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For all who know grief.

In the deepest darkness, hope can still bloom.






CHAPTER ONE Glass Flower [image: ]


Eden slid her finger on the map to the blue expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. She stared at the sea islands off the coast of Georgia. The largest island was out farther than the rest, an isolated mass. This was Safina Island, her mother’s birthplace.

Her father had bought the map at a North Carolina rest stop and designated her as the navigator instead of using the app on his phone. It was an opportunity for Eden to learn the geography of intersecting routes and identify points of interest.

On their road trip, they ate junk food from vending machines and drank too much soda. They sang songs and laughed at their off-key melodies. It could have been easy to pretend that it had always been just the two of them, but a weight pressed heavy on Eden’s chest like a block of ice. The cold truth of her mother’s death.

She had endured the first days of shock with denial. Then a bitter acceptance when the house stopped being full of strangers offering their condolences with dishes wrapped in foil. During this time her father had treated Eden like a glass flower, a fragile girl who could break at the slightest touch. But when the record heat of the summer turned into the chill of winter snow, Eden’s father slowly transferred his energy back into his work. A professor of evolutionary biology, he was teaching a full course load for the semester. Dr. Langston Leopold was keeping himself very busy.

Today he was dressed similarly to Eden in a graphic tee and jeans—much different from his usual uniform of oxford shirt and khaki pants. But he still wore his tortoiseshell glasses that complemented his brown skin.

“Saw a sign for a diner a few miles back,” he said. “Should be coming up soon.”

They were traveling the local highway through the coastal town of Marien, Georgia. The trees were different from the ones in Maryland. The pines had skinny trunks, and wide oaks dripped with Spanish moss. Palmettos clustered together as if sharing secrets. Eden hadn’t seen any of the red clay that she had read about online. Instead the soil was sandy brown as if the beach had invaded the mainland.

“Do you think this place will have fried green tomatoes?” Eden asked.

“I’ll bet they do.” Dr. Leopold chuckled, but then his face turned solemn. “You still feeling okay about this trip? It’s not too much, is it?”

A knot formed in Eden’s stomach. Those words again: too much.

They had lost the same person and been through the same journey together. Couldn’t he understand this was her chance to meet her mother’s family? Eden couldn’t explain how a place she had never visited could feel so much like home. How could she describe that kind of yearning to her father? Nothing could ever be too much for Eden. Not even the universe could fill the empty space her mother had left.

“Remember, you have to tell me.” Dr. Leopold stumbled in her silence. “If you’re not okay, you have to let me know.”

He was treating Eden like a glass flower again, so different from her mother, who always trusted that she had the strength to handle things. To bend but not break to whatever the world gave her. Strong enough not to shatter into tiny shards.

“Dad, this is my family,” Eden finally said. “This is my chance to finally meet them.”

Dr. Leopold ran his hand over his cropped curls, a nervous tic. “I just don’t want this visit to make you sad.”

“I’m already sad,” Eden answered.

“I know,” her father stated quietly.

They were still in grief counseling. It had been good for both of them, although difficult. Eden had spent the first session watching her father weep. It was in a recent session that the decision had been made to visit Safina Island as a healing balm. Dr. Leopold was reluctant about the idea at first, but when Eden persisted, he finally agreed.

Her mother’s childhood on the island was murky. Eden knew Safina Island was where her enslaved ancestors had cultivated cotton and sugar cane. It was these ancestors who’d stayed on the island during the Civil War when their enslavers had fled. When the federal government had granted them land after the war, they made the island their home. When the former enslavers returned, the federal government stripped the free people of their granted land. But her mother’s family had been able to purchase the entire north side of Safina Island.

The Gardener family had stayed. They’d stayed through famine and hurricanes. They’d stayed through failed attempts of golf courses and luxury hotels. The Gardener family persevered and had lived on their land for over two centuries.

Every spring her mother’s family held a celebration on Safina Island. Eden knew about these anniversaries of the Gardener land purchase from the invitations in pale blue envelopes sent by her great-aunt. The same one who also sent Eden birthday cards every year with a pressed island flower and a crisp twenty-dollar bill. Her mother had never wanted to attend these celebrations, so Eden had never been given a chance to visit Safina Island.

Now she was going to meet her mother’s family and learn all the things that were blurred in her history.

Her mother had been twelve years old when she left the island of her ancestors. The same age Eden was now. More than anything, she wanted to know why her mother never wanted to return to her birthplace.



Elvira’s Diner was tucked off a dusty side road. A few cars were parked in the small lot. Most of them had Georgia plates with faded peach decals. Eden decided this was a place to eat for the coastal town’s locals.

When they entered the diner, the mostly brown faces of the patrons turned to gawk at them, but after a few awkward seconds, they returned to their conversations and food.

An older light-skinned woman in a pink apron greeted them. “Y’all want a table?”

“That would be great,” Eden’s father said.

The waitress scanned the parking lot. “It’s just y’all two?”

Dr. Leopold put his arm around Eden’s shoulder like a protective shield. “Yes, it’s just me and my daughter.”

The waitress led them to a leather booth with deeply cracked seats sealed with red masking tape. Eden slid in and quickly grabbed a menu.

“I’m going to find the restroom. Be back,” her father said.

Eden waited until he was gone before she opened her macramé bag. She pulled out her phone and called her best friend. Natalie answered immediately.

“Are you there yet?” she asked.

“Almost. We’re at a diner now. I don’t think it’s far from the dock.”

“Is your dad still acting weird?” Natalie asked.

“Yep,” Eden answered.

Hearing Natalie’s voice instantly calmed her. Natalie had been Eden’s best friend since her first day at Cathedral, the Maryland private school they both attended. They quickly became chosen sisters. The Chen household was a second home to Eden. At Lunar New Year, she got her own red envelope. She would help Natalie’s father put decadent fillings of minced pork and chives into dumplings, then watch him fry them to perfection. Eden would sit on Natalie’s thick rug and eat them until her stomach stretched tight in her clothes.

In the days after her mother’s death, Natalie had wrapped Eden in a quilt to keep the wolves of grief away. Her best friend’s family had been among the small number of people who wore white in the sea of black at the memorial service.

Now Eden envisioned Natalie in her bedroom, sitting on her thick rug wrapped in a plush terry-cloth robe with her pet rabbit, Fiver, on her lap. Surrounded by macramé cords and wooden beads for her latest craft project, she would have a cup of tea within reach for inspiration.

“I have to admit, I’m surprised your dad didn’t turn around and drive you straight back to Maryland. This is true progress,” Natalie said.

“It’s too late for that now,” Eden replied. “My uncle is coming to pick us up.”

Since Safina Island had no bridges connecting it to the mainland, they would have to cross the water in her great-uncle’s boat.

“Spring break will be so boring without you.” Natalie paused. “Are you nervous? You’ll be meeting so many people at once.”

Eden was worried about this. Not only was she going to her mother’s island for the first time, but she would also be meeting that entire side of her family. She hoped that she wouldn’t disappoint them.

“Aunt Susanna has always wanted us to come visit. It’ll be okay.”

“That’s true,” Natalie agreed. “But I’m going to miss you! I hope I don’t get so bored I decide to cut my own bangs. You won’t even be here to stop me.”

“Stop being so dramatic.” Eden laughed. “I’ll only be gone for a few days. You won’t even get a chance to miss me.”

Natalie was quiet for several moments, but she spoke again before Eden thought they had been disconnected.

“You’ve always wanted to go to Safina Island,” she said softly. “I’m so happy for you.”

After Eden said goodbye to her best friend, she pulled out a photograph. Last night while packing for her trip, she had taken it out of the frame she kept on her nightstand. It was the same photograph she had chosen for the memorial service program.

Her mother had been in the summer garden drenched in sunshine. They had just returned from Thyme After Thyme Nursery with packets of seeds. Eden stared at the smudges of dirt on her mother’s collarbone and cheek. This was how she wanted to remember her. She turned it over and stared at the two words in her father’s handwriting: Beloved Nora.

Dr. Nora Gardener, the botanist and professor. The woman who kept her family name when she married. The mother who filled up Eden’s bedroom with glass globes full of soil and succulents.

A prick of pain twisted in Eden’s eyes. Blinking back tears, she pushed the icy sadness away. This was the thing she had learned about grief. It gave no warning. She was never prepared for its sharp sting.

“Eden?” Her father’s voice brought her back to the realm of the diner.

Dr. Leopold was standing beside her, his face full of concern. He stared at the photograph in her hands.

“Your mother was very happy that day,” he said quietly.

Eden sniffed and put the photograph back in her purse as her father slid back into the booth and picked up the diner menu.

“Looks like they don’t have fried green tomatoes,” her father said, a slight disappointment in his voice.

Eden peered out the diner window. This was the closest she had ever been to her mother’s birthplace. Soon she would be on Safina Island, and questions bubbled up her throat.

“Dad?”

Her father lowered his menu. “Are you okay?”

“Why did Mom never want to come back here?”

Her father hesitated. “It’s complicated.”

Eden swallowed. “Are… are the Gardeners bad people?”

“No, of course not. They’re good, hardworking people, and your mother loved her family. It was hard after the divorce when her father, your grandfather, left the island.” Dr. Leopold ran a hand over his cropped curls. “Then she was in an accident and had to go to the mainland to recover. I think she never came back because all those memories haunted her.”

“She never talked to me about it,” Eden said. “Do you know what kind of accident—”

They were interrupted by the waitress arriving at their table with two glasses of sweet tea. “These drinks on the house. Y’all done figured out what to eat yet?”

Dr. Leopold ordered the special, and Eden ordered a cheeseburger and fries. Her father avoided meeting Eden’s eyes, and she knew that he wouldn’t talk any more about her mother in this public place. For now, her questions would have to remain unanswered until she arrived on the island.






CHAPTER TWO Willow Hammock [image: ]


They left the diner and drove down a dusty road to the marina. After Dr. Leopold paid for parking, they waited on the dock for her great-uncle’s boat. Eden already knew that her relatives owned a touring business. They would ferry visitors from the mainland, and then take them to places of interest on the island, sharing its history.

On the north side, where most of the Gardener land was located, Willow Hammock was a small, self-sustaining village, as it had been after the Civil War. The island families had kept it going ever since.

Aunt Susanna had built several houses that rested on high stilts near the marsh. She called them birdhouse cottages, and she rented them to tourists who wanted to stay overnight on the island. Most of Willow Hammock had electricity and landlines, but there was still no cell service.

On the south side, there was a small country store, a library, and even a post office. The state university also had a marine biology research center. Other parts of the island had been designated as a nature preserve, but there was still private land owned by the former enslavers’ descendants. Like the Gardener family, these ancestors also held a legacy on Safina Island.

Dr. Leopold checked his watch. “The boat should be here soon.”

Eden sat on a bench and watched herons, with their long necks, dip into the water. The setting sun painted the sky a vibrant orange. Small white buildings dotted the flat land in the distance. The water was calm, and the nearby marshland filled the air with the faint scent of sulfur.

Several elderly white men laughed as they climbed up the dock, one of them pulling gear from a boat while the others grabbed large coolers. Eden assumed that they had just come in from a day of fishing. Other than the men, the dock was empty except for the tiny office where a teen boy read a hunting magazine.

A sky-blue boat settled into the harbor with a buzzy rattle, the name Safina Queen written in bold cursive on its side. A tall, dark-skinned man wearing shorts and a T-shirt stepped off the boat and approached them, boasting a wide smile.

“William Hall, Susanna’s husband. But y’all can call me Uncle Willie. Pleasure all mine.” He paused to look at Eden, inspecting her from head to toe. “Is this Little Eden? You look just like your mama. She spit you right on out.”

Eden shifted closer to her father and remained quiet. Dr. Leopold shook Uncle Willie’s hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Langston. I was Nora’s husband.”

Eden twitched at her father’s words. She hated when he spoke in the past tense about her mother. Should she introduce herself the same way? She formed the words in her head: I was Nora’s daughter. Even unspoken, they felt tainted and wrong in her mouth.

“Eden is shy around strangers,” Dr. Leopold continued. “She’ll be better once we get to the island and meet everyone.”

“Ain’t no strangers around here,” Uncle Willie said. “We all family.”

Eden cracked a small smile at the tall man. His voice had a melody to its tone. Not quite Southern, at least not how she had heard it. Her great-uncle’s spoken words had the origin of sun and sea.

“This the last pickup for the day,” Uncle Willie said. “More coming in the morning. Let’s head out. Lots of things still to do.”

They gathered their luggage and followed Uncle Willie to the boat. When he cranked up the engine, the Safina Queen jerked alive and drifted into the open water. Eden sat starboard, the water churning in a frothy wake behind them.

“Y’all settle in and enjoy the beauty,” Uncle Willie told them.

Eden breathed deeply, letting the salt tinge her tongue. Soon she would be able to sink her feet into Safina Island’s soil for the very first time.



The sun was setting when they arrived, but Eden could still see Safina Island’s beauty. The flatness of the marsh, pristine and untouched. Thick woodlands lush with trees and flora. A serene place where nature still dwelled and dominated.

The Safina Queen idled next to a newly built dock that stood on thick stilts. A narrow boardwalk led to the shore.

“Can’t see much now, but at dayclean, y’all have a feast for your eyes,” Uncle Willie said.

“What’s ‘dayclean’?” Eden asked.

“A fresh day. When light banish the dark.”

After securing the boat, they retrieved their luggage and walked to a red pickup truck. Eden sat between her father and her great-uncle. The dirt road was lined with trees on both sides. Thick with Spanish moss, the live oaks seemed ancient, as if they could share the secrets of how the world was made.

Eden was quiet during the trip, craning her neck around her father to absorb the island’s beauty. When they arrived at Willow Hammock, houses painted bright colors appeared along the road. In the distance, a church’s steeple peeked out from the tree line, stark white in the approaching dusk.

Uncle Willie parked his truck in the yard of a mint-green house framed by fencing, where goats and chickens scurried from the noise of the engine. Aunt Susanna opened the door of the screened porch wearing a faded floral dress, a wet towel on her shoulder.

“You made it safe and sound. What a day, what a day. This baby done made it to Safina. Such a blessing.” She hugged both Eden and her father.

“This place is just as beautiful as I knew it would be,” Dr. Leopold said.

“Well, I should hope so,” Aunt Susanna chuckled. “Come follow me. I decided y’all needed to stay with us. Birdhouses full of folks, but we got plenty of room here.”

The front yard was smooth pounded dirt, as if no grass had grown there for many years, if ever. On the way to the screened porch, Eden passed a tree full of glass bottles. When she touched them, they clinked like wind chimes.

Inside the house, Aunt Susanna guided them to the kitchen, where two older women sat at a table chattering in Uncle Willie’s same musical tone.

“They made it,” Aunt Susanna said to the women. “My lovely niece and her daddy. This Nora’s child.”

The women looked at one another and spoke again between themselves, but Eden didn’t understand what they said. Instead she smiled and let each of them hug her.

“I’m Mrs. Betsy Gardener,” one of them said. “This my sister, Mrs. Melba Gardener. But we both Browns.”

“Y’all stop confusing the girl.” Aunt Susanna turned to Eden. “They trying to tell you they from the Brown family. Island born and raised. Little Betsy married Leroy, and Miss Melba married Denero.”

“Still wondering if I made the right choice,” Miss Melba said, laughing.

“Are you hungry, child?” Aunt Susanna asked. “I can fix you and your daddy a plate.”

“No, we already ate at Elvira’s Diner.”

Little Betsy huffed. “My condolences.”

Uncle Willie guided Eden and her father into the den, where two men lounged together on a couch watching TV.

“They made it in. Little Eden and her daddy, Dr. Langston Leopold,” he announced proudly.

The elder men introduced themselves as the husbands of Little Betsy and Miss Melba, and Eden learned that her Gardener cousins lived just down the road.

Dr. Leopold went to each of the men and shook their hands. “I understand both of you are lifelong residents of Willow Hammock.”

“Ain’t dead yet,” Little Betsy’s husband said. “We still here.”

Uncle Willie chuckled. “Ain’t like it used to be though. Our young-uns tend to leave and don’t come back much.”

“Tomorrow, they all be here,” Miss Melba’s husband stated. “Celebrating this land which is ours.”

“Amen to that,” Uncle Willie said.

Miss Melba rushed into the room. “Did I just hear Willie call you a doctor?” she asked Eden’s father.

“Well, not that kind of—”

“I’ve been meaning to go to the mainland to see about myself. But maybe you can help, since you here. Need to talk to you about this crick in my neck.”

“Leave him be,” Miss Melba’s husband interrupted her. “This man done crossed the water after a long journey.”

“I’m not a physician, but I could still take a look at your neck,” Eden’s father offered.

Miss Melba furrowed her brow in confusion. “What kind of doctor are you, then?”

“I have a PhD in biology,” he answered. “I teach up in Maryland.”

“Ah, so you know all about them amoebas, then.” Little Betsy’s husband straightened up on the couch. “Do y’all remember that time when we was in school cutting open frogs and Willie passed out? Scalpel ain’t even touch that frog’s skin, and there he was straight out on the floor.”

A rumble of laughter caught in Eden’s throat, but she kept it in. She loved her family already.

“It was that awful smell. Too strong for me,” Uncle Willie protested.

“Oh, I remember,” Miss Melba chimed in. “Willie’s knobby knees was shaking. Gut fish all his life and he was scared of the inside of a frog.”

Uncle Willie laughed and the others joined him. Aunt Susanna arrived to investigate the commotion.

“What on earth are y’all talking about in here?” she asked.

Miss Melba turned to her. “Did you know Little Eden’s daddy ain’t a real doctor? He just one of them learned ones.”



After Miss Melba and Little Betsy said their goodbyes, they left with their husbands. Aunt Susanna led Eden down a hallway to a room with a small bed and dark wood paneling.

“This where you gon’ stay.” Aunt Susanna paused. “Used to be your mama and granny’s room before they left for the mainland. Now one of my guest rooms.”

Eden sat on the firm bed, which faced a window to the backyard and the darkness of the woods. Her mother and grandmother had lived in this house. Slept in this very room. She moved her hands over a faded quilt.

Eden’s grandmother had always been eccentric, and Eden remembered Granny Alma’s island stories of laying tricks and the secret language of flowers. She had told Eden that it was an extra blessing to be born a Gardener. But the blessed lineage couldn’t stop Granny Alma from turning ill. It was at her grandmother’s funeral two years ago that Eden had met Aunt Susanna for the first time. Eden remembered her mother’s sadness when Granny Alma passed. Back then she couldn’t fully grasp the grief, but now she understood. Losing a mother was a loss that filled up the lungs with broken glass, every breath a sharp pain.

Her great-aunt sat beside her. “I miss my sister something awful, so I know how much you must miss your mama. They were taken from us too soon. May they rest in peace.”

The block of ice pressed heavy on Eden’s chest. Safina Island was supposed to be a healing balm, but right now all Eden felt was raw sorrow.

“I know my mom never came to these celebrations.” Eden blinked away tears. “So it’s an honor to be here. Thank you for inviting me.”

“No need to thank me, child. Just happy you here to see Safina for yourself.”

“Me too,” Eden said.

Her great-aunt touched her cheek and smiled. “When the sun rise tomorrow, all will be well.”






CHAPTER THREE The Sketchbook [image: ]


Eden unpacked her clothes, putting them in a small chest of drawers. On the nightstand, she propped her mother’s photograph against the ceramic pot of an aloe vera plant. Touching its fleshy leaves and tiny spikes, she thought of the succulents in her bedroom back in Maryland.

She peered into a tiny closet, which was filled with extra pillows, dusty quilts, and several old boxes. The strong smell of moth balls filled up her nose, and she let out a tiny sneeze.

Eden wondered if there was a chance that some of her mother’s things were in any of these boxes, abandoned and then forgotten when she left for the mainland so many years ago.

Stretching up on her tiptoes, she reached for the boxes on the closet shelf and cradled them in her arms. Eden sat cross-legged on the warm wood floor. She shuffled through the first box and found old photographs and papers. Eden stared at sepia images of family she hadn’t known but recognized. The Gardener genes were strong. Dark brown skin. Eyes that tilted up at the corners. Full lips and sharp cheekbones. Eden shared all these traits with the women and men in these photographs. She closely examined each of them, but there were none of her mother.

The last box she opened was full of sketchbooks, and Eden instantly recognized her mother’s style. This was what she had hoped to find. Eden’s mother had published two books of botanical art, and Eden used to accompany her to bookstores all over Maryland where she would sign copies for patrons.

These sketchbooks belonged to a girl who was still burgeoning in her craft, which only made Eden love them more because the drawings weren’t polished and perfect.

She opened sketchbook after sketchbook and admired the art inside. Her mother had drawn island flowers, indigenous plants, and various herbs. She found sketchbooks with meadows filled with sweetgrass and everlasting blooms. Beaches with sea oats and pennywort. Salt marshes dense with cordgrass. But there were also drawings of ghost crabs, ibis birds, and sea turtles. Her mother’s love of all living things was evident in these sketchbooks.

Eden finally came upon the last sketchbook at the bottom of the box. It was smaller than the others, bent and warped, with a sandblasted cover. The pages revealed charcoal drawings of bleak beaches, stormy oceans, and night skies. Old, wrinkled hands reaching out from a dark hallway. A mansion covered in roots and leaves. Nightscapes of live oaks, dripping in Spanish moss. Eden stared at a sketch of a black cat lurking on a seashell path. She turned the page to find a large bird with sharp claws in the silhouette of a full moon. The next page had a monstrous dog with an open mouth that revealed dagger-sharp teeth. These drawings filled Eden with a morbid familiarity, as if her mother had drawn a dark mirror of Safina Island.

Eden continued to explore the pages. There were watercolor sketches of children with dark skin—not brown like her own, but deep indigo and flecked with tiny silver stars. Girls in high-necked dresses with long pearl necklaces. Bare-chested boys who held fishing nets full of intricate knots and loops. They all had wide, bright eyes, but their mouths were frozen in eternal screams.

The last pages of the sketchbook contained drawings of a beautiful woman. Like the children, she had shimmering indigo skin and bright eyes. Her hair was windblown, a dark cotton cloud against her white flowing dress. Her long, sharp nails were painted black. At the bottom of the last sketch were tiny, blocked words: The Witch of Everdark.



Eden put all the sketchbooks back in the box except the one full of creepy landscapes, cursed children, and drawings of the beautiful witch. Knitting her brows, Eden wasn’t sure why she felt compelled to keep it. The sketchbook had shown that her mother had an affinity for darkness, a stark contrast to the bright botanical style that Eden had always known. At times, Eden’s grief felt like a shroud of eternal night, just like the world her mother had created in those pages. Maybe the drawings had spoken to the deepest part of her despair. Eden realized she was attracted to this darkness too.

The sketchbook was now also another mystery. Why had her mother drawn such morbid images? Eden felt a tug that wanted to reveal more truth. A faint recognition hummed inside her.

She placed the sketchbook on the nightstand next to her mother’s photograph, and she opened the curtains to stare out the window. The woods were murky, and the full moon splashed shadows among the trees.

Eden had never dreaded the dark. At bedtime, her mother would tuck her in tight and tell stories of princesses, star-catchers, and mermaids. Her mother would kiss her forehead before turning off the light, and Eden would drift off into a happy sleep. There would be no fears of monsters in closets or goblins under the bed.

Eden closed the curtains. Her mother’s gloomy world twisted around in her mind as she changed into her pajamas, and the sketchbook’s nightscapes whirled like wisps of lost memories when she turned off the light, pulled the quilt over her head, and faded off to sleep.

But then a nightmare bolted her awake.

Eden stumbled out of bed, quickly turning on the lamp on the nightstand. Slowly, she revisited slivers of the dream. She had been on a beach with black sand. A stormy ocean churned under a moonless sky full of stars. The beautiful woman from the sketchbook appeared, wearing a dress that floated around her as if she was underwater. But then the woman gripped Eden’s shoulder, and sharp nails sank painfully into her skin.

The Witch of Everdark bent down and whispered in Eden’s ear. “Been too long since a bright girl come here.”

The witch had been vivid and terrifying, and Eden shivered away the memory of the nightmare.

It was just a bad dream, she thought. It wasn’t real.

When her pulse lost its panic and returned to its normal speed, Eden carefully got back into bed, but she didn’t turn off the light. She held the quilt tight under her chin. Sleep wasn’t coming anytime soon.






CHAPTER FOUR A Special Celebration [image: ]


Eden woke up to laughter. The lingering threads of the nightmare had vanished in the sunshine. Muffled voices in the musical tone that she had begun to love drifted in pleasant waves to the guest room. Yawning, she trudged down the hallway to Aunt Susanna’s bright kitchen.

“There go the sleepyhead,” her great-aunt said. “Come here, let me introduce you.”

Two teen boys and a woman sat at the kitchen table, and Eden quickly retreated. She was still in her pajamas and hadn’t brushed her teeth yet. Plus, she had forgotten to put on her satin scarf last night, and her hair stuck out in all directions.

Eden tried to tame her curls with her hands. “I’m not presentable.”

“Stop playing, girl. These your folks. You don’t have to impress nobody.” Aunt Susanna ushered her into the kitchen. “This my daughter, Cornelia. And those her sons, Memphis and Mercury.”

She stared at the boys and their similar features, realizing they were twins. “Hello, I’m Eden.” Her voice was formal, as if she were meeting strangers.

“Mama’s told me so much about you.” Cornelia stood up and hugged her. “So happy I finally get to meet my cousin from Maryland.”

“I got bacon, eggs, and biscuits. If these boys can save you some!” Aunt Susanna swatted a towel at Mercury, who had snatched another biscuit from the tray. Memphis shook his head, laughing at both of them.

Eden joined them at the large round table and chose a biscuit. Warm and powdery, it melted instantly in her mouth like a cloud of goodness.

“Good, ain’t they?” Memphis stated. “Can’t eat just one.”

“Nothing like grandma’s drop biscuits.” Mercury grabbed two more from the tray. “Nice meeting you, Eden.”

The boys got up and scrambled out to the front yard. Aunt Susanna sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee. She reached for Cornelia’s hand and squeezed. Eden witnessed the strong mother-daughter bond and tried to ignore the sharp twist in her chest.

When she heard Uncle Willie’s warm laugh, she stood up to investigate, peeking out the kitchen window. Memphis and Mercury stacked wood in the cargo bed of their grandfather’s truck, and Eden’s father was helping them.

“What’s going on?” Eden asked.

“Oh, they taking more wood for cooking,” Aunt Susanna said. “Last night, Willie set the fire pit, so they heading back to finish up.”

Cornelia appeared beside her. “They’re going up to Big Savannah. It’s a large meadow farther north. Not far from Loretta Beach. It’s where we put out our spread and have a good old time.”

“Been doing it this way before I was born,” Aunt Susanna said. “Sharing the blessings of the land. Celebrate instead of cry.”

Eden ate two more drop biscuits before returning to the guest room. She paused to stare at the sketchbook but didn’t open it. The nightmare had been muted by the sunny morning. She opened a drawer and selected a striped shirt and jeans. When she returned from the bathroom and dressed, she sat on the bed and rubbed her hands with pomade. Finger-combing her thick hair, she gathered the curls into a messy bun.

She picked up her mother’s photograph from the nightstand and stared. It had been a morning ritual since the memorial service. Eden wanted to remember every detail of her mother’s face, to never forget what she looked like. Natalie had reassured her that it would never happen, but it still didn’t stop Eden’s heart from racing at the thought. What if I forget her?

She wanted to remember everything. The laughter, the summer garden, and the love. She closed her eyes. Her mother had been in this room. Maybe some of the same air her mother had inhaled was still here in this space. Eden took a deep breath.

When Aunt Susanna knocked on the door, Eden’s exhale came out in a yelp.

“Sorry, baby. Didn’t mean to interrupt you,” she said. “We’re gon’ start our way to Big Savannah. But first we have to go to the blessing at First Church.”

Eden remembered the steeple among the trees. She stood up and nodded. “I’m ready.”



Willow Hammock was alive with sound. Each house they passed on the road was filled with families on porches and in packed dirt yards. They hugged and spoke in the island language Eden yearned to understand.

“You’re trying to figure out what everybody is saying?” her older cousin asked.

“Yes,” Eden admitted.

“That’s the saltwater in us,” Cornelia said. “Though I guess I’m more freshwater these days now I’m on the mainland.”

“Did you learn the language when you grew up here?” Eden asked.

“Learned it before anything else. It’s a creole of African languages from the tribes that came here. Mixed with English, French, even some Spanish. I can teach you some words.”

“I would like that,” Eden said.

They joined a group that had gathered in front of First Church. The building was made of wood and painted white, with large front doors, a gabled roof, and stained glass windows. Aunt Susanna had told her the church was one of the first buildings that the free people of Safina Island had built in Willow Hammock.

“First Church was remodeled a few years ago,” Cornelia told Eden. “Lewis Tailor grew up on the island. He’s an architect now, and he came down from Atlanta to bless us with his talent.”

There was a solemn silence before the church doors opened. Four men in overalls and straw hats bounded down the steps. Eden recognized both of her cousins, Leroy and Denero Gardener. They were followed by six women wearing patterned dresses of burgundy and yellow. Miss Melba and Little Betsy were in this group. Each woman had on matching head wraps in different styles. The men clapped their hands, and the women erupted in song.

“They’re going to do a ring shout,” Cornelia said. “To honor our ancestors.”

The women danced counterclockwise in a circle while the men held the rhythm of the song with the strong cadence of claps and stomps. Eden didn’t recognize the song, but she still felt the emotions in her bones, a connection that needed no explanation. These were her people, her culture, and her family.

When the ceremony was done, the residents of Willow Hammock traveled down the dirt road to Big Savannah. The early afternoon air was humid and a sheen of sweat covered Eden’s skin.

She found her father under a cove of trees with Mercury and Memphis. Uncle Willie tended a fire pit layered with horizontal pipes that supported a chicken-wire grill. A splayed pig lay on top and spirals of gray smoke wafted in the air. Her great-uncle stoked the fire before covering the hole with tin shingles.

Eden toured tables full of crab and fish. Aunt Susanna gave her a plate of rice smothered in a spicy tomato broth full of onions, peppers, and sausage. Miss Melba gave her a glass of ginger tea, and Little Betsy offered okra soup. Her cousin Cornelia gave her a bowl of creamy grits covered with zesty brown gravy and jumbo shrimp.

By the end of the day, Eden and her father had sampled everything. They listened to the island families as they told stories of Willow Hammock’s origin. The Gardener purchase of the land. The triumphs and the struggles. A living testimony to the deep history of her family. Eden wasn’t sure what she had expected. But the food and fellowship were exactly what she had needed. All her worries disappeared. Eden hadn’t disappointed her mother’s family. Safina Island had welcomed her with open arms, but she still wondered why her mother never wanted to return to her birthplace.
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