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Author’s Note
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This book is a work of fiction.

But the blood behind it is not.

I come from people who survived what they were never meant to survive.

Enslaved, then made poor, then made to forget.

But even after memory was stolen, something stayed.

A thread.

A whisper in the way we don’t put our purses on the floor.

A hush around mirrors that face each other.

A warning never to sweep across someone’s feet.

Small things. Everyday things.

But I know now they were remnants of root.

My ancestors once did rootwork in secret.

What we hold now is only the bones.

But bones remember.

This story is shaped by that remembering.

It’s a love letter to Black Southern magic. To land-taught wisdom. To women who held grief and power in the same breath. To those who made do with what they had and made medicine from what was meant to kill them.

The spiritual practices in this book are fictionalized but deeply rooted in Black Southern folkways, hoodoo tradition, Indigenous practice, and the quiet inheritance passed through generations, even when we don’t call it by name.

This book also includes select words and meanings from the Mvskoke (Muscogee Creek) language, drawn from publicly available educational resources. These words are used with deep reverence and care—not as aesthetic, but as spiritual markers for characters who live at the intersection of story, survival, and ceremony. As anchors of spirit and identity, always with the understanding that Muscogee language and ceremony are sacred and living.

I am not Muscogee.

I do not speak on behalf of any nation.

But I am telling a story about lineage, Black, White, and Native, fragmented and alive.

I write this for anyone who’s ever forgotten something they were born knowing.

For those who keep the door cracked open just enough for spirit to slip through.

This story is fiction.

This house is fiction.

But the bones of it are real.

Thank you for walking through it with me.

—Amber
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Word & Name Guide
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A pronunciation and meaning reference for names, ancestral terms, and culturally rooted language used throughout The Root Beneath.

Main Characters & Family Lineage

Samira Wells

(sah-MEER-uh Wells)

Protagonist. Heir to the Wells line. Reclaims her full name as part of stepping into the ancestral work and her calling.

Marcus Wells

(MAR-kus Wells)

Samira’s full biological brother. Loyal, steady, emotionally grounded. Often quiet, but deeply connected to the family line.

Delilah Wells

(duh-LIE-luh Wells)

Samira and Marcus’s mother. Gave her children the Wells name to honor the maternal legacy. Strong, protective, and reckoning with her own past.

Gloria Wells

Matriarch of the family. Holds memory, language, and sacred knowledge. The ancestral fire flickers in her voice.

Sayetv (Silas) Folsom

(sah-YEE-tuh)

Mvskoke for “helper” or “one who tends.”

Silas’s ceremonial name, given by his father Tafv.

Tafv Folsom

(TAH-fuh)

Mvskoke word for “Feather.” Silas’s father. Quiet, rooted in ceremony, and deeply respected.

––––––––
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Ancestral Figures

Lucenia “Senie” Wells

(loo-SEE-nee / SEE-nee Wells)

Samira’s great-great great-grandmother and spiritual ancestor. Protected the town during the storm of 1875. Rootworker, record-keeper, and quiet force of legacy.

Hokte

(HOKE-tee)

Mvskoke (Muscogee) word meaning “woman.”

Lucenia’s best friend and spirit-sister. Midwife, initiator, and guide.

“Woman of the first light. Keeper of the old ways.

Nene

(NAY-nay)

Mvskoke word meaning *“path” or “trail.”

Lucenia’s husband. Walked beside her without need for recognition.

“Path-maker. Trail-walker. He didn’t speak often, but he always moved in the right direction.”

Eleanor Beauregard

(EL-uh-nor BOH-ruh-gard)

A spirit trapped between worlds. Elias’s sister.

Elias Beauregard

(eh-LIE-us BOH-ruh-gard)

Lucenia’s former love.
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Glossary of Plants, Herbs & Teas
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These roots, leaves, and flowers aren’t just ingredients; they carry memory, medicine, and metaphor.

Rosemary

Real-World Use: Memory, protection, purification

Sweetgrass

Real-World Use: Purification, invitation of good spirits, used in Indigenous ceremonies

Mugwort

Real-World Use: Dreamwork, psychic vision, protection

Sage

Real-World Use: Cleansing, banishment of negative energy (though cultural use of white sage is sacred to certain Native nations)

Clove

Real-World Use: Protection, banishing, grounding

Bay Leaves

Real-World Use: Protection, wish fulfillment, fire magic

Lavender

Real-World Use: Peace, sleep, protection from nightmares

Honey

Real-World Use: Attraction, sweetness, healing

Peppermint

Real-World Use: Clarity, energy, communication

Chamomile

Real-World Use: Calming, sleep, inner child work

Salt

Real-World Use: Protection, purification, boundary-setting

Tobacco

Real-World Use: Sacred offering in many Indigenous and Hoodoo traditions; carries prayers to spirit. Offerings to Hoodoo deities.

Cedar

Real-World Use: Protection, grounding, spiritual cleansing (especially sacred in Native traditions)
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Glossary of Spiritual Items & Terms
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These items and names are rooted in Black Southern traditions, Indigenous medicine, and ancestral memory.

Salt Circle

Used for protection, boundary-making, and spiritual containment

Binding String

Red thread or black twine used in spirit work

Iron Bowl

Burn vessel for herbs and flame-safe materials

Prayer Oil

Herbal-infused oils used to anoint windows, doors, skin, or tools

Often made from rosemary, lavender, and sweet almond oil

Bundles

Wrapped herbs tied with thread or sinew for burning, blessing, or offering

Satchels (Gris-gris / Mojo bags)

Cloth or leather pouches filled with herbs, roots, coins, or names for protection, luck, or warding

Ribbons

Tied to bind love, seal names, or honor lineage

Mirrors

Portals, traps, or reflectors in spiritual work
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For the slow readers. The deep feelers.​
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The ones who don’t mind when a story takes its time.

For those who know that roots must stretch in silence before they bloom.

And for Black women–

whose names are spells,

whose hands are altars,

whose survival has always been a form of sacred work.

For your fire.

For your tenderness.

For your names, your hands, your prayers whispered over stoves and sleeping children.

For the stories you hold and the ones you weren’t allowed to tell—until now.

This is yours.

You are seen here.

You are home.
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The Root Beneath Playlist
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Playlist Available on Spotify!

Part I: The Remembering

Strange Fruit–Nina Simone

Stuck in the South–Adia Victoria

River–Leon Bridges

Weary–Solange

HEAVN–Jamila Woods

Deep River–Paul Robeson

Part II: The Stirring

Ready For Love–India.Arie

Garden (Say It Like Dat)–SZA

I Want You Around–Snoh Aalegra

Distance–Yebba

Bittersweet–Lianne La Havas

Heavenly–Cigarettes After Sex

Unfold–Alina Baraz ft. Galimatias

Born Tired–Jhené Aiko

Part III: The Splitting

Love in the Dark–Adele

Godspeed–Frank Ocean

Don’t Let Me Down (Demo)–Joy Crookes

Black Truck–Mereba

Pray You Catch Me–Beyoncé

I’m Not OK–H.E.R.

Part IV: The Reckoning

Family Bond–Baby Rose

Heavy–Birdtalker

Strangers- Ethel Cain

Holy–Jamila Woods

The Way–Jill Scott

Afeni–Rapsody ft. PJ Morton

I Am Light–India.Arie

The Root Beneath

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/3d5Lagw8GwqQFqivi2

AdZv?si=b99Yw4gRRJGmYg4tXsQA3g&pi=GebbWbyTMOfd
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​Part I: The Remembering
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​They say the land forgets but that’s a lie.

This ground keeps names like clouds keep sky.

In porch dust, in broken bone,

In jars lined up beside the stone.

​The spirits hum in floorboard seams,

They echo loud in lullaby dreams.

And every footstep through that door

Brings back the ones who came before.
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The Asking
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Lucenia

Ain’t no spell for love that don’t rot in the end.

What you bind without consent,

will come back with teeth.

––––––––
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Summer: August 1875

Ain’t but three rooms in this house, livin’, kitchen, and sleepin’, but they carry what needs carryin’. 

Wood floor cool beneath bare feet, though the air’s thick enough to drink. 

July heat got the walls sweatin’. 

Even with every window open, there ain’t no breeze, just the slow stir of a fan I built from palmetto leaves, swayin’ from the beam like it’s too tired to keep goin’.

The front room’s lit by the soft flicker of oil lamps, their light throwin’ shadows that move how shadows shouldn’t. 

Jars crowd the shelves; dried thistle, graveyard dirt, tobacco wrapped in wax paper, and a little satchel of poppy seed I ain’t touched in years. 

A bundle of rosemary hangs near the door, turned brittle in the heat but still doin’ its job. 

My altar’s dressed in white linen and sweetgrass, candle burnt low, bowl of clean water catchin’ the glow just right.

The kitchen blends into the rest of the house, separated only by the scent: onions and marrow and sage stewin’ down to something thick and old. 

A heavy pot bubbles on the wood stove, steam curlin’ toward the ceiling like prayer. 

I stir with my left hand, the wooden spoon worn thin at the edges, the broth clingy and gold. 

Bones clack soft at the bottom like they got more to say. 

This medicine, not supper, though in this house, the two often sit at the same table.

My blue calico dress sticks to the small of my back. 

Sweat rolls down the curve of my neck, disappears beneath the edge of my scarf. 

I don’t mind. 

This heat makes the spirits loud, and I need to hear every word.

It’s near midnight when I hear her knock.

Three soft taps, barely enough to stir the wind, and still, it sets the house shivering.

I don’t rush to answer. I never do. Spirit work don’t take kindly to haste. 

The ones who come knockin’ this late, they ain’t here for tea and small talk. 

They want things. 

Dangerous things. 

Things that don’t stay buried once they’re called.

I stir the pot one last time, steam curling up like breath. 

The flame under the kettle flickers, blue at the base. 

I whisper to it once, then leave it burning low.

When I open the door, she’s already got one foot inside.

Pretty in that brittle, porcelain sort of way. 

Skin too pale for real life. Eyes too big, like they never learned subtlety. 

She’s wrapped tight in a linen shawl, hair curled just right, but her mouth gives her away. 

Lips pressed thin, tremblin’ just a little, like she’s holdin’ in somethin’ sharp.

“You gonna invite me in, Lucy?”

I lean against the frame, arms crossed. “You already done invited yourself.”

She lets out a tight laugh. “I didn’t know who else to come to.”

“I find that hard to believe,” I say, and I step aside.

She walks in like she’s never been afraid of a dark room in her life, but her eyes scan the shelves too quick. 

The jars. The bones. The black salt and twine. 

She don’t sit, just hovers near the hearth like she ain’t sure how close to get.

“I need somethin’,” she says.

“Don’t we all.”

She turns then, real slow, and meets my gaze. “I want you to make him love me.”

I don’t move. Don’t blink.

“Not just affection. Not just desire. I want him to ache for me. Wake up dreamin’ of me. I want to be the last thing he thinks about before he dies.”

The room shifts. The flame under the kettle lets out a low pop. The air goes still as cloth.

“And who is he?” I ask, though I already know.

“Thomas Royce.”

I exhale. “You don’t want love. You want possession.”

Her eyes flash. “What’s the difference?”

“That question alone tell me you ain’t ready for the answer.”

She steps forward. “Please. I’ll pay you whatever you want. I know what they say about you in town. That you walk both sides. That you got power in your hands. I ain’t scared of it.”

I look at her hard then.

And I see it.

Desperation twisted with entitlement. 

Not grief. Not yearnin’. 

Just hunger.

“I don’t do bindin’s that bleed,” I say. “Not no more.”

“You did once.”

“I was younger then. Stupid. Thought I could outsmart consequence.”

“I don’t care about consequence.”

“You will.”

She balls her fists. “If you won’t help me, I’ll find someone else.”

I nod. “Maybe you will. But you came here first, didn’t you?”

Silence.

She’s tremblin’ now. 

Not from cold. 

From knowin’ she’s already gone too far to turn back.

“I can give you a charm,” I say. “Somethin’ to warm his heart toward you. Open his ears to your name. But it won’t be no obsession. You askin’ for a chain, and chains don’t make good lovers.”

She looks at the floor. Then back at me.

“Fine,” she says. “Give me the charm.”

I go to my altar. Pull the red thread. The oils. The wax. 

I don’t ask for payment. Not yet. 

Spirit work don’t run on coin. It runs on offerin’. 

And hers is comin’, whether she knows it or not.

When I hand it to her, she presses it to her chest like it’s already workin’.

“You keep it close,” I say. “And you speak his name only in moonlight. You hear?”

She nods. Turns toward the door.

But before she leaves, she looks back. “Lucy?”

“Mm?”

“Why don’t you ever look scared?”

I smile. Real slow.

“Because fear’s just a door. And I done lived on both sides.”

She don’t answer. Just leaves.

And when the door shuts, the flame under the kettle dies without a sound.

The house exhales. 

The wind moans.

And somewhere deep beneath the floorboards, the spiral starts to hum.
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The Water That Binds
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Samira

The house don’t forget who it was built to hold.

The land remembers your name

long after you’ve stopped saying it.

––––––––
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Summer: Present, June 2024

The house waits for me.

Not in a warm way. Not in the way old family homes are supposed to.

It waits like a mouth. 

Still. 

Quiet. 

Ready to speak.

It’s been six hours since I crossed the Savannah city line, three since I turned onto the red clay road, and maybe ten minutes since I stepped out of the car and felt the weight hit me square in the chest. 

The weight of it all. Of this place. Of her.

I stand in the doorway for a long time.

The porch creaks under me like it remembers my feet. 

The persimmon tree out back rustles in the wind, its leaves curling at the edges like old hands. 

There are mason jars in every windowsill, some filled with dried things, others empty but sealed tight. 

Offerings. 

Warnings.

Inside, the air doesn’t move.

Mama called last week. She said Gramma Gloria was fading fast. Said I should come home while I still had a chance to say goodbye.

She didn’t say it outright, but I heard what she meant: 

Come home while there’s still a line to hold.

I haven’t been back to this house in years. 

Not since the summer after high school when everything cracked open and nobody knew how to hold the pieces. 

I grew up in Seattle. Gray skies, salt air, the smell of wet earth in every season. 

That’s where my dad died. 

That’s where grief first took root in my chest and refused to leave.

When it was time for college, I chose UCLA. 

Not because it was my dream school, but because it was far enough from home to feel like escape. And without being so close to Savannah that the South could reach for me. 

I told myself it was about sunshine and opportunity. 

Really, it was about distance.

Mama and I started talking less and less. 

Every conversation felt like walking a tightrope over everything we never said. 

I think she blamed me for not coming home after the funeral. 

I blamed her for everything else.

Gramma was the only one who never pushed. 

She wrote letters instead. Long ones, in her looping script, filled with dried lavender and little folded prayers. 

She didn’t guilt-trip me. Didn’t try to make me feel bad. 

Just told me the porch light was still on if I ever felt ready.

I didn’t expect ready to come in the form of a warning: Now or never.

But I’m here now.

And the house is watching.

The floorboards groan under my steps. Same as they always did. 

The smell is still here too, lemon oil and smoke and something else. 

Old things. 

Spirit things.

Mama’s not downstairs. Neither is my older brother Marcus.

I set my bag at the foot of the stairs and glance toward the parlor, but I don’t go in. 

The room feels too still. 

The front hallway is dim and narrow, lined with picture frames I used to trace with sticky fingers when I was little. 

Most hold black-and-white portraits or slightly faded Polaroids—Mama’s wedding day, Gramma Gloria as a young woman, me and Marcus on the porch eating watermelon, juice running down our wrists. 

The kind of moments people frame to prove they once belonged to each other.

A crocheted doily still rests beneath the chipped vase on the side table, same as it always has. 

That vase used to hold fresh flowers from the yard every Sunday. Gloria said the house felt more alive when blossoms were inside. 

Now it holds a bundle of dried rosemary and sage, brittle and yellowing at the edges, but still perfuming the air with something sacred.

I move toward the stairs and rest my hand on the banister. 

It's worn smooth by generations, including mine. I used to slide down it when I thought no one was looking, legs tucked, heart racing. 

The wallpaper along the staircase peels a little more than it used to, revealing layers beneath, pale blue under peach under something floral. 

Like the house has been shedding skin for decades.

Each step creaks under my weight, louder than I remember, or maybe I’m just older now, heavier with things I never said. 

As I reach the landing, I pass the window where Gramma once taped sun catchers we made from tissue paper and glue. 

The glass is bare now, but I can still see the sunlight hitting our work like stained glass.

The hallway stretches out in front of me, longer than I remember, like the years have added inches to it. 

The floorboards groan beneath each step, but everything else is silent...too silent. 

The kind of quiet that makes you aware of your own heartbeat.

Faint light filters through the lace curtains at the end of the hall, casting soft, wavy patterns on the wood floor. 

The wallpaper here is still the same, pale cream with tiny blue flowers. 

I used to count them like stars, pressing my fingers to each one during summer storms or when I couldn't sleep. 

That old woven runner still lines the hall, frayed and faded now. 

I used to trip on it nearly every morning as a kid, always in a rush, always barefoot.

Gramma’s room is across the hall. 

Her door is cracked just slightly, like it’s listening. 

Like the whole house is waiting to exhale. 

I don’t look inside. Not yet. 

I’m not ready to see her lying small and quiet in that bed, surrounded by tinctures and soft-spoken prayers. 

Not ready for that kind of stillness.

So I keep moving.

My bedroom door is just ahead. 

The handle sticks the way it always did, like the house itself is giving me one last chance to walk away. 

I curl my hand around the cool brass knob and pause. 

For a second, I swear I can hear Gramma humming, low and steady, a sound tucked into the wood and wallpaper. 

I wonder if the house misses her voice already.

I turn the handle.


It hasn’t changed.

Same quilts. Same creaky bedframe.



The walls are lined with photos that tilt a little to the left, like even the pictures remember the lean of the house.

I sit on the edge of the bed and exhale.

The air is thicker here.

I don’t unpack.

I just lay back. 

Let my shoes fall off. 

Let the ceiling blur.

Sleep comes fast. 

Too fast.

I’m in water.

Not swimming. Not floating.

Just standing.

The water is black and still and cold enough to make my bones ache. 

It reaches just below my chest. I can’t see the bottom. 

The sky above me is a dull slate, full of something unsaid. 

Trees loom at the edges of my vision, their branches bare.

A wind moves through them, but it doesn’t touch the water.

There’s a woman ahead of me.

She doesn’t move at first, just stands with her back to me, waist-deep like I am. 

Her hair is thick, coiled and floating around her shoulders like it has its own current. 

Her dress is old—linen, maybe. Hand-stitched.

She turns slowly.

Her face is mine, but not.

Older. Sharper. Wiser. Wounded.

Her eyes are black. Not dark—black. Deep.

She raises one hand.

I step toward her.

But something grabs my ankle.

Cold fingers.

Too many fingers.

I can’t see them, but I feel them—thin and wet, dragging me down. 

The water crashes over my head. 

I choke. 

I kick. 

My mouth fills with salt.

I see her again—the woman. 

Her mouth is open like she’s screaming, but no sound comes.

Then—

Another face.

Pale. Twisted.

Eyes wide and wet.

Lips pulled back into a grin that doesn’t belong on a human face.

I wake with a scream stuck in my throat.

My shirt is soaked through. My sheets are damp. My hair clings to my face.

And at the foot of the bed, a single persimmon.

Whole.

Unbruised.

Still wet.
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Before the Smoke Came

[image: ]




Gloria

The water speaks before the fire.

It don’t shout—just shows.

A flicker in the bowl,

a tremble in the floor,

a hush where there should be breath.

You ask the house to keep you safe,

not knowin’ what it’s already holdin’ quiet.

––––––––
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Summer: Present, June 2024

I wake up with the knowing.

It don’t come loud, and it don’t come cruel. It just settles in quiet, like the quilt across my chest. 

Warm and heavy. 

Full of warning.

The veil’s thinning.

Not everyone feels it, but I do. 

It’s like the air gets pulled tighter, like something holy and heavy’s restin’ just behind your eyes. The line between here and there starts shimmerin’, soft at first, like heat risin’ off asphalt, but then it pulses, real and close.

Most folk think death is a door you walk through once. 

But some of us, we live close to it all our lives. 

We hear the creak of it in the night, feel it stir when the wind shifts strange. 

That’s the veil. 

The breath between what is and what was. 

Between what we touch and what we remember.

When it thins, time don’t move right. 

Dreams come sharper, and the dead get restless. 

You hear your mama’s voice in a pot boilin’. 

You see your child’s eyes in a crow on the porch rail. 

The air feels full, like a room waitin’ for someone to speak.

And sometimes...they do.

The veil’s not somethin’ to fear. 

It’s somethin’ to tend. 

You honor it. 

Keep water on the altar. 

Keep your mirrors covered when they need to be. 

Listen when the house groans at night, ‘cause it might not be the wood settlin’. 

It might be someone you love, tryin’ to find their way back through.

I feel it in my teeth, in the bones of my feet, in the crack between my shoulder blades. 

My joints hum like the wood of this old house when rain’s about to fall.

I sit up slow, careful with the ache in my back. 

Eighty-six years will do that to you. 

My bones ain’t what they used to be, and I can feel the edges of this life starting to fray. 

I know I’m dying. My body knows it, too. 

But I ain’t crossed yet. 

I’ve still got breath, still got months in me, and I plan to use every one. 

The veil might be thinning, but I’m still here. 

Still holding on.

The sun’s not high yet. Just peeking over the edge of the pines, turning the sky gold at the edges. 

The air smells like turned soil. Like wet leaf and copper.

Somebody’s been praying.

Somebody’s been listening.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed.

The bowl I keep on my nightstand is dry. 

I reach for the jug beside the dresser and pour just a little into it. 

Not to drink. 

Just to see what the water says.

It’s an old habit—older than me, passed down from women who could read reflections like scripture. 

You don’t need much. 

Just enough for the spirits to press their faces to the surface. 

Sometimes they show up in ripples. 

Sometimes in stillness. 

But the water always tells the truth.

I hold the bowl in both hands and whisper, “Show me.”

Nothing stirs.

That’s alright.

The quiet’s got its own kind of truth.

The mirror by the door fogs, though I ain’t breathed on it. 

I squint at it from across the room, and sure enough something shifts in the glass.

Not a face.

Not yet.

Just the impression of movement.

Like spirit’s leaning in.

I nod at it.

“Not yet,” I say. “You hold on.”

It stills.

For now.

I reach for my shawl, pull it over my shoulders even though the morning’s warm.

Then I call out, voice steady, clear: “Samira!”

I hear her footsteps, then the creak of the floorboards in the hallway.

She opens the door a crack. “Hey, Gramma.”

I look at her. Really look.

Her hair’s tied up. Face still soft with sleep. 

But her eyes—they’re sharp. Like she feels it too.

“I need water from the persimmon tree,” I say.

She doesn’t question it.

Just nods.

“Be right back.”

There’s a tin basin fastened to one of the low branches, held tight with twine and rust. 

Been there longer than I’ve been alive. 

When it rains, it catches just enough. Clean water touched by fruit and bark, sweetened by the breath of the tree. 

We only use it for spirit work. 

Never for drinkin’. 

That water sees between worlds. 

You don’t take from it unless you mean to listen.

While she’s gone, I rise slow.

Shuffle to the dresser and pull out the old cedar box. 

The one with the velvet lining, the threadbare charm bags, the bundle of dried hyssop tied with a ribbon my mama stitched before I was born.

I take the smallest satchel, brown and cracked, and tuck it under my pillow.

The one for dreaming.

The one that ain’t failed me yet.

When Mira returns, she brings the water in a mason jar.

She holds it with both hands like it’s breakable.

“It’s sweet today,” she says. “Earthy.”

I nod. “Thank you, baby.”

I pour it into the bowl.

Set it beneath my bed, careful not to spill.

“You don’t want to know what it’s for?” I ask.

She shrugs. “If you want me to know, you’ll tell me.”

That’s why she’s the one.

She listens even when I don’t speak.

Always has. 

Even when she was little, she used to sit cross-legged beside me while I worked, watchin’ my hands more than my face. Never asked too many questions, just watched close, like she already knew the answers lived in the rhythm, not the words. 

Most children tug and pull at the world, tryin’ to shape it to fit them. Samira? She moved like she was already shaped by something older.

I’ve seen her touch things and feel what ain’t visible. 

Seen her dream true. 

Seen her cry when she felt the shift in the wind before anyone else noticed the storm comin’. 

She didn’t run from it then, and she’s not runnin’ now.

She might not remember it all. 

Might not even realize what she did, what she opened or carried or called. 

But I saw it. 

I see her. 

And the gift don’t skip who it chooses. 

It waits. 

It roots. 

It knows.

I close my eyes. Whisper the names of the ones I’ve buried.

My husband.

My sister.

My mother.

My daughter who left too soon.

My children who came too early.

And the ones I don’t know how to name, the ones who lived and died and carried pieces of this power before it ever touched my hands.

I light the blue candle on the windowsill.

It flickers sideways.

Then steadies.

The house settles into its hush. 

A soft clatter in the kitchen as Samira moves quiet, respectful. 

Light shifts on the walls, sliding slow across the floor like molasses. 

I drift in and out. 

Not sleep exactly, just the kind of stillness that lets the body rest while the spirit listens. 

A cardinal calls out once, then disappears. 

Time passes the way it does when you’re close to the end: slow and tender and strange.

By midday, I sit on the porch.

Rocking.

Humming.

Watching the light shift through the trees like it’s trying to say something.

The air’s thick now. Hangs heavy behind my ears.

I hear the crows calling from the field.

Three sharp cries.

That’s the sign.

Not today. But soon.

Something’s coming.

Something old.

I speak into the wind. “You’re welcome, but you’ll wait your turn.”

The wind stills.

Good.

It remembers me.

When Mira brings me lunch, she watches me a little longer than usual.

“You alright?” she asks.

“I’m seein’ more than I used to.”

She nods. “That’s how I know you’re still here.”

That night, after she tucks me in and the house falls quiet, I slide out of bed and kneel beside the bowl.

The water’s turned cloudy.

The bottom lined with sediment that wasn’t there before.

A message.

But not one I’m meant to read yet.

I press my hand to the floorboards.

Feel them hum.

The house is waking up.

The roots are listening.

And I say, real soft: “Don’t let the wrong ones in.”
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Split at the Root
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Delilah

Some women leave so their children don’t have to.

Some come back and find the house still waitin’.

Even silence can be forgiven,

if you speak soft enough when you return.

––––––––
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Summer: Present, June 2024

The house creaks different now.

It always talked, always whispered in its corners, but this? 

This feels like mourning. 

Not just for Mama, though Lord knows she’s halfway gone already, but for something else.

Something deeper. 

I walk through the hallway with my fingers brushing the wall, feeling for heat in the wood. 

Sometimes it runs warm, like a heartbeat. 

Sometimes it’s cold and dry, like it’s turned its back.

It never did that to Mama. Not once. 

But me? It’s always been fickle.

There’s rosemary on the windowsill in a chipped mug. 

A glass of water beside it, cloudy with dust. 

Someone’s been trying to keep up with the offerings, but they’re half-done. 

Forgotten. 

A mug of murky water sits beside the rosemary bundle on the windowsill, rim dusty, film skimming the top. 

Mama’s been doing what she can, still whispering prayers, still lighting candles when she remembers, but it’s different now. 

Slower. 

Slipped. 

She don’t have the strength she used to. 

I see it in the way the flowers stay wilted longer. 

In the way the salt never gets replaced.

I haven’t helped. 

Not really. 

Not since I came back to Savannah. 

I told myself I was busy. 

That I didn’t believe in all of it the way she does. 

But that ain’t the truth. 

I’ve been avoiding it. 

Avoiding what it means to tend to the unseen. 

What it means to stand between worlds. 

That kind of work asks things from you, things I thought I laid down when I left this house behind.

But now Mama can’t do it. 

And the house feels...desperate. 

Like it’s been waiting.

I pick up the mug and rinse it out in the kitchen sink, then refill it with fresh water from the pitcher we keep under the counter. 

My hands move before I can second-guess them. 

Maybe I don’t remember all the words. 

But I remember the rhythm. 

And that’s where it starts.

The kitchen smells like old stories. Like lemon oil and soot and the memory of burnt sugar.

Mira’s somewhere around here. 

I heard her come in late last night. Heard her moving like the walls might wake up and scold her. 

She’s quiet, that girl. 

Quieter than she used to be. 

Used to fill the whole room without even trying; laughed loud, talked fast, always hummin’ under her breath like her joy had its own rhythm. 

But that was before.

Before her daddy passed. 

Before the light went out behind her eyes the summer after graduation. 

I watched it happen. 

Watched her shrink in on herself like she was afraid joy might be a betrayal. 

She don’t cry much. 

Never really did. 

But she carries silence now, like a second skin. 

Like if she’s too loud, something might crack.

She’s still here. 

Still my baby. 

But the way she walks through the world now... it’s softer.

She’s got an edge to her—sharp like a fresh-cut blade. 

Biting when she wants to be. 

Says the truth straight, no sweetener. 

Sometimes it stings more than it should, but I recognize it. 

’Cause I used to be like that, too. 

Quick with my words. 

Always ready to slice before I let someone get close enough to bruise me.

Before I left home at twenty, I was all jagged corners and spitfire. 

Thought being tough would keep me safe. 

Maybe it did for a while. 

But it also kept me lonely longer than I want to admit.

That’s how I know not to take it personal when she snaps. 

That edge ain't just hers. It runs in our blood. 

I just pray she learns when to lay it down before it hardens her too deep.

Seattle softened me in some ways. Smoothed my edges. 

I built a life there, clean, intentional. 

I fell in love with a man who kept a garden, who made pancakes every Sunday, who told our children that stars were just holes in heaven’s floor. 

I became a nurse. 

I built a home with silence in it. 

Not this kind of silence, though. Not the kind that waits with its teeth bared.

Still, I brought my kids back here every summer. 

Let them play in the dirt. Let them feel the pulse of this land, even if I didn’t explain it. 

Let Mama teach them things I couldn’t.

I told myself it was enough. 

That letting them feel it was enough.

Now I wonder if that was just another excuse.

Mama’s room is down the hall, the door cracked open. 

I walk past it slowly. Don’t go in. Not yet. 

When she’s lucid, she looks right through me.

Like she’s searching for someone else behind my face. 

Like I’m a memory she can’t quite pin down. 

Her eyes get that sharp, knowing glint, and I swear it’s like she sees everything I never said out loud. 

It rattles me, sometimes. 

Like she knows all my secrets and forgives them before I get a chance to confess.

When she’s not, she tells me stories I don’t understand. 

About women with stars in their mouths and houses that breathe. 

About rivers that speak and mirrors that remember. 

Names I’ve never heard. 

Places that don’t exist on any map I know. 

And still, there’s something familiar in them. 

Like I should know. 

Like maybe I do know, somewhere deep down, and just forgot how to remember.

Sometimes I write them down. 

Most times, I just sit there, nodding, trying not to cry. 

I don’t know which version of her is harder to hold, the one that sees through me, or the one I can’t quite reach.

“You always had your back turned to the tree,” she said last week.

I didn’t answer.

Because I did.

Marcus is outside somewhere. 

Probably walking the property like he does when he thinks no one’s paying attention. 

He’s always been a shadow, that boy. 

He don’t say it out loud, but I know he feels spirit. 

Not the way we do. Not inside the walls, not in the stillness of mirrors or the creak of the floorboards. 

No, Marcus feels it outside. 

In the trees. 

In the dirt. 

In the wind that runs along the fence line and whispers things you can’t quite catch unless you’re listening with more than your ears.

He’s always been that way. Drawn to the edges of things, waiting to be called in. 

I used to think he just liked being alone. 

But now I see it for what it is. 

He walks that property like it’s talkin’ to him. 

Like it’s the only place that sees him.

And I think he’s ashamed of it. 

Ashamed because nobody ever taught him how to name what he feels. 

Because in this family, the call always came to the women. 

The house holds us, keeps us, speaks through us. 

But Marcus? 

The house don’t speak to him like that. 

The land does.

Funny, ain’t it? 

All the women pulled inward, toward the bones and breath of this place. 

And the boy... the boy is called to what lives just beyond it.

I walk to the front porch and sit in the old rocker. 

The sun’s just starting to break through the mossy trees, casting long shadows that move like they’ve got somewhere to be.

I light a cigarette. 

I quit three years ago. But some things come back when you come home.

The family crest tattoo on my wrist itches.

I scratch it. Hard. Like that’ll change anything.

“I said no,” I whisper.

To the line. To the calling. To the house. 

I said no when it mattered. 

When I was barely twenty and Mama looked at me with eyes full of grief and hope and history, and asked if I felt the hum.

I did. 

I told her I didn’t. 

I told her I wanted to go to college. 

I wanted to be a nurse. 

I wanted to fall in love with someone who didn’t hear voices in their sleep.

So, I left.

I thought I could carve a different life out of clean sheets and city lights.

But I never stopped dreaming.

Never stopped hearing my name in water.

Never stopped thinking about that night Mama found me standing barefoot in the backyard, muttering words I didn’t understand.

The front door opens.

Mira steps out, barefoot, eyes rimmed red. 

Her hair is tied back in a loose knot, and she’s wearing one of my old T-shirts.

She looks like Mama. Like me.

Same full mouth, same wide-set eyes with that look like they’re always seein’ more than they say. 

Her jaw is mine, strong and a little stubborn. 

But her nose? 

That’s Mama’s, plain as day. 

Soft around the bridge, flaring just enough when she’s thinkin' too hard or holdin’ back what she won’t say.

She’s got Mama’s cheekbones too—high and proud, like they were carved to carry the weight of generations. And the way she moves, even when she’s still... it’s familiar. 

Like the house recognizes her body before her voice.

But her smile when it comes, rare and sudden, that’s all her daddy. 

Crooked on one side. 

Bright and a little shy, like he never quite knew what to do with joy when it showed up unexpected. 

She’s got his shoulders, narrow and a little sloped. 

And that quiet way she grieves? 

That’s him too. 

Didn’t talk much about pain. 

Just held it close, wore it like a second skin, same as she does now.

There’s something holy in that kind of resemblance. 

Something a little haunting, too. 

Like watchin’ your own memory walk around in someone else’s skin and feelin’ someone else’s ghost right there beside it.

We don’t speak yet.

Just let the silence linger a little longer.

She sits beside me, the boards creaking under her weight.

“You sleep?” I ask finally.

She shakes her head. “Not really.”

“Dreams?”

She nods.

We stare out at the trees.

After a while, I say, “You know I tried, right?”

She doesn’t answer.

“I tried to give you somethin’ else. Something... quieter.”

“I know.”

“You ever wish I hadn’t?”

She exhales, slow. “Every day.”

The words don’t wound. They settle. 

Like they were always going to be said. 

Like they’ve been waiting just beneath the skin.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“I know.”

We sit in it. The sorrow. The apology. The thing neither of us can name.

And beneath the porch, I swear I feel the wood buzz.

Like the house is listening.

And maybe, just maybe, forgiving us both.
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What’s in a Name
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Gloria

A name ain’t just a sound, it’s a thread.

Tied to breath, to blood, to bone.

Say it right, and it’ll call the dead.

Say it true, and it’ll wake what’s been waitin’.

––––––––
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Summer: Present, June 2024

I call her before the sun comes up.

Samira.

The house is still sleeping, but I know she hears me. 

That girl’s always had ears tuned for something more than footsteps and voices. 

She hears the in-between.

That’s how I know she’s it.

She appears in the doorway, robe tugged tight, hair wrapped, voice soft.

“You need something, Gramma?”


“Come here,” I say. “Close the door.”

She obeys, quick but quiet.

She knows this ain’t about tea.



She can feel it. 

The shift in the room, the way the air thickens around a truth that’s been waiting to be named. 

That girl may not know everything yet, but she knows enough to recognize when the spirits start holdin’ their breath. 

She felt it before she even walked in. Heard it in my voice, saw it in the way I didn’t reach for the kettle.

This ain’t a visit.

The candle’s already lit.

I lit it while the rest of the house was breathing heavy in sleep, while the veil still clung thin along the hallways and shadowed thresholds.

It flickers like it knows what’s coming.

She sits on the edge of the bed.

I pat the space beside me.

She moves slow. Cautious. 

She knows the weight of my voice when it carries like this.

I reach for the box I keep under the bed again. 

Not the one with my Sunday gloves or the one with the letters. 

The red velvet one with the broken clasp and the old smell of cedar and rose root.

“You know your mama named you Samira,” I say.

She nods. “Of course.”

“Well, she wasn’t supposed to.”

She stills.

I don’t look at her just yet.

“I told her, when she was round with you, that your name had already been spoken. It came to me in a dream, clear as daylight. Said, “She’s coming. Name her after the one who held the line.”

Samira’s breath hitches.

“And who was that?”

I pull out the journal wrapped in a cloth with a hand stitched rosemary on it.

It’s old. Soft from time, but the stitching is still strong. 

I place it in her hands like it might crumble if I’m not careful.

“She is your ancestor, three greats back. Or close enough. Nobody wrote it down right. But she was the one they went to when nothing else worked. The one who prayed with dirt in her nails and bones in her pocket.”

I pause. “Her name was Lucenia.”

Samira’s eyes widen. 

She knows the name.

She should. 

It’s whispered through this house like smoke.

Her name still hums in the walls.

Born into chains, but made free before thirty. 

Not because the country got kind but because it ran out of ways to hold her. 

She came up in the blood years, the in-between time when freedom was written but not lived. 

By the time she could claim herself, her whole family was gone. Worked to death, sold off, lost in the cracks of ledgers that never meant to keep us whole.

She walked into her womanhood alone.

But she didn’t break. 

Didn’t beg. 

She built. 

She laid roots where they told her not to grow. 

Grew herbs, boiled bone, called the spirits by name. 

Everything she did was outlawed in silence. Was power wrapped in skin this world refused to honor.

And still they came.

White folk. Black folk. All of ‘em. 

Slipped through the woods with sickness in their blood, fear in their hearts, or questions no preacher could answer. 

They didn’t care she was a Black woman with dirt under her nails and fire in her hands. 

When people are desperate, they know who holds the real power. 

And Lucenia held it, quiet and steady.

In the late 1800s, the law said slavery was done. 

But that ain’t the same as being free.

The war was over, but we was still being hunted in daylight. 

They hadn’t passed the laws yet, but we all knew segregation was already alive and well. In the streetcars, in the schools, in the way a white woman could scream and a Black body could vanish. 

The South was watching us too close, and we had to learn how to live small without being made invisible.

Lucenia lived bold anyway. 

Quiet, but bold. 

Being a free Black woman with power back then was like walking with a lit candle through a dry field, but she never let hers go out. 

She passed the flame down, tucked in satchels and whispers, in the bend of a ribbon and the water under a persimmon tree.

Now it burns in Samira. 

Whether the girl’s ready or not.

“There are more journals,” I tell her. “Tucked in this house. Hidden in the folds, the floorboards, the places that only show themselves when the line is listenin’.”

“Have you found them?” she asks.

I shake my head once. Slow.

“No. This one, my mama found when she was a teen. I’ve lived here all my life and they’ve stayed quiet for me. Quiet for your mama too. But they won’t stay quiet for you.”

She swallows.

“Why?”

“Because they were never waitin’ on me, baby. They were waitin’ on you. Lucenia’s been waitin’ on you.”

I say it gently, though I know it lands hard.

But it’s the truth.

I’ve seen it since she was a baby. 

The way the wind would hush when she cried. 

The way animals would linger near her like they knew something sacred lived beneath her skin. 

She’d sit still as stone by the window some days, eyes glazed over. Not gone, just listening. 

I’d call her name and she’d blink like she’d just come back from someplace older than language.

Samira’s always been more willing to step onto the path than Delilah ever was.

Not that I blame my daughter. Delilah was born with her heels dug in and her jaw set tight. 

She was never one for the quiet knowing. 

Wanted proof. 

Wanted reason. 

Wanted to make sense of things before she believed in them. 

And I understand that. 

The world ain’t been soft with her.


But Mira...

That girl came into the world already listening.



Every summer she came down, we picked up where we left off like no time had passed. 

While the other kids ran through sprinklers and begged for sweet tea, she was in the garden with me, dirt under her nails and a question in her eyes I didn’t have to answer. 

I taught her what I could. 

How to wash a floor with prayer in the water. 

How to feel the shift in the air when something's watching. 

How to make bundles that hold.

That’s what binds us. More than time, more than blood. 

She listens in the old way. 

She believes in what I carry because she’s felt it for herself.

We only ever had the summers, but she’s mine. 

Always has been.

And now, watching her walk deeper into this, into herself, I know she’s ready. 

Maybe not in the way the world measures readiness. 

But in the way the earth does. 

The way spirit does.


She don’t need a full map.

She’s always known where the path begins.



Lucenia came to me more than once, standing at the edge of some field I didn’t recognize, wrapped in blue light. 

She didn’t smile, just nodded toward the future. 

Said, “It won’t be you. It’s the girl. She’s got the hands for this.” 

I asked what she meant, but she just walked into the trees.

I don’t say all that to Samira now. 

Not yet. 

But I know it. 

I’ve always known it.

The ancestors marked her. 
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