. Instead, his mother sat gazing at him with pity. “My darling son. Every colored child you bring into this world is beauty. Every man whose life you save so he can walk his daughter down the aisle on her wedding day is beauty. Every grandmother whose pain you alleviate, even for a day, is beauty.”
Monty was shaking his head, her calm words burning him more deeply than any she might have spoken in anger. “You know that’s not the same, Mother.”
“No,” said Aletha quietly. “But it is your path, and it is a path that is far less rocky than most people’s.”
He gripped his cup and stared at the mound of papers littering the floor.
“And what about Agatha? According to her mother, you haven’t seen or spoken to the girl in days. Is she another thing you are not meant for?”
“Aggie is wonderful,” he answered softly. “It’s just…”
It was just that every day, as his mother and his future mother-in-law pored over silver patterns and debated orchids versus roses, all he saw were the adventures he would never have, the man he would never have the chance to become as the life he would have, was expected to have, grew ever clearer. He would move up the ranks in the hospital. He and Aggie would buy a home big enough to entertain, would summer in Idlewild, host charity events. She would become a club woman, collecting toys and warm coats for the city’s needy children. And he would do his duty as a proud Race man, fighting for the rights that should have automatically accrued to him as an American citizen. The breath caught in his throat as he saw his future spooling out before him clear as a moving picture.
“Yes,” his mother was saying. “She is. And if you were to breach, it would be a disaster for both families.”
“The Titanic was a disaster, Mother. The Red Summer was a disaster. A broken engagement is merely a social embarrassment, if that.” This earned him a withering look from his mother.
“Well, now that I have determined that you are not suffering from some fatal affliction, I will be going.” She pointed to the packages on the table. “Rivka made borscht. She said whatever ails you, that should fix it. She is a strong believer in the magic of borscht.”
She smiled slightly, the first since she’d come barreling through the door. “And who knows. It can’t hurt.”
At the door she hesitated before reaching to lay a hand against his cheek. “You’re tired, that’s all, darling. Perhaps a few days away from work will do you good. A little rest and everything will be fine.” She dropped her hand and stepped into the hallway. “And please call on Agatha.”

The instant he stepped out onto the sidewalk, the late morning heat pounced on him like some wild animal, sinking its teeth deep, piercing his shirt; its breath hot and wet against his face. He stood there in the sun, debating the merits of a quick stop at Garafalo’s. As his mother had so graciously pointed out, it was a workday and the pharmacy was uncomfortably close to his office. His patience for unexpected encounters had already been exhausted by her visit, but he’d smoked his last cigar the night before and the thought of going an entire evening without one of his La Coronas made the trip worth the risk.
To his relief, Garafalo’s was uncrowded. Monty quickly purchased a half dozen of the expensive cigars and stepped back into the street and straight into Rooster King, nearly knocking the smaller man to the ground. Monty saw him bristle in the instant before recognition dawned.
“My apologies, King,” said Monty, reaching to steady him.
“Dr. Gray,” said Rooster. “No harm done.”
Monty tipped his hat and was moving toward his car when Rooster held up a hand to stop him.
“Can I holler at you a minute, Doc?”
“Certainly.” Monty managed, with great effort, to keep his smile fixed firmly in place. He disliked the man. The diminutive gangster radiated a feral energy that made his skin crawl.
“You remember what we talked about some weeks back, right?”
Of course he remembered. “I assume you’re referring to that shameful affair with Dr. Turner.”
“Yeah, that,” answered Rooster. His eyes never stopped moving, taking in every single detail of the street around him. “Well, you might recall your pal Sweet is about to step in it hisself pretty soon, right?”
Monty said nothing. Yes, he did know that, though he was unsure exactly where Rooster was heading with this.
“Well,” said Rooster, lowering his voice. He leaned close and Monty flinched before he could stop himself. “There’s some that feels that the best way to fight a fire is with fire, if you catch my meaning.”
Monty inhaled slowly. “Well, Mr. King, that is certainly one approach.” He locked eyes with the smaller man. “But there is the potential that that approach could end very badly.”
Rooster gave a harsh laugh that set Monty’s teeth on edge. “More badly than being run out your own house at gunpoint?”
“Yes,” snapped Monty, dropping any pretense of affability. “Much more badly. Fires have a way of spreading out of control and destroying everything in their path.”
Rooster studied him for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “You know, Doc, my daddy was a sharecropper down in Alabama. And every year, before the plantin’ season, we had to set fire to them fields.” He stared off into the distance as if watching a blaze somewhere on the horizon. “Had to get rid of the weeds and the trash from the year before, so the field be ready for the new crop.”
He turned his gaze back on Monty and gave him a smile that raised the hair on the back of his neck. “This city ain’t no different from that ol’ wasted cotton land. Just need a little flame to get rid of the weeds. Just a few more weeks, Doc, and we gon’ see what we gon’ see about plantin’ a new crop.” He tipped his hat. “You have a nice day now.”
Monty stared after him as he walked away, shoulders back, elbows held away from his body, his steps short, quick. Exactly like the bird after which he was named. The visit from his mother had unsettled Monty, but the encounter with Rooster sent a shock wave of dread through his whole being. It was only after he’d gotten back into his car that he realized he’d been gripping his package so tightly that he’d crushed his precious cigars. Muttering an obscenity, he started the engine.
In the past few days, he’d almost managed to convince himself that a different life, a bigger life was possible for him. That he could exist, not as a member of the Elite, not as part of the Talented Tenth with obligations to the race, but as simply Monty Gray, a man who could transform joy and sorrow into beautiful music.
And as for Aggie, he wasn’t so much avoiding her as simply not seeking her out. Over the past weeks, she’d grown increasingly exasperated, accusing him of being so fixated on the future that he’d lost sight of the fact that his life was in fact here in the present. “If things in her time are so perfect,” she’d snapped the last time they’d spoken, “then why does she keep showing up here? This is where you live, Monty! Here. Now, in 1925. She’s just a visitor, a voyeur.”
He drove toward the river, gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles ached. He was perfectly aware of where, of when, he lived. And that was the problem, wasn’t it? He could almost see the lines that defined his life; that confined him.
He pulled into the lot on Belle Isle and parked his car under a wide elm tree. After much discussion and a few close calls, they’d decided that this was the safest place to meet. He smiled a little. She’d even begun showing up dressed appropriately, though she was never without her telephone camera, even though the telephone didn’t seem to work here. Each time she appeared, she was gripping it in her hand like a sacred totem.
Monty pushed open the car door. Here on the island, surrounded by water, it was marginally cooler. He decided to leave his jacket on the front seat. She wouldn’t mind. She’d told him in her time, men rarely wore jackets, or hats.
Strolling on the shaded path, he pushed himself toward the Place, hoping to calm himself. What did they want from him? His mother? Aggie?
And now Rooster.
Rooster King was a loose cannon. Monty suspected that he was merely waiting for just the right opportunity to burn white Detroit to the ground, and if a few of the Elites were incinerated in the conflagration, well, he doubted Rooster would shed many tears. He gave a bitter snort. He wondered how Aggie would have responded to Rooster. He knew his fiancée contained a well of justified rage inside, more genteel and much less volatile, but present all the same. Rooster may have found in her a sort of kindred spirit.
“Oh, Monty. We don’t have to win. We merely have to make them fear us.”
He took a deep breath. Calm. Detached. Staying in the Place where there was no emotion, only fact. He glanced at his watch. Greer would come. And she would tell him fantastical stories about carpet cleaners that decided all by themselves when it was time to clean the floor, glasses you could wear that made it seem as if you were under the sea or on a mountain.
Disaster.
The word, his mother’s word, chimed in his head like a tiny warning bell, but he pushed it aside. Instead, he focused on the other thing she’d said. That everything would be fine.
Hands pushed deep into his pockets, Monty gazed off down the path. She would be here. And everything would be fine.
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Greer peered at the sky through the windshield. Storms had been forecast for days, but so far there’d been no rain, just a persistent, threatening sky. She sighed. A thunderstorm would be welcome, preferably an hours-long deluge that would drain the suffocating humidity from the air. Even with the AC at full blast, she could feel sweat pooling between her shoulder blades.
She glanced at the clock on the dash. Bass had discovered a new restaurant in Midtown, a place that styled itself after a 1920s speakeasy. When he’d mentioned it a few days before, she’d had to bite down hard to keep from laughing at the irony of it. Monty would love that.
Monty.
She frowned. They’d met hours earlier and something had felt … off. Usually, as they walked the streets of old Detroit—old to her, at least—they couldn’t stop talking, laughing; each trying to outdo the other with the differences between their two centuries. But today, he’d been withdrawn; on edge. There’d been no trace of the usual banter that just skirted the edges of flirtation. He’d responded to her questions, her attempts at conversation, with one word, two at the most. When she described for him being able to walk the streets with bits of plastic in her ears that pulled music from the air, he’d barely cracked a smile. She’d been shocked when their visit ended abruptly, not because he’d vanished back through the vortex, but because he’d suddenly spun on his heels and walked away without a word.
Greer worked a loc nervously between her fingers. This was not the first time she’d sensed that something was not quite right, but Monty’s behavior today was especially worrying.
She’d tried to limit their meetings to once or twice a week, another concession of sorts to Leah’s concerns. Afterward, she’d race home and scour the papers, the internet, for any obvious changes in the timeline. She felt strong after these visits, energized, and once she’d reassured herself that no catastrophe had befallen the city, her family, she’d go for long runs through the neighborhood.
And if she was finding it easier and easier to slip through the vortex—even on several occasions far from where one should have appeared—or the visits seemed to be lasting longer, she dismissed it as just another inexplicable oddity of time travel.
A car honked behind her, startling her from her musings, and she stepped on the gas. Things were good. Things were very good. Everything except for Leah.
They’d not spoken since that day in Leah’s office. No texts, no phone calls. The sharp sting of her friend ghosting her had only intensified after talking to her dad the night before.
“What’s going on with you and Twin?” he’d asked. “She hasn’t been by the house lately.”
“We had a fight.”
“Oh?”
She was silent.
“Ah, honey,” he said. “You two’ll get past it. You always do.”
Greer made a choking noise, her eyes filling with tears, glad he couldn’t see her through the phone.
“Punkin’?”
“I don’t know, Daddy. This was really bad.”
“Sweetheart, it’s going to be okay. I promise. Some things are just absolute. Like you and Leah. Nothing can change that. Not really.”
Oh, if he only knew how very wrong he was about that.
As she drove, she felt the grief about her fractured friendship slowly morph into anger. She and Leah were more than friends, sharing a soul, if not blood. Leah ignoring her felt like an amputation, painful, crippling. She was still seething as she turned into the neighborhood. The sky had grown darker, but she hoped she might still have time to get in a short run and a shower before meeting Bass at the restaurant. She’d save the search for after.
She turned onto the side street at the end of her block, and suddenly her heart lurched upward into her throat and turn to stone. Gone were the compact, age-worn bungalows; gone the timeworn high school. Instead, she gaped open-mouthed through the window at endless rows of low, one- and two-story concrete buildings, bland and bunker-like.
On the corner where the school should have stood was an unfamiliar, wooden sign, nearly eight feet tall, the letters faded, yet still legible.
WELCOME TO THE FORD HOUSING ESTATES
FORMER HOME OF THE HISTORIC CONANT GARDENS
Greer stared unblinking at that sign, oblivious to the sharp clap of thunder overhead; to the rain that had finally begun to fall.
Shaking badly, it took three tries before she managed to punch in Leah’s number.
“G?”
Shock that her friend had finally picked up, mixed with the panic at what she was seeing around her, rendered her speechless.
“G?” Leah said again. “Are you there? Hello?”
And then she was screaming, the words a barely coherent wail. “The house is gone. There’s nothing here. Everything is gone. There’s some, some, some…”
“House?” Leah’s voice barely penetrated her horror. “What house? Where the hell are you?”
“The house, Leah! In Conant Gardens.” There was a roaring in her ears, in her head.
“Conant Gardens? What…?”
“This sign. There’s a sign. It says: Welcome to the Ford Estates. Ford Estates? Leah! I don’t know … I can’t … I don’t know what to do.”
“Ford…? Holy shit! You’re in the projects? Why the fuck are you in the projects? Are you out of your…?”
“Projects? What projects? I’m here. Where I live. In Conant Gardens. But there’s nothing here. There’s these ugly things. These apartments or something!”
“Conant Gardens?” Leah went suddenly quiet. “Why do you keep saying Conant Gardens? Conant Gardens hasn’t existed since the 1920s.”
Greer opened her mouth, closed it. “The 1920s?” she whispered.
“You remember? That doctor? Sweet? Shot into a crowd of white folks that were trying to run him out of his house and ended up killing somebody?”
Greer couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.
“Come on, G. Miss Delilah told us this story every single time we passed that part of town. Like she needed it seared into our brains. He got acquitted, and a week later, white folks lost their goddam minds. Burned down the Sweet house, then stormed through Black Bottom and Paradise Valley. Couldn’t stand the fact that middle-class Black folks had nice houses in Conant Gardens, so they burned those down too. But this time, Black folks weren’t having it. World War I veterans, old farmers from Alabama, everybody, set up battle lines like they were in the trenches. Surrounded those Klansmen and just cut those assholes apart. City burned for a week.”
Still Greer said nothing.
“Greer? Are you still there? Can you hear me? What the hell are you doing over there? What is going on? You already know this story.”
“No,” murmured Greer, finding her voice at last. “I don’t know this story. That is not the story I know at all. It didn’t happen like that.”
“Girl, what do you mean…?” There was a sudden silence. “Omigod, G.” And then, Leah’s voice was an icy blade slicing through the phone line. “What the fuck did you do?”
Greer opened her mouth, closed it again. There were no answers, only a million questions. She wanted to apologize, to bargain. She wanted to fix this.
“G?”
“By then it’ll probably be way too late.”
Her phone buzzed and she was almost grateful for the distraction. She’d been so relieved that Leah had picked up the phone but now she needed a minute. A lot of minutes. Needed to think what to do next.
“Leah, I’m going to call you right back.”
“Oh hell, no! Don’t you dare…”
Greer switched over. “Hello?” Her voice sounded nearly normal. Outside the rain whipped across the car’s hood in nearly horizontal sheets, obscuring the Ford Housing Estates sign.
“Hello?” said an unfamiliar female voice. “Is this Greer McKinney?”
Greer nodded, then quickly added, “Yes?”
“My name is Sunaina Reddy. I’m a nurse here at Henry Ford Hospital. We’ve been trying to reach you. Your father, Isaac McKinney, has you listed as his emergency contact, and we needed to let you know he was brought in late this morning.”
The world around her suddenly went quiet. Even the storm pummeling her small car had somehow been muted. The only sound that registered was her own ragged breathing and the gentle, professional voice of the nurse.
“Ms. McKinney, are you still there?”
“What do you mean brought in? Is he okay?”
She nearly missed the fleeting hesitation. “He’s in surgery.”
“Surgery?” The edge of hysteria was back. “Surgery for what? What happened?”
This time the pause was longer.
“There was a shooting. Your father was injured. I’m so sorry.”
“A shooting?” whispered Greer. “A shooting?”
“His colleagues are here with him now,” Nurse Reddy went on, her voice thick with sympathy. “But you should come as soon as you can.”
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“A honeymoon in New York. Won’t that be wonderful? And you two absolutely must see Blackbirds while you’re there. That lovely Florence Mills is starring in it,” said his mother. “The timing could not be better.”
Aletha Gray and Eloise Syphax were nodding in unison, the notion of their offspring making the rounds of the Harlem theater scene clearly pleasing them both. Monty smiled and nodded, nodded and smiled.
They’d been sitting in the Syphaxes’ well-appointed living room for the better part of an hour, and despite the wide-open French doors and the nearby ceiling fan, his shirt was limp with sweat. A glass of iced tea sat on the small table next to him. He wrapped one hand around it, willing the chill to travel up his arm and somehow cool the rest of his body.
“Oh, and the Murrays will be back from their trip to Vienna,” said Eloise. “They won’t make it back in time for the wedding but are absolutely insistent on throwing you and Agatha a wedding luncheon. Reverend Powell has already confirmed and Jimmy Johnson is taking the train up from Washington. You’ve heard the new choir version of his ‘Lift Every Voice and Sing,’ of course?”
Monty nodded and smiled.
It had been more than a week since Greer had last appeared, and as the days piled up, one atop the other with no sighting of her, he’d found himself sliding slowly into a sort of vague weariness. Each day blended seamlessly into the next, the pattern broken only by seemingly inexhaustible wedding talk. There were also the encounters with friends and colleagues as he walked the streets near his office, perused the aisles at Watson’s or sat reading in the doctors’ lounge at Dunbar. And then there were the casual encounters with fellow members of the Tenth, meetings that had begun to seem less and less random, each one starting with best wishes on his upcoming nuptials or commiseration about the heat and ending with a hushed conversation about the state of affairs in the city.
Monty tightened his grip around the glass. His fingers had gone numb from the cold, but the rest of his body felt as if it was being roasted over an open flame. He was as aware as anyone of the rising tensions in Detroit. All summer the Klan had been mounting a show of force, despite the defeat of their candidate for mayor the year before. The city was kindling waiting to ignite and the men of the Tenth wondered and worried what spark would finally light the fire.
But Monty wasn’t worried. He wasn’t anything. He’d retreated further and further into the Place, a haven where worry, disappointment and anger couldn’t reach. Just as he was doing now as the mothers debated over menu items, whenever the topic of race relations in the city arose, he leaned the tiniest bit forward, as if listening closely, made sympathetic noises in the back of his throat and, on occasion, roused himself enough to ask benign questions.
He’d assumed the façade once more: doctor, scion, fiancée. Because there was nothing else for it, was there? But it weighed so much more heavily than it once had. The idea that he could have a different life, a bigger life, slipped further away each day. His mother was right. Aggie was right. Greer, and her vision of a magnificent future—where brown-skinned men not only could live where they chose, but had flown into space; where women not only voted, but ran companies and were the bosses of men—had nothing to do with him. It had become an obsession keeping him from seeing the fact of the now.
Aggie’s hand brushed against his knee, lingered, and the touch served to tether him. He flashed her a faint smile of gratitude.
“Oh my, Eloise,” said his mother, glancing at her watch, the diamonds catching the afternoon sun as she flicked her wrist. “Can you believe the whole afternoon has nearly passed?”
She stood, brushing nonexistent wrinkles from her dress.
“Will you be at the club tonight?” asked Eloise.
“Of course. Why don’t you bring those color swatches so we can decide after the meeting?”
In the foyer, Aggie grabbed Monty’s arm before he could follow his mother out to the car.
“Monty?”
“Magpie?” He forced a grin, even though the effort seemed to drain the last of his energy.
Aggie studied him through narrowed eyes. “I know you don’t give a fig about the lace and the luncheons, or calla lilies versus stephanotis.” She reached for his hand and squeezed. “But when we get to New York, we’ll have the chance to see plays and hear music and poetry. And when we are tired of each other, I will take to my bed and read and you will sit somewhere dark and smoky, drinking expensive whiskey and playing scandalous music on a piano.”
Monty inhaled; felt his mask slip just a bit. He squeezed her hand, then kissed her roughly on the forehead. “What better honeymoon could a man ask for?”
As they drove the streets toward the Gray house, Aletha chattered away happily about centerpieces and name cards; whether they should risk serving alcohol. For his part, Monty was grateful that his mother seemed satisfied with the occasional murmured assent.
They saw it in the same instant.
There on the street in front of his mother’s house were dozens of vehicles, parked three abreast, blocking the entire street.
“Sweet Jesus,” whispered his mother, the closest Aletha Gray came to swearing.
Monty said nothing as he maneuvered the big car as close as he could to his parents’ house. The front door hung open and light poured from every window, illuminating the dark street like a beacon. Bile rose in his throat, dragging an oily panic behind it.
The Place.
He needed to stay in the Place.
“Stay here,” he commanded, but his mother was already out of the car and striding up the dirt path that had yet to become a sidewalk. He leaped from the car to follow. He’d just caught up to her at the foot of the porch stairs when Juliette burst through the open front door. With a strangled howl, she threw herself into his arms, nearly taking them both to the ground.
“What is it?” he said, holding onto her. He could feel the panic fighting to claw its way free. “Juju, what happened?”
His sister jerked away and stared at him, her eyes glazed, unfocused. Her curly hair spiraled wildly around her shoulders as she swayed unsteady on her feet, making a sound he’d never heard a human being make before. Monty was vaguely aware of his father standing silhouetted in the doorway; of others crowding around him.
“Juliette! Stop that, right now. Look at me.” He grabbed his sister by the shoulders and held her still, his face close to hers. “What is it? What has happened?”
At last, she seemed to focus. For a long moment she stared, unblinking, and then she said, her voice barely audible, “They killed him, Monty! They killed Uncle Wallace.”
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She raced through the city streets, barely slowing for lights.
A shooting? The nurse had said a shooting. Had her father been mugged? Carjacked? And what had happened to the neighborhood? To Bass? Her calls kept dropping into voice mail. She blew through a stop sign, horn blaring, narrowly missing a delivery truck. Her dad was in surgery. That meant he was alive. And his men were with him. That was good.
She’d been driving ten minutes before she realized she’d taken a wrong turn somewhere. Yanking the car to the curb, she slammed on the brakes and dropped her head to the steering wheel, her breathing coming in ragged fits and starts. Leah had been right. You couldn’t pull one thread and expect things not to unravel. She’d been arrogant and stupid, and now she was in some horrific, fun house version of Detroit.
Pushing herself upright, she stared through the windshield and tried to get her bearings. Things looked familiar, yet not. The GPS on her dashboard said she was near Highland Park, and she exhaled a sigh of relief. She knew Highland Park, that odd suburb that existed as an island, surrounded on all sides by the city.
Except …
As she maneuvered through it, heading for the highway, it immediately became apparent that Highland Park, which should have been a bleak, dying town, was now a semi-gated community; rich, young, white; no longer walled off from the city by poverty, but by choice. She swallowed hard as bile rose in her throat, and she pressed her foot hard on the gas.
The hospital waiting room was packed—men and women, colleagues and friends of her father’s, some in uniform, others in street clothes, their shields on full display, taking up every inch of space—yet eerily quiet. People huddled in groups of two, three, four, their conversations hushed.
A man peeled himself away from a cluster of people standing near the vending machines and hurried toward her, engulfing her in a tight hug.
“Heya, kiddo,” he murmured.
Dennis O’Malley was a giant of a man. With a shock of red hair and a booming voice, he was nearly six foot eight, and almost two hundred and eighty pounds of muscle. He had joined the force shortly after her father and had been one of his first partners. They were an odd pair, different in almost every way, yet inexplicably, they’d become the best of friends. Greer could not remember a time he’d not been in her life.
“Uncle Denny,” she cried, clinging tight to him. “What happened? Someone shot my dad?”
“He was chasing a suspect out on Zug Island.”
“He what?” Greer pulled away and stared up at him.
Zug Island?
Zug Island was a toxic wasteland at the mouth of the Rouge River. No one went there. And her father was a police commander. He supervised officers. He didn’t chase criminals. She suddenly realized that on this thread, entangled in this slender filament of history that she’d followed back this time from 1925, she had no idea what her father did. Her Uncle Denny was still holding her by the arms, which was good, because her whole body felt suddenly boneless.
“Perp opened fire,” he was saying. “Your dad was hit.”
“Hit?” Things seemed to move in slow motion.
“It’s just a matter of time before everything’s completely and totally fucked.”
“I need to see him,” she said.
“In a bit.” Denny shook his head. “They’ll come out and let us know something soon. Come sit. Have some tea.”
Greer took one step, then folded to the floor with a strangled sob. From the corner of her eye, she registered a woman moving toward her, Uncle Denny waving her off. He crouched on the floor beside her and enveloped her in his massive bulk.
“Okay, kiddo. You let that all out. Cry for both of us,” he said. “But know this. Ike McKinney is one tough bastard. It won’t be long before he’s back in that kitchen making us all one of his soups.” His voice was thick. “And it’s the least he can do for worrying us like this.”
He squeezed her hard. “And for having me end up with my fat ass on this hospital floor.”

Time had lost all meaning. Under different circumstances, this would have struck her as funny. Like the 1920s speakeasy-style restaurant where she had planned to meet Bass that no longer existed on this thread. A day passed.
Or was it two?
Isaac McKinney had survived the surgery, but there were tubes protruding from his chest, a machine pumping air into his lungs, and he’d yet to wake up. The doctors labeled his condition guarded.
Greer hadn’t left his side since he’d left the recovery room, moving from the chair next to his bed only to let the nurses do their jobs, or to go to the bathroom. She tried napping on the narrow bench seat built into the wall, but an ICU is a universe of hushed noises and muted chaos: the constant beep of monitors, the hissing of machines, shrieking alarms, the occasional desperate dash of doctors and nurses past the room. And of course, always, always, there were her own, unrelenting thoughts.
Too late. Too late. Probably way too late.
The night before, or maybe it had been early this morning, not that it mattered anymore, her father-in-law had appeared in the door to her father’s room. He’d patted her shoulder, then sat with her for several hours. It was Thor Coffey who’d told her that Bass was out of the country, hiking with his mother along the Great Wall of China. The shock of that had been enough to rouse Greer from her crushing exhaustion and worry, and she’d laughed out loud. Now, alone again, she lay with her face as close to her father’s as she dared, trying to ignore the wires and tubes that cascaded around his bed like a cat’s cradle.
“Do you think Wanda’s still wearing her pearls on that hike, Daddy?” she murmured.
“Heya, kiddo. Morning.” Dennis O’Malley stood in the door to the room, his massive girth nearly filling the opening.
“Hey, Uncle Denny.” She sat up carefully, giving him a weak smile. “Is it morning?”
“Whether you’re ready for it or not,” he said with a grin. He handed her a paper bag. She opened it and the room suddenly filled with the aroma of fried bacon. She rolled her eyes.
“Dude,” she said. “Who puts fried bacon in a paper bag?”
“Who doesn’t? And you’re welcome.” He looked her up and down. “Go home, kiddo. Get some real rest.”
She shook her head. “I can’t, Uncle Denny. I need to be here when he wakes up.” She’d almost said “if.”
“I’ll be right here. We all will.” He jerked his head toward the door.
Greer glanced through the window looking out onto the hallway. She’d hardly noticed the two police officers standing guard on either side of the door. She turned back to face him.
“Besides,” he went on. “If the first thing he sees when he opens his eyes is my ugly mug, he’ll be up and out of that bed in ten seconds flat. Guaranteed.”
She snorted. “You’re such an idiot.”
“Oh, my girl. If you only knew.” He stepped around the bed and pulled her into a hug. “Besides, isn’t Mad coming in tonight?”
She nodded, her face still pressed against his chest.
“Then go home. We got the watch, kid.”
She hesitated at the door, turning back to look at her father.
“Go!” commanded Uncle Denny.

Still damp from the shower, Greer sat huddled in her mother’s study. The air conditioning in the house was on full blast, the way her father preferred, and even with the thick comforter she’d cocooned herself in, she felt chilled. Still, it felt like too much of an effort to push herself out of the deep chair, to climb the stairs, to dig for something to wear. It was simpler to just stay put, hunched and shivering in her underwear.
Pulling the quilt tighter, she closed her eyes and dropped her head to the chair back. Uncle Denny had instructed her to go home, but it wasn’t until she was behind the wheel of her car in the hospital parking lot that she realized she had no idea where that was. Conant Gardens didn’t exist.
Her parents’ house had been a default decision. She had nowhere else to go. When she’d turned on the street to find the house intact, she’d burst into tears to see everything exactly as it should have been. Well, not everything. Her father was lying unconcious in the hospital.
The faintest scent of Chanel Coco Mademoiselle wafted from deep in the fibers of the quilt, her mother’s signature fragrance. For the millionth time, she wished that her mother was still there, wished she would walk through that door. Delilah McKinney had had a superpower. Somehow, she’d always seemed able to fix anything, no matter how broken.

Greer bolted upright, nearly tumbling to the floor. She blinked, confused. Somewhere a doorbell was ringing. Disoriented, she scanned the room.
Her parents’.
She was at her parents’. The light had shifted, bathing the study in shadow. The doorbell rang again, longer, more insistent. Whoever was on the other side of the door clearly becoming impatient. Groaning, she painfully unfolded herself from the chair where she’d fallen asleep. Her muscles spasmed in protest and she cursed under her breath as she limped to the front door. Flinging it open, she gasped in surprise.
“Hey,” said Leah.
Greer stood blinking, then stepped aside. “Do you want to come in?” In another lifetime, she would never have had to ask.
Without a word, Leah stepped into the foyer. She stood fidgeting with her bag, looking everywhere but at Greer.
“How’s Mr. Ike?” she asked finally, breaking the uncomfortable silence.
Greer closed her eyes and shrugged.
“How’re you?”
Another shrug.
“Are you naked under there?”
Greer looked up in surprise. There was a flash of the Leah she knew, there, then gone. “I have on underwear.”
“Were you planning on going to the airport like that?”
“I…” Greer blinked. “What time is it?”
“Almost six,” answered Leah. “I thought you might want some company to pick up Madeline.” There was the barest hint of a smile. “But you’re not sitting on my leather seats bare-assed. Go put some clothes on.”
Fighting the urge to fling her arms around her friend, Greer turned and headed up the stairs.
A short time later, now fully dressed, Greer was sitting in the passenger seat as Leah drove. “I need to make a quick stop at the office to hand off a file. Okay?”
Greer nodded, her gaze focused out of her window, watching the city slide by recognizable and yet, she knew, so changed. She could feel her friend’s eyes on her, could sense her building up to something. This restraint was new.
“You want to know why I’m so pissed off?” Leah said at last.
Greer turned to look at her, stifling a bitter laugh, knowing there was nothing she could say that would stop her. Some things would never change, on any timeline.
“It’s because I have this weird feeling that things should be different. Not just because you say they should, but…” said Leah. She was speaking slowly. “Like a memory of a memory of a memory. The way you wake up from a dream and it’s so vivid. But then, after a minute, it isn’t. You can’t shake the feeling of it, but the details are just…” She shook her head.
Greer said nothing.
“But this.” Leah waved an arm, taking in the desolate landscape they were driving through. “This … this is my life, my city. And I can’t help thinking,” she went on, her voice breaking, “that this is somehow your fault. The fact that this city that I love has to keep scratching and clawing every day to be better; to survive. And G, I just don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do with that.”
“I’m so, so sorry,” whispered Greer, swallowing a sob.
“Hmm” was all Leah said.
A quarter of an hour later, she was maneuvering the Range Rover into a parking space in front of her office. “I’m just going to hand this off at the desk. It’ll only take a second and then we’ll go on to the airport.”
On the sidewalk, she hesitated then turned back to the car and rapped on the window. Greer slid it down.
“Mr. Ike is going to be okay. Okay?”
Greer blew out a quivery breath.
“G?” Leah poked her hard in the shoulder. “Are you listening to me?”
“I heard you, Leah. I just…”
But it was her friend who was not listening. Leah had turned away and was scanning the nearly empty street, eyes narrowed. “Do you hear that? What is that?”
Frowning, Greer stepped from the car. “Leah?”
“You don’t hear that?”
“I don’t…” She froze, the hairs prickling at the back of her neck as she recognized the familiar drone. “Leah, we need to go. We need to go now!”
“What?” said Leah, turning to look at her.
“Get in the car!”
She inhaled sharply as the stinging on her skin intensified. It had never hurt like this before. Something was wrong. Even as she hissed through the pain, she gave a bark of laughter. There were so many things that were wrong.
Leah, standing just inches away, had still not moved. She stood clutching the file tight against her chest, her eyes wide. “G?”
Greer reached for her. As if in slow motion, she saw Leah’s hand stretch toward hers, felt her fingers lock onto hers, holding tight. The air shimmered around them, darkened, and the empty sidewalk was suddenly filled with a screaming, cursing mob. Someone stumbled into her from behind and Leah’s hand was ripped from hers. She spun around and found herself face-to-face with a woman, white, wild-eyed, a brick gripped in one hand. The woman gaped at her open-mouthed, then raised her hand as if to hurl the brick toward her face. Acting on instinct, Greer pushed her, hard, watched her stagger, then fall, taking a young boy down with her.
“What the actual fuck?”
Greer whirled. They were standing at the entry to Leah’s building. Her friend was pressed against the revolving door, her face twisted in horror, the file now at her feet, its contents blowing lazily down the sidewalk. She flinched when Greer reached to grab her once again.
“Run, Leah,” screamed Greer. “We need to get away from here.”
Without a word, Leah pivoted and raced down the street, the files, the car, the airport, all forgotten; Greer mere steps behind her. They’d nearly made it to the corner when a deafening roar began in Greer’s ears and she stumbled, her vision blurring as the world split in two, spinning around and around her. Kaleidoscopic. Chaotic.
1925
2025
1925
She thought she heard Leah calling her name from far away. And then her knees buckled beneath her and she was falling, falling, though she had no idea where.
Or when.
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1925
He drove slowly through the darkened city, the gun tucked tight against his thigh on the seat. The streets were busier than normal for the time of night, people driven out onto porches and sidewalks by the stifling heat and the swirling rumors.
Two police officers stood on the corner near his apartment and Monty slowed even more. The one facing the street noticed him first and stopped talking, his head swiveling on his fat neck as he traced Monty’s progress. His partner turned then, following the other man’s gaze. He was younger by at least two decades, thinner by nearly fifty pounds.
The Packard was barely moving and as he passed Monty locked eyes with the officers, one hand resting lightly on the gun’s grip. He saw the younger policeman cock his head as if puzzled, then, to his surprise, nod a greeting before turning back to his companion. Inhaling sharply, Monty slammed his foot onto the accelerator and sped off.
Back in his apartment, he sat in the heavy darkness, drinking and staring into nothing, his thoughts chaotic and dark.
Juliette had been wrong. “They” had not killed Uncle Wallace, but it hadn’t been for lack of trying. A handful of men, incensed that Wallace was driving with a white woman, had dragged him from his car as he sat a stoplight on his way to a set.
They’d taken turns stomping and kicking him as he lay curled in the street, while Rivka screamed and pleaded with them to stop. His life had been saved only because another car stopped and two men—Rooster’s men, as it turned out—jumped out, one swinging a chain that he wielded with great accuracy at the attackers’ faces. The police had been unenthusiastic about pursuing the matter and Wallace Browning lay battered almost beyond recognition in Dunbar Hospital.
When he’d rushed into his uncle’s room, Mume Rivka was there, nearly as unrecognizable as her husband. So pale she was nearly transparent, she seemed to have shrunk, her already tiny frame all but vanishing into the chair. She had not spoken a single word since. Staring at his aunt and uncle in that room, Monty felt himself finally, irrevocably break.
The Place had ceased to exist, and Monty had no interest in it, in any case. He embraced the rage, the hatred he felt; could taste it: hot, metallic. He had no interest in the calls to the mayor’s office, the letters to the governor; no interest in meeting with the NAACP, or any of the other things the outraged members of the Elite were doing.
He’d only had one meeting, with Rooster King, who silently handed him the requested .38. He had not been back to work. Had not answered the increasingly frantic knocks at his door. Had not even gone back to see Uncle Wallace. He had seen Aggie.
He’d ventured from his apartment the night before—he’d run out of cigars—to find her perched on the hood of his car. The audacity of it, a woman alone in the middle of the night in North End, almost made him laugh. Almost.
“Aggie,” he’d said. As if it was an everyday occurrence to find a woman balanced on the hood of his car. She said nothing.
“What a lovely surprise.” He pulled his lips back from his teeth, a parody of a smile.
She walked toward him then, and peered up into his face. But still she said nothing. For a moment, he saw himself through her eyes, unshaven, disheveled, the scent of whiskey leaching from his pores. He felt a flicker of irritation.
“What are you doing here, Agatha?” he said, his tone sharp.
“Don’t.” She rested one hand on his chest.
He took a step back. “Don’t what?”
“Don’t do whatever incredibly stupid thing it is you’re thinking of doing.”
He did laugh then, the sound harsh, unpleasant. “And tell me, Magpie, what stupid thing could I possibly be thinking of doing?”
“Monty, please,” she said, her eyes filling with tears.
In the face of her obvious misery, he felt himself wilt. “Aggie.” He grabbed her hands, pressing his lips to her knuckles. They were soft and warm. “Go home.”
“Monty…”
“Go home, Aggie,” he snapped, dropping her hands.
He stared at her unblinking, his eyes cold, until she took one halting step back, then turned and ran for her car. Back in his apartment, the cigars forgotten, he poured himself another drink and stared into the darkness.
He thought about Greer then, about her tales of colored men running companies and flying aeroplanes. He hadn’t thought to ask her how the world went from this to that. To ask how much blood had run in the streets to create a reality where a Negro could be president of the United States.
For a long time, he stared at nothing. And then he laughed. Aggie had been right all along. It was time to make the white folks afraid, and if necessary, they could do to the city what Rooster’s sharecropper daddy had needed to do to his fields: set it all on fire.

A crowd was already forming as he drove up and parked. He stepped from the car and nodded toward the people milling uneasily across the street, grinning at the bewildered buzz his sudden appearance caused. Adjusting his collar—he’d shaved and worn his best suit—he walked up the front steps to the door, his gait deliberate, unhurried.
“Gray?” Ossian Sweet had answered his knock and now stood in the door, blinking in surprise. The aroma of roasting ham wafted past him onto the porch.
“Evening, Sweet,” said Monty. “You seem to be causing quite a commotion.” He jerked his chin in the direction of the growing crowd.
Sweet shot a look over Monty’s shoulder, his face pinching tight. “You should come in off the porch.”
“No,” said Monty. “I don’t think I will. I just stopped by to congratulate you and your wife on your new house. It looks lovely.”
The murmuring behind him had grown into a low roar, peppered with racial slurs. Dr. Sweet flinched, but Monty only widened his grin.
“I think I’ll just sit here on this charming porch and enjoy a cigar, if that’s alright with you.”
Dr. Sweet’s mouth dropped open, his expression turning quickly to alarm as he glanced from Monty to the crowd and back again. “That would be … extremely ill-advised.”
But Monty was shaking his head. “Go back in, enjoy your guests.” He was aware that the house was already filled with half a dozen heavily armed men. He unbuttoned his jacket so that the pistol hidden there was visible. “I may change my mind, but for now, I’m going to enjoy the night air.”
He turned his back on his colleague and draped himself on the porch swing. It took several long seconds before the front door closed again. He pulled a cigar from his pocket but had not yet lit it, when the first rock hit the house. It was quickly followed by dozens more, rocks and bricks and whatever else the mob could throw. He heard glass breaking, a startled cry from inside the house.
He gazed at the unlit cigar regretfully—he’d only just bought it on his way over—before tucking it back into his breast pocket. Standing, he walked to the edge of the porch. The crowd was huge now, stretching nearly to the far end of the block, pulsating, angry; a single enraged entity. Like a repulsive slug, he thought, or a maggot.
The people in the house were afraid. The mob shrieking in the street in front of him was afraid. He was not. A bottle shattered on the steps at his feet and he calmly withdrew his pistol. He was raising his arm, aiming, when he felt the buzz against his skin, the drone in his ears, distracting him.
Hesitating, he scanned the street, the darkened yard on the other side of the porch, the heaving mob momentarily disregarded. And there she was, at the very farthest edge of the crowd, standing on the corner near the tiny school. For the briefest moment, one single breath, they locked eyes, and then Montgomery Gray turned away, back toward the crowd, and pulled the trigger.
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1925
She hurried down the narrow stairs, struggling into her coat as she went. Her room at the very top of the old house had a single, narrow window that let in little light, bathing the room in perpetual shadow. It was not the first time she’d overslept. She doubted it would be the last.
“Good morning, Miss McKinney, you are in a hurry. I hope everything is alright.”
“Good morning, Mrs. Johnson.” Greer barely slowed as she passed the proprietor of the rooming house at the bottom of the stairs. “Just late to meet a friend.”
“Oh, well…”
“See you later,” Greer called over her shoulder, hurrying through the front door.
Beulah Johnson was a nice enough woman, but she could talk for long minutes at a time, apparently without needing to breathe.
Sleet had coated the city the night before, covering everything in a thin glaze of ice. Rushing down the steps, Greer swore as she felt her feet go out from under her. At the last minute, she managed to get one arm hooked around the porch post, landing hard on her bottom instead of flat on her back in the middle of the sidewalk. Taking deep breaths, she glared at the leather oxfords she was wearing. Even after all these months, she still hadn’t gotten used to wearing them. They pinched her toes and she always felt on the verge of slipping, even when there was no ice.
Sighing, she pulled her coat closed and pushed herself up onto her feet. The streetcar stop was only two blocks away, but she was already very cold and very late.
A short time later, she hurried through the doors of the confectionary. After the brittle chill of the outdoors, the sudden blast of heat nearly took her breath away. The shop was small, and she immediately spotted her friend.
“Late as usual,” Greer said, sliding into the seat at the tiny table.
“But here, nevertheless.”
Greer smiled at the woman across from her.
Agatha Syphax.
On that horrible night, it had been Aggie that had saved her life. Greer had watched as the crowd, enraged, maddened beyond all reason, had surged toward the tiny house. Had seen Monty standing at the top of the stairs, calm, as if welcoming friends. Had seen the flash from the muzzle of the gun. Heard the screams.
And she’d run.
Away from the brightly lit house and the now panicked crowd. The streets were dark, unfamiliar. She cut through alleyways, hugging the shadows, and was sprinting across one of those poorly lit streets when Aggie had nearly run her down with her car. She’d been looking for Monty, had had a sense of where he might be headed; what he might do. The two women stared at each other through the windshield, and then Aggie threw open the car door and screamed, “Get in!”
It had been Aggie who’d found Greer a room at the Frances Harper Inn when, nearly a week later, she was still there. Still in 1925. Aggie who’d gotten her a job teaching dance at the Y on Tuesday and Friday nights. And Aggie who held her when it became obvious that she might be trapped here forever. Their meetings had been strained, awkward, at first, but over the past several months had gradually become less so. Something she looked forward to. Aggie was the only one who knew the truth about her.
“It’s freezing outside,” said Greer. “I can’t believe you’re eating ice cream.”
“It’s hot fudge, so technically, it’s a warm dessert.”
Greer snorted.
“And I took the liberty of ordering you something. The soda jerk is bringing it over now.”
“Soda jerk.” Greer snorted again.
“Really, I don’t know why you find that so funny,” said Aggie, rolling her eyes.
“It’s funny because…,” Greer giggled. “Soda jerk.”
A white plate with a large slice of cake appeared in front of her and she inhaled sharply.
“It’s that cake you mentioned liking so much. The cake with bumps.”
“Bumpy Cake,” murmured Greer, her voice breaking.
“Oh, my goodness. I am so sorry,” cried Aggie, her eyes wide with concern. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Here, I’ll have him take it away.”
“No, no,” said Greer. “It’s okay. It’s just…” She exhaled a long, shaky breath.
Aggie patted her hand. “Memories.”
Greer nodded and subtly slid the cake toward the edge of the table.
“Would you like to share some of my hot dessert?” Aggie asked after a long moment. Greer gave a small nod and her friend waved for an extra spoon.
They ate the now soupy confection in silence.
“This is the best part,” said Aggie, balancing a congealed clump of fudge on the end of her spoon, before popping it in her mouth.
Greer laughed. Even if Aggie had not saved her life that night, she would have liked her. She reminded her of a calmer, less obscenity-prone Leah.
“You’re not still going out at night, are you?” Aggie asked, shooting a glance at Greer’s bag hanging on the back of the chair.
“I am.” In the past month, Greer had taken to roaming the dark streets of Black Bottom, often until well after midnight, carefully sneaking in to avoid Mrs. Johnson.
At first, it was because that was when it was quietest. When she hoped to hear it. The drone, the hum. That clue that there might be a vortex nearby. A way home. Because that’s how she now thought of 2025. It was home. But the only sounds she heard were the whisper of tires on half-frozen streets, the occasional dog barking, music wafting from a back-alley speakeasy. Never a drone, never a hum; no prickle of electricity on her skin.
But now, in addition to searching for a way back, she wandered the streets taking pictures. She’d found a used Brownie camera in a secondhand store for fifty cents. It had taken a day or two to get the hang of it, but now she carried it nearly everywhere she went. It was the boxy bulge in her bag that had caught Aggie’s eye. Greer shifted self-consciously in her seat.
Back home, in 2025, nearly all of the photos of Black Bottom were grainy images of dilapidated buildings, ragged, unkempt children. Missing were the pictures of ladies in their fancy hats laughing as they strolled the streets, the shift workers crowding Watson’s for peanuts, pickles and news; the shopkeepers tossing candy through their doors to the kids. When she took those pictures, she felt just a bit less lonely; whispering “Hi, Mom” with each shot.
To her surprise, Aggie changed the subject. “How is your room at Frances Harper’s? Mrs. Johnson is a bit of a nosy Nellie, but she has a good heart.”
For the next hour they chatted about the new BBQ place at the end of the block, books, Aggie’s plan to run for city council.
“You’re still doing that?”
“Of course I’m still doing that,” said Aggie with a mischievous grin. “And of course Mother is just beside herself.”
Greer shook her head. “Sometimes I wonder if you do these things just to get a rise out of people.”
“Absolutely not,” said Aggie. She stood and slipped on her coat. “That’s just a bonus.”
Greer laughed.
Aggie was pulling on her gloves when she stopped to study Greer.
“What?”
Aggie fixed her gaze on the abandoned Bumpy Cake. “You’re never going to find him, you know.”
She didn’t have to say who she meant. Monty had not been seen since that night. Three people had been killed by the gunfire. The Sweet family had all been acquitted of murder charges, and Monty had vanished into thin air. Rumors ran wild, with people claiming sightings all over the city. In the Bottom, he had attained the status of folk hero.
“Do you miss him?” Greer murmured. She heard Aggie’s sharp intake of breath, saw the tremor in her fingers as she reached for her handbag.
“Always,” whispered Aggie. She looked away, busying herself with the buttons on her glove.
“And how long are you going to look for that vortex thing?” she said after a moment.
Now it was Greer’s turn to look away. She swallowed hard. Did they miss her? Bass? Her dad? Or had she simply been erased from their history, their memories? What had happened to Leah after she was ripped away that day? She shrugged.
How long would she look?
For the rest of her life.
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“Bass?”
The man turned. “Leah!” he exclaimed. He leaned and kissed the tall, impeccably dressed woman lightly on the cheek. “You owe me a lunch.”
“I know, I know. It’s just been crazy. But we’re going to make it happen, so don’t leave before we get something on the calendar,” Leah said, smiling. “But, Bass, I believe you’ve met the mayor.”
Bass turned his attention to the woman standing beside her. “I think we’ve met somewhere. Was it the Detroit Hydrofest? Or, no, wait, I think it might have been the Independence Day celebration, right?”
The mayor rolled her eyes. “Sebastian.”
He grinned. “Mother.”
“Congratulations on this, darling,” she said. She pointed to the dais set up on the sidewalk a few yards away; the slowly gathering crowd. “This is really going to be quite a coup for the city. Turning this blighted area into a memorial site.”
“I’m just the worker bee,” he said. “I do as I’m commanded.” He nodded to where a man stood talking to a striking woman in a brightly colored headdress.
“Ah, your father. Always working the crowd,” said the mayor with a bemused smile. “Alright, the governor’s here and I have a few last-minute details to take care of before the ceremony. Leah, don’t forget we have that meeting with the EPA on Monday.”
Leah nodded as the mayor walked away, huddled in conversation with one of her aides. “Your mother never stops, does she?” she said, turning back to Sebastian, who was quickly scrolling through his phone.
He chuckled. “Not since I’ve known her.”
“That’s Delilah McKinney your dad is talking to, isn’t it?”
“It is. The mayor calls her the Detroit gadfly.” He grinned. “Said with much affection, of course. When it comes to saving and resurrecting Detroit history, she is a pit bull. This project included. And Dad is right there with her. Those two together give my mother and the city council the blues, man. But I’m not mad at it. This city needs to remember her history. Good and bad.”
It was Leah’s turn to grin. “Now you sound like your dad.”
“I will take that as a compliment.” He shot another glance at his phone.
“I’m going to let you go. I need to say hello to our keynote speaker before the ceremony.”
“Dr. McKinney? You’ve met her before?”
“Once or twice,” said Leah. “I heard her speak at a reception at the Manoogian Mansion a few months ago.”
“Alright, well, let’s talk later,” said Bass, already moving away to attend to some final detail. “Seriously, find me before you take off, okay?”
A small cluster of admirers were now buzzing around Professor McKinney, so Leah turned her attention to the platform where the speakers and dignitaries would soon be assembled. A podium had been set up in front of an empty lot, next to the Sweet House, a modest, but neat bungalow at the corner. Behind her, Garland Street had been cordoned off for several blocks. Neat rows of chairs facing the podium were slowly starting to fill. On either side of the dais were wide tables, covered in black and white photographs. Leah picked one up. It showed a handsome man with medium brown skin, leaning, arms crossed, in the doorway of a market, the words WATSON’S MARKET written in white letters on the wide window next to him.
“Do you know the history of this place?”
Leah started. Professor McKinney had managed to break away from her fans and admirers and had come to stand next to her.
“The broad strokes,” answered Leah. “A Black doctor and his family moved into this neighborhood; into that house.” She pointed. “Breaking the color line. And it did not go well.”
Professor McKinney chuckled. She radiated a confident serenity. “No,” she said. “Not particularly well. The Sweets. The night they moved in, they, or someone in that house, opened fire on the mob that showed up determined to burn them out. Killed several people. It’s some kind of miracle the whole city didn’t go up in flames behind that.” She turned to gaze at the little bungalow. “It’s so important this history is brought into the light.”
“Clarence Darrow defended that case,” said Leah.
Delilah McKinney’s face lit up. “He did! Yes.”
“Leah Martin,” Leah said, holding out her hand. “City attorney. We’ve met a few times over the years.”
“Ah, yes, nice to see you again,” answered Delilah, shaking her hand. “You’re admiring the photos?”
Leah nodded. “I’ve seen pictures of Black Bottom and Paradise Valley before, but these feel…” She waved a hand, unable to put into words the odd sense of disequilibrium the pictures evoked in her.
“They were all done by the same photographer.”
“Oh?” Leah picked up another photo. A small, neat two-story house. The inscription read: Conant Garden house, the ink barely legible. “Who?”
The professor gave a soft laugh. “A woman of mystery.”
Leah looked up, frowning. “Excuse me?”
“They say she just appeared in Black Bottom one day. Wouldn’t say where she came from. Who her people were,” Delilah went on. “The story is, she would wander the streets all hours of the day or night, rain or shine, taking pictures. People would find her standing on street corners, in the middle of the road, just staring. Not talking to anyone. Odd. But after a while, folks just got used to her. Like you get used to anything else.”
“What happened to her?”
Delilah shrugged. “They say in her later years, she could hardly walk; sometimes she would just fall down in the street with no warning, have trouble speaking. People said she paid little kids a few cents to walk around with her, hold her camera, help her up if she fell. And then, one day, she just disappeared.”
“Shit,” murmured Leah. “That is so weird.”
“Greer.”
Leah felt the hair stand up on the back of her neck. “Pardon me?”
“Her name. Greer,” repeated the professor. “Greer Ford. Though most people think that probably wasn’t her real name.”
“It wasn’t,” said Leah. As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew them to be true, though that was impossible. She’d never even heard of the woman until sixty seconds ago. Delilah was staring at her oddly. “I mean, it feels like it most likely wasn’t her real name.” She smiled weakly.
“I’ve always felt the same thing,” Delilah said quietly. She bent and carefully moved a handful of pictures aside until she found the one she was looking for. “This is the only known picture of her anyone’s ever been able to find.”
She studied it a long moment before holding it out to Leah. “I always had the strangest feeling that I knew her somehow. Or that I should. Isn’t that the oddest thing? That feeling of recognition you have when something is so familiar but you can’t quite…” She shook her head. “We even favor a bit, don’t you think?”
Leah took the offered photo. The image was grainy, not as clear or professionally framed as the others on the table. As if someone else, maybe one of the children the professor had mentioned, had taken it. A woman stared out at her, pale brown–skinned, unsmiling, thin to the point of gauntness, her eyes fiercely intelligent. Even in the picture, Leah could sense her unhappiness. And something else. Anger? Confusion?
She stared, feeling that prickling sensation at the base of her neck again, the sense that she too should know this woman. She flipped the picture over. The date on the back: December 1947, nearly a half century before she was born.
And yet …
She blew out a breath and handed the picture back. “There is definitely a resemblance.”
“Maybe that’s why I became so obsessed with tracking down every photo I could find of hers. I feel this odd connection,” said Delilah. “And her pictures. They’re just so…”
“Haunting,” Leah offered.
“Yes, exactly. Haunting.”
They stood for a long moment, gazing at the dozens of photos on the table.
“Well,” said Leah. “Maybe you knew each other in a previous life.” She forced a laugh.
“Maybe,” answered Professor McKinney, fixing her with a look that sent a chill through the attorney.
A young man appeared near the table. “Dr. McKinney, one of the speakers needs a clarification on Dr. Sweet’s brother.”
The two women locked eyes and then Delilah smiled. “It was lovely talking with you, Miss Martin.” She turned and followed the man, quickly disappearing into the crowd.
Greer, thought Leah. Greer Ford. She was certain that wasn’t right. It was … something else.
… something so familiar but you can’t quite …
“Ladies and gentlemen, please take your seats.”
She heard the announcement as if from far way. Shaking herself, she turned, scanning the now sizeable crowd for the mayor, for Bass. She caught a glimpse of them, together, talking to a reporter, smiling widely for the camera. The photograph was there, right on top. She stared at it, the urge to slip it into her bag nearly overwhelming.
… a previous life.
She laughed, uneasy, and went to find her seat.



  
1958
He heard the key in the door from behind the curtain in the alcove where he’d been lying most of the morning. Pulling himself painfully to his feet, he stepped into the tiny parlor just as the young man came through the door, parcels bulging under one arm.
“Mon Dieu, Monsieur Musique,” he cried. “Why so cold? Il fait froid!”
Monty grinned. “Augustin, it’s only October. What’s your plan for January?”
The man dropped the packages on the scarred wooden table near the hot plate and seemed to consider this. “Probably mourir,” he said, grinning.
Monty threw back his head and laughed. Augustin was a student from Senegal. The crumbling apartment building where he lived was filled with students from all over the French colonies who’d poured into France after the war. But it was Augustin, tall, stocky, his features seemingly chiseled from granite, who’d appointed himself the de facto caretaker of the older man. He checked on Monty daily, running errands after class. Lovers of music, the two men often sat well into the night discussing composers, artists and the rock and roll that seemed to be becoming popular in the States.
“No, leave it open,” said Monty, as Augustin moved to close the window. “I like listening to the street. It inspires me.”
The young man rolled his eyes, but didn’t argue. Instead, he bent to add more coal to the ancient stove in the corner. Monty closed his eyes and let the sounds and smells drifting through the open window wash over him. The building was old, sitting at the edge of the Saint-Germain-des-Prés; it still bore the scars from the war more than ten years ago. It was cold in the winter, hot in the summer, the windows stuck and he had to share a bathroom with three other apartments. But it sat above a bakery and day and night his tiny bedroom was awash in the scent of butter, cinnamon, cream. Across the rutted cobblestone street was a bookshop and a cafe. At least a dozen jazz clubs were tucked in dank basement spaces within walking distance, places he regularly played, and the Métro was four blocks away. This was his world, and if not perfect, it had served him well for more than a decade.
“Monsieur Musique?”
Monty jerked. He’d been sliding toward sleep. Augustin stood over him holding out a cup.
“Ah, coffee like your mother used to make,” said Monty, inhaling deeply.
Augustin grinned. “Like everyone’s mother should make. Café touba. This French coffee is.…” He made a disgusted face.
Monty grinned and let the Senegalese coffee sit on his tongue for a moment, savoring the hint of cloves, the djar that gave the coffee its distinct spicy notes.
“Your cigars,” said Augustin, pointing. “And this.”
After taking another sip of the coffee, Monty placed the cup on the floor at his feet, then squinted at the envelope. It was large but light. There was no return address. He ripped it open and let out a strangled sound, something between a laugh and whoop as he stared at the object now sitting in his hand.
The younger man leaned forward, frowning. “What is this?”
For a long moment Monty said nothing, as he stared at the cell phone in his hand.
“It is … a thing for holding down papers, yes?” said Augustin.
“It is … a gift. From someone I knew a long time ago.”
He didn’t notice when Augustin stood and cleared his cup away. Didn’t hear the quiet “au revoir”; the click of the warped door as it opened, then closed.
He stared at the telephone camera in his lap, dead now for decades. Years ago, he’d wanted to ask her a question.
How do we get from this time to that? From the far edge of yesterday to today.
And now he had his answer. You just had to live long enough.
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