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PROLOGUE
BABYLOU


1722

Babylou Mac smelled blood floating on the wet Virginia air. Nearly nineteen years of life had taught her nostrils the lifeblood formula. Iron, mostly. So much iron, with sweet rust and a pinch of copper. Slaughtered goat, cow, or chicken blood could carry for miles and miles until it disappeared. But the smell she breathed in was too fresh and strong to be as far away as that. She could taste the pewter on it. It was all-consuming to her senses, and the hairs on her neck stood at uneasy attention.

With twenty-seven ruddy goats screaming in the distance, she assumed a mean billy had gotten too rough with his horns and pierced a yard mate again. Under her breath, she cursed her older sister Rexi for not controlling the herd better.

Babylou walked the slightly rolling hills of the land she’d worked since she was six years old. Now hours from turning nineteen, she knew the grounds in addition to every animal or person or crop on it.

When she reached their grazing pen, Babylou saw the goats soaking in the remnant of evening sun. Even the meanest male billy rested gently alongside his young’uns. All twenty-seven were accounted for and getting along just fine. Babylou retracted her curses toward Rexi and smiled to herself.

But still, she smelled blood.

Babylou searched the acreage for signs of her siblings. Her big brother, Abel—Rexi’s twin—would know the source without a second thought. Or her other older sister, Greeny, would follow her infallible intuition toward the smell’s starting place. Then she remembered her mother had caught a hog for a backyard roasting.

“Of course,” Babylou said to herself, almost mockingly. “You silly girl.” All was well and fine. Blood of a hog smelled much like human blood, after all.

Pep injected back into her step, Babylou made her way to the modest quarters she shared with her mother, Rexi and Abel, and Greeny. The screen door creaked on its hinges as she pushed it open, revealing a prep table for seasoning the hog, with leather-sharpened knives and pokes, a stiff shovel to dig the pit, and a potbelly cast iron pot for the ends like the feet, tail, and snout.

But no one was there.

Babylou slowly tiptoed through the shotgun-style home and found the hog on the back porch, but none of her family. Also, the hog hadn’t been cut. Babylou leaned in close; the wild pig did not smell like blood at all. Instead, she smelled an offensive mix of swamp, urine, and taint.

Shielding her eyes, Babylou searched nearby backyards for someone to ask. Amid a clothesline full of intricately laced handmade dresses and suits stood her sixteen-year-old neighbor, Nell. Babylou craned her neck to glance around the other yards, searching for anyone else. She did not want to disturb her notoriously testy neighbor, who’d snap like a turtle at the gentlest blowing wind. But there was no one else about. Babylou had no choice.

“Seen my folks, Nell?”

“Ouch,” Nell said, accidentally jabbing herself with her stickpin. Tiny droplets of blood from her finger dripped onto the smocking collar of one of her hanging garments. “No, Lou!” Nell yelled. “Leave me!” Nell snatched the smocking from the clothesline and stormed through the back door of her own shotgun house.

Nervous again, Babylou grabbed a dark wool blanket from her own clothesline, wrapped herself in it, and walked quietly into the fields to search again for her mother and siblings. Dusk turned to dark, and dark turned to moonless pitch, but she’d memorized her corn and blueberry and blackberry fields and could traverse them in light and in dark. Time passed—how much she could not say—as she walked the grounds, keeping distance from the main house where the plantation owner’s family was getting ready for bed. That’s when she heard a small but not insignificant scream coming from the slaughtering barn.

Her eyes fell on the shadow outline of the byer and a peculiar glow of light that emitted from it. The color was unnatural—pink or purple or green or gold or all of them together, she couldn’t say for sure. She tucked her chin and her long locs underneath the dark blanket to blend into the night and slunk toward the gleaming barn.

As she passed the goats, they caught her scent and cried out.

“Hush,” she told them, but that only made it worse. The entire twenty-seven seemed to scream all at once, and then a figure appeared at the entrance of the slaughtering barn. Scrawny. Gangly. Awkward like a demon in the back of the picture Bible.

It was the Sitter boy, backlit by a magical glow. Babylou cringed at the thought of the word magical. She hated it. Such a word was not welcome among swamp folk.

“Who’s there?” The brassy voice of the Sitter boy rang through the dark night. His usual brash conceitedness was covered by something resembling excitement. He hesitated for a moment and walked back into the brightly illuminated butchering barn.

A westerly wind swirled and brought with it the strongest hit of blood smell yet, replacing the sweet Virginia air, and Babylou’s stomach roiled in the intensity. She debated wrapping herself even tighter to make her way to the single back window and watch what kind of sinister the Sitter boy was about, but as soon as she took her first step, someone grabbed her arm. She whipped her head around to find her brother with his index finger to his lips.

“Swing low, now,” he said, encouraging her to kneel in the field. “Sitter boy’s into something unnatural.” Abel pointed to the pulsing light with no source. “That’s the light of dark magic.” He cringed as he spoke the word aloud. “I hate that word.”

“I hate it too,” Babylou agreed. “Seen Greeny or Rexi? Mama?”

“Haven’t seen not a one of them since early in the day.” His voice carried fretful tones as he stared into his younger sister’s eyes, his deep-dark skin picking up the blue iridescence from the glowing light. His near-black eyes reflected a touch of purple hue around the edges. He was a foot taller than Babylou—thin and lean, with just-begun locs refusing to rid themselves of chimney soot.

“I’m scared, Lou,” he said, white-knuckling the chimney broom he never let out of his sight. “Something in the air tonight I don’t like. Heard that scream earlier? I’d swear it sounded like Greeny.”

Babylou thought the same as a slow groan rose from the Great Dismal Swamp. The shadowy treetops caught wind from all directions, making their leaves waggle like a million honeybees. The swamp wind broke, and a long, warm breath exhaled into the fields, sending Rexi’s typically confident goats into a quiet, terrified clump. The swamp’s breath was so powerful that Babylou and Abel had to shield their lashes from blowing into their eyes. Then, a bright pink roseate spoonbill pierced the canopy. Wings tucked, she flew like a bullet directly into the barn, and for a moment, all was calm.

Suddenly, a loud, angry flash filled the dark sky and the unmistakable sound of their mother screaming blotted out all fear. Abel and Babylou ran toward the slaughtering barn. Out of nowhere, Rexi joined them, running in step to help their precious mother.

But when they reached the entrance, they realized they were too late. Mama lay slumped on the dirt floor with blood spurting from her slit throat. Babylou locked eyes with the spoonbill, her wings spread gracefully across Mama’s lifeless chest. Tears filled the bird’s orange-rimmed eyes and the pain in the creature’s face mirrored Babylou’s own.

Babylou’s legs were frozen. Rexi, however, ran to their mother’s side and placed her fingers on the fatal wound. The spoonbill tucked her right wing, giving Rexi ample room to share shielding their dead mother. Rexi’s hands went deep red, almost burgundy, with their mother’s lifeblood. But Babylou and Abel stopped to stare at the source of the raging light.

“Greeny,” Abel said, calmly making his way to their quietest sibling. “Let him down.”

Babylou’s feet were cemented to the dirt as she watched Greeny’s long, blood-covered fingernails commanding the Sitter boy twenty feet into the air, her sister’s shoulder-length locs standing from static and charm-filled air. Quietly, powerful Greeny levitated their mother’s killer to fatal heights.

“He isn’t worth the heavy costs that come with taking a life,” Abel told her. “Let him live with his evil deeds. Dying with them would be too easy.”

Near the top of the barn, the Sitter boy began to hum Abel’s song—Swing low, sweet chariot, coming for to carry me home.

“Go right ahead, witch gal,” Sitter boy said. He was covered in their mother’s blood. Even his teeth and lips and cheeks held spatter. He smiled even though he was suspended so high, the drop would certainly kill him. But he was undeterred. “Kill me, and my preacher daddy will have you dragged clear to the Carolinas. He’s a vindictive one, you know? He will not stop if you strike me down. Consider my words marked. All of you, marked. All except, well…”

The Sitter boy motioned to their mother, and his laughter drowned out the cries of Rexi, who’d begun rocking their mother’s lifeless body. His despicable laugh covered up the laments of twenty-seven ruddy goats and echoed in Babylou’s ears. Without proper thought, she stepped in front of Greeny, took hold of the Sitter boy’s levitation, and snapped his neck until he fell twenty feet to a twisted slump on the dirty floor.

“There,” Babylou said before spitting once into the dirt. “Get gone, cretin.”

Babylou, Greeny, and Rexi surrounded their mother in shock and grief, while Abel made his way to the small back window of the barn. “Here they come,” Abel said in a hushed panic. “We have to go.”

“Go, Abel?” Rexi asked, looking so much like her twin that she could’ve been speaking to herself. “I’m not leaving her here like this.”

“You stay, you die,” Abel replied, matter of fact. “It’s time.”

The plantation owner’s pointer dogs began barking in the distance. He would’ve let them out first to scout before bringing the torches to the source of commotion.

“He’s right,” Babylou said, kissing her mother’s bloody temple and standing at Abel’s side. “We’re going right now.”

Greeny also stood, making three in their line of resolve.

“Rexi,” Greeny said, holding her trembling hand open for her older sister to take. “Let her down.”

Rexi swallowed her wails and set their mother’s body onto the slaughtering floor. The spoonbill swept her soft feathers along the back of Rexi’s hand as if to say, I’ve got her.

Rexi nodded to the bird, rose to her feet, and spoke to Greeny. “Hold on.”

The four siblings watched Rexi as she removed the dead Sitter boy’s leather boots from his feet and grabbed the bloody knife from his fist. She then spat on the ground near his head, took Greeny’s open hand, and together, the siblings ran toward the Great Dismal Swamp.

The Great Dismal Swamp had loomed over Babylou and her siblings since they were brought into the world. The swamp cast a shadow of power and lore and unforgiving death … or freedom. Death to those who didn’t step correctly; freedom to those who knew the way.

The Great Dismal Swamp’s treachery haunted the nightmares of children and their parents’ parents. The swamp killed with a satisfying breath, as Mama would say, but then, she’d produce groves of sweet freedom where none else in the country existed. In this unfair world of paper tigers and red-top rulers, the Great Dismal Swamp was the real queen. Resourceful enough to produce the whips, and savvy enough to wrest them from the hands of those who meant to inflict harm.

As she ran, Babylou wondered which the swamp would be offering today—an escape from her and her kin’s unjust past or a push back to the unthinkable.

When Babylou caught sight of the thicket-filled brush ahead of them, she fell back in her stride, realizing they were running toward the impenetrable portion of the swamp. They needed to find another path in. But as Babylou slowed, the rest of her siblings ran faster toward the dense wood.

She watched as the Great Dismal Swamp stiffened, all leaves and branches stilled like soldiers in a line. Then, suddenly, the swamp’s mouth opened to receive them—Abel first, followed by Rexi and Greeny, who were still holding hands.

Babylou felt her own mouth gaping, and she paused briefly in disbelief. Then she went to enter as her siblings had, but the swamp spat her back out onto the wet grass.

“Come on, Lou!” Rexi screamed. “Now! Before Dismal closes her mouth!”

“She can’t,” Abel yelled at his twin, anger and frustration wrinkling his face. “She’s eighteen for a few more minutes.”

“She doesn’t have minutes. The pointers will reach her in seconds!” Rexi’s voice was tinged with fear and anxiety, her bloody hands flailing and floundering.

Babylou turned to watch the approaching dogs, with their bared teeth, foaming lips, and focused eyes. Rexi was right; they’d reach her at any moment. She went calm. She turned to her siblings, resolved that she would not make it through the night. Babylou Mac smiled and lifted her hand to wave them on their way.

She looked to Abel. “Swing low, sweet brother.”

Then Rexi. “You did good by those goats, Rex.”

And finally, she locked eyes with Greeny. Babylou felt her entire body fill with tears at the sight of her spectacular, and favorite, sister.

“Let her in, swamp,” Greeny commanded the Dismal, lifting her arms so high into the night air that her long, curved fingernails caught in the hanging vines.

Suddenly, the Great Dismal Swamp began twisting like a protesting child. Trees moaned and creaked. The wet grounds sank briefly, sucking in the feet of the siblings already admitted. Calm black waters swirled from an unknown source and the hidden wildlife made themselves known.

Herons swooped down from their nests in beautiful vortexes, dancing to the floor and back into the skies. Fat biting flies took chunks from the siblings already in the Dismal. Moccasin snakes awkwardly leaped from their comfortable waters and gathered at Greeny’s feet, ready to strike, but she did not flinch.

In a moment, Greeny threw her hands forward, releasing a wave of golden energy into the world, making their dark, wet surroundings glisten with a peaceful love and desperation. She stepped over the venomous moccasins and stuck her arm through the opening toward her youngest sister.

“Come, Lou,” Greeny said. “Now.”

Babylou stepped easily into the swamp.

Dismal quietened, accepted its fate, and swallowed Babylou and her siblings in, blocking scents and prints and evidence of them from the keen nostrils of hunting dogs and evil men.
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ATLAS



Right off the thoroughfare between Edenton and Elizabeth City sat Grannylou’s small, blue North Carolina home. The land was as flat as loose-leaf paper and covered in a blanket of tiny purple phlox. I loved to walk on them with bare feet. They felt like fuzzy socks and made my soles smell like the wetlands I’d missed while finishing my freshman year at North Carolina A&T.

I took a seat on Grannylou’s front stoop and pinched their purple petals with my big toes, squeezing the dew from the delicate corollas. I let my head fall back and breathed in deep. Grannylou’s creeping phlox field smelled like sweet vanilla with a jasmine nip of swampy decay at the tail end. I released the bunch from my toes, and they instantly perked back to attention. I turned my gaze to the foggy skies above my grandmother’s cottage.

“I’ve missed you,” I called out to the muddled blue.

Then, I looked way off in the distance, about a half mile back, where the breathing woods of the Great Dismal Swamp began.

“You too,” I told my Grannylou’s swamp. “Especially you.” A warm, wet wind blew through the waterlocked cypress and pine—a reprimand. I bowed to them. “I’ll try not to stay away so long again.”

The winds calmed in response.

In the hustle of NCAT dorms, I’d forgotten the peacefulness of this place. The melodic lulls of fist-sized toads hidden in clover patches. Harvestman spiders making their slow, steady walks to terrifyingly large gatherings near shale rocks. Sweet cicadas screaming for their lives and lineages—as loud as train horns to regular people, but quiet as a whisper to us swamp folk. They’re better than us—the cicadas. We yell out over stupid things like tardiness and spilt Kool-Aid. The cicadas use their bellows for love.

I missed the sounds of salt pork dancing in Grannylou’s favorite cast iron skillet. And then, a few highly anticipated hours later, the taste of it among the collards. I missed the same people coming and going from Grannylou’s comfortable home. Great-Uncle BK bartering field peas for black swamp pole legumes on Tuesdays. Aunt Marsha coming on Thursdays to deliver however many eggs her finicky hens decided to lay that week. And Uncle Moonshine, sipping too much on his own product, stopping by to grab a bowl of something soothing and crash on the couch to sleep it off.

Every little house on Grannylou’s long street ran on the swap and switch, but her home was by far the most active. It was small, yes, barely a blip on the North Carolina map, but large in spirit.

Layered people with storied pasts and intricate connections to one another passing in and out of her creaking screen door. But also layered by history. Hard-fought battles and movements began and ended in this swamp. One fingernail scrape across the hydric soil could reveal the lifeblood of battalions of dead soldiers. But most of the history of our beloved swamp, like the rest of these United States, rested solely on the sacrifice of formerly enslaved people.

Grannylou had brought us up with stories of our people finding love and safety behind the treacherous shield of her swamp. She told us of raised isles within the swamp, charmed with peace and self-sufficiency and, most of all, freedom. Grannylou also mentioned magic, but she hated to speak that word aloud, so we mostly filled in the mystic parts ourselves as she told us of the shifty men whose goal it was to destroy her swamp.

In the distance, the Great Dismal Swamp let out a baritone growl of disdain. Grannylou said the swamp had been in a low lament since the 1760s, when George Washington sent enslaved people in to drain and pillage her, leaving behind dry, dangerous peat soil—a major problem for the health of her wildlife and trees and herself and us.

When I was little, Grannylou had told us the effects of the former president’s disregard for untouched nature. I loathed him like he was still living, and I longed to undo his destruction. So, at twelve years old, I decided to clear the wetland of unusable peat myself. If one white man could inflict such injury on such a tract, a determined Black girl could balm it.

I had gathered armfuls of twigs and branches that sat soaked on the swamp floor but never quite broke down and brought them out into the fields. When the first pile grew taller than my chest, I started a new one. One after the other after the other until one day, I lifted a water moccasin instead of a branch, missing a hang-on bite by inches. That was the day I realized I had to heal Grannylou’s swamp with science.

So, almost a year ago, I’d gone off to college with one purpose—to save my Grannylou’s home from the ground up. I read every assigned book alone in my dorm room while most everyone on my floor put on pink dresses and danced into the night. I showed up for weekly office hours to pick the brains of my professors. I was determined to break the code of our dying swamp.

Another low growl rose from the foggy distance, followed by an annoyed huff. The thick brush underneath towering pines began to rustle, and my cousin Pansy slowly emerged from the innards of the woods. Days earlier, she’d dipped her locs burgundy and left them white-gray at the root. Long, lean muscles in her bare back poked out like extra bones. Yoga, I thought, hours of it. We’d driven down together, Pansy and me. We were suitemates at university, and she’d never learned to drive.

She lifted her glistening hand in a wave, and I did the same with my dull, ashy one. Then she sat cross-legged facing the swamp and began to meditate without a mat.

Pansy and I couldn’t have been more different. She stood about five five with an unshakeable, quiet confidence while I was five nine but hunched myself shorter. I wanted to slice off a sliver of my cousin’s poise and bottle the tiny glints in her skin, but her specialness came from the inside.

Likely sensing my stare, she slowly opened her eyes and nodded once again before resuming concentration. I looked away quickly and ducked inside the house.
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ATLAS



An intense aroma of gamey deer meat nearly pushed me back as I crossed the threshold, only to leap backward at an unexpected dusting against my bare ankle from the tail of Aunt Marsha’s extravagant Maine coon, Great Lady.

“No!” I told Great Lady, but she just meowed in reply and began rubbing against me more aggressively. “Aunt Marsha, please get Great Lady.”

I heard a distant whistle; Great Lady shot me an outraged look and ran off with her feather-duster tail high.

Grannylou’s home was cozy, if a bit cluttered, with family photos spilling from every crevice. She’d recently had Uncle Camden install a nearly ceiling-high shelf just to pack with additional pictures of babies born and new friends found along the way.

In the nook of the living room was a strategically placed leather chair. The family member who snagged that chair got the view of both the kitchen and Grannylou’s rocking chair. I was lucky enough to claim the spot that day. I watched my auntie and mother as they bickered their way through the endless prep duties of the cookout and Grannylou as she actively ignored them from her own chair.

I tried to ignore them too. I felt Grannylou’s eyes watching me over her specs. If I was not mistaken, I caught a quick smile.

“What?” I asked her, feeling both self-conscious and excited to have her attention. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“You’re just about nineteen, chile.” Grannylou gently rocked back and forth in her chair. “Change coming.”

“That’s right,” I said to my grinning grandmother. “Never just me for Bornday, though. Five birthdays tomorrow, and that includes yours. What do you want most for your birthday, Granny- lou?”

“Oh, dear chile,” Grannylou said. “I’ll tell you what I want.”

Grannylou planted her feet firmly onto the hardwood and closed her eyes. Her long gray eyelashes curved so far up that they swept at her eyelids. Even though she’d turn eighty tomorrow, her shiny cheeks glowed with youth and vigor. Wisps of her salt-and-pepper hair peeked from underneath her leopard bonnet, framing her cheekbones beautifully. When she finally opened her eyes, Grannylou reached into her housedress pocket, pulled out a flask, and held it in my direction.

“Drink with me,” she told me.

“I’ll be nineteen tomorrow, Granny,” I said, laughing. “Not twenty-one.”

“I know that,” she replied with a sly smile. “This is not liquor. Liquor is pitiful in comparison to what’s inside this here flask. This, chile, is Dismal Tea. Herbs ground from plants found so deep within our swamp that no man could duplicate them. I’ve been holding this flask tight for hundreds of years, dear gul. Holding on for a day such as this—Bornday—when four of my grandbabies turn nineteen together. The rest of them will sip tomorrow, but you, Atlas, can do so right here and right now, if you so please. A shared sip with your ole Grannylou is birthday wish number one.”

Worry shot through my chest. Hundreds of years?

I watched Grannylou kick off her fuzzy pink house shoes before lifting herself from her chair. She slowly made her way through the screen door leading to the back porch of her home. I hung back. She’d been saying things like this for a few weeks now, leading up to Bornday. Referencing a life longer than her eighty actual years. I worried she was losing her grip on what was real and what wasn’t.

I followed my barefoot grandmother out back. She’d chosen to sit in the dirt rather than on the porch swing. She held her tea flask in one hand and swirled the earth underneath her with the other. I took her in for a moment. Grannylou wore housedresses so long that they picked up dirt around the bottom edges and frayed. She glowed with uniqueness and eccentricities, loving all things natural and from the earth—remedies, herbs, waters, roots. But time was catching up lately, and she was beginning to show signs that concerned me.

Grannylou was the root of my family’s mystique—our great banyan tree—spanning my lineage further than anyone else could do. She held the troop together like gravity held items to the ground. Without her, my family would surely crumble. We needed her to survive.

“You’ve been staring at the back of my head for a time,” Granny- lou said quietly but with more strength than the loudest among us. “Say what you need to.”

“You said hundreds of years before. That doesn’t make sense, Gran,” I told her, taking a seat at her side in the dirt.

“You fear my mind going?” she asked, and I nodded in response.

Grannylou placed a gentle hand over mine, her red undertones catching the sun exactly like Pansy’s had while exiting the swamp. “I recognize that worry stewing in your gut. It’s a familiar one to me.”

I wanted to inquire further, but something shut my mouth. All I said was, “Really?”

“Really,” Grannylou replied in a whisper before forcing a half smile. “My favorite sister had her mind overtaken.” Grannylou took an inattentive swig from her Dismal Tea. “Watching someone you love lose track of understanding is more than a notion.”

Grannylou held the flask high, and I took my first swig from her Dismal Tea. The tea tasted like black compost smelled—fleshy dirt strained down to concentrated liquid. My eyes rolled back unexpectedly.

“Open your eyes,” Grannylou told me with a grin on her voice.

I leaped from my seated position when I saw a line of translucent figures standing at the edge of the Great Dismal Swamp. “Do you see them?” I asked Grannylou, stunned. She sat calmly in her place. “Am I the only one to … What’s in this tea? Who are they? Am I trippin’?”

“Tell me what you see, chile,” Grannylou started. “And I’ll tell you if you’re trippin’.”

I removed my flip-flops, longing to feel the phlox. “I see people.”

“Our people?” Grannylou asked tranquilly.

“How do I know if it’s our people?”

“You’d know, chile,” Grannylou said. “Are they our people?”

I took another step toward them, squinting.

“You’re looking with your eyes,” added Grannylou. “You feel for kinfolk. Do they feel like our kin?”

I closed my eyes and opened my palms toward the swamp. The shadowy figures felt like Carolina swamp folk. I sensed regional similarities, and I could feel bloodline from them, but not much.

Still unsure, I answered in an uptalk. “I’m not sure.”

“What do they want?”

As she asked, I felt a rush of adrenaline shoot through me. “They want a way into Dismal, but there is no one to show them.”

“Ahh,” Grannylou replied in a huff. “They’ll never learn.”

“Who are they?” I asked. “I feel them lost.”

“Only someone who knows the way feels the wanderers from the inside,” Grannylou said. “You’re nearly nineteen, Atlas. They will seek you out.”

“Who?” I asked, staring at the adrift line. It stretched the length of the Dismal, and I could not see any holes or an ending. “Who will seek me?”

“Eventually,” Grannylou began, with pity on her voice, “all of them.”

I sat next to her, still watching the figures in my periphery. “How can I help anyone? I don’t even know which way to go myself. I…” I stopped myself.

“May as well tell it,” Grannylou said with a kindness thick on her twang.

“I don’t know how to heal our land.” I said the sentence so quickly I thought the words jumbled into one another. “And I can’t seem to find any answers in my classes. I feel closest to truth when I’m here, Grannylou. This bog draws me to it like a horseshoe magnet. I don’t know.”

Grannylou grabbed hold of my hand and squeezed slightly. “I’ve got a secret, dear gul. Nobody knows nothing. Not one knows. Not me, not you, not nobody.”

“Well.” I paused to take it all in. “How can anyone expect guidance when there is no point?”

“I never said there was no point, now, did I?” she replied, almost in a snap. “Knowing is for gods and fools. You and me, though, we are guided by the promises of our ancestors. Every soul standing in that file-line awaiting entry to our swamp knows that they know the way. That’s why they refuse to stand down.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Braggarts. Windbags. Know-it-alls,” she listed, and I watched a few of the figures perk as if she mentioned them by name. “They think they know better than those who actually know, so they wait to no avail whatsoever.”

“And you’re saying…” I turned to meet her gaze. I always had trouble looking into Grannylou’s eyes—pupils rimmed fuzzy gray with age, but the irises crisp amber and nearly glowing. “You’re saying I do know?”

“Oh, yes,” she replied. “You know the way, and the lost ones will claw mountains to nubs to get to you. I’ll be here with you if I can do, but you are the key to many coveted locks, Atlas. Guard yourself accordingly. The favorite sister I mentioned earlier, Greeny was her name. She possessed a similar power to the one I sense in you.”

“And she lost her mind because of it?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” she replied. “Greeny could handle power more than any being I’ve met on my long journey.”

“What happened, then?”

Grannylou exhaled hard. “Too many lost souls asked her for directions.” She paused. “One too many, to be sure. If you don’t remember but one bit of advice from this sit-down, remember this: showing the wrong person the right path ends badly every time. My Greeny found that out the hard way. And Dismal took its sweet time letting another somebody have a stab at setting things right.”

“You mean…” I started, and a nervous hiccup interrupted. “You mean me? I’m the second stab at setting right for the Great Dismal Swamp?”

“You are that, baby,” she said, empathy heavy in her words. “Tell no one what I’ve shared with you in this yard, you hear?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now let’s enjoy our tea in quiet,” she said finally. “Big day tomorrow.”

My simmering anxiety morphed into full-body, boiling worry, and I took another swig of Dismal Tea. As my heart slowed and my stomach loosened, I couldn’t wrap my mind around the specialness she spoke over me. And she called me by my name—Atlas. My Grannylou typically used pet names with me, but it wasn’t only that. It was the way she spoke my name. She’d said it with conviction, like a called preacher says Moses.

We sipped together in silence as the sky went through its metamorphosis—sunset. Grannylou placed her long arm around me as we watched nature’s magnificent transformation together. The unowned beauty of nature and the Dismal herbs took us away. I sipped and watched the luminous people sway in shared silence. Then Grannylou started speaking, not to me, but directly to Dismal Swamp—


I wager to pay

For unfair grounds.

Heads here are not heavy enough to bear crowns.

My people displaced.

Tradition erased.

Let them be restored,

For a price I can afford.

I surrender all I have,

That’s just my lowly self.

Unto the Mighty Dismal.

Unto Isle.

I GO.



“What is that, Grannylou?” I asked her, feeling a new recognition from the sips of her tea. My busy thoughts were replaced by a freedom I’d only seen in people like Pansy. I’d envied it. At times I felt desperate for it. I went to take another sip, but Grannylou halted me.

“Too much Dismal Tea leads to nowhere,” she said, placing the flask in her deep pocket. “And those were the first few stanzas of my Dismal Coo,” she replied. I did not understand, so I remained silent, encouraging her to keep talking.

“Dismal Coo stanza’s the swamp’s way of cementing admission,” Grannylou told me, still speaking to the wet wood. “She’ll let you in for a time, but if you don’t get a Coo, you won’t get to stay.”

“I don’t understand,” I told her.

“Nobody understands in the beginning,” she said. “When I first went in, I thought I’d stepped into death. Not even my big brother, Abel, could convince me otherwise for many weeks on the inside.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied. “I still don’t get it.”

The Great Dismal Swamp breathed out an impatient gasp, and Grannylou laughed as if with an old friend.

“Coo’s your ticket into Dismal, baby,” Grannylou said. “Your cut key. Stamp on the back of your hand at a festival. PIN at an anytime teller.”

“Anytime teller?” I asked, exasperated. “What do you mean?”

Grannylou grabbed soft-hold of my shoulders and turned me toward the swamp. “Still see those haints waiting at the edge?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Coo’s what they’ve been wishing for all these centuries passed, chile,” Grannylou said. “Coo’ll get ’em in.”

“Ah,” I said, beginning to understand. “Does everyone get the same one, then?”

“Oh, no,” Grannylou replied. “I never heard two near the same. Dismal’s a poet down to her peat.”

Grannylou turned toward me and stared deep into my eyes. “Can I sneak a second birthday wish?”

“Anything.”

Grannylou craned her head to make sure we were alone. “I’d like to tell you about my siblings and the Dismal,” she whispered.

“My ears are open to you, Granny,” I said. “I’d love to listen.”
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ATLAS



Grannylou shifted her knees toward me and leaned in. “The day I spoke my speech, I’d borne witness to something that no nineteen-year-old should. Even now, I still see the act with my mind’s eye, and I long for the pain of the Dismal’s thumb-thick thickets scratching my bare legs. I yearn for the warm breath of the panther on the nape of my neck. I want to stare eye to eye with the moccasin rather than meet the gaze of the plantation master who does not deserve power. But, dear child, she took me in—Mighty Dismal—and found enough favor to Coo me.

“I was born that day. I spoke my Coo to the still, black waters of the Dismal, and I was born. Before that, I was truly dismal. Under the foot of … controlled by … inferior to … But then I spoke my words and became something not yet named.

“That day, I stood on the edge of the Virginia side of the swamp. Sharing pain alongside my siblings, and together, we caught a light of hope in the dark. We stepped toward near certain death and did not look back. Then, together, we built our Isle.

“Through thicket and panther and pit viper and on, we built our Isle. Underwater too long, over darkness endless. Landlocked by love and pride, by Black. We erected something as close to the heavens on earth as possible.”

I watched my Grannylou, waiting for her to tell me more about this place she’d built within the Dismal. She sat with her thoughts for a while, staring into the shadowy woods. And then, finally, she continued.

“My brother, Abel, the best of the chimney sweeps, came into the swamp with his broom. My favorite sister, Greeny, brought with her the power to grow anything she placed in the dirt. My other sister, not sweet at all, Rexi, brought in a cruel boy’s knives and his favorite boots. The Isle was glorious until it wasn’t.”

“What did you bring, Grannylou?”

A smile stretched across her face. “Stubbornness,” she replied. “I bent for no one. My mother used to say I was cross between a house cat and a pig. House cat because I’ll take you or I’ll leave you, and a pig because, set loose in the wilderness, I transform into something not to be toyed with. A stubborn spirit serves a Black girl well, mark those words, but there are limits. Love should break through, and if it doesn’t, the smooth pink pig grows tusks and bristles. Fine line between being stubborn and being an ole asshole.”

I chuckled a bit. My grandmother loved to interject a curse word here and there, but the juxtaposition with her flowery housedresses always made me laugh. “Which were you? Stubborn or ole asshole?”

“Oh, chile, I was born with tusks,” she said, laughing, and I laughed too.

Grannylou again reached into her deep pocket and pulled out a small sheet of paper. She licked the tips of her wrinkled fingertips and unfolded the aged sheet. The ink had turned a soft reddish-brown color, and the paper had frayed at the edges but did not dare break. Atop the page was THE ISLE OF FLORIATE. Grannylou traced the trees and paths drawn long ago with her palms and then lifted the page to breathe it in.

Eyes closed, Grannylou began to speak.

“Years ago, when hope of returning to the Isle still lived in my body, I drew these lines and loops praying to one day make my way back. An atlas to the Isle of Floriate.”

I laughed. “No offense, Grannylou, but I’ve always thought Floriate was a ridiculous name.”

“Oh, dear gul,” she replied with her eyes closed. “We named our Isle after the flora and fauna within. Our insects sing in harmony. Our flowers open, breathing out fumes that make human eyes roll back. Our Floriate is what formerly enslaved Black folk deserved back then and deserve now.” She leaned toward me. “Ridiculous, Floriate is not.”

The map looked fragile, so much so I thought it might fall to pieces in her hands. But Grannylou did not treat it like it was old and brittle. Instead, she tugged and pinched it in her fingers.

“Won’t you rip it like that?” I asked.

“Some things only look delicate.” Grannylou smiled. “And no, this cannot be ripped. It’s stronger than diamonds.”

“Can I hold it?” I asked, and she gladly handed it to me.

The small paper felt as fragile as it looked, soft and limp. I gently flipped to the rendering of the map. She had taken care to include intricate blooms of purple phlox on the ground, a signature of an uncut Carolina lawn. The knees of the cypress hovered above the dark water, and thick ferns traced the perimeters of the wood. Further behind, the younger trees filled in the back rows, leaving very little white space on the page.

I had to pull the paper close to make out the start of the footprints there, as small as pinpoints and hidden underneath the brush in the drawing. They’d been woven through with tiny, strategic lines, and I couldn’t understand their purpose. Had they been added onto the blank paper first, with the Dismal then sketched over them? I followed the prints with my fingers. They led to what looked to be the tip of a boat being pulled from the water by a fleet of swans. A half-hidden footprint was sketched upon the deck of the boat. Then, the highest concentration of gold flecks outlined a wooden door at the end of the waterline. And that was where the very last footprint stopped, right there at the door.

“Where’s the door lead?” I asked.

“Paradise, baby,” Grannylou replied. “Paradise on the other side of that door.”

Just then, a fiery heron pricked the Dismal canopy in front of us like it was air. She rode the moon’s ambient light so faultlessly that it looked like a spotlight was chasing her glide. Her graceful feet touched the ground yards from where we sat, and she stared so deeply into my eyes that I felt tingling in my low belly. Her eyes were bright but peaceful, glowing in the night like a thousand tiny suns floated inside of them.

“What do you want?” I spoke to the heron softly, shielding my eyes from her powerful light.

“You, baby,” Grannylou said, again placing her hand over top mine. “She, like that line of haints waiting at the edge of our swamp, has chosen you.”

I looked off in the distance. The line of waiting figures had stopped their swaying and were all now fixed on me.

“You are the way-finder, Atlas,” Grannylou said, motioning to the Great Dismal Swamp. “They all choose you.”

“But…” I began. “I’m not even…”

“Four thousand six hundred forty-two steps in,” Grannylou interrupted. “You remember that now, baby. Four thousand six hundred forty-two steps to paradise.”

“Four thousand some odd steps in Dismal thicket, Grannylou?” I asked. “Between bugs and brush and vines and water moccasins, that could take days.”

“Not for swamp folk, it won’t,” Grannylou replied. “If the Great Dismal Swamp quotes four thousand six hundred forty-six steps, you can take that as law.”

I watched Grannylou breathe in the thick swamp air until her toes curled against the dirt. One of her white coils fell from underneath her leopard bonnet. I tore my eyes from her to stare at the Dismal. Over the graceful head of the great blue heron. Beyond the line of waiting souls standing at the gates of the wood. Past the problem peat and yet-to-be-healed lands at the base of towering trees.

And I heard it, almost cooing like an infant.


Kin shipped with no helmswoman,

Stowed away skin to skin,

None yet freed,

Dismal’s plea,

Indeed!

I need an Atlas.

An in-realm woman to show the way,

Collect those still in disarray,

Command the landless.

End this madness,

Set wrong things upside up.

Thus, I place in you the sight to see,

A key to be my second nominee,

To redraw lines of the bourgeoisie.

Flawed laws out there.

I’ll keep it fair in here.

I bleed!

Damn!

I need an Atlas!



Tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood at the haunting words, and I looked to Grannylou. “Where…” I started. “Who is saying … Did you hear it?”

“’Course I heard it. Your admission’s cemented, dear gul.” Grannylou slowly rose from the stoop. “And by the Great Dismal Swamp herself, no less. All my years knowing you, swamp”— she spoke directly to Dismal—“never heard you curse for nothing. I sense you’re mad at something or somebody. Spittin’ mad.”

A roar that made my shoulders jump rolled from one end of the swamp to the vast other. Yes, the Great Dismal Swamp was pissed. And, for some reason, she had her expansive sights set solely on me to set things right.

The graceful heron took a few steps toward me, locking in deeper and deeper. “She wants a name,” Grannylou said, staring at the beautiful bird. “You’ll have to give it.”

The heron stood with such power. She was breathtakingly beautiful, yes, but the most special part of her radiated from inside. “Blaze.”

As soon as I said it, her eyes flashed with new intensity. As if satisfied, she bent her agile legs and whooshed straight into the night air, flying back to her moonlit path deep in the Great Dismal Swamp.
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By day, twenty-three-year-old Abel swept his way through the chimneys of North Carolina. But at night, he made the long trek back to his sisters and Mama’s plantation quarters to tell tales, some real and others spun. He’d tuck his broom underneath his armpit or level it at the back of his neck. Sometimes, if the likes of William Byrd II pecked him too much, he’d sweep the dirt on his family’s back porch as if to eliminate the whole world of grime. But on this night, typically timely Abel was late returning.

“Where is he?” asked Rexi. “Mama will call us in for bed soon. Early day tomorrow tending goat clearing.”

Greeny pulled her blanket tightly around her shoulders and watched the Dismal in silence. Her sun-kissed forehead filled with concern, and her long fingernails poked through the knitwork like ten swords.

“Cut your nails, Greeny!” Rexi hollered. “You keep scratching up my arms. Drawing blood, too!”

“I’m sorry.” Greeny hung her head. “They just grow back soon as I cut them.”

“If you can’t keep them down,” Rexi began, “you’ll have to stay back home and tend house. Your nails mark us up more than the thicket!”

“Shut up and mind your goats, Rexi!” Babylou said, knowing Greeny would not stand up for herself. Babylou made her way through the knee-high grasses. She nearly fell on a large limb hiding underneath the growth. “This brush is moccasin heaven. You need to get your crying herd down here instead of worrying about Greeny.”

“My goats will clear that patch in the morning,” Rexi said, noticing just how high it’d gotten. “First thing. But you can’t fight her battles forever.”

“Where is he?” Babylou asked, changing the subject. “Not like Abel to be late. Not at all.” Babylou mindlessly twiddled her locs, a nervous tic she’d developed since growing them out so long. “Something in the air.”

Greeny slowly lifted her index finger toward a rustle in the thick ferns, her nail curved like a hawk’s talon. Abel emerged from where she’d pointed. He was covered in the filth of the Dismal—black mud caked his homemade leather shoes and bare calves. His work shorts were thicket torn, and his shirt was half gone, seemingly from a scuffle. Huge black biting flies swarmed him as he pierced the swamp’s rim. All three sisters—Babylou, Rexi, and Greeny—ran toward him in a panic.

“What’s happened?” cried Rexi.

“Who did this to you?” Babylou asked.

“Why do you take on the Dismal?” Greeny said, and threw her blanket around his shoulders, dirtying it immediately. “Swamp’s full of all sorts of things,” she told him in her soft, earthy voice. “Why did you go through it? Must’ve had a good reason.”

“Why you wading in that ole water?” Rexi stepped forward, nearly pushing Greeny over to get to her twin. “The dry way takes a shorter time.”

Babylou and Greeny stepped aside and nodded along, allowing Rexi to take the lead she always craved.

“The Sitter boy,” Abel said through bared teeth, and they all understood. “Preacher Sitter Senior’s son, you know the one. He isn’t right in the head or heart. I’d swear it.”

“I once caught him bloodletting a house cat,” Greeny said, low and careful. “I’d swear the same, brother.”

“He followed you?” Babylou interjected.

Abel met Babylou’s eyes with such intensity. “Up to the Dismal, he did. And while whistling my song. He sang so off-key it twisted up the melodies into something I couldn’t hardly bear. He was so close on me; his breath whistled against the back of my neck. I ran into the swamp. Better chance there than with such a boy.”

The swamp let out a loud screeching breath that startled all of them.

“Let’s get you inside,” Babylou insisted, but Abel snatched himself away from her petting.

“Mama cannot know,” he said, lowering his voice to a barely audible whisper. “Let’s go to the goat keeps, where I can tell you what I’ve seen on this night. Those ruddy goats will be loud enough that no one will hear.”

Still grasping his broom, Abel walked briskly ahead. When he realized he’d left his sisters stunned in place, he said, “You coming?”

So they scurried to catch up.

“We should go to the horse stable,” Rexi said, annoyed with her goats as they approached the pen. “The males need banding, and they’ll be riled by me being here.”

Greeny walked ahead toward the rowdiest male goat, a six-month-old black and white named Pumpkin, and placed a gentle hand on his back. Pumpkin calmed and breathed deeply, his nostrils flaring. He bent his awkward knees and took rest at her ankle.

“Show-off,” said Rexi. “I’ve been trying to tame his mischief for months. You touch his hinders, and done. You can’t be good at everything, Greeny.”

Greeny’s forehead scrunched into worry, and she looked at her feet.

“She was trying to help you, Rex,” Babylou spat at her older sister. “She never boasts herself for being good. You’re just jealous.”

Rexi laughed and stiffened. “Jealous. Ha!”

Abel cleared his throat and swept the light brown dust from around the feet of his bickering sisters into a pile in the middle of the stall floor. He then bent to pick up two handfuls of dust and blew into his sisters’ unsuspecting faces.

Rexi screamed so loudly that she sounded like one of her goats. “You got dust in my eye, Abel! What is wrong with you?”

“That was not called for!” Babylou hollered, volume nearly matching Rexi’s. “I just washed these locs yesterday.”

Greeny quietly bent forward to wipe her face on the hem of her brown housedress, her own shoulder locs now light brown with dirt.

Abel sat cross-legged on the wood floor. The twenty-seven goats in the barn quieted so quickly that it seemed unnatural. The air thickened and smelled like rain, but there were no clouds in the moonlit sky. Then the same loud screech rang from the depths of the Great Dismal Swamp, followed by the shriek of a big cat. Abel closed his eyes. His lashes fluttered like he was watching a show behind his lids.

“I sent the rest of the chimney sweepers home to their mamas,” he started, eyelashes flurrying even more intensely. “They’re young boys. Way too young to be climbing the heights of manor chimneys. Maybe homes smaller, but their little hands shouldn’t be trusted to hold on that high up.”

“You’re not much older than them, Abel,” said Rexi. “What, two years or three at the most?”

Abel’s closed eyes shot open. He leaned into his twin, nose to nose, staring so closely at her that they appeared a mirror image.

“Have you ever borne witness to a small-for-his-age fourteen-year-old boy fall four stories to his death? He was the youngest in my charge. Ever seen him tangled in the soot he fell in? Ever had to tell his mama she ain’t got a baby boy anymore? No. Rexi, you quiet your takeover spirit until I’m done with the most important story you’ll ever hear.”

Rexi shut her mouth like a spigot and left it shut as Abel closed his eyes once more and began to tremble again.

“I was alone in the highest chimney on the estate,” he said, and took a breath.

In the pause, Rexi’s frustrated tears dried, and she began to look worried for him. Babylou put her hand to her mouth at the thought of being alone in the highest flues, and Greeny’s breathing quickened.

“I’d reached the top,” he continued. “It’s so dark up there. Only a pinpoint of light on either side, but I find peace in the chimneys. Today was different, though. I felt fear at the top of the chimney this day. And fear is not welcome that high, so I went to climb down.

“On my way down, I hummed my song—Swing low, sweet chariot, coming for to carry me home. And then I heard another voice singing from the opening of the fireplace. I’ve never heard my song sung like that and never hoped to. He deformed it until it felt like a sin to listen. I would’ve plugged my ears with my fingers, but I surely would’ve fallen. I had to listen. It took ages to get down that long, dark chimney.” Abel’s eyes shot open again. “Y’all know what?” A wildness took over Abel’s gaze. “He knew every single word. Most people know the chorus and must look at the hymnal for the rest, but he knew all of them. And that’s when I realized who I’d meet when I reached the bottom.”

“Sitter boy,” said Babylou.

“Son of a preacher,” added Rexi.

“My God,” Greeny whispered in the direction of her feet.

“His daddy forced him to memorize every song in that hymnal, or he’d beat him bloody. Y’all remember when his daddy nearly knocked his eye clear from his head for misremembering a Bible verse. Whole family’s troubled. Seeking to inflict hurt because they hurt. And this afternoon, Lee Sitter Jr. set his troubled sights on me.”

“What did you do?” Babylou asked, her fist gripping the tips of her locs.

“I thought about staying in the chimney all night rather than to come down and face the sinister of him. But as soon as I thought it, he spoke. You stay up there too much longer, and I’ll block the openin’ is what he told me.”

“My God,” Greeny repeated.

“When my feet hit the soot of the fireplace, I was standing eye to eye with that grinning Sitter boy. He’d grown since I’d last seen him a couple Julys ago. I’ve turned down chimney sweeps to steer clear of his sinister street, but there he was, miles away from his own home, on my route. He looked our age now, Rexi. But older in cruelty. His face should’ve been smooth, but wrinkles showed at the corners of his lips and eyes and forehead. Creased for all his dirty deeds, sure bet.

“You know my favorite line of that song? he asked me. ‘Jesus washed my sins away.’ Isn’t that a hoot? I can do damn near whatever I like, and I’ll be washed back bright as snow after. Daddy says it works, too. Been working for him since he was a boy, and now it’ll work for me.

“These enslavers twist the Word unrecognizable, don’t they?” Abel shook his head as he continued. “I tipped my hat and went to go around him, but he stopped me. Told me to follow him into the yard for an evening walk. When we reached the porch, I saw pink streaks in the sky and prayed for God to hold the sun up a little longer.

“He whistled and sang as I walked a step behind, asking God to pick back up the blessed sun. I tried ignoring his words to focus on how I might take my leave, but then he spoke of you.”

The three sisters leaned in, and Babylou was the one to break silence. “Who?”

Abel slowly opened his eyes. “You,” he told her. “And you,” he said to Rexi. “And”—he paused before grabbing Greeny’s chin, encouraging her to meet his gaze—“you, too, dear precious sister.”

Abel’s chin trembled, and gigantic tears collected at the base of his eyes. “All of you, and Mother. He dared to … He said that … He…”

“Tell it straight, brother,” Greeny said with stern confidence. “Girls born enslaved have heard more than you could imagine we know. Tell it exact so we know what we’re dealing with.”

Abel closed his eyes again, forcing the tears to drop into his lap. “He said that he watches you. All of you. He dared to tell me, your brother, that he lusts after you. He dared—” Abel spoke now through bared teeth. “Dared speak of my beloveds with such disrespect as if I were nothing at all. As if I were not here to protect you all.” He exhaled.

“Once we reached the open fields near the blueberry and raspberry patches, he stopped and turned to study me. Drop your broom, he told me. I gripped it harder and shook my head slightly. Drop your broom, he repeated.

“It was just him and me in that field. Me, strong from hanging on in the high flues. And him, so scraggly and scrawny that I could’ve grasped his upper arm with my thumb and index finger. I watched the blue veins in his temples make trails toward his neck. How easily it would’ve been to slice his thin skin. But I did nothing. I walked behind, listening to a nightmare form in his vile voice.

“Drop your broom right now, he told me once more before taking a step toward me. He smiled and sang my song—swing low, sweet chariot … His breath smelled like old blood and rotten meat spoiling in his stomach. He went to grab hold of my broom, but he was even weaker than I’d imagined. One swift tug sent him flat to the manicured lawn of the manor. While he was down, I ran into the Dismal.”

“My God,” Greeny whispered, and began rocking back and forth to comfort herself.

Rexi placed her hand on his shoulder. “I’m glad you got away.”

“And through the treacherous Dismal, no less,” Babylou added.

“You do not understand,” Abel stated firmly but without contempt. “The Dismal called for me.”

All three sisters waited for more.

“It … it sang my song—well, rumbled, more like. No, growled. But the words changed. I pierced the perimeter and felt the Dismal’s protections surround me. I heard the Sitter boy yell out threats, but the Coo of the Dismal drowned his sinister, and he didn’t dare follow me in.”

“What does this mean, Abel?” asked Rexi. “None of it makes any sense at all.”

“That side of the Dismal is dangerous,” said Babylou. “No one in their right mind pierces that veil.”

“Do you remember it?” Greeny asked, seemingly not as surprised as Rexi and Babylou. “Your stanza of the Dismal Coo?”

Abel smiled at Greeny, and she grinned back. “I do—”


Swing low,

Sweet chimney boy,

Bring your broom and sweep your way in.

Don’t lag,

Dillydally, no,

Fetch them girls and don’t forget your twin.

Four thousand

Six hundred steps in,

Dismal gonna breathe y’all new lives,

Bring all,

Sweet chimney boy,

Trumpets for y’all when ya arrive.



“I don’t understand,” said Babylou.

“Yeah,” Rexi agreed. “You’re saying the swamp told you this? No, sang you this? I’m not saying you’ve lost your mind, but you’ve been in the flues for weeks and maybe need a break to rest a little while.”

Greeny picked up a handful of dust and blew it into Rexi’s and Babylou’s faces.

“What is wrong with you, Greeny?” Rexi asked angrily.

“Stop blowing dirt in my hair, or I’ll…” Babylou stopped when, through the dust, she saw her quietest sister standing firm and tall among the docile goats. Greeny looked confident and strong, like a warrior waiting for battle. “What is it, Greeny?”

“Dusting grounds the chaos.” She stared unflinchingly toward the Dismal, and the echoing screeches of a big cat rang through the wood. “It’s just about time.”

“Time for what?” asked Rexi, still picking dust from her eyelashes. “And nothing about dirt in the eyes feels grounding to me.”

“You two need a Coo,” Greeny told them. “After, we go into the Great Dismal Swamp. And we never come back out.”

Babylou stood and placed both hands on Greeny’s shoulders. “How do you know this?” Babylou asked. “I’ve been in Dismal Swamp before. There’s no life for us in there.”

Rexi also stood and added, “Only wet ground and wild death waits there.”

As Abel walked forward, Babylou stepped aside a bit. “Dismal gave you one, too, huh?” he asked, ignoring Babylou’s protests.

Greeny nodded once but refused to share her Coo with her siblings. Abel and Greeny quietly locked in on one another.

“Should I be scared, Greeny?” Abel asked before motioning Rexi and Babylou to join them in the tight circle. “Should we all be?” he whispered into the clump.

Greeny stood taller than the rest and glowed with confidence and sway. “I’m sorry, brother. The answer to that question may well be yes.”
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My mother burst onto the back porch where Grannylou and I sat watching the sun disappear into the Great Dismal Swamp.

“Babylou!” Mama said to Grannylou, who was playfully plugging her ears. “You invited too many people to this Bornday cookout!”

“I invite as many folks as I please to my own house, child,” she told her daughter.

“But, Babylou,” Mama complained. “Everybody wants to come to the cookout.”

“Everybody always wants to come to the cookout, Meetcha. What you talking about?” my auntie said as she appeared in the doorway.

I laughed at Auntie calling my mother Meetcha. Everybody would call her Meetcha this weekend because that’s all anyone in our family knew to call her.

“A’right then, Pepperpot,” my mother said to her sister with her hand on her hip. I’d watched my mother use it a thousand times in the courtroom, that attorney hand. It worked on judges, juries, and apparently annoyed sisters too.

“My name is not Pepperpot,” Auntie said, nearly knocking the new shelf down with her flailing arms.

“Yes, I know that,” my mother quickly replied. “My name is not Meetcha either.”

“But they all know what your actual name is,” said Auntie. “I swear people in our own family don’t realize my name is not Pepperpot.”

“Well, you stop calling me Meetcha, and I’ll stop calling you Pepperpot.”

“Mm-hmm,” said Auntie, and she sauntered off to resume wrapping the silverware for the cookout.

“Mm-hmm’s right,” said Mama, and she went to cut the cranberry sauce into squares.

As they returned to the small kitchen, I watched their disdain for one another turn toward their mother.

“Here it comes,” said Grannylou under her breath.

“What’s Babylou doing to help us prep for all of the people she took it upon herself to invite to this cookout?” I heard Mama ask Auntie.

“She’s supposed to be scrubbing the collards,” replied Auntie. “Babylou! Babylou! Mama!”

When my mother joined Auntie’s call, they sounded like a distressed chorus of baby birds crying out for their mother. “Babylou! Babylou! Babylou Mac! Mama! We know you hear us! Mama!”

I couldn’t tell how many times they’d hollered out variations of my grandmother’s nicknames, but it was a lot.

“You hear them, Grannylou?” I asked my grandmother.

“I hear ’em,” Grannylou whispered.

She sat in quiet defiance, unwilling to give in to the wishes of her loud, demanding daughters.

“What’s the point in replying, anyway? They’re just gonna ask me to weigh in on some foolishness,” Grannylou said with a sigh. “And I would rather talk to you, Atlas.”

Just then, Mama and Auntie reappeared, arms folded, in the doorway. “We know you heard us, Mama,” said my mother and auntie in unison, as if united against a common foe.

“We’re doing all this work for your birthday cookout,” added Auntie. “You know that, right?”

“Well, bless your precious little hearts, then.” Grannylou grabbed her chest dramatically.

“It’s my birthday too,” I interjected, immediately regretting it.

My aunt and mother shot me a look so similar they could’ve been twins. “Stay out of grown folks’ business,” they said together.

“I’m nineteen tomorrow,” I said into my bosom where no one could hear.

“She’s nineteen tomorrow,” Grannylou told them loudly, with a sly wink in my direction. “And she is not wrong. Tomorrow, we celebrate five birthdays in this family—Atlas, Pansy, Mika and Jason, and me. I’ll invite the whole of the Carolinas if I damn well please, you hear?”

The doorbell rang, startling everyone.

“Saved by the heavenly bells,” Grannylou whispered. “Now, would you two please answer that for your old mama? Knee’s acting up on me.”

When her daughters sauntered off, Grannylou made her way inside.

I lingered awhile on the back porch. As the effects of Dismal Tea began to wear off, the line of haints at the swamp began to float into thin air like popped bubbles. I blinked hard until all but one had disappeared.

He stood centered and assertive as if refusing to burst. A near half mile away, I barely made out his silhouette, but still I was drawn to him. I lifted my hand to wave like an overly excited child, but he did not move. I felt my tippytoes want to press up and down, and my shoulders tried at rolling back. In response, he took several steps forward, onto the less-wet, grassy fields and into Blaze’s moonlight.

He was still too far off to see in detail, but a virile kingliness covered him. His posture reminded me of nobility, while his aura glowed as wild as the Dismal. I wanted to bow to him like I would an aristocrat. An unfamiliar giddiness rolled my stomach into knots, and I giggled. The foreign sounds of my own giggle shocked me, and I shook my head to snap myself out of whatever this was. This was not me.

Suddenly, the largest great blue heron I’d ever seen, easily three times larger than Blaze, lifted gallantly into the skies with a single leap. It’d been standing directly behind the man. I watched the heron fly, up and up and up, and when I looked back down for the magnetic man, he too was gone.



A slight headache followed me into Grannylou’s cottage home. When I entered the sitting room, Grannylou sat in her favorite chair peering through her front picture window toward the Great Dismal Swamp.

“Four thousand six hundred forty-two steps in. Tack on an extra couple hundred if you’re too cautious, like I was when I left. You’ll be there.”

She’d been telling all of us grands this since we were small. One year, we had a blanket embroidered for her with those words on it—“four thousand six hundred forty-two steps in.” But in that moment, I realized it’d become white noise without meaning. And maybe, just maybe, it meant something worth investigating.

“Be where, Grannylou?”

“The Isle of Floriate, of course—paradise for a girl brought up in bondage,” she replied before lifting the folded map from deep inside her housedress pocket. “You’ll be in paradise, Atlas.”

“I’m sorry, Grannylou, but I still don’t understand.”

“To understand, you’d have to go four thousand six hundred forty-two steps in,” she said, slowly unfolding and studying the paper. “You remember that now, baby. Four thousand six hundred forty-two steps to paradise.”

Mama and Auntie again appeared in the doorway, now with Uncle Camden, who was wearing a bloody apron. If I hadn’t known any better, I’d have said he’d just murdered a whole town.

“Camden needs help with the pig,” Auntie said. Both sisters stood with folded arms, unified in their mutual contempt for the youngest sibling, Camden, who got to be called by his actual name.

Grannylou begrudgingly lifted herself from her recliner and waved at the Great Dismal Swamp. “Guess I’ll help the girls with those collards.” She refolded the map and handed it to me. “Don’t be surprised if this changes up on you, now. Trickster paper is what I call it. It’ll look like this one minute, and then it’ll turn into a blank sheet of nothing.”

Another rush of concern went through me. She wasn’t sounding right to me. “I can help them with those collards, Grannylou. You should rest.”

“You take this map and get ready for nineteen, child. In this swamp, nineteen means it’s time to decide—rise or stay where you are,” Grannylou said before placing her hand on my shoulder. “Live up to your name, Atlas.”
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The next morning, Babylou awakened just before dawn. She found herself sandwiched between Rexi and Greeny on their sleeping pad, and to get out of bed, she had to slowly twist and untangle herself from their flailed arms and legs so as to not wake them. When she cleared the bed, they still slept, but she heard a whisper from the front porch—her precious mother.

“Sit with me, Lou,” she told Babylou, without looking up from her tea. “Have a sip of Dismal Tea.”

Babylou sat on the topmost step of their porch as the sun rose over the cypress forest.

“Looks like they’re up, too,” Babylou’s mother said, motioning toward the plantation owner’s main house. “My enslaved day will begin soon, dear girl. They’re getting hooked to my teas, but they’ll never taste the aged ones. All they get is second best.” She tucked a loc behind Babylou’s ear. “The best is saved for you all.”

Babylou twiddled her thumbs and crossed both index fingers over the middle ones before hastily breaking Abel’s promise. She told Mama about the Sitter boy’s mischief and threats with the shaky tones of a sister breaching a sibling-swear for the very first time.

As she spoke, Babylou noticed a few subtle cracks in her mother’s calm demeanor: the left brow dimpled near her hairline when Babylou told her of the Sitter boy’s chimney business; a fist formed as Babylou told her of Abel’s refusal to release his broom; a quick nibble at a strand of hair when Babylou mentioned the treacherous boy’s lustful thoughts of the girls and her.

Babylou was out of breath when she finished speaking, and her chest bounced. She was a turncoat. A necessary one, but still.

Her mother rose to walk into their house. “Wait,” said Babylou. “What do you think we should do about the Sitter boy?”

Mama paused and waited a moment before answering. “I…” she said, turning back to meet her daughter’s gaze. “I remember the day that boy came into this world, Lou. He brought the thunder with him—loud and angry flooding rage came too. Destruction. If I’m asked, I’d say his preacher daddy did it by twisting up Scripture for his benefit. Blocking out Moses and David and the meek inheriting the earth. All to keep enslaved folks’ heads down. If blame for that boy’s way lies at anyone’s feet, it’s at his daddy’s.”

“What should we do?” Babylou asked, knowing her mother would tell her the hard truth without sugar on top of it.

“Babylou Mac.” Her mother crouched down to grasp her cheeks in her hands. “The last of my babies. The most curious. So brave, you are. So willing to stand alone when you need to. Bless you for coming through, dear girl. You will do great things.”

“But what of the Sitter boy?”

“You’ll be nineteen tomorrow,” her mother continued. Tears collected in the corners of her eyes, but she shook them off. “The day you passed through—nearly nineteen years ago—I asked my Lord to keep me with you for long enough for my youngest to know what’s what. What do I think that Sitter boy will do? I do not know, Lou. But I do know that mamas can’t stay with their babies forever. And if somebody’s adventure needs ending, it’s mine.”

“Don’t talk like that, Mama.”

“Shhh,” her mother said, staring off into the distant wood. “I hear that ole hog we’ve been hunting. Abel! Get up, now! And bring the axe. Bornday hog roast. How’s that sound?”

Babylou’s smile replaced her sad scowl—her mother’s herb-rubbed cracklin’s made mouths water throughout the Virginias. No one roasted hog like Miss Angeline Mac. No one.

“Sounds like heaven, Mama.”

Abel emerged from their small home, broom in hand. “How close is he?”

Their mama pointed to the swampiest edges. “Wading in the water,” she started. “Just piercing the veil. No time like right now.” She glanced back at the rising sun haloing the main house. “All five of us should go in. Catch him off guard with the pinpoint spear and lay him out for tonight.”

She craned her head into the house. “Rex,” she said toward the bed. “Greeny? Let’s go get this hog before he ruddys off. I’ve got something you need to know anyway, and I doubt if I’ll get another chance to tell it to you all.”

“What about our chores?” asked Rexi, rubbing at her eyes. “My goats need tending.”

“This day is more important than chores.” Mama winked at them. “Time’s low. I can feel it.”

Babylou finally took a small sip from the teacup she’d been nursing. Her eyes rolled back into her head and a euphoric warmth went down with the Dismal Tea.

“You’ll be nineteen come tomorrow, right up on the midnight bells,” Abel said, sliding his arm around her shoulder. “Nineteen means first sip of tea from the Dismal, baby sister. Heaven,” he started. “Isn’t it?”

All Babylou could mutter was, “Heaven.”
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Babylou, Abel, Rexi, and Greeny followed their mother into the Great Dismal Swamp. Her children took cautious steps into the thick ferns trying to avoid moccasins or alligators or heaven knew what else, but their mama walked more confidently inside the swamp than outside of it. She ducked low, and her feet were as quiet as a panther’s. She held tight to her spear at its middle, and when she saw a rustling in the chest-high thicket, she pounced, disappearing into the brush to take on the beast herself, leaving her children worried. The hog let out a single squeal.

After a few long moments, she finally spoke. “Abel,” she said steadily. “Help me lift him to the high patch.”

Abel disappeared into the brush too, and they both emerged holding a wiry, wild boar without a visible wound.

“Be gentle, now,” she told her son. “This beast’s spirit still hangs in the air, and he deserves respect.”

They laid him gently on a soft bed of Virginia creeper, and all four of her children stood watching as she gathered vines and flowers to place around the slaughtered pig. After crowning the boar’s head and body with purple petals, trillium, and fat pinecones, she motioned her children to sit around the beast. Babylou, Abel, Rexi, and Greeny huddled in close with their knees cushioned by creeper.

“Take my hands for a prayer of gratitude,” their mother told them as she closed her eyes. “Dear beloved, we pause here to thank this boar for its sacrifice this morning. Our Babylou hits Bornday tomorrow, and this gift will bring joy to so many, and we do not take that for granted. I now speak directly to you, boar. You put up a valiant fight. Be proud, beast, as you cross over. And together we say…”

“Thank you.” All five family members spoke in unison.

“Again,” their mother said. “We say…”

“Thank you.”

“And once more together!”

“Thank you!” they yelled out into the thick air.

The three sisters stood to head toward their day’s chores, while Abel knelt by the beast, preparing to lift him. But their mother did not budge.

“Mama?” asked Babylou. “You’ll be late for your mistress. And you know how she gets when—”

“I do not care one bit,” she replied, not with anger but with conviction. “You’re nineteen tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Babylou told her.

Their mother looked from Babylou to Greeny to Rexi and finally settled her eyes on Abel. “Sitter boy’s after you.”

Abel let out a gasp of shock before giving Babylou a knowing look. “Couldn’t keep your mouth shut for a working day, could you, now?”

Babylou lowered her gaze.

“Answer your mama, Abel,” their mother interjected. “Sitter boy’s sight set?”

“Yes, ma’am. He’s on my scent like you were on that hog.”

She smiled in response and stood with her children. “You’re all taller than me. Every one of you now, taller and stronger and ready to get started onto something better.”

“What do you mean, Mama?” asked Rexi. “You seem a bit confused. Do you need me to take your chores this morning so you can take a rest?”

“No, Rex,” she told her eldest daughter. “I need to show you all something.”

And without warning, their mother again disappeared into the thick brush, but no one followed her.

After a while, she peeked her head through the ferns. “Coming?”



Humidity was rising and the flying insects swarmed until they looked like a walking black cloud.

“Why aren’t they biting?” Rexi searched her bare arms for welts. “We should be covered.”

“You’re right, Rex,” Abel agreed. “There must be thousands in this one patch.”

“They aren’t here to bite,” said their mother. “They’re here to block.”

Greeny nodded sagely as they forged on and Babylou noticed, leaning into her sister. “What do you know, Greeny?”

“Not know,” said Greeny. “Feel.”

“Well,” Babylou replied. “What do you feel?”

“I feel energy growing inside of us like vines.” Everyone was quiet, since Greeny rarely spoke. “Change coming.”

The flock of insects dispersed, revealing a stone circle on a raised mound of dry earth. There were five stones, and their mother took a seat at the middlemost one and motioned her children to take their seats at her side.

“I’ve been selfish,” Mama said after everyone sat and settled. “Holding this from you for too long. Hoping that meant I could have you longer. But of course, that isn’t how it works, is it?”

“How what works, Mama?” Rexi leaned toward her in confusion.

“Life, baby,” she replied. “Just life.” Mama quieted, and no one else dared fill her silences.

Then something fluffy and golden bounced awkwardly across Rexi’s lap and disappeared back into the thicket. The siblings stood and yelped, but Mama laughed at them. “Sit down,” Mama said. “You’ll startle her. Come, it’s alright. Come out.”

The tiny beginnings of golden horns poked through the vines, followed by a curious wet nose. Then the animal sprang up and sideways.

“It’s a goat kid,” said Rexi. “How? What magic is this?”

Mama spat once at her side. “Swamp folk don’t do magic.” The baby goat bounded into Mama’s lap and curled herself into a tight ball. Her nubby horns sparkled like the sun on the water, and her eyes were as large as saucer plates.

“Well.” Rexi stepped toward the baby goat. “What would you call this creature?”

The two locked eyes—Rexi and the golden goat. “I should be asking you, Rexi,” Mama said. “She is yours.”

Mama lifted the animal to Rexi’s chest. “Take her, name her. She will be with you a long time.” Then Mama looked to Abel. “Go look underneath the brush over there.”

“Wh-what do you…” he stuttered in response.

“Go, now,” she urged. “They are vulnerable to every predator big and small in their current state.”

He rose slowly to his feet, unsure. “I have a golden goat, too?”

“Hush, now,” Mama replied. “Go.”

Abel walked toward the brush Mama had directed him to, and when he reached under it, there sat a tray of twelve black eggs. Some with spots and others as shiny as quartz.

“Keep them warm,” Mama told him. “They need more weeks on the inside. They’ll emerge clumsy. Tripping over their feet, but when they come into their own, they’ll stun all they grace with their presence.”

Abel petted the most spotted one with his index finger. “What’s inside?”

“Black swans of the Dismal,” Mama said, matter of fact. “Greeny, your den’s in the pool. Just there.”

Mama pointed to a small pond that looked like a nursery for small fish and tadpoles. Greeny walked to the rightmost corner and lifted a large rock to reveal a moccasin den. Abel, Rexi, and Babylou pounced backward, but Greeny reached inside and let the baby snakes wrap themselves onto her fingers and wrists like rings and bracelets. They opened their cotton-white mouths, but to yawn, not to bite. And when they settled, they stilled into live jewelry for Greeny’s hands.

“There should be twenty,” said Mama. “They make the best companions. Most fear them, and that is not always a bad thing, dear girl.”

Mama’s attention fell flatly on Babylou. “My last to be born,” she said. “You get the last of the panthers black. Kuda. Come out.”

A shiny black panther cub with marble eyes emerged from his hiding place, his tail twitching. He did not leap or play like most baby animals. Instead, he observed and watched before walking to Babylou’s side as if to claim her as his own, not the other way around. The panther cub stared at Babylou and nodded once as if to say, Nice to be in your acquaintance.

Then two large winged shadows swooped in, looping circles above their gathering. “What are they?” Rexi asked, contentedly stroking her golden kid.

“Some type of birds,” answered Abel.

“Those are no birds.” Mama smiled and held both of her lean arms out long. “Those were given to me when my youngest sibling hit Bornday.”

Two soft pink roseate spoonbills dove to either side of her—one grasped her right arm and the other her left. They stood so tall and elegant that their heads brushed the vines. And they stared at the other animals knowingly, like professors would students on their first day of school.

“They came to me as three little pink eggs, no larger than marbles,” she said. “Their mother passed too early, so when I received them, they were premature. I held them close and warm for months but still lost their brother.”

The left pink roseate let out a loud lament, and Mama stroked his head. “I know, Bento. I know.”

“What does this mean?” asked Babylou. “Why do we need them? And how have you not told us about this before?”

“My youngest is nineteen,” she replied. “So you all get to know now. And you get them for protection and companionship and whatever else Dismal turns out to require of you when you enter.”

“What are we?” asked Greeny quietly. “I’ve been experiencing … I want to say…”

“Magic,” Mama finished. “Yes, unfortunately that is the best word I’ve come up with too, Greeny. Your power crept in early, and Dismal has already granted you Coo. I’ve never seen that happen before. Show them.”

“Um.” Greeny slid onto her knees and placed her palm on the dark soil. She closed her eyes, and when she lifted her hand, a new white flower bloomed underneath.

“Whoaa?” Abel let out a strange sound that was not quite a word.

“Hold on,” Mama said, raising her finger. “She is not done.”

Greeny stood over the hand-tall flower and took a small step back. Then she threw her arms into the air so wildly that her water moccasins tightened around her hands. The small white flower grew as thick and tall as a hundred-year cypress.

The smell was overwhelming. So fragrant that it turned the stomach. The sound of such a fragile thing growing unnaturally was almost like the pulling and straining of muscle. Above all, though, was its beauty.

“This is too…” Abel stared at the flower with tears in his eyes. “It’s spectacular.”

“Greeny,” said Babylou. “My God. Greeny.”

Rexi was too stunned to speak.

Greeny quietly shrank her flower back down to hand-sized, picked a petal for each member of her family, and handed them out one by one. She then took her seat and stroked her sleepy snakes.

“Greeny girl, your new power is more mature than I thought. Take care who you trust. All of you.” Mama leaned in. “Soon I will leave you all.”

“Where are you going, Mama?” asked Rexi, concerned. “Wherever you go, we go. That’s how it’s always been.”

“Not this time, baby,” she replied. “I’ve made my decision. Every mother worth her salt would make the same one.” She stared at Abel with unflinching eyes.

“Sitter boy?” he asked, and she simply nodded in response.

“He brought with him the thunder and rain,” Mama explained. “And a new growing crop of desperation for us to escape. An enslaver such as him attempts to confine human spirits. Thunder and rains are needed sometimes to encourage action.”

“I do not understand,” said Babylou.

“It’s a hard thing to explain, life. You just got to live it sometimes,” she stated in reply. “I will tell you this. The Great Dismal Swamp will guide you to a life of freedom for yourselves. But I cannot go with you. After my youngest’s nineteenth Bornday, I am not foretold or prophesied. Likes of Sitter needs a sacrifice. I’ve tried to ignore my exit, but alas, here we are.”

She stood and again lifted her arms. Her two pink spoonbills, in perfect synchronization, flapped once, shooting straight into the canopy.

“I’ll leave you with this,” Mama said to her children. “Trust your hands. There is unmatched power inside of them. Bow only to your instincts, never again to unworthy men. Rely on the Dismal as much as you rely on one another. And most importantly, build your own paradise deep in the swamp. Let in the worthy and never anyone undeserving, or else.”

“Or else what?” asked Greeny.

“Or else destruction of course, Greeny girl,” Mama said finally. “Pure destruction.”
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Out of respect for the pig’s sacrifice, Grannylou refused to sit for the dressing of the beast, so neither did the rest of us. She stood barefoot in her backyard dirt, her large feet sinking in a bit from rain the day before. She held tight to her walking stick to steady herself and take some of the burden off her back. Unknowing cousins kept bringing folded chairs to the backs of her knees, but she always responded the same.

“Nah, baby. This creature gave its life for this gathering. The least I can do is stand until the flames take hold.”

Uncle Camden and his twins, Mika and Jason, lifted the hog from the back of their pickup to the white folding prep table near a foot-deep hole in the yard. With much care, they stood at both ends to pull the pig, already gutted, as flat as possible.

“What now, Grannylou?” asked Cousin Mika.

“Now,” she said, before reaching her palms to the closest family member, “we pray.”

I grabbed Grannylou’s right hand first, and when I looked around, I swore I saw glimpses of jealousy from other family members. Auntie nearly knocked down my mother to grab Granny- lou’s left one. Mama had to hold Auntie’s and Uncle Camden’s.

We formed our prayer circle around the pig’s corpse. I counted thirteen in the ring and knew all but two—very pretty dates brought in from the community college by Uncle Camden’s twins, Mika and Jason. Grannylou’s family cookouts were famous for making young ladies fall head over heels in love, and from the looks of it, this was already working on these two swooning girls. Everybody wanted an invite to tomorrow’s Bornday cookout, but to bear witness to the start of the hog roast the night prior was a rare opportunity.

The annual event had been Carolina-famous since four of us grandchildren were born at the same time in the same hospital on our Grannylou’s birthday. Our odd births made the cover of the paper, where they’d dubbed us the Bornday Cousins—me, Pansy, Mika, and Jason.

“Bless the soul of this beast,” Grannylou began. “We send up our thanks. Our gratitude. Our appreciation for its cost. We vow to handle it with caution and care. We swear to consume all its offerings from snout to tail, since we know none is beneath us. It gave itself to us, and we shall prepare it with the knowledge of our ancestors. We will partake of it surrounded by laughter and love. We say together, thank you.”

“Thank you,” we all repeated.

“We say again,” added Grannylou. “Thank you.”

“Thank you.”

“And last we shout once more,” Grannylou said finally, with a raised voice, “thank you!”

“Thank you!”

Grannylou released mine and Auntie’s hands, and everyone else followed.

“I’ll take that chair now, baby,” she said, smiling at Cousin Mika. “Form a circle here. You and your brother, grab that shovel at the back of the house and dig a second hole for peas and tails. I’ll tell you when it’s deep enough. Camden, bring down the cast iron pot, you know the one, from the big cabinet, and set it on its own red coals. Girls!” She hollered over to my mother and auntie like they were still teenagers. “Everyone left in the circle shells peas until the bucket is empty. We need enough to fill the big pot for the pig’s feet, tail, snout, and ears. No one sleeps tonight.”

The twins’ dates looked shocked. I internally scoffed at Mika and Jason for not having the decency to prepare them for our customary all-nighter roast. But they were here now. There would be no escape for them. No hotels for twenty miles in all directions. These girls were stuck in North Carolina tradition.

The one on the right wore a flowing white dress and sweet sandals that had no business in the sinking mud. Her face was stunning—skin deep-dark and radiant—with rosy, round cheeks. She wore her hair in a curly wash and go. An ink pen was tucked behind her ear, partly hidden in her curls.

The girl on the left had medium-dark skin with bright golden undertones, the kind that looked great with bronzer. She was curvy and confident with short golden-dyed twists. Both girls dazzled in the glow of the fireside, but they were horribly overdressed for the roast.

“Poor dames.” Grannylou, now sitting, noticed too. “They look more ready for sorority rush than an all-night pit.”

“I’ll help them,” I whispered to Grannylou. “Don’t start the folk talk without me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Grannylou winked and settled in by the fire. “Camden, we need to red pepper that hog until you see no pink, you hear?”

I walked to the twins’ dates, who’d been left alone to fiddle with their thumbs and hair. “I’m Atlas,” I said. “Mika and Jason’s cousin.”

“Um,” said the first one with the pen behind her ear. “I’m Daphne. Mika’s … I don’t know.” She giggled nervously.

“And I’m Abigail,” said the second with the golden twists. “Jason’s … yeah, I don’t know either.” She, too, giggled.

“Either of y’all been to a whole hog roast?”

Both shook their heads, almost shameful.

“First of all,” I whispered, for their ears only, “my cousins are idiots for leaving you two alone. Don’t let them off the hook for that. You’re their guests, and they should be at your sides. Grannylou will get them told.” I winked, and Daphne and Abigail loosened their shoulders a bit. “Come inside, and I’ll find you something comfortable enough to wear to a roast.”

They followed me into Grannylou’s home. We made our way through the kitchen and had to cut through Grannylou’s bedroom to get to her catch-all pantry.

“This reminds me of my granny—” Daphne started.

Abigail interrupted. “Me too.”

“Everyone says it,” I told them. “Every single person who sets their feet in this home says it reminds them of their own grandmother’s or great-grandmother’s or some fond place they miss from childhood.”

We came to a stop in the small room at the back of the house. I pulled the string hanging from the bare bulb at the ceiling, and Abigail’s and Daphne’s eyes widened.

“Welcome to Grannylou’s catch-all pantry,” I told them. “Everything in here is for anyone who needs it. And you two need roast clothes.”

Daphne homed in on a clear mason jar of pear preserves. “I’d love to try these,” she said, then hesitated. “Can I?”

I walked to the jar and handed it to her. “Please do.”

Abigail’s eyes floated to a handmade green and blue blanket. “It’s a bit breezy out. And my bra is barely doing its job…” she said timidly. “May I?”

I handed the blanket to her. “Grannylou will make you keep it. Just go with it. She’ll be offended if you don’t take it.”

Abigail breathed in the blanket. “Thank you.”

“Now, clothing,” I said. “You both look beautiful, but not for an overnight heat.”

The clothing wall was organized by size. Most of it had been left behind by visitors, and others were hand-me-downs from family.

“Your sizes are right around here,” I said, pointing to a meticulously folded wall of shirts, sweaters, pants, and housedresses. “Take as much time as you need. And seriously, whatever you want from here is yours. Remember the way?”

They nodded, still holding tight to the blanket and preserves like they’d won them in a raffle.

“See y’all out there.”



When I stepped back into the night air, it felt charged with something new. The sun’s light was all but gone as everyone in the yard prepared for Bornday, flitting around here and there. But something was off. A quick chill broke through the thick, swampy air, and it didn’t sit right in my spirit. I searched the yard for anything out of place, but everyone’s attention was on prepping and the meal.

Strange heat emitted from my right hip, so I reached into my pocket for the map Grannylou had given me. I chuckled to myself, because it was a piece of paper, after all. But when I pulled it out, I realized it was completely different from what Grannylou had initially given me. There was no fray around the edges; instead it was crisp and white like copier paper. There was no map either. The only writing was a loopy autograph etched on the back. Grannylou’s map had changed, just as she’d warned it would. Trickster paper, she’d called it, and she was right. I felt guilty for having questioned her sanity.

“Coral.” I read the etching aloud on Grannylou’s small porch.

The Great Dismal Swamp let out an uncomfortable, baritone groan, and a chill went through me. Crickets sang loudly at the near pitch-dark swamp’s edge where I stood, and a low breeze howled through the woods. My hand began shaking, and I had to pull the paper taut to keep it steady. I held the etching high up, and flecks of gold flashed in the dusk. Suddenly, a beam of light speared through the name, and I searched for the source.

The glimmer originated from the Great Dismal Swamp. I looked around to see if anyone else had noticed, but everyone in the yard was focused on their tasks.

I walked into the darkening night toward the light. When I reached Dismal, a powerful voice, thundering with bass and vibrato, resounded from the light’s source. I grabbed my ears to shut it out, but it echoed through me, zippy like a knucklebones ball.

“Atlas,” it said.

In my terror all I could do was wait for the source of the voice to be revealed. I tried to run, but my feet were immobilized. I parted my lips to scream for the Bornday prep team, but no sound came from my mouth.

Then a statuesque boy around my age stepped out of the swamp. My breath involuntarily caught at the sight of him. It was the same boy from earlier, but he’d only been a silhouette then. Now he stood wholly in my view.

His bare chest looked sculpted, abs poking out like eight stacked decks of cards. Stretch marks ran up and down his arms and pecs like roots, and my instinct told me to follow them, so I did.

My eyes shamelessly rode up his pelvis, around his belly button, over his shoulders, and down his arms toward his hands. I paused on his fingers. They were adorned with distending veins, which made roads of their own, so I followed those too. They led to the tips of his callused fingers. These were the hands of someone who climbed or strummed or worked hard daily. His nails were bitten so far down the pink flesh showed, and that’s when I stopped studying his body to look into his eyes.

“You search me, Atlas, reader of maps,” he said, the power and intimidation in his voice dissipating.

I wanted to apologize for staring at him. It was not like me to gawk at another human being’s body. But still, I could not speak. He bent down and gathered a pile of dirt. Then, without warning, he blew it into my face, instantly releasing my feet and lips from their frozen positions.

“I should be apologizing for halting your feet and your words,” he said with a respectful bow.

I could have run back to my Grannylou’s yard for help, but I did not.

“Who are you?” I asked. “Why are you here? Where did you come from? When…” This time, I decided to shut my mouth on my own. I was making a fool of myself.

He grinned. “Thank you for not running,” he started. “And your questions—first, why am I here? I’m here for you, Atlas, reader of maps. We all are,” he told me, his conviction making my stomach hurt. “Where did I come from? I came from Dismal Deep. Who am I…” He paused before continuing. “I’m Coral.”

“Coral.” I felt my forehead scrunch. I lifted the paper to the small light coming from Dismal to find his name on the back. “This Coral?”

He smiled, his teeth so strikingly white that they seemed to create their own light in the dark swamp. Coral nodded, the gesture imbued with an uncommon, startling charm. He reached into the deep back pocket of his trousers and pulled out a palm-sized book.

“Here,” he said, holding it out to me.

I stared at it in his hand. The brown leather markings were like the ones on his body—loopy and scribbled on top of each other. The pages were frayed at the edges, and they looked like they’d been read and studied many times over.

“It’s yours,” he said quietly, but the sound of his voice startled me again. “Atlas. Atlas.” He breathed deeply and repeated, “Atlas.”

When Coral spoke my name, it sounded like someone reciting a password to open a locked door. It made me uncomfortable. I took the book from his hands.

“Go on,” he said lowly. “Open it.”

I flipped the first page and began scanning the brown paper marked Coo of Trulie.

“Read it,” he encouraged. “Aloud.”


I sent him in,

She spat him out,

From muscley strong,

To fumbling thin

By his account

No shadowy doubt

He couldn’t bear living

Admitting, submitting, unwilling

The Dismal, she gives.

And taketh away

That fateful last day

At shady Bray

Trulie the great

Trulie the grand

Hung himself in Byrd’s humble shed.



I looked up. “I don’t get it,” I told Coral.

“I like the way you read,” he said in response. “You read like the swans swim.”

My attention fell back to his marks, and I felt my pupils dilate. “They’re root systems.”

He stepped forward in a blink, closing the short distance between us. Shocked by his sudden movement, I tripped backward on an exposed tuber. I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for a painful impact, but Coral clasped my waist before I hit the ground.

Inches away, he smelled like just-extracted sunflower seed oil. Speckles of gold darted through his eyes like finches. He parted his lips, exhaling the smell of chewed mint leaves into my face.

“Do you see where my roots lead?” he asked, still holding tight to my waist, his thumbs pressing gently into my belly. “Tell me where to go, and I’ll go there.”

I remembered what Grannylou had told me about her sister.

Too many lost souls asked her for directions …

One too many …

Showing the wrong person the right path …

I peeled his fingers from my body and stepped out of his reach. “I do not know you, Coral,” I told him, gathering my wits.

“Forgive me.” He bowed deeply. “I’m … I’m sorry.”

“You should be,” I said. What was he even asking me to do? I followed a small loopy marking near his right shoulder. The end of it was out of my view, and I wanted badly to turn his body around to see where it led. Again, I had to shake away those intrusive thoughts.

“Atlas!” I heard Grannylou call out. “Where is that gal?”

“I have to go,” I said, forcing eye contact.

“When will I see you again?” he asked, looking so distressed that I wanted to retract my statement. “I want to show you that I’m decent.” He bowed again. “If, that is, you’ll allow it.”

I stepped back again, nearly tripping on the same tuber. “I—I don’t know. I have to go.”

I turned to leave and then turned back to Coral.

“Soon, Atlas, reader of maps. Soon.”

And he disappeared back into a place he called Dismal Deep. I shut the small book, and noticed the words burned into the leather cover: COOS OF THE WORTHY.



Shaken, I made my way back to Grannylou’s side.

“Anything you need to tell me?” she asked, making me uncomfortable with her knowing tone.

“No,” I replied, deciding in the moment to keep Coral to myself and trying, very hard, to look normal. “Just showed the twins’ dates to your catch-all closet.”

“Got those girls together?” Grannylou asked as I took a seat next to her.

I nodded.

“Good.” She smiled and then shifted her demeanor. “Twins! Get here right now, both of y’all.”

“Ma’am?” Mika and Jason said in unison, appearing out of nowhere and looking like two artists’ interpretations of the same boy.

Mika wore a black hoodie and shoulder-length dreadlocks that fell haphazardly into his eyes. His face smiled even at rest, like he was always waiting for an opportunity to crack a joke. Jason, however, pressed his pants and button-downs, and he wore his locs in a neat bun on top of his head. He’d recently started a beard and kept it clear of stray stubble. Jason laughed easily too, but his face rested stoic.

“You two rascals got the nerve to bring those precious young women to my house and leave them all alone?” Grannylou’s tone was frustrated, bordering on angry. “Everyone who comes to your Grannylou’s will feel welcome, you understand me? Everyone. You brought them to a place they never been before, to be around people who all know each other and not them, and disappeared? This is not the club, boys. This is Grannylou’s house. And in Grannylou’s house, inhospitality will not be tolerated. Especially from my own kin. Now when they step out of that house, you better not leave their sides again unless I give y’all a task to do myself. Do you hear me?”

The twins hung their heads. “Yes, ma’am.”

“If you do, I’ll kick the both of you out and keep them two girls as my brand-new grands, you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Test me if you want to,” she said. “Now sit on those steps and wait for the young ladies you brought here to come back out.”

Mika and Jason looked to their father, Uncle Camden, for backup, but he wisely shook his head as if to tell them they were on their own. He slowly pulled the heavy hog toward the grates hovering over the red-hot coals.

“Don’t look to him,” Grannylou said. “He knows better than to be on the bad end of his mama.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now get up and help your daddy get that beast on the grates,” Grannylou instructed.

“But you told us not to get up from these steps,” Mika replied.

“Right back to the steps after,” she ordered. “You hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I watched the three men sandwich the split pig between grated metal slabs and over the smoldering hole in the ground.

I thought about Coral. When I closed my eyes, I could still see the marks and veins on his bare chest and arms, like my mind had snapshotted his body and imprinted it in my memory. My waist tingled where he’d held on to me. I craned toward the patch of Dismal he’d walked into, hoping to catch another glimpse.

“Coals need to cool,” Grannylou told the twins and Uncle Camden, snapping me out of it. “You’ll know it’s right when the red sparks rise like fireflies and every rock in the pit glows like hell.”

We watched in the quiet, sitting still alongside as the flickers flew. The underneath of the pig really did look like what I imagined hell to be. A bright orange heat that could peel the skin from the body in a fraction of a second.

“Reminds me of the swamp,” Grannylou said almost to herself as she stared unflinchingly at the coals, something making her frown. “Reminds me, too, of my own mama. She taught me how to properly roast a hog.”

She stopped talking because she couldn’t tell folktales until every soul sat around the roast. That was the rule. Not written or scribed anywhere, but that was the way things were. No one would be left to hear her stories secondhand. Every ear present heard from the mouth of Grannylou only.

Abigail and Daphne emerged from the house. Abigail wore a white Atlanta Olympics sweatshirt and drawstring pants while Daphne had found a late 1980s Cross Colours suit emblazoned with the words We Are the World.

Uncle Camden laughed, and Grannylou shot him an angry look. I bit my lip and tried to think of something extremely sad to hold my own laughter in. The twins, however, fell over, rolling in the grassy patches of the yard.

“Boys,” hollered Grannylou. “You’re an inch from being put out of here.”

They straightened up and ran to their dates.

“You look great,” Mika started, making a dramatic show of kneeling at Daphne’s feet.

“No,” Jason said to Mika. He did not kneel, but he was also smirking and teasing his own date, Abigail. “Stunning.”

“No, better than stunning. Mesmerizing.”

“Visions in Cross Colours.”

“Cross color visions.”

“You look like the world.”

“You are the world.”

“You are the children.”

“You are the ones who make a brighter day…”

“Boys!” Grannylou yelled after them, but even she looked on the verge of laughter. “Come sit so we can start.”

The twins hurried to their seats.

Abigail nervously twirled the drawstrings of her nylon track pants and mumbled to Daphne, “Not cool.”

“At all,” Daphne replied, tugging at the sleeve of her cross colors.
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Rexi.” Mama motioned to the goat kid curled in Rexi’s lap. “After you’re Cooed, she’ll mate with the Dismal goats and start a herd so special that even the strongest of Carolina haints will offer you trinkets. Deny them. For this herd will be your golden goats of the Dismal. They become sickly outside of these swamplands, and they are worth more than anything the spirits or anyone else could ever bargain you.”

“Abel.” She said his name with a sad smile. “When they decide to crack themselves, your black swans will be your most loyal companions. They will dive into the uncertain depths to pull you out and onto safe ground. Regular black swans glide with such grace and daintiness. But black swans of the Dismal flank your every breath. They will lay down their very lives for whomever they’re charged to keep.”

“Greeny, your cottonmouths.” Mama paused to appreciate them, even though she did not care much for snakes. “I’ve watched them, from a distance, of course. They have a governess.” Mama pointed at the skinniest one wrapped tightly around Greeny’s middle finger. “She observes her den mates and if one gets out of order, she rips her fangs into the aggressor until it stands down. It is up to you what you do with your den, but I suggest you allow her to lead. She demands uprightness. The likes of her almost make me fond of snakes … Almost.”

“And, Babylou.” Mama grinned with tears in her eyes. “Kuda the brave. Kuda the strong. Kuda the last of the Carolina panthers. He stands alone, like you. Watching. Waiting for his opportunity to strike. Give him commands if you please, but he may or may not obey. Who does that sound like?” She winked. “Kuda has his own mind and will not suffer stupidity. When you need him, though, he will sacrifice his life and species for your survival.” Mama leaned her head back to breathe in the swampy thickness. “There is no greater love.”

“I’m scared, Mama,” Greeny admitted in a low voice, stroking the curling tail of her governing snake. “I feel something treacherous in the air. Rolling through you and us and Governess and Dismal.”

The Great Dismal Swamp replied to Greeny’s unease with a dull, elongated boom. Babylou watched her siblings’ brows furrow and their nervous hands stroke their living gifts. She looked to Kuda, and he twitched his tail as if to say, Don’t you dare pet me. She nodded to him, and he did the same.

“Quit your worrying, sweet children,” Mama said, reaching deep into her pockets and emerging with fistfuls of sunflower seeds. The spoonbills swooped down to grab the seeds and took their rest on her shoulders. “You’ve got faunas to tend to, now.”

Rexi, Abel, Greeny, and Babylou sat still in the circle, studying their mother’s motions. Her posture was perfect in a forced, concentrated way, and her smile not genuine at all. It was the smile of a woman fighting valiantly not to break. “Me too, Greeny girl,” she said in a whisper. “I’m scared, too.”



That evening, Babylou, Rexi, Abel, and Greeny bore witness to the wicked Sitter boy bathing in the blood of their precious mother. They ran from the scene and toward Dismal with such haste that they kicked clumps of mud behind them. They reached the wood, and the Great Dismal Swamp swallowed them in, guided 4,642 of their steps, and permitted them to raise an Isle hidden in the wet.






10
ATLAS



Everyone took their seats, and the circle calmed, listening to the popping of roasting pig. All attention rested on Grannylou, who never gave in to the pressure of rushed silence. I kept petting the book Coral had gifted me, to make sure it was still in my pocket. Grannylou took her time. Gathering herself and her thoughts, she stared into the black woods of the Dismal while her hands instinctively shelled peas.

“Atlas,” she started.

“Ma’am?” I replied.

“Oh, no, baby,” she said, smiling in my direction. “I meant … the way. The path. Many will be drawn into the Dismal soon, and you need to know the way so you don’t lose your path. I’ve witnessed what happens to the unwelcomed in there, and it ain’t pretty.”

Everyone remained quiet, another unwritten rule of the night roast. No one spoke unless spoken to—no one except Grannylou.

“Listen.” Grannylou’s drawl rang through the chorus of crackling pig. “Everyone within the sound of my voice, take heed.” Grannylou pointed sternly toward the wood. “A panther stands at the threshold, listen. He’s quiet but not silent. Careful but not invisible. Vigilant but…” She paused to smile, her cheeks glowing in the flicker. “It’s his irritated tail, do you hear it?”

Cane in hand, Grannylou rose from her chair and took a few muddy, barefoot steps in the direction of the woods. Instead of steadying herself with her staff, she pointed it to the dark silhouette of endless trees.

“Mind your tail, Kuda,” she told the swamp. “Quiet does not equal silence. There’s a parable hidden in there.”

She nodded at the darkness and again took her seat. I watched Abigail and Daphne’s confusion grow in the firelight. I wanted to tell them this was the way of the roast—allow Grannylou space and time to find her lessons and do not interrupt, however long it takes. They’ll get it, I thought. Everyone did eventually.

“Camden.” Grannylou fixed her gaze on the roasting pig. “Mop that hog with a sheet of sauce and then salt him down good.”

Uncle Camden leaped from his seat, lifted the mop from a bucket of barbecue sauce, coated the meat, and then flicked fistfuls of salt at it.

“Enough,” Grannylou said, with a confidence no one would question. “Turn the spits. Twins, help him.”

The twins popped up. Abigail and Daphne abandoned their pea shelling to grab their hearts at the reverence the twins showed to their grandmother. Warning these girls would be pointless. They seemed to be lovestruck toast for my scoundrel kinfolk; all-night roast did that to people. I shook my head at Mika and Jason. Mika caught me and stuck his tongue out before Grannylou saw.

“Any shine on him?” Grannylou asked Uncle Camden, still focused on the hog. “If you catch a glimmer of light in his skin, send it to the flame. We want every inch of him crackling. Bornday folk won’t want to leave without at least a taste of crackling.”

“Yes, Mama,” whispered Uncle Camden dutifully.

Uncle Camden was the family’s hog roast expert. He did it every year for birthdays, Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and any other time Grannylou was feeling a cookout. He even owned his own barbecue restaurant. He and the twins were at their restaurant cooking, prepping, and selling more than they were anywhere else. They’d chosen barbecue over college, and for them, that had been the right decision. The twins never smiled more than when they were feeding people. All three of them—Camden, Mika, and Jason—were masters of the pit. But still, they adhered to Grannylou’s advice at every step. I always assumed they pretended, for Grannylou’s sake, not to know the way of the hog.

“Let him roast on that side a minute. I think I got hold of my first parable,” Grannylou began. “It’s about the Isle of Floriate. Everybody in the circle know Floriate?”

All kin had heard the legend of Floriate a time or two. But when Abigail and Daphne shook their heads no, Grannylou set her gaze on Pansy, who’d been quietly shelling a staggering amount of peas. I could’ve forgotten she was even there. “Pansy,” Grannylou said. “Tell them of Floriate while I gather my thoughts together.”

A wave of confusion went through the circle. No one was allowed to share parable with Grannylou, especially when she was high on the hog. In my near-nineteen years, I’d never heard anyone utter more than a yes, ma’am at the Bornday cookout eve. This night was for Grannylou to share wisdom. To pass on legends and folk histories—true and false and muddled together so hopefully they’d continue to be passed down. It had never been for another soul to speak.

Pansy’s eyes fluttered in soft confusion. “What?” was all Pansy could get through her lips.

The red undertones in Pansy’s deep-dark skin smoldered in the firelight. She’d wrapped her blond and burgundy sister-locs into a high, red turban atop her head. Her toned arms tensed, and shock twisted her usually composed expression.

Grannylou’s eyes narrowed to focus on Pansy. “You remind me of my panther, Kuda,” Grannylou said to Pansy and then to the Dismal dark. “He stands at the Dismal’s edges, fierce and powerful. But do you know where his power is rooted? Like you, Pansy, it is rooted in the earth. Quietness is not thoughtlessness. Sometimes, for you and for my panther, your peaceful nature is recharging your ferociousness. But now and here, I ask you to speak. Tell them, as you know it, of Floriate. You’ve dreamt of it, yes?”

“How did you know I’ve dreamt of Floriate?” Pansy said breathlessly.

“Grannylou knows. Start with last night’s dream.” Grannylou leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes as if waiting for an epic tale. “And I expect everyone in this circle to give her the deference reserved for me. Now speak, child.”



My mother’s and auntie’s talkative gazes fell on Pansy, and so did everyone else’s. Even the pig was positioned to scrutinize her every word.

The circle was a kind one, though. Jokes and teasing from Mika and Jason but no real judgment from anyone. Everyone did watch her, waiting.

But as usual, Grannylou was correct. I’d always felt that Pansy held something back from the world. Whenever she sat quietly in fields or gymnasiums, or anywhere really, she seemed on the verge of pouncing. Like a bubble stretching itself clear in places, ready to burst its contents upon the whole world. I worried for her, though. Watching Pansy twist and turn in her lawn chair, I thought she did not seem ready yet. I mouthed small encouragements to her, but Grannylou shot me a cautious look, as if saying, Don’t you dare speak at my roast. I placed my hands in my lap and stopped immediately.

“Hey, Pansy, breathing helps,” pestered Jason, and Mika dared to laugh at his twin brother’s statement.

“You two have one more strike,” Grannylou told the twins. “And you’re out of the roast and the cookout.”

The twins hung their heads in response, but Pansy listened, letting out a few quick-fire breaths. She finally spoke.

“Grannylou’s right,” she said at the tail end of an exhale. “I’ve dreamt of Floriate so much lately that I’ve wondered which world was real and which was fake.”

I wondered why she hadn’t mentioned this. Not one word in the dorms, and not on the long, silent drive to Grannylou’s.

She caught my gaze and smiled, but I didn’t smile back. She could’ve told me about it, and it stung that she hadn’t. Her color-dipped locs picked up new tints in the light of the coals. The straps of her halter top lying like skinny snakes on her décolletage.

“My connection with Floriate is strange, and I had no desire to share this level of weird with anyone,” Pansy said with a cracking, nervous voice. “I don’t know how to tell y’all without sounding … I don’t know.”

“No wrong way to tell it, Pansy girl,” Grannylou said. “Just start, and you’ll be finished.”

“I…” she began and then stopped. “I can’t. There’s no way to describe such a thing. It’ll take until dawn to make it make sense…”

Grannylou grabbed her cane and pointed it in Pansy’s direction like an arm on an analog clock. “Speak.”

Pansy lurched.

“Whoa!” exclaimed Mika. “Don’t puke on my girl’s Cross Colours.”

Pansy, doubled over in her chair, began to breathe through her urges, and the dream spilled forward uninhibited. Grannylou was drawing her words out and into the circle.

She began speaking in the low, slow tones of our lineage, and the unease that she hadn’t told me about her dream left my body. I was proud of her. We all leaned in as she told us of her impossible dream.

Pansy looked to Daphne and Abigail, realizing that for their sake, she’d need to tell the basics of Floriate: why it was created and ultimately blessed.

“The Isle of Floriate emerged from necessity,” Pansy told them. “Slavery. Enslaved Carolina and Virginia folk, to be specific. The Isle of Floriate rose ten feet high. It stood so deep in the treacherous Dismal that no one dared follow them in. The Isle of Floriate has been a refuge of necessity. And all brave enough to reach its shores have been blessed beyond measure. With enhanced power, beauty, and youth. No one on the Isle passes the human age of nineteen. Even the elders are spry and full of endless life.”

When Daphne and Abigail nodded, she continued.

“A girl whose face I could not see entered the whispering woods of the Isle.” Pansy spoke with harmonies of cracking fire stoking her words. “She’d been following a statuesque figure with marks on his chest.”

I felt a stab in my gut and instinctively began rubbing the cover of the book in my pocket as she continued.

“The girl ran after him, and he didn’t meet her halfway.”

“He’s a dog,” interjected Mika.

“Straight up player,” Jason agreed.

“Boys!” Grannylou yelled. “That is strike three, but … Decent observation. In order to not get yourselves kicked out, tell the circle why you think that, Mika.”

Mika turned to look behind him. “Me?” he asked. “You want me to say something at a roast?”

Grannylou nodded.

“Well.” Mika cleared his throat and answered with more seriousness than I expected. “A man who cares for a woman would never let her run to him like that. Think about it, y’all. She’d look a fool running all by herself while dude stands still like king captain.”

“Jason,” Grannylou said. “What do you think?”

“If I saw that happen to one of y’all”—he motioned to Pansy and me—“I’d kick his ass on principle.”

“Jason…” Uncle Camden started a reprimand.

Grannylou held her hand in the air to quiet him. “I agree with them,” she said to her son. “I’d kick his ass too. On principle. Now, go ahead on, Pansy.”

“When she reached him, singing insects surrounded his elegant head like a halo,” Pansy said as she pulled her knees into her chest. “The girl thought he was a god. But she was wrong. He was just a trickster in the mood for tricks. But she could not be convinced otherwise. The girl was stricken with love or temptation or a spell, which I can’t tell y’all, because I don’t know.”

“Shame.” Mika dared to speak again.

“Mika, I’ll allow that one too. It truly is a shame when girls fall without wisdom.” Grannylou stared at me when she said it, as if shifting disdain from the twins to me.

“Why are you looking at me?” I asked. “I didn’t even—”

“She followed him,” Pansy interrupted. “For thousands and thousands of steps, she followed. Every single step falling further for the illusions of this marked man. She reached him and lost herself in the process.”

“Where did they go?” asked Jason, with an approving nod from Grannylou.

“Death,” Pansy said. “But hers, not his. He lives on because of her sacrifice. She made a king out of him and killed herself by accident.”

“Pansy.” Grannylou spoke. “Do you mind if I take the story from here, child?”

“Please,” Pansy replied, and her mouth closed.

Grannylou propped herself forward, her chin resting on her staff. “It’s his nature, you see? He’s too empty to feed on only himself. So he feasts on the foolish love of the follower. He needs a guide, or else he’s floating aimlessly through the swampland.”

“But—” Daphne spoke up, and I was surprised that she had. “You say that like love is a negative thing.”

“Oh, it can be,” Grannylou told her, to my surprise. “Nothing more powerful on earth. It makes the wise man stupid, and the kind woman evil. Too powerful for its own good. I try to avoid it at all costs, and I advise you do the same.”

My mother and auntie could no longer hold their opinions.

“Mama!” said Auntie.

“Surely you love your children!” My mother finished her sentence.

“And grands!” added Auntie.

“Well, dear girls,” Grannylou replied. “That’s exactly why I said try to avoid. Nothing beats a try but a fail.”

“I don’t think that’s how that saying goes…” Abigail spoke up.

A hiss rose from the distance. The sound could’ve been lost to the similar noise of pig roasting, but it pierced through. This was the undeniable taunt of an irritated big cat. I glanced from person to person, hoping someone else heard it, but only Grannylou’s eyes twitched in that direction. I looked toward the source of the sound and saw a quick flash of yellow eyes way off toward the edge of her property.

“Kuda,” said grinning Grannylou—not to me, but to the woods. “Sly cat.” She winked at me and then turned to the group.

“A’right, everyone, we need a break to wash peas. Girls,” she said to her daughters, “take up all the shelled peas from the circle. Twins, bring your guests and set station next to the kitchen sink and wash the peas real good. Camden, tend the coals. I see shine on that pig. And you two”—Grannylou looked to Pansy and me—“we got some things to talk about. Meet me at my recliner.”
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“Atlas.” Grannylou turned to me from the comfort of her favorite chair. “Pansy.”

She bounced her knees and rocked back and forth. Her face twisted with an emotion I could not name.

“I am angry,” Grannylou said. “I love my anger as much as I do all emotions in my body. They keep me alive, but the anger I feel is outsized. I wager to pay for unfair grounds,” she said. “My Coo. Atlas, you’ve heard it.”

“Heads here are not heavy enough to bear crowns.” I finished the first stanza for her. “It’s beautiful, Grannylou.”

I stared at her, and a new worry came over me. She was usually so grounded and steady, but she seemed lost and confused. Fidgeting through her pockets for nothing and then wringing her hands. Her head kept making quick, short movements like she couldn’t settle herself down properly. Finally, she rested her forehead atop her cane.

“My people displaced…” She shakily spoke her Coo, rocking so forcefully I worried she might flip the recliner.

“Tradition erased. Let them be restored, for a price I can afford.” She finally planted her feet to the hardwood. “I had nothing, though. None of us did. Me, Abel, Rexi, Greeny.” Grannylou’s breath caught. “Mama, neither. We didn’t have anything to offer except our Black bodies. We worked them from sunup to sundown. Abel swept soot until it clogged his young lungs. Rexi herded her goats from the day they fell helpless into the world. Greeny grew. And I, well … I watched and prayed. Mostly watched.

“I surrender all I have. That’s just my lowly self, unto the Mighty Dismal, unto Isle. I GO.” She stared at her own front door. “I went in, girls. The night of my nineteenth birthday. Almost to the minute of how old you two are now, and the twins too.”

She said this and paused to catch eyes with me and Pansy.

“That night unlocked something inside of me,” she said. “That night, I wagered to pay, with my life if need be. We all did,” she told us. “Never to return to that plantation. They were unfair grounds tended by my people. Governed by governors without qualification. It was pitch-dark and impossible to navigate without falling.” Grannylou closed her eyes and frowned in the pain of the memory. “As slight as a bird, I was. Pitiful in frame. Impressive in bravery. I walked forward like a warrior without a compass. Hand me that map back,” she said, reaching for the map she’d given me.

Grannylou stared at the map silently for so long that I began to worry she wasn’t up for returning to the all-night roast. But then—

“Ah,” she said. “How many steps to paradise?”

“Four thousand six hundred forty-two steps,” Pansy and I said without hesitation.

“That night,” Grannylou continued, holding her map open with her elbows in her lap. “Dismal drew me into the darkness with the magical light.” Grannylou huffed at her own words. “I despise the word—magical. It comes with visions of wizards and potions and deep purple robes. Nah, that ain’t us. Ain’t swamp folk. We wear dirt in our dreads with pride.” She looked over at Pansy and smiled. “We swamp folk dress ourselves in phlox and vine. We wizard, yes, but we are not wizards. To us, it’s a verb. An action. A charge to keep.

“We swamp folks fill up the holes shot up by injustice. And the night Dismal drew me in with its light, magic won’t work to describe it. But it’s all I can think to say. Ah…” Grannylou paused in an angry frustration before standing to her bare, mud-caked feet without the help of her stick.

She walked breathlessly toward the back window on the dark side of the house. Uncle Camden tended roast on the opposite side, and everyone else was deep into their duties inside the kitchen. I wondered why Grannylou stared so intently into nothing.

“When you dreamt of the faceless girl.” Grannylou spoke to the darkness but also to Pansy. “Did you know that she was real?”

Pansy stayed quiet for a while. “While dreaming,” Pansy replied, “I did not doubt a thing. But when I woke up, I started poking holes in the story and it fell apart.”

“And now?” Grannylou turned to stare at Pansy.

“Now,” Pansy started, “I do not know.”

“What about you, Atlas?” she said, turning her attention to me. “You said you worry about my state of mind. But … Do you believe I paid the wager centuries past?”

I felt myself weighing the lie versus the truth. No one lives for centuries, and those who think they do are mad. I decided to answer with … “I do not know, either.”

“Well.” Grannylou went back to her cane and raised it. “Know.”

Staring out the dark side of the house, Grannylou called out with no words, only sounds and pitches that made no sense at all. High-pitched, rhythmic mutters and murmurs clustering together like crows chittering haphazardly to one another. I wanted to sit Grannylou back down in her chair before someone else heard her. I was embarrassed for even Pansy to witness her speaking such nonsense. But then, a glowing came over the darkness that she glared at.

Pansy and I rose to get as close to the window as possible. Tiny glowworms emerged from the wet, composted dirt, lighting a strategic path into the swamp. They fought the dirt, scrunching and pulling and scrunching and pulling until the pathway looked like the lights along the movie theater floor after the film’s started. They moved in the slow accordion crusade of insects on a mission. Thick ferns at the water’s perimeter parted, revealing hidden glowing mushrooms so bright they looked like hooded lightbulbs.

Pansy’s and Grannylou’s brown faces reflected the ambiance. Light bobbed the black rain puddles like a thousand tiny life rafts. But most of the light was given to Grannylou, who smoldered. Just then, the great blue heron Blaze pierced the canopy of the Great Dismal Swamp like a bullet train. Midway through, she opened her mouth, releasing thousands of lightning bugs into Grannylou’s yard. After every bug had flown from her mouth, the heron nodded at the window toward Grannylou and took her leave.

Grannylou returned to her seat as if she’d just flipped a fried egg on a stove. “See?” she asked us two stunned onlookers. “That annoying word, magic, does not do it justice at all. Maddening, ain’t it?”

My mouth filled with liquid, and a lurch rushed my stomach. The smells and sounds of crackling pig flesh sent my brain into a tailspin, and I had to concentrate on holding bile in my body. I glanced over at Pansy to see her shared instability. My stomach turned, and it seemed that hers did too. We sat shoulder to shoulder on the small patchwork love seat, watching Grannylou rocking in her chair, unfazed by our obvious wariness.

“You’ve been called,” she told us as she stroked her map. “Both of you. Into Dismal. You will go tomorrow after Bornday.”

My stomach barely allowed me to speak, but I pushed the words out. “Go how? What’s happening?”

“Our mothers will never let us leave without explaining.” Pansy forced her words through, and I was thankful. She was right. Neither of our mothers would allow the three of us to disappear without explanation. “Actually, they might not notice me and Atlas, but no one would tolerate your absence, Grannylou.”

“You are adults tomorrow, dear girls,” Grannylou said to us. “To swamp folk, nineteen is the age to do whatever the hell you like. Shh…” We heard creaking floorboards and chattering coming from down the hall.

Grannylou lifted her cane and poked the air twice until the yard returned to calm black night.

Mika, Jason, Abigail, and Daphne stood in the doorway.

“We’re finished washing peas, Grannylou,” said Jason.

“And you checked for rocks?” asked Grannylou as if she hadn’t just lit up the night moments ago. “They hide in the peas from time to time.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Daphne timidly. “My own granny used to have us check for them. I made sure.”

The front door flew open with the familiar sound of Auntie and Mama bickering.

“There’s shine on that pig, Babylou,” tattled my mother.

“I tried to tell him he needed to flip it, but he won’t listen to nobody but you,” added Auntie.

Grannylou looked to me and Pansy. “I’d say it’s time to get back to work.”
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1722–1725

Abel swept the Isle clean with his broom, while Rexi built an army of vegetation to protect it. Babylou studied every inch of its land and layout. Greeny, though. Greeny raised every bit of it with power from the tips of her fingers.

Babylou handed Greeny renderings of secret gardens hidden in the low groves of the Isle, and she’d raise them to the tiniest detail. Rexi would request more fern cover at the perimeter, and without question, Greeny’d send her snakes in to set root systems before growing them with her bare hands. Abel needed his hefty dirt piles blown once per week, and Greeny would inhale the winds from dirty devils and blow until the Isle grounds were flat again.

Babylou hadn’t noticed the effects on Greeny at first since she complained of nothing. Greeny was the type to suffer with a soft, quiet smile. But when Isle requests turned into human capital, something within Greeny shifted.

Rexi needed more security for the perimeters. “Bring me soldiers from the outside, Greeny,” Rexi would tell her.

Abel needed laborers to assist his sweeping. “Strong ones, Greeny,” he’d say. “With good work ethics.”

Babylou stood alone, never asking for companions, but as more were Cooed onto their Isle, Babylou rendered buildings and houses for Greeny to make solid and real. “Build these, Greeny. New people need places to lay their heads.”

Greeny’s eyes grew angry. She huffed after requests and bowed her head less. Babylou saw the changes, but mostly ignored them. Everyone has their role here, she thought. Greeny was the most powerful of the siblings by a lot, and if they could do half of the things she could, they’d do it all themselves.

Then, one day, everything changed.

“You’re using me,” Greeny told her siblings one morning over breakfast. “For what I can do.”

Stunned silence came over the oak table.

“I won’t do it anymore,” she continued. “None of it.”

Governess, the typically docile snake, forever wrapped around Greeny’s middle finger, locked onto Greeny’s siblings one after the other. Her yellowish eyes were feminine and fluttery, but also lethal and not to be tested. Greeny calmly pushed back her chair, cleared her place setting, and walked toward the door. She paused before exiting.

“Change coming,” she said, and stepped into the Isle she’d built.

Not a prophecy, but a threat.

Babylou, Rexi, and Abel rushed to the door to see where Greeny had gone in such haste.

“What’s gotten into her?” Rexi asked Babylou.

“How am I supposed to know?” Babylou snapped. “You’re her sister too.”

Abel stepped down into the patch of Floriate flora at their door. New white shoots of bloodroot, too tempting for its own toxic good. Solomon’s seals’ fresh bells dangling from the stoned archways. Smells of freshly popped diffrozen wafting through the afternoon air, and sounds of recently hatched insects such as sopranos and tenors flapping wistfully around.

“I’ve been busy,” Abel began. “Too busy tending the newness around us to feel Greeny. But I feel her now. Something has changed in her.”

A gust of wind tugged at his long overshirt and then blew it up like a bell. The Great Dismal Swamp went into an outburst. A scream rang out just beyond their perimeter, and trees stiffened their limbs, then arched their trunks. Hundred-year pines snapped under the pressure, tumbling throughout the forest with bass tones and crashing to their deaths at the end.

“Dismal’s in a tantrum,” Rexi said to the swampland. “Calm yourself before you self-destruct.”

“Kuda,” Babylou said under her breath, “follow my sister.”

“Greeny’s lost,” Abel said to neither sister nor to the Dismal. “She’s under somebody’s foot again.”

“Whose?” Babylou and Rexi asked together.

“That,” he started, “I cannot tell, but this feels different than that of the plantation owner. This is all-consuming, like love but not quite.”

“We cannot do this without Greeny.” Anger rose in Rexi’s already testy voice. “Who will set our plans to life? The three of us combined cannot touch a fraction of her power. We’ll be vulnerable. Everything we built will be in jeopardy.”

The Great Dismal Swamp let out a scream so loud and chilling that it sent Rexi’s rant quiet. Then, out of the highest ferns, stepped a naked girl, so shaken and frazzled that she nearly spun in circles. When she spotted the siblings, she ran so fast toward them that her naked body blurred with the swamp.

“Rescind my Coo,” she screamed to Abel, then Rexi, then she fixed her sight on Babylou. “Lou! Take my goddamn Coo back!”

Abel removed his overshirt and wrapped it around her shoulders, but she threw it to the ground, preferring nudity over mercy.

“Nell?” Babylou stepped toward her. “Is that you?”

“You take back my Coo, Babylou,” Nell said. “Or I will tear down every inch of this Isle.”

Babylou took a step back, remembering Nell’s displaced angers from the plantation.

Abel interjected. “Who Cooed you?” he asked.

“These godforsaken woods drew us,” Nell said, still frazzled but also spitting mad.

“Then you’ll have to take your requests directly to Dismal,” Abel replied.

An unease filled Babylou’s gut. The only other humans within Floriate were those brought in by the siblings for labor. But Nell’s presence meant the Dismal herself still granted admission to their Isle as she pleased. While Babylou didn’t want to question the wisdom of Dismal, she couldn’t help wondering why grant Coo to such a short-tempered, fickle girl as Nell.

“Who is us?” Babylou asked, catching a hiccup in Nell’s voice at the word.

Nell fixed her gaze on Babylou and sang her Coo through bared teeth—


Her child upon her back,

She breaks into the wood,

A treachery unspeakable,

A Dismal Swamp she goes.

She goes.

She.

Goes all alone.

All alone.

All alone.



“Dismal spit back your child?” Babylou asked with such shock in her voice she couldn’t recognize it. “How old is this…”

“I birthed him less than a year ago today,” she replied. “He will not survive at the edges of the wood where this swamp spit him. Un-Coo me, now.”

The three siblings looked at each other with longing, but also knowing they didn’t possess the power to un-Coo the Dismal’s choices. The only sibling who may have had such outsized power had just left.

Nell looked to each of them individually, searching for a thread of hope to tug. “You’re all useless,” she said before storming back naked into the thicket-filled perimeters.
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After everyone gathered clean peas and dropped them into the pig pot with chopped onion, red peppers, and generous seasonings, we settled back into the circle.

My mind raced. Grannylou calling light from the darkness. Insects and wildlife nodding to her like she was their queen. Yesterday, walking from her favorite chair to the refrigerator made her ache, but now, with a single snap of the finger, she could manipulate nature and physics. And there she was, sitting at the head of the circle, ready to resume telling tales over roasting hog.

None of this made sense.

Then I thought of Coral. His bitten-down fingernails. The intensity in his almond eyes. The markings all over his exposed chest. They were natural—stretching, strained skin pulled—but his were different somehow. I saw them in my mind, curving and looping his body like a maze. A root system. A tangle of pathways leading to a beautiful place that felt familiar. Someone was talking, but I wasn’t listening. I closed my eyes, focusing my mind on following the lengths of his markings.

The sound of a wristwatch alarm blared. “Midnight,” said Grannylou. “Happy Bornday, Mika, Jason, Pansy, Atlas, and me.” She looked over at the hog on its spits, and I expected her to call a command for Uncle Camden to do something. Or for her to instruct Mama and Auntie to collect or pass out more peas. But she sat content in the moment. “He looks real good, Cam. Bless his sacrifice. And the peas smell just about right too, girls,” she said to Mama and Auntie. “It’s gonna be one helluva Bornday. I can feel it.”

It was a traditional Bornday Eve roast from that point on. She told stories all night and didn’t share the stage again. We all listened to the adventures and remedies and legends as told in the Carolina twang of the one and only Babylou Mac.
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The sun peeked over the thick cypress and pine forest.

Grannylou looked at her wristwatch. “Five thirty-three in the morning. I’ll need everyone cleaned up and ready to serve by noon. That includes you too, girls!” She said to Abigail and Daphne. “You sat for a pig roast—you’re family now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The two girls beamed as they walked to the house.

Pansy and I watched everyone disperse to their chosen corners of the small home.

“What do we do, Grannylou?” I asked her. “I mean, this has been a lot all at once, and we could use some explanation.”

Grannylou chuckled in her familiar husky tones. “Live up to your name, Atlas, dear, and find.”

“But—”

“But nothing at all,” she interrupted. “I’ve got a couple hundred folks to feed and love on. Plenty left for me to do. You two have a choice, though. Nap, which you’ve earned. Or figure this riddle out. Whatever you choose, be up and ready to work by noon. Camden! Mop a few more layers of sauce on that beast!”

She continued hollering her commands at everyone in her yard. Only Camden, Auntie, and Mama remained from the night circle. Their work would continue until the last guest’s brake lights disappeared. But now they were not alone. A few early morning helpers had already shown up—the third- and fourth-string cousins took orders like caffeine-pumped worker bees.

They took on every task from pulling pork from the hog to packing carryout boxes without complaint.

Pansy and I walked back toward the house. “We’ve got six hours,” I said to her. “What will you do? And why didn’t you tell me about your dreams?”

“I’ll walk,” she replied, just as I knew she would. “To sort through my thoughts.”

“Knock when you’re back?”

“Way back room with the plastic on the mattress?” she asked, smiling, and when I nodded, she began her strides toward the cypress forest.



I turned to go back into the house and when I pushed through the front door, Daphne was sitting in Grannylou’s chair.

The sight of another soul sitting in my grandmother’s chair sent angry chills up my spine. Daphne was writing something feverishly in her journal. Her lovely hands moved so fast they went blurry in my sleepiness.

“What are you doing?” I asked with more attitude than I’d intended. “Get out of my grandmother’s chair.”

“Oh,” she replied, leaping up and tucking her pen back behind her ear. “I didn’t know.”

I tried to relax my intensity. “It’s just,” I said, “no one sits in her chair. You didn’t know. Girl, don’t worry about it.”

I felt like I was trying to convince myself more than I was trying to convince Daphne. She stood awkwardly in the center of the small living area looking terrified to sit anywhere now. “Where should I—”

“Literally anywhere else,” I told her, accidentally interrupting. “Sorry, I get a little testy when I don’t sleep. Can I have a couple blank sheets of paper from your journal?”

She looked at her journal like I’d looked at Grannylou’s chair, and I could tell that she wanted to say no. “I…” she started. “Well, sure.” She tore two pages out and winced, like tearing her journal tore her skin.

“Thank you,” I said before walking into the back bedroom.

“October 13, 1770,” was written atop Daphne’s supposedly blank journal page.

“Huh,” I said aloud to myself.

Flipping the page to the blank side, I began drawing Coral’s chest from memory. I was not an artist by any means, but his marks had branded themselves so firmly into my mind that I easily recalled them. Time slipped away from me as I focused intently on capturing Coral. I drew and erased over and over when a stretch mark was a tiny bit off from what I recalled from memory. My eyes grew heavy, and my mind felt drained.

I fell asleep with my forehead on my drawing of Coral’s chest.

I dreamt of myself peeking over Daphne’s shoulder to secretly read her journal. I tried to crane my neck over her long, thick curls to get a good view of her entry, but all I saw was a broken bird in the top left corner of the paper. The bird’s wings were drawn at awkward curves while its eyes pierced the page with cruelty. There was only a poem underneath the small drawing—short, and written in the margins with such force that the utensil had poked through the page a few times:


This filthy bird does not fly.

He squawks like a duck

Plucks stars from their skies

And then he sucks their scars dry

I loathe his clothes

Encourage his foes

Want for his woes

No bird at all.

but Byrd.



My eyes shot open at five till noon and I leaped to my feet. I should have run to Grannylou’s side so as not to be late for Bornday, but the capitalization of Byrd in the dream reminded me of something. I sat back on the plastic-covered bed and stared at the popcorn ceiling above, stroking the folded page in my pocket. Its warmth was becoming a comfort. I tried to remember why this bird “that does not fly” nagged at my memory. I closed my eyes and saw a flash of a plaque in a nearby town.

“Ah,” I said to myself. “William Byrd.”

I went to the room next door and knocked. “Mika? Jason?” I called out.

“We’re up,” I heard Mika mumble through a just-awakened, scratchy voice.

“Not ’sleep,” added Jason. “We up, we up.”

“I need to borrow one of your phones,” I said through the closed door. “Mine’s dead.”

“No,” they said in unison. “Go away.”

“And plug your phone in,” Mika added. “How can you even function?”

“I’ll be quick,” I said, but neither bothered to reply.

“I’ll tell Grannylou it was you two that dropped the turkey in the dirt on Thanksgiving and left it,” I said, and an unlocked phone slid under the door.

“You can’t use that forever, Ugly!” Mika hollered.

“You’ve got two minutes, Stank!” added Jason.

I quickly googled William Byrd II, the surveyor and founder of Richmond, Virginia. Images of him, posed and propped in a long white wig, scrolled along my screen. I did not like his face at all. He looked proudly arrogant and full of himself.

A gentle tap on my shoulder—Pansy. “Grannylou’s ready for us.”

There was something to this Byrd. My instinct knew this. But it’d have to wait. We were late for the cookout we promised we’d be on time for.

Jason appeared and snatched the phone from my hands. “Cow!” he yelled.
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When the six of us emerged, all kinds of cars had turned onto Grannylou’s gravel driveway. Range Rovers, Jeeps, Subarus, and everything in between rolled in, eager for the festivities. The coveted prize for most dramatic entry would have gone to the motorcycle cousins sporting shiny black, studded leather, but then Great-Uncle BK rode in on horseback. He arrived late, and everyone was there to witness it, especially the motorcycle cousins, who cursed when he turned the corner. They saw him, and knew they’d immediately lost their title.

BK had brushed his beloved horse, Donald, to a mirror shine. Donald stepped with high feet, and the toned muscles in his haunches rippled like working bolts. BK had French braided Donald’s tail and tied it off with a black ribbon embroidered with their names—Broderick and Donald.

I watched BK wait until the last set of eyes in Grannylou’s yard were on him and his horse—only then did he dismount. He lifted his hand to halt the horse and shot his leg into the air, suspending himself for a second. When his feet touched the grass, he stood in traditional horseman stance—thumbs rested in his belt, gap legged and chin high—waiting for his applause. It came, alright. Roaring, screaming whistles of joy filled the air, and it was marvelous. Even the motorcycle cousins ran to greet him with triumphant smacks on the back. Bornday was off to a wonderful start.

“Atlas!” I heard Grannylou call for me. “I need a kitchen run!”

I turned to find her standing at the welcome table in front of four silver casserole dishes of brought food.

“These are from Aunt Marsha.” She stared deep into my eyes. “Understand? Take them to your mama. She’ll know what to do.”

I nodded.

Everyone knew Aunt Marsha let her extravagant Maine coon, Great Lady, lick all food she’d prepared. For taste, Aunt Marsha would say.

Casseroles in hand, I pushed into Grannylou’s living room to find ten of the eldest people at the cookout watching Steve Harvey’s Family Feud in the air-conditioning.

“Atlas?” my mother fussed from the kitchen. “That you?”

I took the casseroles to my mother. “Brought by Aunt Marsha.”

“And licked by Great Lady, no doubt,” my mother quickly replied before taking the casseroles and dropping them into a black garbage bag.

“Mama!” I hollered.

“What would you have me do?” she asked. “Serve cat-licked food to unsuspecting guests?”

She was right, and she knew it.
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1744

Babylou mindlessly folded parchment sheets into tiny birds while watching William Byrd II peck around the perimeters. She searched for bird traits in the one they called Byrd, tilting her head as she examined him. His nose looked like a beak, long and pointed. The only color on his face was in his rosy cheeks. He sneered but did not smile. He walked like a duck, cautious and ill-footed. He spoke with more surety than Babylou had heard from anyone ever before. He boasts. But he is no bird, she thought.

Babylou watched him write in his register daily—this Byrd that did not fly. He called himself Byrd. But Babylou knew birds were not cruel. Even the ones that swiped eggs from smaller nests did so out of necessity only. Birds did not whip and lash and direct others into dangerous spaces for wealth’s sake.

Byrd began his dancing, right there in the wetland, and Babylou wanted to laugh at his absurdity, but she didn’t. She couldn’t bring herself to laugh at such a cruel enslaver, so instead, she turned her lips down in harsh judgment and whispered, “Fool,” into the Great Dismal Swamp.

He began to sweat, and the curls in his high wig stuck to his forehead. That was when he motioned to an enslaved young man to dry them. The young man, who’d been ducking behind a bush, emerged holding a large leaf to fan William Byrd II’s sweaty head, and Byrd leaned dramatically against a rock to rest.

“Oh, stop, boy,” Byrd told the enslaved young man. “You make me look soft. Bring me my satchel.”

The young man hurried along to retrieve Byrd’s bag, and Babylou wanted to reach her hand through the barrier to snatch him away from this cruelty. But she was not Greeny. She would surely fall and be trapped on the other side. So she continued watching as Byrd unbuckled his bag and pulled out hand-rolled smoke.

“Sir Walter himself blessed my family with a cig just like this one over a century past.” Byrd spoke so loudly that his puny voice could be heard throughout the swamp. “Earl of Leicester’s faction whispers Sir Walter laced the batch he’d hand delivered to the queen. After two whiffs, she nearly met the Lord,” he laughed with dainty ha-ha-has. “But she did recover, of course. God bless the queen!”

Byrd took a long drag from the cig and began nodding. This is your chance. Babylou sent her thoughts to the young men. Knock him in the head with a rock and let Dismal herself dispose of him. But they did nothing. Just Byrd sucking his cig and laughing to himself.

“None of you know England aristocracy, or earls, or sirs or any of that, do you?” he asked the enslaved people surrounding him. “Shame.”

He took another drag from his smoke and Babylou wanted to chuck a rock at him herself, but that would pierce the veil. She seethed at the sight of him.

“Take this back.” He commanded the young man to repack the cig in his satchel, and again, he began dancing. “I must continue my little dance, even in swamps as dismal as these. I rogered a woman three times in a row once, you know? I mustn’t lose my figure!”

“Babylou,” Nell spat from the laundering pond behind her, her silver locs glowing blue in the water’s iridescent reflection. “Your enormous feet are too close to the margin. You will be seen.”

Babylou slushed through the mire, deep and away from the perimeter, attempting to hide her large feet. Nell threw insults around for amusement’s sake, possessing a cruel talent for snuffing out weak spots and poking at them. After the Dismal drew her in, she wreaked havoc on the Isle’s social balance, creating conflict almost as effectively as she’d threaded her garments.

Nell hummed the Dismal Coo, knowing she’d never be punished for anything she did. Her power allowed for such meanness. Greeny had not returned, and without Nell’s laundering, the Isle would be exposed. She was such an obvious choice for the Isle that Dismal hadn’t waited for Babylou to decide—Dismal drew Nell in herself.

While still enslaved, she had been the best of the launderers. Truly passionate about potions and soaps to bring clothing back to their original states. Her regular, while exceptional, talent for laundering would enchant garments in unimaginable ways. Still, Babylou questioned the judgment of the swamp. Nell’s temperament threw off the equilibrium on the inside. Now as Babylou crouched behind a thicket, her back to Byrd, to watch Nell swish would-be mundane clothing into shields of armor, Babylou knew in her heart that Dismal was right to bring her in.

But she cannot be made happy, Babylou thought, watching. She rarely smiled, if ever, and she’d been plucked by the Great Swamp, while even Babylou had had to toil with her own entry. She tried not to think of it—being thrown back like an unwanted fish—but when Nell pouted and moped, Babylou couldn’t help it.

Abel would explain her grief, losing a child so suddenly, but Babylou never understood. Here, she could be young forever. Possess power inconceivable on that godforsaken plantation. Why would anyone choose enslaver rule over the safety of the Dismal?

A sleeve from one of Babylou’s own garments peeked from Nell’s pile, dipped in her mystic water alongside other villagers’ coverings. Nell lifted Babylou’s drab dress from the stream and threw it high into the tree canopy. But her dress did not come back down as gravity would wish. Nell, instead, rose to it. The dark centers of her eyes glowed gold, and her arms spread wide before she, too, disappeared into the trees.

Babylou stepped out of the thicket to investigate where she’d gone. She shielded her eyes to look high up, but Nell wasn’t there. The ache from her earlier insult dulled to curiosity and wonder, since she’d never witnessed Nell transition clothing in real time.

Babylou searched Nell’s pile for familiar clothing, and a well-made pair of leather boots lay near the heap.

“Rexi’s boots?” she asked herself before turning to the canopy. “Rexi would never hand over her boots to no one. Nell! Where did you get these boots…”

Then, Babylou heard Nell’s voice, again humming her verse from the Dismal Coo.


Her child upon her back,

She breaks into the wood,

A treachery unspeakable,

A Dismal Swamp she goes.

She goes.

She.

Goes all alone.

All alone.

All alone.



“My favorite stanza,” Nell whispered from nowhere and everywhere. “Can you guess why?”

“Because it’s your own?” Babylou replied, immediately regretting taking the bait. She let her feet sink deeper into the mud to hide their width, but then charms stuck them in place—Babylou could not move her feet.

An unnatural haze came over the swamp. Thick, dark, and highly unkind, and Babylou began to feel too many negative things, mostly fear. She wanted to run, but Nell had frozen her body in the muck, or maybe she’d frozen her clothing or sandals. She had, after all, sewn them.

“Nell.” Babylou managed to utter her name. “Please.”

“Surely you’re wise enough to know why I’d love such a stanza.” She laughed with an elongated ha that didn’t sound like a laugh at all. “What is love, anyway? Love doesn’t exist really, outside of a mother.” Her words rambled but they were filled with emotion. They caught at the end, and Babylou wanted to console her, but there was nothing powerful enough to say. “That was the last time he gripped my back.”

Nell lowered from the canopy with Babylou’s formerly drab dress now glowing blue, with ruby-red energies in the thread. Nell then bowed her head until her long silver locs dipped brown into the mud. “Your armor,” she said, handing Babylou’s dress back to her.

“Thank you,” Babylou said, staring at the magical vestment with wonder and gratitude, forgetting completely her fear and her confusion over Rexi’s boots. “Thank you so much.”

It really was a good decision—bringing her in.

But as she spoke, Nell had already gone back to her laundering pool, swishing the next villager’s clothing into protective covering.

“Do you know the only villager who didn’t have to sacrifice anything to add to the song?” asked Nell. She turned to face Baby- lou, looking almost angry. “The one who brags about founding the Isle. Who do you think that is, Babylou Mac?”

“You mean,” Babylou started. “Me?”

“You.” She smiled.

“That isn’t true,” Babylou snapped at the thought of her precious mother on the slaughtering floor. “My kin and I bore witness to—”

“Swing low,” a sweet voice broke through the thickness of the wood. “Sweet chariot.”

Fear flashed over Nell. “Go on now,” she said, flicking the muck from her loc’d mane. “Your chariot awaits you.”

The haze lifted suddenly, and a clump of black swans gracefully breached the limits between the swamp and the cruel one who called himself Byrd. Few creators had earned the privilege of such a risky practice, but these were no regular swans. Babylou hunkered comfortably into the Virginia creeper beds beside the water to watch their mighty display. It never got old.

The captain of their twelve-swan troop locked eyes with Babylou, bowing once. She waved to the stately nod with a silliness that did not match the swan’s dignity. When the swan glared in return, Babylou lowered her hand in shame and hung her head. Just then, the last to crack of the black swan eggs broke rank, squawking and flapping toward Babylou with inelegant joy. She chuckled at the swan’s kindness, but the others remained perfectly graceful and prepared. The leader narrowed her large, glowering eyes for the youngster to get back in line. She did, and they began:

A single chirp from the tip, then another in unit sync. Second-in-command cut formation to keep time as director. The director calmly lifted her wing to metronome and all remaining in the unit dipped their black beaks into the black water followed by their bodies until all but the director were out of view.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick.

“Swing low,” sang the familiar voice from before, “coming for to carry me home.”

The leader shot high into the air. The remaining black swans emerged, lifting Abel’s boat to the surface.

“Abel!” Babylou yelled to her big brother, the swamp sweeper. On his boat, he wore the clothing of a gatekeeper, modest and a bit cloudy from the soot. Abel did that which no one else wished to do. He cleaned dust and dirt, muck and grit, yes, but mostly, he cleaned unbalanced emotions. Unlike actual dirt, a powerful enough emotion could bring down a kingdom.

“Chin up, Lou,” he said simply. “Nell?”

“Nell,” Babylou replied. “Bringing her in was a mistake—”

“Think that.” He cut her off. “Never say it aloud. We built our Isle, I’ll give you that. But only because Dismal allowed it. And if Dismal chooses to Coo Nell, we do not question that in her house. Besides, Nell’s longings for revenge run deep. It is unwise to tempt her.”

“You’re right, I know you’re right, but Nell can never let go of what she left,” Babylou reminded him. “Now she’s perched herself at the borders of our world. Hoping for a small glimpse of the past.”

“And why are you hanging around at our borders, Lou?” he asked, tucking his broom under his armpit and lifting Babylou into the boat with his one arm. “You have been watching the Byrd again.”

“That I have,” she began, knowing Abel would never dare tell their other sibling. “He fascinates me with his crowing. He does not deserve the honor of being called Byrd.”

“I of all people know that. I was head chimney sweep, remember?” They floated in silence for a small time. “I gave away my arm freely,” Abel said finally.

“I know,” Babylou replied since he’d told this same story a thousand times before. “To an alligator the size of three men.”

“No,” he said. “To a crocodile the size of twelve men.”

Babylou nodded along for his sake, but the alligator in his story grew and transformed into a crocodile every single time he told it.

“Yes,” he said, resting this time on the number twelve. “Twelve men. But do you know why I gave her my arm without as much as a protest?”

“That, Abel, I do not know.”

Babylou watched her brother sail forward on the dark waters, the black swans flanking them like soldiers on the front. Well hidden in the kind comfort of arching trees glued together with creeping vines of Virginia. Along with tiny purple phlox, they blanketed the floor and trunks and even the sky, shielding them from the Byrd. Man-high ferns fanned out and around the rear, close to their boundaries, providing more screen. Twinkling snaps of lighted insects illuminated the darkest spaces, and for a moment, Babylou knew that she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

“This here broom sweeps,” Abel started, changing the subject again. “It used to sweep the chimneys of the likes of Byrd. I swept for the cruelest man anyone could know.”

“The worst of them.”

“That he was,” Abel added. “But he saw my potential to become a master sweep.”

Babylou shook her head and kept quiet.

“The men I swept for held thousands of acres right off the swamp,” Abel said, sailing along. “And their homes palaces with many long chimney flues that needed to be climbed and cleaned.”

Abel paused his story to remove his wrinkled conductor’s hat as if paying respect.

“Many fell,” he added, again falling into a silent prayer. “I never fell,” he continued after a necessary waiting. “I fit in the narrowest chimney with ease and without complaint. I loved it up there in the dark, breathless, dank. In the chimney was safer than out of it. So I swept on. Until the swamp called us in.”

Babylou leaned in to listen closer, and she caught the mischievous young swan eavesdropping from just outside the boat.

“Legends kept us all away from the line, remember that, Lou? They sang stories of segmenting snakes that break into twenty chunks, each of the twenty with sets of fangs and venom enough to kill a large man. They spoke of panthers black lurking softly in the shadows. Ah, and my favorite, they told the story of the maiden who’d run into the swamp and the obsessed lover who’d followed her in. So, the story goes, they both die and then haunt the approaching curious.”

“But, Abel,” she replied. “That’s all true.”

He laughed so loudly and beautifully that the leading black swan shot him a cautious look to quiet him down.

“My apologies, Apawa,” he said to the swan, and she bowed in acceptance. “Oh yes, here’s our door. When we drew into Dismal, we left all reason to return behind. We never looked back, but Nell has a reason.”

“Dismal couldn’t let them both in,” Babylou told Abel, knowing he meant her son. “Nineteen years old. That’s a commandment of the swamp. Nineteen! Nell’s boy could barely walk then.”

“It’s love, Lou,” he told her. “That’s why I temper it with my broom on our Isle. Love isn’t worth the trouble. It, above all else, destroys good judgment and peace.”

“I know love,” Babylou said, bouncing on the backs of her heels. “You’re my brother. I love you! And Rexi. Greeny, too, wherever she may be. I love you all more than anything. I understand love as much as Nell does, I do.”

Abel sailed along a bit more. “I’m sorry, dear sister, but your unknowing is large and bright.”

Babylou folded in her arms like a youngest sibling would. “And just what is that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” Abel replied, lowering down to her ear, “you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Well,” Babylou said. “What’s different about the love I have for my beloved brother and the love Nell had for her son? Or even the love the obsessed lover felt for his maiden in the legend. How could that be different?”

Abel closed his eyes and sailed in slow silence for a few moments. “Words won’t do,” he started. “But know this: love will bring down everything we’ve built here. Love romantic or that of a parent will claw this Isle into brackish water. It cannot be allowed.”

“I do not understand the difference,” Babylou said defiantly.

Abel threw his hand up. “Still want to know why I gave that gator my arm?”

“Don’t change the subject,” Babylou snapped. “There must be an answer.”

“Ah,” Abel said, staring off in the misty distance. “We approach the entrance to our Isle.”

Two of Dismal’s eldest bald cypresses edged the large, bolted wooden door. Pinprick cracks let the golden hour light out from the other side, illuminating tiny floating glints on the dark swamp waters. Roots guided the perimeter of the door, encasing it in nature and aliveness.

“Password,” interrupted Sentinel, the guard of the door to the Isle of Floriate. “Password right now or go, Abel.”

Sentinel had been one of Abel’s chimney sweeps on the outside. He’d mangled his legs from a hard fall and was left orphaned by Sitter Senior’s cruelties. Greeny had drawn him just before she left and Abel set him at the door for another layer of protection over Floriate.

“No need for snip, Sent, we’re nearly ready,” Abel said with a kind smile, before motioning Babylou to step into her Nell-laundered dress and turning his back. “Put it on.”

“Oh, yes of course.”

She lifted her filthy sandal into the gown, and her foot came out the other side perfectly clean and arched into a dainty point, with a showy slipper instead of a ragged one. As she stepped further inside the dress, sparkles covered Babylou’s legs, and they glowed like they held light within them. A jolt of energy forced her body into a shimmy. She glimpsed her hair, bouncing locs with gentle curls and waves; it too twinkled like it was filled with fireflies. What looked like daintiness and beauty was fierce fortification. Every glint and glisten warded off intrusion of the Isle. It really had been a good idea to Coo Nell.

“Ready?” Abel asked with pride.

She nodded, and the youngest of the swans squawked awkwardly.

“Password,” said Sentinel, whose eyes were grinning from behind the impenetrable door.

Abel held his broom high into the air with the only hand he had. “Rangiyarahatupu.”

The doorway from swamp dank to bright, bustling joy opened, and Babylou and Abel went to enter.

Babylou stopped in the doorway and asked, “What does the word mean?”

“Huh, good question. Sent made it up,” Abel responded before leaning into Sentinel. “What’s it mean?”

“Ask Dismal herself,” Sentinel replied. “She put it in my Coo. Now go ahead on in before I shut the door.”

Babylou and Abel Mac strode through.
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Bornday hours passed without much tension. Heat still blared, but no one cared. Everyone was enjoying themselves, their family and newfound friends, the food. Night fell, and people began to trickle out. By nine o’clock, Grannylou called it.

“Bornday’s coming to an end, fam,” she announced to the stragglers. “If you need a place for the night, now’s the time to open your mouth. Moonshine, you stay whether you want to or not. Otherwise, takeaway plates are set up at the edge of the driveway, and it was good seeing y’all.”

I’d sat on the concrete porch tending the boom box for so many hours that my butt had gone numb.

“Atlas,” Grannylou said with a voice filled with gratitude. “Thank you for standing in for that DJ. You did well.”

“Thank you, Grannylou.” My bones creaked and cracked as I straightened my spine.

“Girls,” Grannylou said to my mother and auntie. “You did good. Thank y’all.”

Mama and Auntie lit up brighter than the torches. They worked hard for those compliments and cherished them when they came.

“And, Camden, twins, Daphne, Abigail,” she added. “Y’all too.”

Grannylou turned her entire body around to face all of us. “I’m most thankful today for you, Pansy. For telling your dream and you know what else.”

When Grannylou said Pansy’s name, I realized I hadn’t seen or heard from her in hours. She wasn’t at the cookout at all that I could remember, and I’d been so busy tending music, I had no clue what Grannylou could be thanking her for.

“What she do?” asked Mika outright. “Didn’t see her all day.”

Jason elbowed his twin. “Shut up!”

“Ow!” Mika hollered out. “Everyone was thinking it. I just said it out loud.”

“Come on before you get us kicked out of here for real.” Jason walked toward Grannylou’s cottage, and Mika followed.

“She won’t kick us out,” Mika said. “You know that.”

High praise from Grannylou was coveted and rare, but Pansy had just gotten the highest praise I’d heard Grannylou give to anyone in a while. I felt a rush of jealousy and then forced myself to swallow it.

Pansy was the gentlest in the family. Calm, quiet, and easy to get along with. She didn’t bother anyone ever and surely deserved whatever praise she was getting in that moment. Still, I couldn’t help it. I longed for that kind of praise from Grannylou; we all did.

I backed into the house to flip through more of the book of Coos that Coral had given me. I opened to “Sitter Coo.”

“That’s it,” Pansy said, startling me. “That’s the door to the Isle. I’ve seen it in my dreams.”

I jumped at the sound of Pansy’s voice. I thought I was alone. “You scared me,” I said with an edge on my voice that made her wince.

“Sorry about that,” she replied.

“No,” I told her, trying to shake off my irrational jealousy. “You didn’t do anything wrong, I’m sorry. What door are you talking about?”

I squinted, and there it was—an intricate door drawn underneath the chunk of words marked “Sitter Coo.”

“Wait,” I said. “How do you…”

“Come with me,” Pansy said, pulling me to the back bedroom.

She opened the door to Mika and Jason sitting on the plastic-covered bed playing video games.

“What the hell?” said Mika, with his eyes still on the screen. “Go away.”

“We’re busy,” added Jason, whose eyes also never left the television. “Bye.”

Pansy ran her hands up the side of the television and found the off button.

“Ah, nah!”

“Dude! I was winning!”

“Oh yeah, he sure was. Probably best you turned that off, then. Ow! Stop elbowing me, or I’ll kick your ass!”

“I went into Dismal to take the four thousand steps,” said Pansy as she casually stood in front of the dark screen. “Made it about halfway and had to turn back.”

“What are you even talking about?” asked Jason. “Why would you go into the Dismal, anyway? It’s snakes in there.”

“A big panther too,” Mika said, chuckling. “Grannylou called him—”

“Kuda,” Pansy finished his thought. “He led me in.”

“It’s official,” Mika said, looking at Jason.

“Yep,” Jason replied. “She’s lost it.”

“Without him, those snakes you’re so terrified of may have gotten me,” Pansy told him. “When Kuda’s tail twitches, they scatter.”

“Hold on one minute,” I said, stunned. “The swamp is a treacherous place. Not just snakes but the biting black flies alone cause welts all over the body. Your skin is untouched. And Kuda is a folktale. A story passed down. I know Grannylou made the yard glow yesterday, but there must be a decent explanation for that. Lightning bugs, worms, algae, things glow in nature, you know?” I asked, realizing I was coming off as patronizing, but I couldn’t seem to help it. “This, though? This is unbelievable. And not in a good way.”

Pansy looked cut by my candor, but I hadn’t slept and couldn’t find my patience.

“Hold up. Granny made the yard glow?” asked Mika. “What does that even mean?”

“You two need help,” said Jason. “Serious, professional help.”

Pansy reached toward me and snatched the drawing from my grasp. “This is the door I wanted to find, but it would’ve taken all day if I didn’t stop for rest. Maybe two days, since the thicket is full this time of year.” Pansy’s face sank into a frown. “Who is Sitter Senior?”

I looked over her shoulder, not yet having had a chance to read the poem. “I don’t know. Read it.”

Pansy sat at the foot of the bed, between Mika and Jason, who were now interested enough to listen.

Pansy cleared her throat.


Last night’s sermon’s the last I’ll preach,

Byrd’s found a door to Dismal Deep,

He’s gotten us in,

Such sin to avenge,

I’ll find the Macs, they’ll die.

Rexi and the Greeny one,

They’ll pay for what they’ve done to my son,

Babylou and Abel too,

Their slow deaths will not undo.

Sitter Senior’s what they call me,

Mac sisters and brother may disagree,

But when I’m inside,

I’ll kneel them to die,

Just like they did my Sitter boy.



“Who wrote this shit?” asked Mika. “They mean Grannylou. Who the hell is Sitter Senior, threatening to kill my gran?”

Pansy looked up from the note. “I have no idea,” she said. “Do you know, Atlas? Grannylou talks to you the most.”

“I know Abel, Rexi, and Greeny, of course, but I’ve never heard of a Sitter boy or Sitter Senior,” I said. “Does this mean they killed the boy?”

“Who is they?” asked Jason. “I’ve never heard of any of these folks.”

“They’re your grandmother’s siblings,” I told him. “Sit down and listen to her speak sometime, why don’t you.”

“There’s no way Grannylou has siblings,” Mika said with confidence. “Much as she loves bringing people to her house, no way we wouldn’t have met them at some cookout in the past nineteen years. No way. You’re making this up, Stank.”

“Stop calling me Stank! And what would I gain from making up fake siblings for my grandmother?” I asked, getting irritated with him and Jason. “I’m telling you what she told me.”

“You also said our eighty-year-old grandmother lit the night on fire and somehow we, what, just missed it?” asked Mika, making a dramatic show with his hands. “This whole thing is … what?”

Just over Jason’s head, I saw the heron Blaze pierce the canopy, open her mouth, and release thousands of fireflies. “My God,” I said, and everyone turned to look out the window.

The display was leaps and bounds more than the night before. It was a show-off of a show. The whole evening set afire. There must have been millions of illuminating insects and plants. Some twinkled in the darkness, while others blinked. Together, they made up a symphony of feathery light.

A figure stepped forward in the yard—Grannylou.

But she was different. She stood straight backed and energized. She held tight to her walking stick but didn’t look like she needed it anymore.

“This”—I heard her voice through the cracked window—“is what Atlas means by making my yard glow. Come out, all of you.”

We looked at each other and scurried to the yard.



“We have to go in as a unit,” said Grannylou. “You’ve been called.”

When we got to her, she did not turn to us. Mika and Jason ooohed and aahed over the light show, while Pansy stood confidently in her truth about the Dismal. I stepped toward Grannylou and reached for her shoulder, but she held her hand in the air to stop me from touching her.

“You okay?” I asked her. But she did not reply to me. She spoke, instead, directly to the Dismal.


Undone business

Business unfinished

Dismal wants her loosest end tied

Born the same day

Twenty-first day of May

In as a unit

To bring back her bride

Hopelessly longing

For thicket drawn blood

Deep in Dismal Deep we go

Surrounded by Love.



“Daphne.” Grannylou spoke to a nearby bush. “Write that before it’s lost. New stanza to the Coo.”

“Daphne?” asked Jason. “She’s ’sleep in the other plastic bed.”

Daphne’s eyes appeared behind the bush Grannylou had been speaking to. She didn’t say anything; instead, she feverishly wrote the words just spoken before she forgot them.

“And just what do you think you’re doing here?” asked Mika. “You’re a theater major, for goodness’ sakes. You know nothing about a swamp.”

“You, child, know nothing about a swamp,” Grannylou spat at her grandson. “And you know nothing about tact, apparently. This young woman you’ve brought to my home grew up on the Virginia side of the Dismal. She’s been wading that water since she was a babe. Next time, Mika, know what you’re talking about before opening your mouth.”

Daphne grinned, and her chin slightly lifted at Grannylou taking up for her.

A clearing of the throat rose from behind another bush. “I’m from near Williamsburg, and I’m a history major. Can I come?”

“You can,” Grannylou said quickly, staring at Jason, who wisely kept his mouth closed.

Abigail then rose and joined Daphne at her side.

“We go now,” said Grannylou. “Atlas?”

I was frozen in the muddy yard. Was Pansy now Grannylou’s new favorite? And how would eighty-year-old Grannylou walk through all that muck and mud? If her nineteen-year-old grands would likely have trouble, she surely would not make it far. It was getting dark, too. I could not wrap my mind around it all.

“Atlas?” Grannylou repeated.

“Oh, sorry,” I replied. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Pansy and Kuda could not reach the door because they did not have the map. Do you have it?”

My mind scrambled, and I tried to understand what was being asked of me. Map? What’s a map? My feet began to sink in the mud a bit, and my eyes grew heavy. Too tired from the all-night roast and too stunned to speak, I remained silent. Then the map warmed so quickly in my pocket that I threw it onto the ground.

The worms in my vicinity accordioned to the paper, hoisted it onto their backs, and delivered it to Grannylou. She bent forward to lift the map and said, “Let’s go.”
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Grannylou stood knee-deep in the pitch-black water of the Great Dismal Swamp, her strong hands gripping the grooves of the bald cypress tree in front of her. If she held still long enough, the wrinkles in her hands blended with the tree bark and disappeared, as if she and the tree were one. Stray rays of sunlight dodged the thick canopy of the swamp, spotlighting her, while her four grands and two friends of grands watched intently from the shadows.

“I’m living too long on the outside, babies,” Grannylou told us as the Dismal waters flushed against her bare, golden-brown legs. “Same things keep on happening over and over again. History’s on repeat, and I’m just about done with this.”

“Done with what, exactly?” I asked her.

I’d always felt that I knew her better than any of them, but lately, she was a riddle to me. Grannylou was usually steady and grounded in her stories and lessons; no matter how outlandish they seemed, they made sense. None of this made sense, though.

My cousins stared at her too as she stood solid in the murky waters. Pansy, who’d kicked off her shoes to feel the earth under her feet, was straight legged on a slightly raised grove of Virginia creeper. She watched closely and slightly brushed the hanging vines with the backs of her hands. Pansy’s spirit seemed to be drawing closer to Grannylou as mine drew further away. Another quick flash of jealousy ran through me, and I tried again to shake it off, but couldn’t.

It was Pansy’s temperament everyone loved. Always so calm and collected. So easy to talk to and slow to anger. I tried to be calm but usually failed. It was no wonder Grannylou chose Pansy.

“What are you staring at?” Pansy said to me. “Have I done something?”

I looked away without answering.

Mika stared in the distance with his fists clenched and his forehead furrowed as if trying to push down some strong emotion. He looked too serious to be himself. Like a lit bottle rocket ready to set flight. Jason’s expression was more content, but there was a similar edge there. His fists weren’t balled like Mika’s, but instead, his fingers squeezed his pantleg.

“Let’s go,” said Grannylou as the heron’s light turned black tree trunks and scurvy waters into glints and twinkles.

“Go where?” Mika asked. “It’s damn near ten o’clock.”

But Grannylou didn’t stick around to chat and let the lighted path lead her in. Pansy followed closest, then me, and the rest of them fell in line.

Dismal squeaked a strange, tarry sound, nothing like her usual groans and creaks. I searched the saturated soils and creeping waters for its origin, but nothing could explain it. I searched my mind for possibilities—phosphorus, erosion, oxygen release—but nothing fit. A shudder went down my spine when the stinging pitches continued bouncing limb to limb.

“I don’t like it,” Mika whispered, with no laughter in his voice.

“Not one bit,” Jason agreed. “Sounds like the swamp is weary.”

“And…” I spoke. “Changing.”

“Wouldn’t you be?” Grannylou interrupted. “Break a heart one too many times, and it hardens. Then it turns into something else completely.”

I considered Grannylou’s words. A brokenhearted swamp should’ve sounded unhinged, but this was the closest explanation that felt right. More than phosphorus levels or quickening erosion. These were the uneasy sounds of the Great Dismal Swamp finally reaching her pain threshold.

Small, sucking steps took ages in the swamp. Our first major obstacle was the rotting tree covered in hanging moss. Grannylou poked it twice with her walking stick, and it easily went through the wood like a knife through pound cake.

“Around,” she said before making a sharp right.

We all slushed behind her.

The dark waters rippled with creatures just beneath the surface. Spiderwebs glowed from sparkly dew, their spiders’ eyes darting from the centers of their masterpieces. They were curious about us; everything in the typically quiet swamp seemed to wonder what we were up to.

Clouds of gnats hovered near the banks as if gossiping. Occasional catfish whiskers jutted from the surface to take us in. And reeds of crawfish, lizards, slugs, leeches, and Lord knew what else slithered along, keeping time to investigate.

It wasn’t like we made it hard for them to keep up. Mika and Jason bellyached through algae, while Daphne kept falling behind to write in her pad. She’d look up to study a specific detail on a bald cypress or vine. Then her pen would take off again.

“Daph,” Jason would call out every now and then. “Keep up! It’s not safe to fall behind.”

But Daphne didn’t look afraid in the least. Not even a little. In fact, I saw her smile more than anyone.

Grannylou hadn’t stopped once.

“Ahh!” Mika yelled out, jumping forward and nearly falling into the water. “I hit something. That was an alligator or crocodile, I know it was.”

Grannylou probed her stick through the water where he’d been standing, and a thick tree limb floated to the top. She shook her head and continued walking forward.

As we kept moving, more frustrated sighs rose and fell from the group. And I understood their weariness. We simply weren’t prepared for a night trip deep into the Great Dismal Swamp.

My clothes stuck to my thighs, creating wet friction and chafing with every step. I kept pinching clumps of black mud from my forearms, and sudden dips in the ground sucked my unsuspecting feet into quicksand.

Abigail broke the silence. “Why are we in this awful swamp again?” she asked, swatting at the thick blankets of biting flies.

“Careful, Abigail,” Grannylou whispered into the cypress. “Dismal doesn’t respond well to being questioned.”

“I’m scared to say,” Mika whispered. There was no sign of comedy or laughter in him. He opened his mouth and closed it.

“Go ahead, baby,” Grannylou coaxed him. “Just don’t insult our swamp.”

“When you said we were going in,” Mika began, “I thought you meant a step or two, then we could go back to the house and go to bed. I didn’t know you meant in in. I’m tired and dirty and hungry and ready to get the hell out.”

“Me too, Gran,” Jason said. “We’ve been wading in mud for two hours. Can’t we do this in the morning?”

I was glad the twins had asked their questions, because they needed to be asked. My mind turned circles around the logic of the moment. We’d been caught up in the whirlwind of newfound magic in our family. Our grandmother could do things that shouldn’t be possible, so I’d followed her into this swamp without thinking.

But she’d been struggling with the line of reality and fantasy. She had spoken of life lived hundreds of years ago and the swamp swallowing her and her siblings alive. I looked around to everyone following closely. We shouldn’t have come in. Grannylou was too frail to lead us on such a treacherous journey to nowhere, and I needed to get her back home. All of us back home.

I reached for her hand. “It’s dark, Grannylou,” I told her. “Let’s head back to the house and get you cleaned up.”

A sudden breeze swept the trees, and a low, close growl echoed from nearby overgrown brush. The sound sent a chill through the air, but we stood steady. Our reaction to the potentially deadly cries of a big angry cat was too mild. It felt unnatural and directed, like a tiny conductor inside my body manipulating my emotions. Deep down, I knew our reactions did not match the moment and couldn’t pinpoint why.

“Abel’s close,” Grannylou said, almost to herself. “Sweeping out the fear and replacing it with the calm.”

“Gran,” I said as gently as possible. “You need some sleep.”

Over the years, I’d watched Grannylou’s slow physical decline. From long, flat, two-mile walks up and down her Carolina road to now, barely reaching the kitchen from the living room without having to take breaks. But here in the swamp, youth injected itself into her knees and back and arthritic fingers. She was different here. Here, more than her body, I worried about her state of mind.

“Did you hear me, Atlas?” Grannylou asked. “Abel’s in our midst.”

“Atlas?” Jason whispered. “Abel from the murder poem?”

“One of her swamp stories,” I replied, waving the question away to focus on Grannylou’s footing. “Let’s get you home, Gran.”

“I’m not leaving this swamp, child,” she told me before turning to Jason. “Abel is my brother, sweeper of the swamp. He keeps balance with his broom, sweeping away anger, fear, worry, love. Not one of you ran from my panther’s rumble. That is the work of Abel. He is close. It is almost time.”

“Wait a minute.” Mika walked to Pansy, who’d been quiet and standing at a slight distance. “Give me the little book.”

She reached into her pants pocket, and before she could hand it to him, he snatched it.

“You mean this Abel?” he asked, holding it to Grannylou and allowing her time to read the words.

As she read, she lifted her hand to her lips. “Where did you find this?”

“Grannylou.” I grasped her arm. “We have to leave now.”

Another harsh wind broke though the canopy, and the growl grew into what sounded like condemnation from the wild.

Just then, Grannylou pulled her arm away from my clutches and slushed toward the source of the noise. “Come out.” She spoke sternly to the overgrowth.

All four grandchildren started toward Grannylou, but she was too quick. She reached into the brush and coaxed out a jet-black panther of the Dismal. His striking, shiny golden eyes sparkled like waxed marbles. He glanced at Grannylou and nodded, but just once. Immediately after his show of respect, he twitched his large tail as if shaking off its irritation.

Grannylou smiled and placed a gentle palm on the back of his neck. “You never did like to bow to anyone, huh, Kuda? Not even me.”

His eyes softened, but he kept his chin high and defiant. She stood shoulder to shoulder with this elusive beast of the Dismal. I rubbed my eyes, not believing what I was seeing. Kuda, the hidden. Kuda, the fair. Kuda, the last of the Carolina panthers.

Until then he’d only existed within the confines of Grannylou’s front porch stories. But there he was, just as she’d described. Every aspect of him, detailed to perfection according to my imagination—aged gray hairs shining through the black. Regal posture. Even the twitch of his tail was exactly what I’d imagined when listening to the stories of his courage and strength and irritation.

Kuda was real.

“Kuda exists?” I asked no one in particular.

“Told you,” Pansy replied, and again I wondered why she was chosen to enter the Dismal first and not me.

“I’m ready, Kuda,” Grannylou said, scratching his ear until his eyes closed. “I’m ready to return.”

All four grands and Abigail and Daphne let out a shocked, rustling protest. She really was considering leaving? For how long, we did not know.

“We need to get you home, Gran,” I said, attempting to shield my shaking voice with authority.

She did not budge, so I tried switching tactics.

“You can’t return to anywhere but your sweet Carolina home.” I tried to giggle, but it came out as a gasp. “Who’ll tell us stories and share our history? Oh, Grannylou,” I rambled on, realizing I was likely coming off as desperate. “Let’s go back and—”

“Atlas.” Mika cut me off. “You’re making a fool of yourself.”

“She’s not listening to you,” Jason added.

“Well, no shit! But at least I’m trying! You’re just standing there. Do something.”

But they continued standing stiff with their hands in their pockets. Kuda pulled away from Grannylou’s petting and stared fixedly into her eyes.

“I’m sure, old friend. It’s time,” she assured him. “Make the call.”

This time, Kuda bent his legs and bowed so low to the ground that he nearly rested the top of his head upon it. True reverence. When Grannylou bowed in return, he slowly climbed a nearby rock, his tail flicking at flies. He parted his lips and released a hiss so loud it echoed through the swamp. I’d expected a roar, but this was more piercing than that. Brassy and earsplitting, his voice ricocheted from cypress to lily pad to warm, still water. The sounds stacked atop one another creating a chorus of shrill chaos, and I had to cover my ears.

“Thank you, my friend,” she told him. “Abel close?”

Kuda nodded once and twitched his tail.

The haze lifted, revealing the natural arches of hand-sized honeysuckle shoots and vines of waist-high hydrangea delicately climbing the bald cypress. Three new moon slits reflected in still black water—one pink, one yellow, one blue. And suddenly, a dramatic troop of twelve black swans breached the tree line. Wings tucked, they dove beak first into our midst.

The swan at the tip of the formation locked eyes with Granny- lou and chirped with the recognition of a friend. The second black swan in the configuration broke rank, flying to the raised shoreline. In a blink, the rest closed the gap she’d left. The second calmly lifted her wing to metronome like a conductor in a symphony. All remaining in the unit dipped their black beaks into the black water, followed by their bodies, until all but the conductor were submerged and out of view. After a few stunned moments, they still hadn’t come back up.

“They’ll drown,” said Pansy in a panic, leaping to her bare feet. “Should we—”

“We should do not one thing,” Grannylou said with pride. “Quiet yourself before you interrupt her count.”

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick.

The conductor concentrated on the timing.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick.

In the short distance, the tip of a gator’s snout shone in the still black depths.

“Lookit!” I pointed for the conductor, who batted a quick eye before returning to her task, keeping time.

“Swing low,” sang a voice that felt familiar. “Coming for to carry you home.”

The conductor lowered her time-keeping wing to shoot into the air like a just-released arrow. The remaining black swans emerged as well, lifting an intricately laced boat to the surface. The gator retreated, avoiding injury or death. I quickly took out my map and saw this was the same action from the page—swans lifting a boat from the swamp’s dark water.

“Abel,” said Grannylou. “You old shrew.”

I couldn’t understand it. Abel from Grannylou’s stories. She’d always referred to him as “brother,” but I thought it a term of endearment. A nickname for a made-up character. But there he was.

The sweeper of the swamp sprang from the boat and into the light. He couldn’t have been much older than us grands—eighteen or nineteen at best. He wore a red beanie cap and grinned so freely his cheeks met his ears. His skin glistened in the sun like beach water, and his teeth were perfect, all except one crooked front one. His right arm was missing, all the way up to the shoulder, and he held tight to his broom with the left.

“How?” I stepped forward out of the Virginia creeper. “You’re our age.”

“I am most certainly not, dear Atlas,” he told me with a mix of mischief and the charm of an old movie star. “Lou didn’t tell you? The Great Dismal Swamp holds many secrets.”

He then shifted his attention to Grannylou and jeered like only a brother could. “You look like hammered hell.”

“Just take me in, Abel,” she said to him. “I’m ready.”

“Take you where, exactly?” asked Mika, vocalizing what everyone was surely thinking. “To that boat the swans pulled up? Hell no, sir, you will not.”

“You do know what this means,” Abel told her, ignoring our protests as if we were flies or mosquitoes. “You know what happens if you board my boat.”

“Wait one goddamn minute,” Mika said. “It took us hours to get here. Hours of snakes and gators and murder flies. Abel, or whatever your name is, you don’t just rise from a swamp in a rickety boat and take our grandmother away.”

“I like him,” Abel whispered to Grannylou.

“Thought you might,” she said back.

“Something in the air here,” whispered Pansy as she glanced up deep in the canopy. “I don’t like it.”

“I feel it, too,” added Abigail. “This swamp has history. But not what’s in my 101 class. No, this history is hidden.”

Abel stepped back to tinker with some homemade gadget on the bow of his boat. His tool began to swirl so loudly and quickly that all attention went to it. The fist-sized, silvery device looked like it should be called a thingamajig. It was a mishmash of old cell phones, televisions, and random parts. The winding mechanism was a manual can opener. Abel looked up and then back down as his own invention lost control and leaped onto the Virginia creeper. Our eyes followed it as it jumped and screamed on the swamp floor. Even the panther squinted toward it and flicked his tail in irritation.

“The hell’s happening in this godforsaken swamp?” asked Mika.

Kuda huffed at the disrespectful comment.

“Careful with that, Mika,” said Grannylou. “Swamp don’t do disrespect; I’m trying to tell you.”

“A lot of shit happening today that can’t be explained,” said Jason.

“Should we bring them into the Dismal now?” Abel asked Grannylou, shaking his disapproving head at his gadget. “All of these children possess power unrealized. I could guide them in Dismal Deep.”

“You don’t know their mothers. No,” Grannylou said with surety. “Just me. For now.”

Abel’s spinning gadget came to a quick stop and let out a high-pitched screech. It took all light from the swamp, sucking it into the silvery, mismatched tool. Everything went as black as the water, and that was when more fear clutched hold. All four of us cousins huddled into one another.

When the sounds dissolved, Grannylou called out in a language none of us understood. When the flickers began to return, I realized she was requesting light in the darkness. In a blink, Blaze pierced the trees and released her fireflies to light our way. The large bird nodded at Grannylou and again took her leave.

“Release them,” Grannylou told Abel. “They should feel.”

“Lou,” Abel replied, “I’m holding a lot of emotion from them right now. Mika alone is angrier than most. And Jason is bottling. If I release them, there’s no telling what they will do.”

“I know my grandchildren. Release them.”

“As they say”—he lifted his broom—“your funeral.”

Abel dropped his broom to the swamp floor and swept it backward in one quick whoosh. A flood of emotions hit like bricks. I doubled over from the pain of feeling too much all at once. Mika and Jason both threw up. Daphne’s knees buckled, and Abigail melted, collapsing under the weight of it all. Pansy was the only one left standing, but she held her palms to her temples in pain.

I laid down on the mushy ground and tried to breathe deeply, but only shallow, catching breaths came out. I felt angry for some reason. But also so sad that I could’ve cried for hours. Above all, I felt fear. It washed over me like a flood.

Yet I began to comprehend the beauty surrounding us. A million lights twinkled the swamp to life like a cityscape of insects. Nothing close exists outside of this moment, I thought. Birds sang their songs harmoniously—a single chorus of countless breeds together as one. Finally catching hold of a satisfying breath, I smelled the earth in the air, floating around us. It smelled of compost untouched for many years, deep black and ready to grow anything that caught even an inch of light. My feet suctioned with every step, deeper and deeper into the Dismal. Parting my lips, I tasted moisture tinged with honeysuckle, and it was glorious.

I glanced at my cousins. Pansy had taken her palms from her temples and opened them toward the sky as if pulling calm into her body through her hands. But everyone else looked in agony from too much emotion released all at once. They couldn’t see the beauty yet.

Then it hit me. I rose from the muck.

“You came here…” I walked to Grannylou. “To leave us?”

Grannylou smiled at me like she’d known all along it’d be me who’d solve the riddle. “I’m living too long on the outside, baby.”

“Why would you bring us? Drug us with mystery and craft. Lead us through danger and exhaustion for this?” I asked, anger growing in my belly. “You’re not cruel, Grannylou. You’ve never been cruel. This is cruel.”

“Atlas,” she began. “This, my dear, is not a cruelty.” She smiled and stared off into the lights for a few beats. “It is your birthright.”

No sooner had Grannylou said the word birthright than the wet ground beneath her feet parted, revealing the tip of another chariot. Terror leaped quickly from me to Pansy to Abigail to Daphne to Mika to Jason and, finally, to Abel, whose broom now emitted a green, gleaming ring around it. The expression on his face was one of dread.

Grannylou reached with her entire body and grasped hold of the bald cypress she’d been petting. The cypress seemed to be reaching back for her. They met somewhere in the middle, saving Grannylou from falling into the void and to her death.

“Sitter Senior,” Abel said aloud. “Alert yourselves!”

My stomach twisted into terrified knots, and I huddled close to my cousins and Abigail and Daphne. We steadied our feet in the wet swamp floor and watched as Sitter Senior’s chariot emerged from the chasm. It may have looked like Abel’s long ago, but Sitter’s was unkept and dirty, with holes that should’ve sunk it. Still, the intricacies were undeniable. Curves carved into flames and waves and talons. Golden loops and halos woven through green sludge. Sculptures of people bowing before a headless, flowing gown of smoke, all engraved into the ship’s skirt.

I don’t know what I was expecting, but Sitter Senior emerged striking. He was pointy and thinned out, his pale white skin almost translucent. His neck and shoulders were so pronounced that I questioned how much he was eating. He wore long purple robes and held tight to a thick stick, or maybe a broom without a sweeper. He, like Abel, couldn’t have been much older than nineteen, which was impossible. It occurred to me that Dismal must reverse the aging process for the Cooed.

“Abel.” He nodded. “Cast your stick aside, fool. I will win. As usual.” He threw in the last two, unnecessary, words.

“Sitter,” Abel spat. “Go back to the depths.”

“Birthright,” he replied. “I heard the word, and I should be privy to such an important discussion. Wouldn’t you think?” he asked before looking over at Grannylou. “You.”

“You yourself,” she said in return, with more hatred in her face than I’d ever seen. “No one Cooed you!” Grannylou spat to her right. “You do not belong here.”

“I Cooed me, Lou,” he responded, almost amused. “Easy enough too, with your Greeny dead and gone. What do you know about that, ole Lou, or have you been on the outside too long?”

The panther, Kuda, hissed at him from the bushes and Sitter raised a brow toward him. “I’ll clip your tail if you make that noise in my direction again, cat.”

I wanted to study him fully, but the glowing lights of the Dismal avoided him, leaving him in the shadows. A lightning bug whisked past his eyes, and a brief flash of blue light revealed his face. I took a single step back, realizing he was fixed on me. That fleeting moment of light revealed an evil I’d never seen before.

“Map reader,” he said to me. “I want you.”

Grannylou released the comfort of the cypress and dove into the black water, grabbing hold of a carved wooden nymph on the base of Sitter Senior’s boat. Abel followed, quickly locking his arm around the flagstaff.

“Calm,” he uttered to Sitter. The single word sent Sitter Senior into a feeble heap at the floor of his boat.

“Kuda,” Grannylou called out to her panther, who’d leaped sideways from water-locked tree to water-locked tree until he was feet away from her side. “Take my grandchildren home.”

He nodded, and with an agile, almost horizontal jump vaulted to our side and curled his tail at the backs of my knees, a protective stance.

“Worms,” Grannylou told the glowing wrigglers. “Light their way.”

Hundreds of squirming larvae hurried along to light the direction from which we’d come. In moments, they’d formed two lines, one on either side of the makeshift path, illuminating our way in the darkness.

“Atlas,” Grannylou said, motioning toward my cousins. “Show them, baby. Show them the way. Promise me.”

“I will,” I replied. “I promise.”

Then, all frailty in Grannylou disappeared. She positioned her foot into a groove of the chariot and a strong hand on the nose of the mast. She looked at the troop of black swans, and then to the cypress.

“Take us down with it,” she told them.

The second black swan in formation regained her place on the branch to keep her count while the others dove underwater.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick.

In a blink, the black swans began to drag Sitter’s chariot back into the chasm it emerged from, with him still passed out on the floor.

Abel stood as straight as a board and spoke directly to his swan. “Bring my chariot down next, would you?”

The time-keeping swan methodically nodded once between ticks, and Abel tipped his beanie in response.

“Down, down, down to Dismal Deep,” Grannylou said with a wink, followed by a twist of fear on her face.

The same Grannylou who’d hoisted us on her shoulders when we couldn’t reach the ripest figs in her front yard tree. Same Granny- lou who patiently picked the eggshells from her famous cream cheese pound cake after we’d “helped.” Very same Grannylou who’d meticulously woven honeysuckle crowns for each of us before naming us kings and queens of the Carolina swamplands.

Our Grannylou had just displayed such bravery and strength. Pride filled my body as I witnessed her magic. I cringed at the word as well now. She was right—this, what I was seeing, was larger and more powerful than magic. This was love. This was willingness to take any risk for family and friends. This, I thought, was the price of freedom.
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The transition from dark swamp into Floriate’s gardens was always a jolting one for Babylou. From dank, haunting, aged beauty to flowery youth. From thick, black swamp to bustling wildflower city.

“Let’s cut through the flowers,” said Abel, nodding her onto the lesser walked paths. “We need to eat, and the tempations are just ripe.”

Babylou spotted the bright orange tempation tree, filled with fruit. “Run before the birds and fliers know the fruit has ripened. They’ll wipe them out in minutes!”

Wind caught their hair as they ran downhill toward the fruit. When they reached the tree’s base, Babylou hugged it so tightly that her fingers clasped together. She climbed to the highest, fullest branch and swung upside down while eating.

On this side of the Isle, they had a full view of hidden pink waters. Waves crashed the shoreline like the sea, while stillness held the middle like a lake. The body of water was beautiful and irrational. Babylou bit into a tempation, and every muscle in her body relaxed.

“What does yours taste like?” she asked Abel, who’d just taken a bite of a different one.

“Mine,” he started, “tastes like a million orangey, lemony, pecan-tinged, liquid-filled bubbles bursting in my mouth.”

“Oooh,” Babylou replied. “Mine is firm like an apple. Starts out sour but turns minty and sweet, like the teas Mama used to make for her mistress.”

They sat in silence for a few moments at the mention of their mother, and the surrounding Dismal cried out in solidarity.

“I wonder who blessed the waters,” Babylou asked, changing the subject and shaking the sadness from her voice. “I can never get a good answer. Does anyone know?”

“Nope,” Abel answered quickly. “Not a soul.”

Babylou made her way down the tree, leaping along thick and flimsy branches with light feet and zero worry of falling. “Doesn’t that strike you as an odd thing, though?”

Abel shielded his eyes. “I can’t watch you when you do that, Lou,” he said.” It’s unbearably dangerous, and I’ve seen too many people fall.”

“I mean,” she continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “wake up one morning and the water has turned bright pink overnight, and no one has any recollection or care as to who blessed it to do so? That’s a strange occurrence, even for Floriate.”

“Have you reached the ground yet?”

Instead of answering, she peeled two of his fingers from his eyes. “Answer the question.”

“Stranger things have happened on the Isle,” he replied after relaxing his worried shoulders. “Maybe someone did it by accident, I don’t know.”

“Abel,” Babylou said. “Look at it.”

Pink waves crashed deep into the sand dunes, revealing pale pink rims outlining the tips of the surf. The sun shone down from different angles on the multicolored ripples, making them twinkle like layered sequins. Wispy sprites skipped blissfully on the surface of the water and small, golden birds followed to catch a bit of their ecstasy.

“This,” she told him, “was done on purpose.”

He stood to stare off in the distance. “Is that…?”

Babylou gasped. “Yes! Mighty Herons are back!”

Enormous winged beasts of Floriate flapped over the distant sparkling waters. Zena, the matriarch, leading the dangerous charge as she had since Babylou’d started tending their nesting areas.

The Mighty Heron troop had been Rexi’s idea—three times the size of regular herons and powerful enough to take out approaching armies from the sky. But their temperament had been Abel’s design—gentle and loyal to all Cooed, so gentle that the Cooed could curl up underneath their massive wings without worry. Greeny drew the creatures onto their Isle, and Babylou looked after them. If Floriate had a lucky charm, it was the herons.

When Babylou first laid eyes on Zena, the matriarch, she couldn’t believe Zena’s size. Quadruple the stature of a regular swamp heron, and even larger than her own horde, Zena cast shadows over trees and buildings. Her smooth gray feathers shone and reflected the horizon like the water’s surface, and her enormous crown sparkled. Unlike herons on the outside, the Mighty Heron troop never left each other’s sides.

At first Zena was cautious, keeping a safe distance and bearing witness, but as soon as she recognized Babylou and her siblings wouldn’t harm her, she called out for her troop.

“Ahhhhooooooooooo,” Zena bellowed, and the rest of the Mighty Herons ducked through the thicket of the Great Dismal Swamp.

Their coloring varied, some silver and vibrant like chain mail. Others looked iridescent in the light, catching reds and golds and oranges with the shifting of the suns. Zena was pewter with golden glints shining through the vanes of her feathers.

Babylou lifted herself quickly from the rainbow sand and shielded her eyes. Zena’s focused mandible guided her and the rest of the tribe toward shore. They looked exhausted, and Babylou wished she could send a vessel strong enough to bring them in, but even the babies were born large.

“What’s your count?” Abel asked, since their annual hibernation usually doubled as a birthing season.

“I count fourteen,” Babylou replied. “Wait, no, seventeen. Ahhh, eighteen.”

“I only see…” Abel smiled. “He must’ve hatched days ago.”

“The water is unforgiving to creatures so small,” Babylou said, beginning to worry for them.

Abel chuckled. “He’s already half your size.”

“You know what I mean, Abel,” Babylou said. “Small for their kind.”

“They’ve got him,” Abel said, with a shakiness at the end.

Desi and her sister Moura flew alongside the fledgling, frequently lifting his beak because he kept getting distracted by the new, colorful world around him. He’d glide off course, and they’d lift him with the tops of their heads, at least four times within the minute. They were exhausted, and so was he. They all were, from matriarch to infant.

They finally reached the shore, digging their talons into the colorful sand, and Abel and Babylou ran to them. They scanned the troop; the beasts were tired, but whole. Then they turned to the new addition, now clinging to Moura’s back for dear precious life. He was all fluff and no feathers, but steady and attentive for his age.

“Welcome,” Abel said, stroking his fuzzy forehead. “Welcome to paradise.”

A celebratory squeal rang from the Dismal.

“What will we name him?” asked Babylou, and all elder herons perked up at the question as if they’d been waiting to know his name.

Abel paused thoughtfully. “What do you think?”

Babylou furrowed her brow in response. “But you always name the new fauna.” She shook her head. But then it popped into her mind—not just his name, but a prophecy of sorts.

Babylou bent forward to him, meeting his precious eyes. “Solomon, the wise,” she spoke over his brand-new life. “When others fall victim to temptation and stupidity, you stand alone in your conviction.”

Babylou stood tall in front of him and called his name. “Solomon.”

In response, all seventeen elder Mighty Herons also stood. “Skkkeeeeooooooooooooooow,” they said in Isle-shattering vibrato.

Then the Great Dismal Swamp replied, “Skkkkeeeeoooooooooooow,” in an even more powerful resonance.

Solomon stumbled at first and then wobbled onto his feet. He lifted his awkward beak and yelled out as loud as he could. “Squueooo,” he sounded, but it only came out as a squeak.

Abel and Babylou chuckled at him, knowing one day he’d be legend.
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“Y’all need food,” Mika and Jason said in twins-only sync.

Mika, Jason, Pansy, Daphne, Abigail, and I sat around Grannylou’s small dining table. Jason set a sleeve of saltine crackers in the middle of the table, and Mika placed a bowl of pulled pork smothered in barbecue sauce. After our trip into the swamp, I was too frazzled to eat.

I couldn’t bear food after watching Grannylou disappear into the dark waters. Clearly Pansy, Daphne, and Abigail couldn’t either, since the food went untouched for a while. The three of us sat there staring at the plastic table covering while Mika and Jason buzzed around the kitchen, gathering ice in glasses and mixing lemonade and tea just like they did at Uncle Camden’s storefront restaurant.

“It’s been an entire day,” said Jason. “Eat.”

“No one will be able to think straight until we eat something,” added Mika.

Mika and Jason had been put to work as kids in Uncle Camden’s restaurant. They’d learned there to feed people first and ask questions second. I held a saltine cracker without biting it. Dazed, I couldn’t envision lifting my hand to my mouth.

“Fine,” Jason said in a huff. “Don’t eat, but we will.”

The twins scarfed down tender barbecue, pickle, and saltine sandwiches with a freshly made sweet tea and lemonade mixture. My mouth began to water, and I took a bite of the saltine in my hand. Yep, I was starving. I sandwiched together my own and closed my eyes. Uncle Camden had outdone himself.

Before long, everyone at the table had eaten and the bowls were empty. Content silence swept through the kitchen for a few short moments before the tension of what had just happened returned, darkening the mood again.

Daphne spoke. “What do we do next?” she asked me.

“No offense,” I started.

“Oh, God,” said Mika. “Here she go.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked, shooting him a look. “I haven’t said anything yet.”

“Nothing good ever follows no offense with you,” he replied. “You’re on the verge of being amazingly offensive.”

“I just have questions!” I said, louder than I intended.

“Keep it down in there!” Uncle Moonshine hollered from the living room. “Trying to sleep.”

“Sorry, Moonshine,” Mika, Jason, and I replied together. The three of us grinned briefly, but the twins’ laughter melted away.

“What are your questions?” asked Jason. “And don’t be rude, or I swear…”

“You swear, what?” I rolled my eyes and didn’t wait for a reply. “My first question is: Who are these girls? And why are we trusting them like this?”

“Grannylou trusted them,” Pansy said with her quiet confidence. “Shouldn’t we?”

“I don’t see Grannylou here to ask how far that trust should extend, do you?” I spat the question at Pansy, and she hung her head. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be…”

“Amazingly offensive?” asked Mika.

“I think it’s fair to ask who we are,” Daphne said, looking at Abigail. “I’d want to know too.”

Abigail nodded. “What do you want to know?”

“Who are your people?” I asked.

“Goodness, Atlas,” interrupted Jason. “You sound like a church mother. ‘Who are your people,’ what the hell kind of backwoods Carolina mess is that?”

“My people are deeply rooted in and around Williamsburg,” Abigail started. “Lineage is the focus of my research assignment this year. I began with my own, and a few Black classmates have hired me to trace theirs back too.”

“Huh.” Jason let out something between a word and a confused pant. “That’s actually pretty cool.”

“Thanks,” Abigail responded coyly.

“Do not thank him!” I told her, sounding so much like Grannylou I made my own heart ache.

“Ey!” shouted Uncle Moonshine.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “He should have known that about you already. It should not have taken me asking for him to find out.”

“Mind your business, Atlas!” he said.

“Get to know your girlfriend, Jason!” I replied.

“What have you learned so far?” Pansy interrupted us. “I think all Black people in this country want to know ancestry and have no idea where to start.”

Abigail reached for the pen hiding behind Daphne’s ’fro. “May I?”

Daphne nodded for her to take it. Abigail then flipped her folded napkin onto the side with no barbecue sauce on it. She drew a stick figure of herself at the top of the sheet and then a line straight down to the bottom, where she drew a basic-looking house. Then she began adding inartistic but effective stick people along the middle points of the straight line. Some labeled with names and others with names of small Virginia towns.

“Bray School is as far back as I’ve been able to trace my line,” she said with both pride and frustration. “Eighteenth century. A triple or quadruple great-grandmother went there in 1771 before it closed.”

“Am I the only one who doesn’t know what the Bray School is?” asked Mika.

“It was a school for free and enslaved Black people in the eighteenth century,” Daphne interjected, and everyone’s head shot in her direction. “I’ve written a few short stories set in Williamsburg. Went to talks down near William and Mary for research. Bray School came up.”

“Holy shit,” said Mika. “Smart and fine!” He turned to his brother to embrace in an intricate handshake. “Jackpot this time, brother!”

I looked from Daphne to Abigail. “Dump these clowns.”

But there was no point in saying it. They were smitten. I felt myself softening to Daphne and Abigail. Not because they were smart and/or fine like Mika and Jason had said, but because they were so open and honest about their passions.

I wished, for once, I could tell them about my own wants and desires. To live up to my name, as Grannylou had advised. I thought of the pull back to Dismal I’d felt in the dorms of NCAT. Of the line of haints waiting at the edge of the Great Dismal Swamp. Of Coral, pleading for direction from the one who knew the way. I petted the map in my pocket. All of this could heal Dismal somehow and find my grandmother. I knew it could, but no one else knew the whole story. Nothing stopped me from sharing my secrets with them, but when I went to part my lips, fear held my mouth closed.

I sat silently watching Mika and Jason clear plates and refill empty cups. I glimpsed Pansy’s passions showing beautifully through her yoga-toned arms and calm disposition. And now Daphne and Abigail, falling into place at the table as if they were meant to be there. That was when I spotted it—

“My God,” I said. “Can I see that napkin?”

Abigail handed it over.

“My God,” I repeated.

“What?” asked Pansy.

I looked to Daphne and then to Abigail. “No accident you two are here this weekend. You were drawn. Grannylou had to have known somehow.”

I pointed to the name by one of the stick figures at the side of Abigail’s lineage line—Trulie.

“Who is she?” Abigail asked, almost frantically. “I haven’t had any luck finding any information outside of her name. No children that I could find from her. She’s just sort of stuck there in the mix. I’ve got something wrong there, I can feel it.”

“No, no, no,” I said, shaking my head.

I shot up to retrieve the small book Coral had given me in the woods. In the chaos of the cookout and venture into the swamp, I’d only had a few moments to scan through it. It was filled with gibberish and names and dates and poems. When getting cleaned up from the swamp, I’d left it underneath the pillow on the plastic guest bed. I grabbed it and returned to the table and began wildly flipping through it.

“Haven’t been able to scour this like I’d like to,” I said. “It reads like the Old Testament. Y’all know the parts with the names and son of so-and-so and so-and-so that no one reads. But each so-and-so has their own Coo … Here!”


I sent him in,

She spat him out,

From muscley strong,

To fumbling thin

By his account

No shadowy doubt

He couldn’t bear living

Admitting, submitting, unwilling

The Dismal, she gives.

And taketh away

That fateful last day

At shady Bray

Trulie the great

Trulie the grand

Hung himself in Byrd’s humble shed.



“Where did you get this?” Daphne asked in a strange tone.

I locked eyes with her. “Found it,” I said, attempting to brush off her intensity.

“What does it mean?” Abigail asked with tears in her eyes.

“It means,” I started, reaching for her hand, “the only thing you had wrong was that Trulie was a she. Trulie was a man. And for some reason, our Grannylou sent him into Dismal. I think Granny- lou is at the center of all this. Maybe this all can help find where she’s gone.”

The wheels seemed to start turning for Abigail, her eyes darting from the napkin to the ceiling and back. She stood, pushing her chair back so powerfully that it nearly flipped sideways. She snatched the pen from my hand and began reconfiguring her drawing, scratching through a few of the stick figures above Trulie and eliminating ancestors.

Watching her do this with such concentrated precision broke my heart for my people. We wanted so badly to trace ourselves back. Rebuild our lineages to stake some claim in this country. Abigail was all of us, but in an obsessed, concentrated form. I wanted to hire her to do me next. Find my line and trace me back to a place I could be sure of.

“I thought I was crazy claiming her in my line,” she said, shaking her head. “Him, I mean, him. Trulie. He floated at the bottom.” She pointed to the bottom of her napkin and stared each of us in the eye, one after the other. “Like he was in outer space, floating, and I couldn’t grab him.”

“How did you even know to put him in your line?” asked Pansy, looking at the figures. “I don’t see a researchable link.”

“That’s just it,” Abigail replied. “He never showed up in my research.” She pointed to her chest. “He came from in here,” she whispered, and then looked toward Mika, most likely wondering if he’d crack a joke. Thankfully, he did not. “His blood is my blood. His spirit is my spirit. And I didn’t need a ledger to tell me that.”

Abigail picked up the book and began reading. “This is not gibberish,” she said. “This is our lineage. I’d bet every one of us around this table is linked here. I can feel it. I can see it. This is a Tree of Blackness.”

“Daphne?” Pansy said. “You said you’ve written short stories about Williamsburg?”

She nodded. “Nothing good, I mean, just … Yes. To answer your question, yes.”

“Would you happen to have any of those?” Pansy asked.

“I don’t let anyone read my…”

She stopped herself before finishing and lifted her middle finger to her teeth and began to bite her short nails even shorter. A tell, I thought.

“Fine.” She gave in. “I do think one applies here. Let me go get my laptop.”



Daphne’s pink laptop was open on the dining table. I caught a glimpse of her keyboard. Most of the letters were faded from overuse. Her shaking fingers automatically went to their “ASDFJKL;” resting places.

“It’s okay,” Pansy said kindly. “I’m sure your words are gorgeous.”

Daphne laughed in response. “I don’t think they’re gorgeous at all. Well, I don’t know. No one has read them.”

Mika huffed. “I would have read them.”

But everyone in the kitchen, including him, knew that was a lie. He would have underestimated them. Chuckled at them. Or worse, moved on to the next girl in line.

“Scoundrels,” I said, accidentally aloud. When the twins shot me a look: “Sorry, no joke, y’all, I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

“Should I just…” Daphne said cautiously. “Start?”

Mika and Jason busied themselves in the kitchen making some dessert dish, and I was beginning to think they couldn’t help themselves. Cooking brought them comfort. Pansy looked into Daphne’s eyes with total support and love. And Abigail nodded, smiling and encouraging her new friend. As far as I knew, Daphne and Abigail had only just met. But they were in the same predicament and had drawn close to one another.

I felt myself stiffen. I couldn’t figure out what to do with my hands and shaking legs. I wanted to snatch the laptop from her and read the damn thing myself if it meant finding Grannylou. I breathed out once and squeezed my eyes shut to calm myself. Grannylou was missing. Gone in the dark waters. And we needed clues more than Daphne needed to be babied. She began, thank God:

“Coral was left alone in the—”

“What?” I interrupted.

“Coral—”

“Yeah, stop reading right now,” I replied as everyone gawked at me.

I grabbed the book, jumped from my seat, and went to the back room’s plastic bed. Fanning through Coo pages like a madwoman, I felt eyes staring from the doorway. When I glanced back, I saw them all stuffed in the threshold, watching.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I said, still frantically searching.

A delicate hand rested on my upper back—Pansy. “Can we help?”

“No!” I snapped. “This one is big. I have to find it. I should’ve marked it. I knew, as soon as I read the Coo, I knew it meant something, and I’m so dumb that I didn’t mark it.”

I hadn’t slept and was beginning to feel the exhaustion. The words were melting together. I’d never find it. Maybe I’d imagined it.

“Stop looking at me like that!” I yelled, throwing the fragile book at the headboard. “It’s here, I’m sure of it!”

“If it is, you just Babe Ruthed it across the room,” said Mika.

“Why does everything have to be a joke to you, huh?” I asked with my voice raised and uncontrolled. “Your grandmother just disappeared too. Gone into the night! And you’re still playing around? Both of you. It’s nauseating.”

“Atlas,” Pansy said in a low, patient tone.

I jerked myself away from her. “Don’t pet me like that! You went in ahead of us. You knew how dangerous it was. You could’ve said something.”

I sat on the bed with my head in my hands and began to cry. I hated crying, especially in front of people. But I couldn’t help it. Pansy placed her hand on my back again, and it made me cry harder. Even at my rudest, she never gave up on me. She should have, but she didn’t. I met her gaze and told her I was sorry. She shook it off and smiled her sweet smile. When I looked at Mika, he didn’t let me off nearly as easily.

“Rude ass,” he said. “If I didn’t make jokes, I’d be throwing stuff at headboards like a silly child we all know and love.”

“We have our way to deal,” Jason added. “You have yours.”

“That’s fair. I’m sorry,” I told them and everyone. “All of you. I’m sorry.”

“Holy shit,” Daphne said, garnering everyone’s attention. She had picked up the book I’d just thrown. “She’s right. Look.”

She held open the book of Coos with one hand and her own laptop with the other.

“Holy shit,” said everyone together.

She looked up. “It’s the same,” she said finally.

“What’s the same?” asked Jason, leaning in close.

“The writings,” Daphne said, holding the book and the computer side by side. “Mine and these, almost identical. Who wrote this again?”

Daphne looked quizzically at me, and I shrugged. It was Coral’s book, so he had written them down, I assumed. He didn’t say either way.

Mika took out his phone and began dialing.

“Why are you calling Dad?” Jason asked, looking over Mika’s shoulder.

“The Lonely Coral,” Mika replied.

Jason slowly nodded. “That’s right.”

My stomach lurched again at the sound of Coral’s name, but I was too tired and confused to make any more fuss.

Uncle Camden picked up the phone. “Dad?” asked Mika. “Why’d you name that drink at the restaurant the Lonely Coral?”

Everyone watched and waited. Mika’s eyes widened, and he put the call on speaker.

“It’s a poem or legend or folk thing your Grannylou used to tell us kids, about a boy named Coral who’d been left behind when his mother was drawn into Dismal.” Uncle Camden’s voice rose from the phone. “Why?”

“What happened to the boy?” asked Mika.

“She said something about Bray,” Uncle Camden said. “There’s a song she sang us, but you know I can’t sing.”

“Try,” Mika told his father. “Please.”

“I’ve got a line of customers in front of me,” he said sternly. “Call Pepperpot.”

He hung up.

All our attention went to Pansy. She rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

She lifted her phone from her pocket and called her mother. Instead of answering with a greeting, Auntie launched into dialogue.

“Meetcha and me been all over the Carolinas dropping off casseroles and delivering plates to folk that couldn’t make it to the cookout. I swear your Grannylou thinks we’re still preteens with no responsibilities but to do what she says do,” Auntie started.

“You okay, Mama?” Pansy asked, pausing her mother’s chaotic rant.

“I’m just fine, baby. Tired is all. We’re coming up on the last few deliveries and then we can come back and get some rest. What you need?”

“Do you remember a song about Coral and Bray?”

I loved the way Pansy asked the question—direct and wise. If they knew what Coral and Bray meant, it’d be obvious that there was something there, but if they asked what the hell she was talking about, it was a dead end. Clever girl.

“Of course,” Auntie said, and I heard my mother in the background chattering and remembering too. They began to sing in harmony without prompt:


Coral of Bray

Coral of Bray

Left alone in the wood that day

Coral of Bray

Coral of Bray

He left alone to die.

Wrapped up on his mother’s back

She broke into the wood

It’s taken her in

It spat him out

In Dismal Swamp she goes

He cried until a man sailed by

He sweetly sang his lullaby.

Swing low, Coral boy, swing down low.



Auntie and Mama laughed loudly, and I heard a high five through the phone. “Still got it!”

“What did Grannylou say it all meant?” Pansy asked.

“Give me the phone,” my mother said with authority. “It’s a warning for mischievous, curious daughters not to go wandering near cottonmouth-filled swamplands in their backyard.”

“No, it is not,” said Auntie, grabbing back the phone. “It’s a parable. The baby was on his mama’s back, and she was trying to escape the plantation. To get in, that mama had to sacrifice the thing she loved the most, the baby on her back. It speaks to faith, Meetcha. Like Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac.”

“But Abraham didn’t have to sacrifice Isaac, Pepperpot. He slaughtered the ram in the bush.”

“Yes, girl, I know that,” Auntie snapped. “Again, not the point at all. The willingness to do it is the point.”

“But what was her reward?” asked Daphne. “A miserable life alone in a swamp? Never knowing what happened to her child? That sounds like an agony, not a reward.”

“Bray was the reward,” said Auntie, and I heard my mother agree for once in the background.

“A one-armed man came along to save him,” said my mother. “And the boy grew up to be brilliant and gifted at most everything. He taught at the Black school in Williamsburg along with one of our kin. Grannylou never would tell who he taught with, but she did say there was a special class one year where Coral and our kin took to a little boy by the name of Trulie, if I remember right.”

“She said something happened in that classroom, remember that, Meetcha? Lou was secretive about that part, but if you caught her sleepy enough, she’d spill it.”

“That’s right,” replied Mom. “Lou can’t stand the word magic, but that’s what it sounded like to me. Some big flash and a change in the atmosphere, she told me once.”

“Ancestral shift, she once told me,” added Auntie. “All of their lines were affected—the boy Trulie and his classmates.”

“We’re pulling into another house now. Got to go.”

“Thank you for reminding me of that,” said Auntie. “Been a minute since I thought about it.”

“Hey,” Mom asked in the background, “why don’t you just ask Lou?”

I reached over Pansy’s shoulder and hung up the phone before my mother interrogated her. She had a crafty way of getting the truth out within seconds.

“I think we need to go,” said Abigail.

“Go where?” Jason asked.

“To Bray School,” she replied. “Williamsburg. There’s something there, I can feel it.”

I shot up from the bed. “I’ll drive!”

“Hell no, you will not,” Mika countered. “Your mean, sleep-deprived ass needs a long nap. I’ll drive.”

I conceded. “We won’t fit in my Civic.”

“Your mama’s Lexus is out front still,” Jason said to me. “You got a key to that?”

“She’d murder me and then prosecute me on the stand,” I said. “I cannot take her SUV without asking.”

“We don’t have a choice here, Atlas,” said Pansy, ever the voice of reason.

I looked around, counted, and recounted six people as if it would change. “Damn. You right.”
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The drive would take a little more than two hours. And the scenery wouldn’t be scenic. A few years prior, I’d driven past the Williamsburg exit on my way to Norfolk—it was mostly flat and boring for the entirety. Pansy stacked blankets and pillows in my mother’s hatchback trunk for me to sleep, and everyone else buckled in tight up front.

The drive began tense and quiet. No one spoke for fifteen or so minutes. Everyone is in shock, I thought. From regular Grannylou Bornday cookout to Dismal to Bray to who knew where else we’d go to search for answers. The sharp turn of events over the past few hours would have been enough to shock anyone.

“Should we take turns?” I asked, peering over the back seat. “None of you really slept either.”

“Worry about yourself,” Mika said. “We good.”

After the monotonous sounds of the road settled in, I asked, “Could you read that poem again, Daphne?”

“You should be asleep!” Mika hollered from the driver’s seat. “You have a whole damn bed set up back there.”

“Queen of Sheba won’t even go to sleep on her mobile bed,” agreed Jason.

“No,” I said. “I just had a thought about the Coral poem, and when I close my eyes, I’d like to visualize some things.”

“Ohhh,” replied Jason. “Queen of Sheba is into visualization. I see it now.”

Daphne cleared her throat for silence. “Mine is a bit different, but it’s close.”

“That’s alright,” I told her. “Just read it as you wrote it.”


Coral

Wrapped up on my mother’s back

She breaks into the wood

It’s taking her in

It’s spit me out

In Dismal Swamp she goes

I cry until a man sails by

He sweetly sings his lullaby

Swing low, Coral boy, swing low.



“Thank you,” I said, resting my eyes, realizing she’d written her words in first person, as if she herself was Coral. My stomach twisted and an off-putting intuition flashed through me. Who was this girl, really? Sitting in Grannylou’s chair earlier and, now, writing as Coral?

I opened my mouth to challenge Daphne but closed it immediately. My cousins would jeer at me, and they were probably right—I was cranky and tired, passing judgment prematurely. Still, I felt protective of Coral.

He had nearly glowed. The slope of his shoulders, smooth and sculpted, led to his mapped chest. I followed his markings behind my closed eyes, up and down his pectoral muscles, around his belly button, and I lost the tracks at the button of his pants. How dare Daphne write about such a special being as Coral? I thought. Who does she think she is, anyway?

I closed my eyes again. He stood at the edge of the Great Dismal Swamp. Alongside the endless line of people awaiting entry and freedom—turning one by one toward me for guidance, but Coral outshone them all. I heard his voice resonate through my thoughts like a pickleball ricocheting in my brain.

“You still search me, reader of maps,” his voice echoed. “Dream and know my beginnings.”
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As soon as I saw Grannylou’s brother, Abel, with two arms instead of one, I knew that I was dreaming.

Deep in the Great Dismal Swamp, Abel crouched low in his small boat, grasping tight to his broom. I followed his gaze. He watched as a large alligator approached a sleeping baby boy. The boy had been left alone, loosely swaddled, at the edge of the dark waters. He was vulnerable, helpless, and stalked. The alligator’s lime green eyes slid into focus, fixed on the easy prey. Though I knew it was a dream, I gasped at the tense moment. Studying the baby, I saw Coral’s piercing eyes peeking out from his blanket.

“Coral,” I said aloud in my dream, and the Dismal replied with an angry breeze that felt like a warning. I forced my mouth shut as Abel spoke.

“Take the whole of my arm and leave the child be!” he yelled out to the alligator. Then, as he sailed toward them, he sang:


Swing low,

Ole crocodile,

Baby ain’t enough for you still.

Look high,

Ole crocodile,

Looka here, I’ll give you your fill.

My arm,

Up to the shoulder,

Come on forth and have this instead,

My arm,

Something to behold,

Grown man’s arm will get your belly fed.



The alligator prowled so close to baby Coral that it would surely gobble him down before Abel reached them. Abel hollered in the swampy distance, his arm raised high.

“Looka here, ole croc!” he told her. “You won’t get a fight from me. Not one bit.”

The alligator floated, only its hungry eyes showing above the swamp water. She looked from baby Coral to Abel and back, contemplating the tender, fresh flesh of a newborn human. Those cheeks alone would burst in her jaws like just-fallen plums. Abel’s lean muscle might be tough. Ole Croc puckered her lips, imaging brawn tangled in her teeth. She would’ve chosen the baby, but she knew Abel held grudges for lifetimes.

Ole Croc rolled her eyes and turned to face Abel. Bring yourself here, Abel, Ole Croc hissed with disappointment. Hurry before I decide otherwise.

As if to taunt, the infant let out the sweetest coo. Ole Croc could taste its newness in the damp air, and nearly snatched it before Abel reached him, but Ole Croc was too late.

Abel stroked her tail.

“Have it,” Abel said gently, glancing longingly at his arm as if to say his goodbyes. “It’s served me well.”

Suddenly, Ole Croc lunged toward Abel, testing his promise, but Abel did not flinch. Instead, Abel bowed slowly. “I am nothing if not a man of my word.”

Ole Croc calmed in the dark waters. She then lifted her head slowly above the surface and placed her gentle bite around Abel’s wrist like a bracelet of deadly teeth. Abel shut his eyes and smiled to himself at the absurdity of the moment. Ole Croc sank teeth in, first drawing droplets of blood, then a steady stream, and finally, endless gushes. Ole Croc eased her bite up to Abel’s forearm, then elbow and shoulder.

Abel never opened his eyes, nor did he scream. He breathed slowly through and ground his teeth, but he never screamed.

In the end, as promised, Ole Croc swam off with a decently filled belly and her head held high. Abel wrapped his stump tightly with a scarf and grasped his broom in his remaining hand. Then he lifted the baby into his boat.

“God gave me two for good reason, Coral boy,” he told the infant, naming him Coral right then and there. “Now, what in the world am I to do with you?”

Baby Coral blinked, unfazed by the alligator or the blood soaking through Abel’s scarf. The child looked wise and knowing.

“You think long,” Abel told the baby. “Your tiny eyes see yourself grown, and with all I have, dear boy, I will get you there.”



I woke up as we rolled into the lot of the Bray School.

“Sheba’s up,” said Jason. “You missed a Walmart and a Bojangles. Shame.”

I parted my lips to tell everyone about the dream but closed them again. I decided I’d keep it to myself, for now.
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1744

Solomon and the rest of the flock of Mighty Herons arrived in perfect time for a rare occurrence in the Isle of Floriate— a wedding. A newly Cooed herbalist named Tabitha had accepted a proposal from a stonemason, Paul. They’d known one another on the outside, where she brewed medicines from swamp items and he chipped at rock. He had been admitted to the Isle first, and he could not be made to forget Tabitha, not even by Abel’s broom.

Paul spoke of Tabitha in the same way that Nell spoke of her baby boy. He had begged Abel to allow his love’s admission. But Abel was wary of an emotion as powerful as love. Still, Paul lobbied for Tabitha—explaining her talents with roots and leaves and crushing pots—until finally, Abel agreed. Paul built a small stone cottage for them near the back corners of the Isle and as soon as Tabitha stepped through the Isle door, Paul fell to his knees to propose.

The entire village was in a tizzy of excitement. And it took a full week to prepare for the celebration. Floriate’s adornments and best cuisines were on full display, and all Cooed fell seamlessly into their roles.

Rexi and her golden goats encircled and caught hogs just like their mother had on the outside. Abel and his team swept, cleaned, and carved a grove into the secret garden for the ceremony.

Passi Belleux cut her most mature green stalks from her flourishing field and rolled them into cream-filled appetizers. Beeez Creek dipped heart-shaped combs in fresh honey willow syrup and laid them out on platters for everyone to taste. Meadow Lilac’s peach penneys and Cal Calerock’s peeled and separated chicamala fruit lined the tents that were set up for the reception after the ceremony.

But Babylou’s time was mostly taken up tending Solomon’s overexcitement at being in the world. He did not know his own strength, and if he wasn’t constantly entertained, he could accidentally tear down the Isle. Babylou looked to Kuda for help, but he’d twitch his tail and disappear into Dismal. Kuda could not be bothered with clumsy young birds. Only Babylou could keep Solomon’s mischief at bay. He wouldn’t listen to Kuda’s or Rexi’s or even Abel’s commands. The entire tribe of Mighty Herons were beginning to favor Babylou as their human companion.

Solomon’s favorite activity was retrieving bright purple, ornamental dallium flower balls. Babylou would throw one as far into the diffrozen fields as possible, and Solomon would take flight toward it and bring it back. Hours would pass before he tired of the sport, and the monotony was maddening for Babylou. Her bored mind would often wander to her favorite sister, Greeny.

It’d been nearly twenty outside-years since she’d gone. Time worked differently within the tree-walls of Floriate, but Babylou kept track by moons and stars. What felt like a year on the plantation was half of that on the Isle.

Babylou pitched the dallium deep into the field and stared off into the distance where Greeny had last been seen. She wondered if her favorite sister watched her from the Dismal. Babylou lifted a hand to the wood in a wave, but there was no reply, not even a subtle rumble from the swamp. As she lowered her hand, Solomon rammed into her, accidentally knocking her to the ground. He then landed at her side and swept his wing across her chest as if to apologize. Still on the ground, she threw the dallium as far as she could. Babylou watched as Solomon finally rested in the field, and after a while, he fell asleep in the diffrozen.

“That took time,” Abel said, making his way toward her. “Want to walk?”

He held out his hand for Babylou to take, and he lifted her to her feet. The bones in her back creaked and cracked from the fall. She looked to Solomon and then to Abel. “Desperately,” she replied.

“They’re choosing you, Lou,” Abel said. “To guide them as their keeper.”

“Yes,” she replied, exasperated. “I’ve noticed. Do I get no say in the matter? I’m one of this Isle’s founders, after all. Shouldn’t I have a more notable placement?”

“Remember who you speak to, sister,” Abel said, holding his broom high in the air. “I sweep.”

Babylou nodded, not knowing what to say.

As they walked, they noticed the diffrozen were in dominant bloom. They were Babylou’s favorite flora of Floriate.

“Ouch,” Abel hollered out as diffrozen vines poked at his ankles. “I don’t understand your esteem for these little monsters. Ouch!”

Notorious show-off flowers, they became angry at those who walked by without expressing admiration. They certainly despised insult. Abel should have known better than to actively insult diffrozen vines while in their midst. The green stems stood stick straight, as if daring Babylou to keep going without speaking to them. She slowed briefly to give them their due.

“My! My! My!” Babylou said quickly, crouching a bit to meet their gazes. “You truly are the most beautiful plant on Floriate, aren’t you?”

After she complimented them, the vines loosened and the stems relaxed. An appreciative puff of gold dust released into the air, attracting sopranos—colorful, flying insects that sang in an ethereal, high pitch.

“We have to get along now, Lou,” said Abel. “That wedding will sneak up on us.”

“Wait,” Babylou said to him. “Here come the tenors.”

Babylou stopped to witness their harmonies, unlike anything outside of this place and time. Thankful for a moment away from Solomon’s dallium ball, Babylou breathed in the calm, appreciating it. Loving it. Thanking it for showing itself to her. The beauty of this life. Watching the sopranos flutter and sing while the diffrozen swayed and sparkled, Babylou’s cheeks rose into an involuntary smile.

“I do love this place,” Babylou said aloud.

“I know, Lou,” replied Abel, who was pointing at something just past the swaying diffrozen fields. “But we have to move along.”

“Oooiiinnn,” creaked the hollow trunks of the trees around them in unison.

“What does that mean?” Babylou asked Abel.

“On,” he said in response. “The trees are moaning the word on.”

Snakelike vines wrapped around the tree trunks like tentacles. Shiny, red mushrooms at the bases of the trees pulled down their hoods, hiding from something. Tiny doat-bird babies cracked open their eggs and peeked out of the jagged openings only to reseal them again.

Twitchy squirrels fearlessly leaped across treetops. Restless winds circled through the forest, making everything look alive. In the rays of light, billions of seeds floated on the twirling winds. In the distance, gold sap poured from the tallest trees, trapping small critters and freezing them in place. Smoke or mist rose from the ground, and there was no telling what lay beneath.

Elderly trees parted, creating a thin, curving path between them. Marching majorette ants turned on their back bulbs, lighting up the dark forest floor. Winged flyers swooped down to eat the ants, and when they did, they themselves lit up. Veins in the leaves of every tree in the forest began to spark gold. And three golden-streaked goats sat at steady attention, ready to lead.

“Where are you taking us?” Babylou asked Rexi’s goats.

“This doesn’t feel right,” Abel said, staring at the middle goat, a billy with a high chin. “Surely this doesn’t feel right to you. Look around. Trees only choose to converse when they’re in turmoil.”

“OOOOIIIIIIINNNNNNNNNNN,” the trees repeated, louder and with less patience.

“I don’t know that we have a choice at this point,” said Babylou, looking nervous. “On we go.”

Babylou caught eyes with the nanny goat, who took a single step out of her formation. The step sent nervous and excited chills up Babylou’s spine. Untainted, unopposed power. She’d grown into quite the leader since Mama gave her to Rexi as a nubby goat kid. Rexi had named her Tobair, since she was the source, the wellspring of generations of golden goats of the Dismal. She now looked like the type to not challenge. Ever.

Small sounds rustled at Babylou’s and Abel’s feet—twelve bright yellow holymantises, six on either side, flanked them. Barely reaching their ankles in height, they unrolled a runner onto the ground. Eleven of them stood, hands clasped in prayer, as the tallest one removed a long, thin pin and stuck it into Abel’s left foot, forcing him to step forward onto the mat, bringing Babylou with him.

“Ouch,” Abel yelled out. The mat lifted them a foot or so into the air and began to float after the goats. “Let me down. Stop this.”

The whole of the Isle seemed to be working together to get them where they wanted them to go. On, as the trees had said. On!

Babylou leaned close to Abel, frequently turning around to see what was happening behind them. Every few moments, the path closed like it was zipping itself back up. Babylou counted—one, two, three, four, five, six, seven—the forest zipped.

“How do we get back?” she whispered into the back of Abel’s neck. “The path is closing.”

Suddenly, the holymantises pitched Abel and Babylou off the mat, sending them a few feet forward to the edge of a high cliff. They could not cross by themselves, and Babylou wondered why the holymantises wouldn’t simply hover them over the chasm. They’d have to climb down and back up on the opposite side. They looked to the golden goats for instruction, but they and the mantises had disappeared.

“We’ll miss the wedding,” Babylou told Abel, who looked petrified.

“Yeah,” he replied shakily. “The wedding lost its importance for me when three-inch-tall insects flipped us onto a floating rug.”

“Fair,” Babylou responded.

The sounds of creek water crashing against rock rose from below them. The smell of fish and swimming things filled the wet air. Sounds, not high enough to be sopranos or low enough to be tenors, filled the forest.

“Altos,” Babylou whispered. “I’ve never heard the altos sing. They should not be on this Isle.”

“They’re extinct,” said Abel, voice still shaky from their peculiar pitch from the floating mat.

The altos fluttered around their heads. So close, they could pick them out of the air one by one. Altos were social insects with no defenses. “Easy targets,” said Babylou, holding her finger for an especially curious one to land. “Easy targets don’t live long, especially in an insect’s world. They’re like lightning bugs were on the outside, remember those? Too easy to pick off and stick in jars.”

“Exactly,” replied Abel. “They must’ve been in hiding then.”

The alto on Babylou’s finger stared through long, fluttering eyelashes and sang her sweet song. Then startled by something Babylou could not hear, the alto took off and flew deep into the forest, and the remainder of the small flock followed closely behind.

The sopranos were eerily silent, and the tenors let out a low drumming sound. The sparse patches of diffrozen at their feet revealed only their drab parts, which meant they were unhappy with something in the air.

“I don’t like it,” said Abel.

“Yeah. Me neither.”

A rustling in the thick brush startled them. “It’s just me, you anxious oafs!”

Rexi glided from the bushes wearing a freshly laundered orange dress that looked like raging flames. It was a masterpiece that put Babylou’s blue gown to shame.

“What is this madness, Rex?” asked Abel. “Why the spectacle? You could have simply called.”

Sometimes when they were face-to-face, it was hard to distinguish them from one another. Twins born seconds apart, even their mannerisms were mirror images of one another.

“Dear brother,” she said, laughing mischievously. “Why call when I can tease and pester?”

“We don’t have time for this,” said Abel, walking back the way they came. “The town will be gathering. This wedding will start soon.”

Babylou glared at her sister skeptically. Nothing she ever did was simple. She wanted something, badly.

“What are you up to, Rex?” asked Babylou, deciding to stand her ground.

A quick grin flashed across Rexi’s face. “This wedding foolishness,” Rexi started. “Why are you allowing this, Abel?”

Abel stopped walking and turned toward her. “What is that supposed to mean? Allow…”

“Don’t play stupid with me, brother,” Rexi replied. “You sweep the strong emotions away. And we all know the strongest one of all is love. Why have you allowed these two to wed? What are their names again? No matter. Answer the question, Abel.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Abel repeated, but Rexi had piqued Babylou’s curiosity.

“It isn’t a bad question,” Babylou said to him.

Abel’s lips seemed glued shut, and he staggered a bit, nearly losing his footing. Babylou’s curiosity turned into concern; she’d never once seen Abel clumsy. Just then, one of his Dismal black swans pierced the veil and stood in front of him with her impressive wings spread. In response, three of Rexi’s golden goats stepped out of the trees, hairs standing uneasily on their necks. Babylou looked around for Kuda, but he was nowhere to be found.

“Shhh, now,” Rexi told her goats. “One swan is no danger to me.”

As if on call, the remaining eleven black swans circled above and landed in practiced formation behind their leader swan—creating a protective V around Abel.

“Don’t underestimate the beauty of Dismal swans, Rex,” Abel said with an uncharacteristic scowl. “It is a shield to hide their lethalness.”

Rexi laughed dramatically. “Dear brother,” she spoke, bringing her laughter to a quick halt. “Your birds lift chariots from shallow swamps and tick, tick, tick along to keep time. I felt sorrow for you when Mama bestowed you a tray of sad eggs.”

The black swan at the tip of the formation opened her mouth and let out an explosive hiss. She then spread her beautiful wings and flapped until Rexi’s dress caught wind.

Babylou watched them—Abel, Rexi, golden goats, and black swans of the Great Dismal Swamp—ready to fight to the death for their charges. She could hardly believe what she was witnessing. This was their Isle. They’d all built it with love and desperation and sacrifice.

“What is wrong with you?”

Babylou stepped into the dangerous center between black swan and golden goat. That was when Kuda appeared at her side, alert and protective.

Kuda’s roar sent the black swans’ wings into their relaxed positions and the golden goats’ agitated hairs down to their necks. His job was bigger than the protection of Babylou alone, and his authority was clear. He ran the fauna on the Isle, maybe even the entire Dismal Swamp, in quiet silence.

“Let’s go, Lou,” Abel said, slightly less unsteady.

Babylou wanted answers, but she wanted away from this tense moment more, so she agreed.

“Would you mind unzipping the trees?” Abel asked Rexi, with thick anger in his tone. “We have duties.”

“Dear brother and dear sister.” Rexi’s three golden goats flanked her. “I have duties, too.”

The holymantises lifted her up and out, leaving them to fend for themselves through thicket.
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Exhausted, they reached the high point of the Isle, expecting to see the entire town flitting around in preparation for the rare ceremony, but the cobblestone walkways were empty.

“Why is no one here?” asked Babylou. “The whole town’s been talking about this union.”

Babylou looked to Abel, and he seemed perplexed. “This is wrong. Everyone should be here. Where are the townsfolk?”

Lines of empty tents and stone buildings decorated with colorful congratulatory banners sat empty in the field. Platters of honeycomb were left unattended, and incense had burned to nubs, some of the embers dangerously close to flowing fabrics and ribbons. But there was no one there.

Babylou homed in on the eerie sight of Beeez Creek’s usually docile honeybees stirring and swirling away from their boxes, into chaos. “Where are they?” Babylou asked no one in particular.

“There.” Abel had spotted something.

Babylou followed his gaze to find most of the town crowded at the bottom of the hill near the lines of squatty homes, underneath the four stone arches.

“What are they all doing there? Wedding’s on the other side of this grove.”

The villagers stood in a curious circle, as if observing something interesting. Abel and Babylou made their cautious trek toward the clump of townsfolk.

“Excuse us, please,” said Babylou, but no one budged.

“It’s Abel and Lou. We need to get to the front.” Abel spoke to the backs of their heads, and still they did not move aside. “We need to get through.”

The onlookers were packed so tightly that Babylou and Abel had to use their elbows to make their way to the center of the circle. They listened for chatter or gasps or gossip, but there was only silence. Floriate was typically vibrant and full of banter, especially on a day like today. The quiet was eerie and unnatural. When Babylou peeled through the final front row of onlookers, she was horror-struck.

Nell lay lifeless on the cobblestones in the center of the circle. The moons shone brightly over her gray locs and thick eyebrows. The leftmost edge of her sideburn kept a hint of its curl while the other side had fallen limp from the clear slicing of her throat. Her laundry-worn hands still held her laundering wand, the same she’d created all their gowns and slacks and shoes and hats with. Townsfolk surrounded her in mutual mourning.

“What will we do?” someone wailed.

“We’ll have no protection.”

Someone else added. “Sitting ducks is what we are.”

The Great Dismal Swamp retorted with a loud rumbling reprimand as if to assert its protection over the Isle. The townsfolk took the hint and quieted their complaining, but it did not ease their fear.

“No one can replace her,” another said, now whispering.

“Ah.” Rexi elbowed through the crowd, glowing in her flowing orange gown. “But there is one.”

“Who has such power?” someone asked. “You, Rexi?”

Rexi laughed, sinister and proud. “Oh, no, not me.” She raised her painted nail and pointed. “Him.”

A young man that Babylou did not recognize stepped confidently to Rexi’s side. Babylou’s heart burned with rage, and she wanted to shriek for release, but the townsfolk would see that as weak. So she kept her mouth shut, staring at this new, strange person standing in the town they’d built from nothing. Who’d drawn him in? It couldn’t have been the Dismal herself. Dismal twisted and turned as if in labor when she decided to perform her rare draws, and Dismal had been at peace lately. This was one of her siblings’ doing. She stared at Rexi with rage.

“Calm yourself,” Abel whispered, sensing her wrath. “Outbursts are frowned upon.”

Babylou watched his hand grip his broom. He was about to sweep away her ire, but she placed an authoritative hand over his. “Don’t temper me, brother,” she told him. “I want my anger whole.”

Babylou breathed through the mad and tried to steady her voice as much as possible.

“Rexi,” she said, through shaking vocal cords. “Who drew him in?” Rustling came over the crowd, and Babylou could not hold back her yelling. “Silence!”

“I did,” Rexi replied, with her defiant, ungrateful chin high in the air. “And I’d do it again.”

Another rush of chatter took the silence away, and Babylou lost control. She picked up a hand-sized rock from the ground and threw it hard. “Everyone quiet!”

Babylou walked to Rexi. “You don’t have the authority to draw without consulting with us first.”

“Calm,” Abel said. His useless advice sat in the air unheeded.

“Everyone, form a circle around my sister.” Babylou spat the orders to the townsfolk. She did not recognize herself. “Where is the bride? She’ll have some type of serum to bring truth forward from this snakey slick sister of mine.”

Paul, the groom, stepped forward, dressed in colorful tails for his wedding. “My bride, Tabitha is her name, is in waiting,” Paul said, chin high with pride but also tears in his eyes. “She will not want to be seen prior to—”

“Bring her to me,” Babylou said, feeling heat emit from her nostrils.

“I’ll tell you without the serum,” Rexi said, her face twisted with mischief. “You are correct, sister. I knew the rules of the Isle. I also knew it would be near impossible to draw without the three of us, but Nell can thread any garment. Or…” She glanced at Nell’s lifeless body. “She could, I should say.”

“She cannot thread a garment strong enough to draw,” Babylou yelled, trying, and failing, to steady her voice.

“Your cravings for power are showing, sister,” Rexi told Babylou. “For everyone to see.”

Babylou looked around to realize she was correct. The confused and judgmental expressions were, for once, directed toward her, not Rexi.

“I am simply trying to understand how a man can cross our perimeters and keep his life intact without all three of our blessings,” Babylou told the crowd, attempting to put them at rest. “We built this Isle to be free. To govern ourselves and our families without enslavers’ feet on our throats. If he can cross without consensus, anyone can, including our oppressors. If one can come in without injury or death, why on earth couldn’t the Byrd?”

The crowd winced at the mention of William Byrd II. Babylou tried not to speak it, because she knew what he and his people had done to many of them. Looking around at the faces standing in the square, she realized that many had been brought in from his Virginia plantation. And they did not miss being ruled by a cruel Byrd who could not fly. A shift rippled through the crowd.

“Babylou’s right to question you, Rex!”

“How could you bring him into our midst?”

“And without approval from the board too! No vote? Unacceptable.”

“Did anyone else know about this?”

“No one,” Rexi said, but Babylou did not believe her. “This was my plan and mine alone.”

Tabitha, dressed sweetly in her lacey wedding gown and veil, appeared in the crowd holding powerful truth serum in her hand. She looked to her soon-to-be-husband, Paul. “You shouldn’t see me,” she said, with a tearful shiver on her words. “It’s bad luck.”

Paul gently removed the serum from Tabitha’s hand and gave it to Babylou with an expression of disdain.

A flash of guilt ran through Babylou, but she did this for the sake of the Isle. She took the serum from Paul’s hands and approached Rexi with it.

“Give me that if you like,” Rexi said, holding a defiant hand in the air. “But I’m glad to answer any questions you may have without it. The serum will simply slow the process, you know that. It’ll make me ill first, and only then will I be able to speak. Your choice, though. Of course.”

“Speak, then,” Babylou told Rexi.

“You’re sure about this?” Abel whispered into her ear. “She’ll lie.”

“Serum takes an hour or two,” she replied. “Let’s give her a chance.”

“Great choice,” Rexi started menacingly. “There is a loophole in that hard-and-fast rule, as you call it. That loophole is love.”

Another low murmur of chatter took over the gathering. “Quiet!” Babylou yelled to them, and Abel jumped, surprised.

A new intensity grew in Babylou’s belly, making it impossible to contain her frustrations. “Love cannot be shaped into a key for the Dismal door.”

“Paul,” Rexi said, turning her attention to the groom. “Answer me this. What gift did you bring with you into this swamp?”

Paul took a flabbergasted step back. “I … I am a stonemason.”

“You are a stonemason,” Rexi said, rolling her eyes. “Yes, and what else can you do?”

“I … Nothing at all, I don’t think,” he replied.

“Oh, dear Lord, man,” Rexi said, clearly irritated. She closed most of the gap between them until they were nearly nose to nose. “When you’re close to me,” Rexi began, “I feel.”

Rexi circled him while his wife-to-be stood stunned in the periphery. The crowd began to chatter uncomfortably as they watched beautiful Tabitha in her lovely wedding gown standing speechless. But Rexi paid them and Tabitha no attention, her sights firmly set on Paul.

“You cannot be controlled,” Rexi told Paul. “Not even my brother’s broom can sweep you comatose. You love. Even when the most powerful sweeper attempts to dull it, you love, and you love deeply.”

“I … I don’t know what you … I—”

“And,” Rexi continued, as if he wasn’t fumbling all over himself to find his words. “You shed your shields onto those around you like snake’s skin. Your Tabitha cannot be swept either, because you cannot be.” Rexi winked. “Valuable gift you’ve got there.”

“I…”

“Please stop,” Rexi said before walking away from him to address the small crowd. “How many of the rest of you feel differently since Paul has pierced the veil? My sister Babylou is surely showing her rage more freely now.”

Babylou stepped forward. “You mean…” She motioned toward oblivious-looking Paul. “You mean he’s making me behave like this?”

“Oh, no.” Rexi laughed. “This poor man is minding his business, trying to marry his sweetheart. He isn’t making anyone do anything. He’s simply nullifying the powers of Abel’s broom. That embarrassing temper tantrum you’ve just thrown is all you, Lou. Unswept you. I fear our brother has met his counterpart.”

Rexi smiled her gotcha grin, since she knew her sister well enough to see her spinning on the inside. Then she locked eyes with her twin, Abel, who wore an expression of shock and sadness.

“Don’t fret, brother,” Rexi told him. “At least you still have your swans.”

Everyone stared at Abel. Babylou, Rexi, and the entire town of people now watched him quietly and carefully, as if he were breakable. The sound of acorns being stepped on broke the silence. It was the recently Cooed young man taking a few noisy steps forward.

“My God,” said Abel, whose attention had turned toward the young man. Abel walked cautiously to him, homing in on his features. “Coral?”

He nodded and gave Abel a swift smile.

“You kept the name,” Abel said, still staring at the young man. “You’re her son.”

He nodded, and Babylou remembered.


Her child upon her back,

She breaks into the wood,

A treachery unspeakable,

A Dismal Swamp she goes.

She goes.

She.

Goes.



“Your mother,” Rexi said. “Nell. How old are you?”

“Nineteen,” he replied, and his voice sounded like a singing tenor.

“All of this is connected,” Rexi said lowly, almost in a whisper. “Paul dulling your broom. Coral finally being admitted to the Isle. Nell fallen. All of this is somehow linked.”

“Is this true?” Babylou locked eyes with the striking young man. “You were the baby on Nell’s back?”

He nodded, and Babylou’s head began to spin. What’d he been doing all this time, she wondered. Who’d raised him? How did he survive being left alone, unable to fend for himself? Someone saved him all those years ago, but who? Then she turned her attention to Nell’s body.

She thought of how she felt when her own mother lay lifeless in that slaughtering barn. She remembered Rexi wailing at her chest. Abel kissing her bloody temple. Greeny levitating the killer and Babylou herself laying him down into a dead heap. But Coral didn’t seem nearly as affected by the death of his mother.

There he stood, seemingly unfazed, feet from the dead body of the woman who’d run naked through the Great Dismal Swamp to save him.

“Your mother was very powerful,” Babylou said to him. “Among the most powerful in our swamp.”

He remained silent and stoic.

“She died today,” Babylou continued. “She lays lifeless not feet away. Do you feel anything at all about this?”

Still he remained silent, but the groan from the crowd couldn’t contain itself. Whispers turned to chatter, and chatter grew into questions stacked atop one another. Babylou bent forward to take a small mound of dirt in her hands and blew it into the thick crowd of townsfolk. Everyone froze except Paul, and the effects were weakened in his presence.

“What have you done to my Tabitha?” he asked, frantically shaking her stiffened arms. “What have you done to all of them?”

The Great Dismal Swamp growled at Babylou—a warning, she knew—but she ignored Paul’s concerns and the Dismal Swamp’s too. She walked around Coral, completing two full revolutions. “What can you do, Coral? Something magnificent, I feel.”

He smirked a bit, and that’s when she noticed them. “You’re marked,” she said, tracing a few wispy skin streaks peeking from his gown.

“Can you read me, Keeper of the Herons?” he asked. “Do you see?”

The townsfolk began to shake off their enchantments. Every villager held power, from the master bread maker to the shaper of the cobblestones. Some more than others, but all were granted something as they were Cooed. Their fight to shake off the enchantment felt like a gnat flying around Babylou’s head.

Ignoring them, Babylou lifted Coral’s shirt to reveal intricate weaving stretch marks covering his toned body. “I—I,” Babylou stuttered. “You’re mapped. I can nearly read you, but my vision is blocked. The lines are fuzzy, and they get lost. I am sorry, but I am not your reader.”

Coral stepped away from Babylou and closer to Abel. He leaned over to Abel and Rexi. “Awaken, twins,” he said. “She is not my reader.”

Abel and Rexi shook awake from their enchantment.

“You dare freeze us,” said Rexi, before lifting her own stick from her waist. “Out, Babylou. Be banished from the safety of this Isle.”

Babylou took a stunned step back and then she looked to Abel. “You agree with this?” she asked, feeling tears welling up in her eyes and anxiety in the pit of her stomach.

The three of them stood shoulder to shoulder—Rexi, Abel, and Coral—resolute and united.

Abel’s eyes filled with tears. “I…”

Coral held his hand in front of Abel’s face, stopping him from finishing his sentence.

Babylou gasped at Abel being quieted by someone she’d assumed they’d only just met. Abel then swept her feet from under her with the stiff edge of his broom. Her belly wound into knots, and bile stifled her screams. She blinked, and when she opened her eyes, lush green whished past her periphery. Blue glints of sky illuminated by rare sunrays flashed her flailing forearms. And an occasional shadow of agile black ran underneath—Kuda—keeping time with her as the Great Dismal Swamp spat her out.
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Night began to fall at William & Mary. School was out, and the streets were mostly cleared of cars and people. A few shops were still open, but their blinds were half-drawn and no customers browsed inside. Only a single elderly couple turned the corner and walked on the opposite side of the street, but they didn’t seem to notice us. A streak of sideways lightning lit the sky, followed by rumbling thunder.

“Nope,” said Mika, turning around and heading back to the car. “I’m not going out like this.”

“Mika,” Jason said to his twin, with rare scorn. “We’ll be fine.”

“Fine?” Mika replied. “No storm in the forecast! And look up. Not one cloud in the sky. I’m taking that warning and sitting my happy ass in the car. Y’all go in there if you want to.”

“Let him go,” Abigail said, with more conviction than I’d heard from her since she arrived at yesterday’s roast. “There’s no room for fear here.”

Mika, for once, was lost for words. He sauntered toward the car as Jason joined us to find a way into Bray.

The building was traditional white Colonial and it smelled like aged wood. It was getting darker outside, and we were becoming silhouettes without features. There were very few lights around the building. Even streetlights were too distant to help with our footing. I slid my hand across a dark brown post, and a splinter lodged itself into my index finger. I gasped.

“What happened?” asked Jason.

“You okay?” Abigail inquired.

“What was that?” Daphne asked with a tremble.

“Splinter, I think. Somebody turn on your cell phone light,” I said. “Mine is in the red.”

Jason’s lit the path first, followed by everyone else’s. “You need to charge your damn phone, Atlas,” he said.

“I’m fine—we need to hurry and find a way in. We look like robbers with these cell phone lights on,” I replied, but they all still looked concerned. “Just a splinter. Seriously, I’m fine. Try this window.”

“It’s glued shut,” Jason said after trying to force it open. “Or hammered.”

“I’ll try this one,” said Daphne.

“And I’ll try the little one here,” said Abigail.

“I’ll do doors,” Pansy added.

We pulled and tugged and checked every entry point on the first floor, but they were all closed.

“I’ll check this little window,” Pansy announced after having no luck with the doors.

“That was the first one we checked,” said Jason. “Hammered shut. Did we really come all this way for nothing?”

“There’s something here,” Daphne said, shining her light on the unreachable upstairs windows. “I can feel it.”

Another loud crash of thunder shook the ground, and a quick flash of lightning hopped across the eerie sky. Thick air made the night sweaty, and large droplets of rain began to pummel my head and eyelashes. We gathered under a small awning over the back porch. I was smooshed closest to the door, and as the rain fell harder, I got more and more pressed in.

“There was no rain in the forecast,” Abigail said, with her cheek so close to my lips that I could’ve kissed it.

My phone vibrated in my hand, and I jumped.

“Ouch!” said Daphne, whose toes I’d stepped on by accident.

“Sorry,” I told her, lifting my phone to see a missed call from my mother. “Here we go.”

No sooner than I said it than she all-caps texted, “WHERE IS MY CAR?”

My heart raced from the text and claustrophobia. “Should let this damn phone die,” I said to myself. The pressure was overwhelming, and coupled with the longing to get inside Bray, I felt like I could faint.

“That’s my foot.”

“Back up, y’all. I’m getting drenched here.”

“There’s no room to back up.”

“She’s already crushed against that door.”

Another buzzing text: “YOU TEXT ME BACK SO HELP ME!”

“I think it’s time to call it.”

“Call what? We came all this way.”

“What do we do if we can’t get in? Dig in the dirt around the school?”

“That’s better than giving up.”

“I’m not giving up. I’m being realistic. This may just be insane.”

“How do you know unless we get in to find out?”

Buzz, buzz, buzz. “PICK UP THE PHONE!”

A rustling sound from inside the house startled us, and we all fell forward into the rain. I looked behind to see Mika standing dry in the open doorway, smiling. “Get your asses in here and out of that rain before you catch cold.”

“How did you…” Jason started.

Mika pointed upstairs. “I climbed. Second story windows are always open because they assume no one’s that bold.”

“But you said…” Abigail said, looking very pleased with Mika.

“I know what I said,” he replied coyly. “A man can change his mind, can’t he? Get in here, girl.”



The building was empty and in disrepair. Missing slats of wood exposing old bricks. The windows were nailed shut, as Jason had assumed, and white paint chips had fallen on the inside from his attempts to pry them open. With no ventilation, the smell of mold filled the building, and water damage had softened the wood in places. The brick fireplace was small and had been painted white, and the post next to it was crumbling a bit at its edges.

I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but a bare, smelly house wasn’t it. I stood still in the center of the great room and watched everyone else explore, slowly seeming to come to the same conclusion.

“There’s nothing here,” said Jason.

We all nodded in agreement, still scanning and craning in case we’d missed something. The loudest crash of thunder yet made us all jump in the near pitch-dark of Bray.

“What do you want from us?” asked Pansy. “We do not understand.”

I expected Mika and Jason to tease her or crack a joke, but they didn’t even smile. They were with her in her questioning—we all were.

Up, I heard a familiar voice whisper in my ear. Coral. Up.

I peeled myself from the group and took the back staircase. He stood steady and tall on the topmost step.

Coral’s dark eyes folded down at the edges. They made him look pitiful, like a puppy left out in the rain. His short hair glistened black and faded down on the sides, framing his high cheekbones perfectly. Lips plump like ready-to-pick blackberries. Arms and shoulders exposed the same stretch marks leading to or running away from lean muscles. He wore a purple cloth so breathtakingly beautiful that I knew it’d been spun with time and care.

Coral stepped forward into a patch of bright light.

“Coral,” I said.

He grinned and nodded before slowly walking into an empty room. I followed.

“I need your help.” His glowing, sculpted skin made him look supernatural in the near dark room. I wanted to help him. My spirit was drawn to helping him, and I couldn’t stop it.

“Anything,” I said.

He took off his elegant purple wrap and revealed his bare chest.

“You’re reading me,” he said with a smile. “Tell me what you see.”

I hadn’t realized that my eyes were tracing his body. I followed his markings left and right through his rib cage and then around his innie belly button twice. The path led to his toned pelvis and then disappeared into his loose-fitting pants.

“I could,” he said, tugging at the drawstrings of his pants.

“No, no, no don’t,” I replied. “I can see the path reemerging … here.”

I placed two fingers on the point at which the markings resurfaced above his pants. Coral jumped at my touch. “Sorry,” I said, removing my fingers.

“No one touches me anymore,” he replied, staring intensely at me. “I no longer know how to react to it.”

I walked around him to search his back. All of his markings led to a large, well-healed wound. The shiny skin had stretched to cover the gash. It shouldn’t have been survivable.

“Who did this to you?” I asked, my heart aching for him.

“That,” he said, his voice heavy with sorrow, “I received that lesion at Bray. A strange woman came to the four of us, just … there.”

He pointed to a small patch of darkened wood, and I crouched to investigate. If he hadn’t pointed it out, I wouldn’t have seen it. The slight discoloration looked like a ring left by a sweating cup on a wood table. But when I leaned in closer, I saw that it emitted something low and constant—a glow and a hum of sorts. He began singing as I continued looking:


A flash of light,

A fiery night,

A story untold,

Map superimposed,

Coral clothed and mapped with gold.

To read,

He needs an Atlas.



I stood. “You need me to read you.”

“I do,” he responded. “Reader of maps, I’ve been lost. Waiting for someone to tell me which way I should go. Waiting for you…”

He took a step toward me. His lips were so close to my forehead that I felt his cool breath on my skin.

“You smell like the phlox,” he told me. “I love them.”

“Me too,” I replied, staring up at him.

“Why do your people mow them down to green nothings?”

“My people don’t do that,” I replied. “We let the land prairie as it pleases. You are right, though; other people cut their phlox and call it lawn. Why? I’ll never understand.”

I thought of what Grannylou said to me at the edge of the Great Dismal Swamp. Showing the wrong person the right path ends badly every time. How was I supposed to distinguish the wrong person from the right one? I looked into Coral’s deep-dark eyes, searching for wicked things. Maybe the secrets were hidden there and his mapped body was a distraction.

Coral did not blink or flinch. Instead, he held my gaze for a moment, then shrugged his exasperated shoulders and placed his head in his hands.

“Please,” he pleaded. “Please, Atlas, reader of maps, tell me where I’m supposed to go. I’ve waited at the edges with the haints too long.”

“Who are they to you?” I asked.

“They are more linked to you than they are to me,” he replied. “I waited alongside them, that’s all.”

“Atlas!” Mika yelled from the first floor. “Where is she?”

Coral’s squared shoulders dropped again along with his face. “Please.”

“I don’t know how to read you clearly,” I said to him.

His index finger floated to my temple. “May I?”

“What will you do?” I asked, jerking away a bit.

“One touch,” he repeated. “Please.”

Against my better judgment and filled with curiosity, I said, “Okay, but quickly…”

As soon as I permitted him to touch my head, he did so with both index fingers, one on each side. When he made contact, shooting pain entered through his finger’s point of contact. I opened my mouth to scream but nothing came out. I saw lightning behind my eyelids. My stomach turned, and a familiar, unexpected scent surrounded me.

“The phlox,” I said in a whisper. “How?”

“I love them.”

“Me too,” I replied.

“Please,” he said gently. “I beg you. Close your eyes and tell me what you see.”

I did. Pink waters surrounded a fresh, new Isle. Generations of enormous herons flew elegant circles around the perimeters, electrifying the land. A large beast ran through the Dismal without breaking a single tree branch. The Great Dismal Swamp parted her path to make way for him. In a quick leap, Coral hurdled onto the beast’s back, and they rode the Isle with joy and freedom. Townspeople that I didn’t recognize bustled through the village, growing, sculpting, roasting, living.

“Atlas!” Mika’s voice was getting closer.

I opened my eyes and smiled at Coral’s worried expression. I took his hands into mine, deciding then and there that Coral was not one of the wrong as Grannylou had warned. He was simply lost.

“What did you see?” he asked.

“A dream hidden away in Dismal, similar to Grannylou’s but younger, newer, and with you at the helm. I see a place for you,” I told him before lifting his chin. “Deep in Dismal. I can’t see how to get there, but I see it thriving. Bursting with love and beauty and lineage. An Isle, but not my Grannylou’s. This place is new.”

“Shhhh,” he said, looking around. “She’ll hear you.”

“Who?” I asked as his wide eyes locked into mine.

“Take me,” he said in desperation. “Please.”

I heard footsteps creaking up the stairs. “Where is she?” Mika hollered. “Atlas?”

Every time, Mika. Always damn Mika.

“Go,” Coral told me. “I’ll see you again. Very soon.”

I met Mika right before he entered the room. “Who did I hear talking up here? I thought I heard…” He craned over my head, trying to catch a glimpse.

“You heard your girlfriend down there losing interest in your raggedy behind,” I said, grabbing the crook of his arm to lead him back downstairs. “You should be talking to her, not me.”

As we headed back downstairs to join the others, I glanced at the room where I’d left Coral. He’d stepped out into the hallway. He lifted his hand to wave and held it in the air.

“What you looking at?” Mika asked.

“Nothing,” I replied, wanting to smack Mika in the back of his big, annoying head.



“What’s this?” asked Abigail as she walked toward the fireplace.

“Thank God,” replied Jason. “I was waiting for somebody to say ‘what’s this’ like they do in the movies.”

“It’s not like that,” she told him without turning her head. “This.”

She held up an article that had been framed and propped on the fireplace’s mantel. It was an article from William & Mary’s student newspaper highlighting the Bray School on their campus. The piece was short, and it had a photo of the original Bray School, smaller and boxier than the one we stood in.

“Look at the direction Bray is facing in that older photo,” she said. “This is not the original location. This house has been moved.”

“How the hell can you tell from one single photo?” Mika asked, clearly impressed. “And what does this have to do with Grannylou? Actually, what does any of this have to do with her? A bunch of journal entries and random articles and a potential breaking and entering charge later, she’s still stuck in Dismal. Why aren’t we there digging or something?”

“This feels like the right way,” Pansy replied to him. “You have to feel it, too.”

“I must not be nearly as in touch with my feelings as the rest of you,” he said, looking around and stopping on Jason. “You feel this too?”

Jason shrugged in response.

“Damn, bruh,” Mika said with heaviness in his voice. “Damn.”

“She’s right,” interrupted Daphne, who seemed not to care about the small but significant rift between the twins. “The original school was near the corner of Boundary and Prince George. Right across the street.” She stared at her phone and then pointed out the front window.

Another flash of light and crash of thunder shook the old bones of the house. “We get it, damn,” said Mika.



We filed out the back door, and the rain immediately stopped.

“I wonder if that means we’re on the right track, for real,” said Abigail.

“Sure feels like it,” replied Pansy. “Feels right,” she added, and Mika rolled his eyes.

My phone was buzzing so much it was starting to numb my hip. “Die already.” I turned it off and tried to forget the amount of trouble I’d be in when I got back to Grannylou’s house.

“Here,” said Daphne. “Or somewhere near here.”

I was searching too. This was where Coral got his gash. I thought of the pain he must’ve felt receiving such a blow. I also respected the strength it took to survive it.

“Move!” said Jason. “Why you just standing in the way with your eyes closed like a nut?”

I opened them. I hadn’t realized they were closed and couldn’t understand why I’d done it. “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Be so incredibly weird?” Mika said with a smile. “I don’t think she can help it.”

Beautiful brick buildings with little space between them made the street quaint. Knee-high white picket fences lined the sidewalks. Coffeehouses and storefronts, some still open, gave a sweet small-town feel to William & Mary’s campus. American flags hung on most anything that stood still, due to upcoming Memorial Day, and campus was in preparation for festivities. Side streets being blocked off and more American flags, large and small, being hung and stabilized. I hadn’t seen any of this, since I was asleep on the way to Bray. It really was a beautiful place.

“Here.” Daphne stood on the edge of a cobblestone walkway in between a flower shop and a very small home at the end of an alley. “This is where it used to be.”

“This is nothing,” said Mika.

But he was wrong. I felt it. This spot held power. We just needed to figure out why we were here.

“Everyone,” I said to them. “Sit. Not you, Pansy, everyone else.”

I motioned them toward a stone bench in front of the flower shop. “Squish in, yeah, just like that. On the bench.”

Then, when there were only inches left, I squished in too, and they all complained.

“Pansy,” I said, ignoring their bellyaching, “meditate us.”

She laughed in response. “Meditation isn’t a spell that I can cast onto you. You’ll have to do it yourself.”

“Okay,” I said. “Tell us what to do.”

“Your elbow is in my rib, Atlas,” said Jason.

“I’m happy to be this close to you,” Mika said to Daphne, who, this time, didn’t giggle in response.

“Concentrate, please,” Abigail responded, and I wanted to atta-girl her. “And do what Pansy says to do.”

“The easiest way to do this is to first close your eyes,” Pansy said calmly, breathing out her words. “You too, Jason. Okay, keep them closed, no matter what happens. You hear what you think is a car approaching, keep them closed, because it’s just your mind lying to you. I’m here to watch for cars or anything else, got it?”

“People must think we’re off our rockers,” Mika whispered.

“These people are not worried about you,” Pansy replied. “Now, focus.”

“On what exactly?” Abigail asked the valid question. “My mind is everywhere right now.”

“Focus on how you feel,” said Pansy. “Don’t think too much about it. Simply search your body for whatever dominant emotion you have at this moment. When you have it, say it.”

“Anger,” I said.

“Anger is the loudest of our emotions,” said Pansy calmly. “It dominates us like a bad boyfriend. Try to find what’s hiding behind that anger.”

“I feel,” Mika said, without even a hint of humor in his voice, “I feel … nervous to tell how I feel.”

“Nervous is a good start, Mika,” Pansy said, and I could tell from her voice she was smiling as she spoke.

“Is belonging a feeling?” asked Daphne. “I feel like I belong for the first time. From the pig roast…” Her voice began to break, and I wanted to open my eyes to see if she was about to cry. “Being a part of that … I felt whole … I’ve never felt … whole.”

We sat with that for a moment.

“Overwhelmed,” said Abigail. “So much so that I can’t find a single emotion to call out.”

“Call them all out,” Pansy said sternly. “Go.”

“Love, joy, acceptance, confusion, longing, respect, fury, happiness, sadness, longing…”

“Stop,” Pansy said. “Longing. You said longing twice. What do you long for, Abigail?”

“Answers.” Jason answered instead of Abigail.

“Answers,” Abigail repeated.

“What’s the question?” Pansy pressed on.

“Where is Grannylou?” Mika’s voice was so heavy with worry.

My mind wandered at the question—where was Grannylou? I felt answers flowing to the surface of my mind, but they were blocked by Coral. He loomed large like a mountain standing in the way of my logic.

Grannylou was like a North Star. My light in the dark. My love. All our loves. Without Grannylou, my mother and Pepperpot would bicker each other to death like pecking hens. Without Grannylou, Mika, Jason, and Uncle Camden would leave entirely too much shine on their roasting hogs. Without Grannylou, Abigail and Daphne would not have made it through the cookout. Without her, I’d be lost. We all would. But since I’d first seen Coral standing at the edge of the swamp, I now saw him everywhere, from my dreams to my realities, and I couldn’t see past him.

“Breathe deeply and push out the intrusive thoughts.” Pansy spoke, and I realized I hadn’t included her.

Coral showed up and shook my resolve. And now, sitting in quiet meditation, I felt him competing for my loyalty. I wanted to find Grannylou. But I wanted to help Coral too. I tried to shake that longing loose, but it held on and refused to let me go. While attempting to clear my mind as Pansy had asked, I realized I wanted to talk to Coral more than I wanted to find my Grannylou. Embarrassment and shame knotted my gut.

The thought sent me to my feet. “Something’s wrong,” I said aloud to everyone and no one. I turned to look at everyone still sitting on the bench, but now their eyes were open.

“Something is wrong with me,” I told them. “Seriously wrong.”

“What is it, Atlas?” Pansy asked. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure, but…” I said, feeling pressure build in my chest. “I feel directed. I can’t explain it. Like a puppet being strung along by…”

“By whom?” Daphne leaped to her feet and into my personal space. Way too close for having just met me.

“What is up with you?” I asked. “Back off, please!”

Everyone was looking at her, and when she realized it, she sat back down.

Pansy stepped forward, taking my hands in hers. “Is it safe?” she asked.

“Is what safe?”

“The puppeteer,” she replied quickly. “Close your eyes. Search yourself. Is it safe?”

I did as she said. I searched for someone, or something, or it, as Pansy had said. I found only … “Fear,” I said aloud. “I’m afraid.”

“Fear is natural,” Pansy said, with such care and kindness. “Pass it by. What else?”

“Dark,” I told her. “No, that isn’t right. Lostness? And a longing to be plucked out of the darkness.”

At the edge of the darkness, I saw the same line of people I’d seen when I’d taken Grannylou’s Dismal Tea. But the haints no longer waited at Dismal’s edge—now they followed me. They were still swaying and waiting, but this time, they all watched me with a new depth of focus. Then a map began to form in front of them. They could not see it, but I sensed it led exactly where they’d been waiting to go. It glowed like the fireflies from Grannylou’s yard. I opened my eyes, and the map was still there, guiding our path from Bray and onward.

“I see,” I told Pansy. “Do you see?”

Pansy shook her head, and one by one, everyone stood to encircle us. No one else seemed to see the path ahead. It was illuminated, but just for me.

Atlas. I heard Grannylou’s voice in my head. Live up to your name, chile. And come now before it’s too late.

A tingle ran across my thigh, and I reached deep into my pocket to find the trickster paper from Grannylou. It was no longer stark white and crisp; the fraying had returned and gotten worse, and sweat or rain made it even seem more fragile than when Grannylou had given it to me. The map, too, had returned but as a watermark in the background of something breathtaking.

“Words,” I said.

The Byrd that cannot fly. I heard Grannylou’s voice again.

Tiny writings appeared, glowing through the page. “I see,” I whispered to the paper. I looked up to Pansy, who did not understand. “Pansy, it’s a letter. From Grannylou.”

Pansy studied it and then furrowed her brow. “I can’t see it, Atlas,” she told me before turning back to the group.

“How far are we from William Byrd’s plantation?” Pansy asked.

Abigail typed into her phone. “About an hour.”

“Let’s go,” she told them, and turned back to face me. “Read it on the way, yes?”

I nodded.
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BABYLOU



For Atlas

1744–present

I write this now from my little blue home in North Carolina, surrounded by grand-young’uns that share my Bornday. This letter is for you to find, Atlas.

As I write this, you’re not yet one year old and fighting for every step. Still holding on to chairs and tables, but no one can tell you your way. Even now, you see.

I feel way-finding in you, and that terrifies me. I never wished it on another of my loved ones, but here you are. Yours will not be an easy life.

You will study your surroundings for puzzle pieces and deliver them to their proper places. You will seek with everything you have because you cannot help it. But I do not want you to seek me. With this letter, I give you my missing pieces, and I pray this helps you somehow on your way.

I, your Grannylou, lost my way for centuries. Floating through this country, alone and defiant. Sometimes into mischief. Other times, healing. But no one alive knows my truths except for me. So cross me off your list, because I give you myself freely. I’ll begin at the start of my banishment.

Hundreds of years ago, in 1744, my sister Rexi asked Dismal to spit me to her outer woods. Dismal obliged, and William Byrd II found me at the edges of the wood and called me a witch. I’d watched him for so many years that when he finally laid his eyes on me, I was shocked he didn’t recognize me back. He wouldn’t, of course. I had watched him from the then-impenetrable Isle. And when Rexi pushed me out, I emerged scraggly, with long, unkempt locs and mud-caked skin.

His wise companion referred to me as woman on a monstrous toadstool, whose head is covered with rattlesnakes instead of tresses, with glaring white eyes that strike a terror unspeakable into all that behold her. This hag pronounces sentence of woe upon all the miserable wretches that hold up their hands at her tribunal …

His wise companion feared me, but William Byrd II was too pompous to be afraid of a young woman. He sprayed me with a hosepipe and put me to work alongside hundreds of other enslaved people, never looking close enough at my features to realize I was one of the Mac siblings. I hid in plain sight, while he was too stupid to thoroughly check his workers. Allowing me endless access to his personal space and belongings as he searched for me and my siblings. Such a stupid, stupid little man, he was.

I cleaned just like I’d done before entering our Isle. From the moment my eyes opened to the moment they closed, I was sent to scrub something Byrd deemed important. To my great relief, the Byrd who could not fly also could not live forever. He danced his last stupid little dance in the same year of my banishment—1744. I sat in gratitude for a short while.

Then, restlessness. For decades, I attempted to pierce the veil. I poked, prodded, prayed, and Cooed, but no one responded to my tries. I had no idea if Sitter Senior had murdered my townsfolk or been slashed down. No word of Floriate reached me. It was as if it never existed in the first place, and it was easier, after a while, to pretend it didn’t.

Once I settled myself to life on the outside, and with Byrd out of the way, I realized that Rexi was right to banish me, but I’ll never tell her that. Love is to be felt. Life is nothing at all without it, and I had to exit my Dismal to fully understand that.

Decades passed until I properly understood. I watched babies enter the world. Bore witness to mothers laying down their bodies and lives, a love I thought I’d grasped before. I loved my own mother, and she’d loved me back, but what I saw while banished was wholly different.

I watched the stages in which life truly begins. And it is love. Always, it is love that starts life’s clock for those babies. Eventually, I sought it for myself—love—and I found it over and over. I hopscotched lovers and enjoyed this very much. But they moved forward as I stayed the same.

Death is a part of life too, my lovers said, but not for me. I lived on as everyone that I loved died. I breathed in the last breaths of those I’d loved and hated with my whole heart. I welcomed death, but she stayed away from me. The rules of the Dismal followed me; the mirror added the occasional gray wisp in my coily bangs, but not enough for me to look my age—I looked twenty, while everyone else died.

A couple decades later, twelve Virginians, one by the name of George Washington, set off to drain my swamp. He kept showing up like manure on the sole. Dressed in fancifulness, trotting through with clean shoes and ordering around the enslaved. If he wanted to drain my swamp so badly, you’d think he would’ve done it himself. But no, the hardest labor went to us.

I watched from my favorite rocking chair as they dug ditches like beavers and downed hundred-year cedars to turn into shingles. The reach of their destruction was obvious to all of us swamp folk. They shrank our paradise to a fraction of its size and went on about their business. Sometimes, from my rocking chair, I’d wonder if the whole point was destruction itself.

After they finished, they let my swamp be for a time. The war took Washington and his folks away and my focus shifted back toward my swamp.

So I simmered and sent neighbors into Dismal with hand drawn maps to my Isle. It was a cruelty, I believe, because I didn’t know if Floriate had been destroyed or breached. I am not proud of what I did—sending the young to a place that could be rubble. Still, one by one, I sent them in to see if Rexi and Abel would take them. I sent the best I could find, hoping this would garner me favor to one day be let back in myself. The kindest, hardest working, strongest of heart and mind. Some Dismal kept, and some she spat back.

One comes to mind. A young man by the name of Trulie. I’d never seen a nineteen-year-old so strong. He could lift a canoe into the Dismal waters before the age of five, and two over his head by ten years old. Muscles bulged through his work shirts, and the girls screamed when he did anything at all. I pictured him thriving, bathed in the mystics of the Isle. His human strength would multiply, turning him into something of a divinity in that sacred place we’d built. I sent him with a scribbled map and clear instructions not to look back.

I watched for three nights. The third, I’d decided Isle leadership must’ve taken him in and crowned him worthy. But not soon as I thought it, he stumbled out of the wood and back onto plantation grounds.

When they were spat back, they came back different. Trulie came out with a lazy eye, frozen in a wink.

I asked him about it, and he told me that before entering the Dismal, he’d heard a whisper in his heart to stare only forward. Heeding that command took concentration, he told me, for the Dismal seemed to require eyes in the back of one’s head. He erred only for a moment, when a panther howled so close to the nape of his neck that he felt its hot breath. His head turned. Only for a second, which was enough. He stared into the golden eyes of the shiny, black panther. He saw a slice of the sun in those elusive eyes, he told me.

“You erred, human,” the panther said. “No malice within you. Not like the others, but you erred. Go back and do not return, or you shall stay in my black water as a fixed bit of nature like skunk cabbage or cattail. Go. Now, before I change my mind.”

As the panther stalked off, Trulie said that his tail was twitching here and there. For a moment, I wondered if my siblings instructed Kuda to work the perimeters, and anger rose inside of me. My banishment was one thing, but taking control of my panther was quite another. I quickly shook the thought away. Kuda would never allow himself to be controlled by anyone, not even me.

Trulie was not happy, though. He would’ve preferred to stay oblivious on the plantation, or knowing on the Isle’s side. But now that he saw both worlds existed shoulder to shoulder, he could never find contentment. He shrank his muscles and, a few short days after his Kuda encounter, hung himself in Byrd’s guest quarters.

Time went on. His story wove itself for generations and ultimately landed as part of “The Legend of the Panther Black.”


Panther black, panther black,

Your golden eyes are blinding.

Panther black, panther black,

Your rare words are binding.

Panther black, panther black,

Let me in, I won’t look back,

Pan-ther blaaaaack.



Others rose and fell with time, and I began to grow impatient. I sent more in, one after the other, as a game to play with my sister and brother.

What will you do to this one?

Surely you would not maim a young lady so beautiful as this.

Spit this one back all twisted up, he’s crossed me!

I rather enjoyed sending in a young man who’d mistaken me for an impressionable teen and tried to have me without my permission. I sent him in with bad instructions and a promise of riches. He never came back out. I imagined him eaten by the same alligator that’d taken my brother’s arm.

Time kept going on.

Hundred-year-old bones creaked as I rose from my chair, but I looked spry. My bare feet on the cold oak floors prickled and longed for dirt underneath them. I wanted the Dismal. I was ready to return.

Time kept on going.

I had to move towns every twenty or so years due to the slowness of my aging. But after a while, neighboring towns were not distant enough. An old seamstress from the Byrd days spotted me in the general store and fainted. Or the old lover who’d wooed me by building that wonderful rocking chair would squint his wrinkled eyes and call out my name.

And then, to top it all off, Washington’s troop reemerged, greedy to ravish my swamp into money. Washington himself had died, but his men came back to create canals and links to places that nature said shouldn’t be connected. They dug for a decade and gave up. And then they dug again and began cutting at my favorite trees.

The pain of a shrinking Dismal was too powerful to ignore in the end, and I felt myself growing bitter with too much time. One afternoon in the mid 1800s, I stepped back into the Dismal. I was going home.

At the entrance, two fluttering black swallowtails greeted me. I searched for magic in them, but they were not creatures of the Dismal. I watched them skip from rock to rock and then take off twirling up and up and into the sky.

I slushed on through water-rooted plants and cypress, all the while counting my steps.

“One thousand,” I’d say aloud into my swamp to remember my place. And then I’d start back at one.

I came to a patch of thick, marshy grass. I knew my swamp well enough to recognize a moccasin den when I saw one. But there was no way around; I’d have to go through it.

Before, I could simply ride Abel’s chariot underneath the troublesome parts, but I could not feel him. He was not there.

I remembered the trees on the Isle of Floriate, my Isle, speaking to me and my brother. Propelling us on, or oooooooiiiinnnnnn, as they’d said. So I lifted my clothing and stepped forward into a hidden, sucking hole filled with poisonous pits.

The first things I saw in the murky waters were many sets of the cat-shaped eyes of the viper snake. They encircled me like a cyclone. One by one, they noticed my peculiar presence in their den and flattened their single-scaled bodies to make themselves appear more threatening. No need for that, I thought.

I did not feel fear. None. I was more curious than anything else, and I wondered if Abel was regulating my emotions without me knowing it. Then I recognized her. My favorite sister Greeny’s favorite snake.

Her name was Governess. I blinked a few times to confirm it was her, since I’d only seen her wrapped tightly around Greeny’s fingers or wrists, but it was definitely Governess. The smallest of the cottonmouths, she separated herself from the clump and commanded the rest to stand down. One after another, they loosened their nervous bodies and swam away.

I found my way to the surface and gasped for air, forcing the painful thought of Greeny from my mind. I needed to get to the Isle door.

Wet, hot, tired, and bitten-up by mosquitoes, I kept going. “Two thousand,” I told the Dismal defiantly as if to say, Throw it all my way. I will not stop.

Sounds of kingbirds and cricket frogs lifted my spirit when I began to feel low. A snapping turtle the size of a child’s hand opened its mouth, and I laughed. “Oh, stop,” I told it, and went on. I paused to watch a nesting slider turtle deposit her precious eggs into her freshly dug hole in the mud. Then I remembered the sopranos’ and tenors’ melodies. I allowed myself to think of my temperamental diffrozen and smiled. Right there in my insect-bitten, muggy misery, I smiled.

“Three thousand steps!”

I hurried along, focusing on my count and visualizing my approach toward the door leading to my Isle. It would be glorious, I thought, walking through the door I’d helped build. After such a challenging journey, I allowed myself a few moments to dream.

Everyone inside would encircle me. Longing to hear my adventures on the outside for so many years—how I’d evaded questions of my slow aging, if the Byrd had gotten his due, if I had experienced love, all of it. They’d all go quiet as I spoke. Ah, and those I’d sent in. They would be so grateful. Honored to have the opportunity to show their gratitude. And before I knew it:

“Four thousand six hundred forty-two steps,” I said, reaching the door.

I had to pull back weeds and vines to expose it fully. I knocked with anticipation.

No answer.

I knocked again.

“Abel!” I yelled. “Open! It’s me.”

Again, I knocked.

“Rexi,” I said. “I understand why you sent me away.” I lowered my voice. “I’m ready to concede.”

No answer.

“Oh, Sentinel,” I said, remembering about the password. “Rangiyarahatupu.”

Nothing.

I sat then, my back to the moss-covered door. How dare they ignore me at the entrance of a kingdom I built? Bitterness took me over, and I began to cry. My tears were not sad, pitiful ones—they were uncontrollable anger. Surely Abel could feel the spite growing in my body. I hated them now. All of them. They heard me knocking. They’d heard my pleas and cries for someone, anyone, to acknowledge my presence. They ignored me. The whole town of folk probably stood opposite the door, laughing at me.

I curled into a ball and held my knees tightly, trying to keep the biting flies at bay, but it was no use. My mud-caked body was covered with welts and humps as large as big toes. I fell asleep in my rage and woke spit out of the swamp.

When my eyes opened, I saw William Byrd’s crumbling plantation, and my eyes narrowed.

I turned back to face my swamp and heard the voice of my sister, Rexi. “Return, dear sister, when you truly understand.”

With my swamp at my back, I walked away from it, vowing never to return. Through rain, snow, wind, I walked south. I walked until my feet were bloody and my legs would not move any further. My limbs stopped working in the weeping woods of Savannah, Georgia, and that’s where I opened my backwoods storefront. With pigments drawn from crushed flowers, I painted a hand on the door and became the truest reader in all southern Georgia.

I held palms to expose liars, cheats, and idiots alike. I helped the few folks I liked, but in those bitter years, I transformed into something more wicked than I’m willing to admit yet. Age showed quicker in those years. A wicked heart ages a woman, I realize now. I wrinkled and shriveled and waited in bed for neighbors to bring me bread. I could barely walk to the door by the end.

I was wasting away, waiting for death, but again, after hundreds of years, I felt myself drawn back to my Dismal.

In 1963, I walked again. Much slower, and this time, away from Savannah and toward the Dismal, knowing it was no longer mine.

My bare feet touched the mushy muck of North Carolina, and again I looked twenty years old. A do-over, I thought. A new beginning to embrace a life of love and community. Everyone wished for it, but the Dismal I’d abandoned had granted it to me.

I found a fella; you knew him as Papalou. I did not love him, but he would do just fine as a companion, and I had my three. True love grew in my belly like a cypress rooted in the Drummond. And then they had their four, Mika, Jason, Pansy, and you, Atlas. You toddle at my feet as I write this. You’re just learning to walk and to find your way.

You and your cousins are where my life truly begins. Here in my recliner. In this little blue North Carolina home. This is the life I’m proud to have lived.

And I lived.

Love,

Lou
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Tears streamed down my face as we turned under the archway and into a long, tree-lined driveway. William Byrd’s plantation was dark and seemingly empty. Beautifully manicured lawns and grounds made the place sprawling and picturesque, but my spirit was disturbed by it. I remembered Grannylou’s words about unfair grounds and heads not heavy enough to bear crowns. This is what she meant. This beauty and comfort not earned.

When we pulled up to the enormous house, I folded the trickster paper, and the words disappeared. I felt so close to my grandmother, closer than I ever had before. I imagined her walking for days and weeks and years, back to her swamp. Knocking on unopened Isle doors until her fists ached, only to be expelled from the magical home she’d helped build. And then, in true Grannylou form, finding the strength to rebuild something better. Smaller and less opulent, but better in all the ways that mattered. I wanted to lie down on her plastic-covered guest room bed and listen to the moans of the Great Dismal Swamp and the sound of popping salt pork in the pan. I wanted to feel the phlox on my feet. I wanted to tiptoe past Uncle Moonshine so as not to wake him.

Mostly, I longed for my grandmother.

“She’s strong here,” Pansy whispered into the quiet night. “Very strong.”

I nodded and I thought everyone else was doing the same, but I couldn’t say for sure. I imagined Abigail nodding because she felt the presence of her ancestors, and Daphne feeling her own, too. Off in the distance, I thought I saw Coral standing tall and handsome by the water. But when I blinked, no one was there.

The way was clear, illuminated and glowing toward an open field near the glistening water. I wiped my wet face dry with my shirt tail and took the lead, and they all followed.



The slit moon lit our way forward on the grounds of the Westover Plantation. I walked in large strides to get as far as possible as quickly as possible. The main house was massive and cast shadows on the rest of the plantation.

“From my studies,” Abigail whispered. “Every inch of this place holds stories. Some told, others untold, and some downright covered up and lied about. This place has history and plenty of it.”

“Gives me the heebie-jeebies,” Mika added.

“Me too, bruh,” Jason agreed.

If they were afraid, they’d be petrified to see what I was seeing. Apparitions. Spirits. Phantoms similar to the ones I’d seen lining Grannylou’s swamp. Figures from colonial Virginia. Figures I’d only read about in history books.

As I walked, I visualized long tables in the manicured gardens hosting meetings with British sympathizers, governors, politicians, and other powerful men. I saw formerly enslaved people making their way to shore, only to be caught and put back to work by Byrd and his cronies. I nearly tripped on an opening at the edge of the water. A few seconds later, Mika must’ve tripped on the same opening.

“What the hell was that?” Mika said. “Shit’s dangerous.”

“That’s an escape tunnel,” Abigail jumped in to answer. “Likely leading inside or very close to the inside of the main house. Built around 1622, when Indigenous tribes stood up to the mugging of their lands. The Indigenous tribes were no match in the fight, but the likes of William Byrd built a tunnel just in case. And that was something to smile about.”

With my mind’s eye, I watched soldiers march through the iron gates, past the eagle statues, in single file with their chins lifted. I saw them proud and celebrated as heroes. I saw Byrd dancing his little dance, assaulting the innocent, and hiding behind prayer.

“This way,” I said, and everyone continued following without protest.

I felt my feet pull toward the clump of small houses that would have been for enslaved people.

I saw them. Women in ankle-long dresses and sleeves to their wrists. Men in long coats and slacks. Children playing close to their living quarters, watched like hawks by their parents. None smiled as we walked by. They did not look angry either.

They surrounded us, but I did not feel fear. “I’ve seen you,” I whispered to an older gentleman leaning on a porch post for support. “At the edges of Grannylou’s swamp. And you.” I spotted a young girl around thirteen in a flowing dress. “All of you were there, waiting.”

“Swing low,” sang one of the apparitions, “sweet chariot.”

“Abel?” I asked, not making out which of them sang.


Swing low,

Strong Abigail,

’Scended down from Trulie himself.

Swing low,

Strong Abigail,

Sit with us and chat for a spell.



I straightened myself.

“We’re not sitting anywhere until you show yourself, Abel,” I said, steadying my voice. “Take me to my Grannylou!”

“I’ll give it to you,” he said, gliding toward me like a large, shadowy ghoul. “You’re no fool. But I ain’t Abel.”

He was much more muscular than Abel. His broad, strong shoulder muscles poked through his muslin shirt, and the veins in his forearms were pronounced like he spent hours lifting daily. Even his cheeks seemed high and toned from hard work. His skin was deep, dark, and healthy clinging to his muscles as if polished on. It was his lazy, half-frozen eye that gave him away.

“Trulie,” said Abigail.

He bowed and turned to walk toward the enslaved quarters. “Come on, then,” he said to us.

“Should we take a vote?” asked Mika.

“Come on, man,” Jason said, punching Mika in his upper arm. “This is not the time.”

Abigail took the lead, then Jason, and the rest of us around a modest house into a modest alley. In the darkness, I couldn’t tell if it was real or a vision, but still, I followed. Around the bend was a circle of the formerly enslaved. I felt their spirits so intensely that I wanted to scream out. I counted seven total—two men, two children, and three women. The women stood as we entered, shielding their children behind their bodies. The men stayed seated but at the ready edge of their seats.

“They not here to harm,” said Trulie. “They here to bear witness. A historian, this one.” He motioned to Abigail.

The women stayed standing, eyeing us like owls.

“Historian of what, Trulie?” asked the woman wearing a long housedress and purple wrapped scarf.

He glided to her side and guided her back into her seat. “A historian of you, Rosa. She longs to know where she comes from.”

“Who are your people, child?” one of the men with kinder, more trusting eyes asked, looking from Trulie to Abigail. “You look like Trulie’s folk.”

I, too, looked from Abigail to Trulie, not sure if this was a truth or trick. But I certainly saw it in their broad, strong stance and posture. I saw it in their spread noses and turned-up lips. I saw it for sure in their loosely curled, shiny hair.

“Yes,” Trulie replied. “She’s our folk.”

A mumble came over the circle, and the women slowly took their seats.

“What is it you need to know that’s not in books?” asked the last woman to sit. “Walls of them at your library. Free to read and speak of nowadays.”

“Enslavers wrote most of those books!” Abigail said loudly. “Sorry.”

“Definitely Trulie’s folks, isn’t she?” someone said, and a laughter came over the circle. “Temper like that comes straight from the source.”

They relaxed a bit, and so did we. I looked to Trulie and whispered, “Are they ghosts?”

“We hear you, child,” said one of the women. “May as well ask us directly.” After a pause, she continued. “Go ahead, now, ask.”

“Are you ghosts?”

“No,” she replied quickly. “What kind of question is that?”

I looked to Trulie, and he smiled at me. “She’s teasing you.”

“Of course, we are that,” the woman said, fixing her statement. “My mama called them haints. Never thought I’d get to be one. Especially not for this long.”

“How long has it been now, Rosa?” asked the eldest of the two men. He looked to be at least in his late eighties.

“Who can tell?” she replied. “Over two hundred years, feels like.”

“You’ve all been here for that long?” Pansy asked with pity thick on her voice. “Why? What are you waiting for?”

“A chance to set it all straight,” Trulie said when no one else spoke. “Like you said, history books got everything wrong. You need a record.”

“And someone to grant us an admit,” one of them said. “Not sure how that will go, but somebody will come along with a…”

“Map,” Daphne interjected, and again, everyone looked to her.

“Your kin can write, can’t she? This historian,” said another of the spirits, turning attention back to Abigail. “What’s your name, child?”

“Abigail … but…”

As Abigail stuttered for her response, I wondered why Daphne hadn’t volunteered to write. She wrote quickly, precisely, and with more vivid detail than the rest of us ever could. She seemed to pay attention to all movements and every wrinkle and tapestry. Most couldn’t see past dates and antiquity, but she could do us justice. I looked over to her, and she stepped furthest away from the rest of us. For a moment, I thought she might be hiding.

“I don’t think I’m the one to record anything…” Abigail continued her stammering. “But Daphn—”

“You here, ain’t you!” The last man to speak had such pent-up anger. “Listen close and close your lips.”

“That one’s in your line too,” said Rosa. “Spitfire energy. I’ll start—”

“How is Byrd’s plantation connected here?” restless Abigail asked, getting right to the point. “Something led us here. Why?”

Trulie spat into the dirt. “Such a horrible man, William Byrd. Snide, he was, with a grin so proud it turned my stomach over.”

“He danced the stupidest little dance,” added another in the circle. “Every morning at dawn, I brought him honey from my bees. Fresh off the comb, I did, and without fail, he was twirling around like a idiot in his night robes.”

The rest chuckled and remembered.

“It’s a wonder he didn’t get himself a fat ankle from all of that flailing.”

“He did, though!” another shouted. “I do recall the doctor being called up a time or two to treat ailments from his foolishness.”

“Which William Byrd, though?” Rosa asked. “They just kept coming, one after the other, like goats.”

Quiet came over them, as if remembering. The creaking sounds of Rosa rocking back and forth in her chair filled the air.

“The third Byrd built this manor we stand on today,” another haint said. “That one man spent more fortune than a man should be able to. Damn near gambled himself into our quarters, he did.”

“No wisdom in the lot, if you ask me,” Rosa said finally. “None at all.”

“But how do they fit?” interjected Abigail, agitated and confused. “I know this is his plantation, but he seems linked in deeper somehow.”

“Smart gal, that one,” said another.

Trulie rose and took a few steps. “See over there? Far off in the distance, a white church used to stand. Pastored by a man called Sitter.”

“Sitter Senior, more like,” a strong-voiced male spirit interrupted. “He had a son.”

A rustling came over the crowd. A few more spat in the dirt, and others clutched themselves like a cold wind had swept through the gathering.

“Horrible boy.”

“Born in the worst thunderstorm I’ve seen to this day.”

“Cursed, cursed, wicked boy.”

“All of this,” said Trulie, “is true. The Sitter boy wasn’t right from birth. More cruelty in his veins than blood.”

“What happened to him?” asked Mika.

“Tell us he got his due,” Jason added. “Somebody in this story deserved some justice.”

“The answer to that, unfortunately, is not quite,” Trulie said, staring intently at Jason. “Babylou, your grandmother, snapped his body with a flick of her hand and dropped it onto the floors of a slaughtering barn.”

“She cut him down like a fig.” The youngest spirit in the group grinned, and her mother pinched her thigh. “What, Mama? It’s the truth, ain’t it?”

Trulie smiled at the girl. “That it is, Fetty.”

“But isn’t that justice?” asked Mika.

“It’s what I would call it,” Jason said to his brother. “Our Grannylou is no joke.”

“It would be, yes,” Trulie replied, “if it hadn’t set in motion Sitter Senior’s lifelong vendetta to avenge his cruel son’s death. When your Grannylou and her siblings disappeared into Dismal, never to be heard from again, Sitter Senior made a vow to his congregation…”

“Ahh,” I said, beginning to understand. “And Byrd, being his congregant…”

“Right,” Trulie finished my thought. “Byrd listened to Sitter Senior’s sermons. Memorized some of them. He became fascinated with the swamps that his pastor’s son’s killers had magically disappeared into. It sparked a longing to explore and track down the Sitter boy’s killers. Byrd, of course, couldn’t say that officially. He went in, fully funded, as a surveyor, but his intent was to uncover the magic of the Dismal.”

I grinned at the thought of Byrd searching the Great Dismal Swamp for Grannylou, who was right in front of him.

“Oh, how I hate that word,” said a spirit. “Magic.”

“Oooh, me too,” said another.

“Swamp folk don’t do magic.” Another spat again in the dirt.

Trulie finally took an empty seat and leaned into his story. “But that’s not it at all. Sitter Senior and his congregation couldn’t get to the Dismal four, so he took to ritual with those who remained.”

Another shudder came over the group.

“If you tell these tales”—the young spirit girl’s mother plugged the child’s ears—“I’ll have to take my Fetty on to bed.”

“Mama!” She squirmed away from her mother’s grasp. “I’ve been on this earth in some form for hundreds of years. I’m not the baby I look like!” She folded her tiny arms and pouted in protest.

Trulie crouched down to the child’s level. “Fetty gal.” He started smiling. “If you gone on in for the evening, I’ll weave you the most special doll out of corn shucks, whips, and sticks tomorrow.”

The girl instantly perked up and began jumping in her seat. “You promise?”

“That I do.”

“Come on, Mama,” Fetty told her mother. “I don’t want to hear one word about that mean mess anyway.”

When Fetty held up her arms, her mother lifted her, revealing Fetty’s body had been twisted awkwardly from what may have been a fall or injury. She waved to the spirits and then to Mika, Jason, Daphne, Abigail, and me.

“Mean men saw to a lot of dirty deeds back then, you know?” the child Fetty told us, with doe eyes. “Here’s hoping they get what they gave. Even after death, dear God.”

“Good night, sweet love,” Trulie told her.

“Don’t you forget my doll,” she replied before she and her mother rounded the corner into their small, modest home.

Trulie went somber for a time, and so did the knowing circle. “One of those rituals was done on that child.”

A heaviness took the night over. “Right at the mouth of the Dismal, where the four had gone in. That’s where Sitter Senior did his nastiness. He’d begin by speaking words to draw them out—Abel, Rexi, Greeny, and Lou. He’d yell his sick sermon into the dark Dismal like a wild thing and then he’d bring out a chosen family member. Distant, close, once or twice removed, it did not matter. He wanted to spill as much Mac line blood as possible.”

“She is our relative?” I asked after the child Fetty.

“Your Grannylou’s first cousin,” Trulie replied.

“Sara, her mother, would be Lou’s auntie,” another added. “Sitter Senior called them down to the mouth year one.”

“Sitter Senior kept his madness going for years before his own health finally gave fail,” Trulie finished. “Left a trail so long it fed nightmares for generations.”

“It also led William Byrd II.” Mika shook his head.

“Right into Dismal,” Jason said.

“Damn,” said Jason and Mike in twin unison.

Jason continued. “What happened to Sitter Senior in the end?”

Another final rustling came over the crowd.

Trulie leaned in. “He went into the swamp at the slit end of a solar eclipse.”

“Never did come out either,” added the eldest-looking haint in the circle before spitting again in the dirt. He then sang the rest of his words in an old, folksy melody:


Sitter Senior,

Bitter demon,

Go on, Devil, be on your way,

Buried your junior,

Better your lunar,

Solar eclipse may take you away.

Hellion’s vendetta,

Devil’s dilemma,

None of us haints wanna hear what you say,

The day you get your reward,

By and by, Lord,

Good Lord names the high price you must pay.



Every haint in the circle spat at the end of the elder’s song, and one by one, they got up and left until only Trulie was left. He tipped his hat and stared off in the distance.

“They’ll come for you tonight,” he told all of us, holding special gaze with Abigail. “They want you.”

“Who?” Abigail stepped forward, closing much of the gap between them. “Who will come for us? And what do we do when they do?”

“I cannot tell you who, because I do not know,” he replied with pity in his shadowy eyes. “What do you do?” He reached for her hands, and she shuddered when they made contact with her skin. “There’s power in your hands, child. I’ve watched generations of our folk squeeze their fists and hide their power. I did that when I was a young’un, so I can’t give counsel when I failed my own tests. But I can say with a certainty that you should open your hands. All of you. When the time comes, you’ll know. Remember to open your powerful hands.”

In the distance, Fetty began to holler out. “That’s my cue,” Trulie said with a sweet wink from his already half-closed eye. “See y’all round sometime soon, on this side or the next side. Till then, don’t forget what I said.”

And he disappeared into the small homes behind the Byrd plantation.
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On the way back to the car, I saw a small, white house at the base of the driveway’s circle. The door was wide open, and we went inside.

“Come,” said a female voice with a Mac rasp at the tail end of it. “Don’t dawdle.”

Our path lit to her voice, so we did as she told. She stood tall and proud in one corner wearing intricate, lacey black, embroidered with signs and symbols that I could not read. I could not see her face either, but I knew.

“Rexi,” I said aloud.

“Clever girl,” she replied. “Angry girl, too,” she said, stepping into the thin slice of moonlight shining into the house. “And sometimes stupid girl.”

Her features were so striking that I wanted to gasp, but my body wouldn’t allow it. “I’m not—”

“Don’t lie to me, child,” she interrupted. “I feel your anger and your stupidity too, and so do you. It reminds me of my own.”

“I am not stupid—”

“I said,” she snapped, flashing a look so livid I thought she’d strike me. “Do not lie to me. You’re my kin. My spirit has skipped its way into your body, child. And you feel it just like I do.”

I remained silent, but Mika spoke.

“Excuse you,” he started. “I don’t care who the hell you are or who you descend, you don’t call my cousin stupid.”

“Float yourself back to wherever you came from with that mess,” Jason added. “Looking like a whole ass Home Depot front yard witch statue.”

Daphne chuckled, and Rexi shot her a look so vicious she went immediately quiet.

“My apologies.” Rexi bowed dramatically. “Tell me what you need to know,” she said. “And I’ll answer. Anything at all, ask and you shall find out.”

“Where’s Grannylou?” I jumped in before anyone else had an opportunity.

“Safely dying,” she replied with a smile.

Shock and terror filled my body, and I felt my nostrils flare with rage. “You lie,” I said.

“Where exactly is she?”

“Dismal Deep,” she said, irritated. “Where do you think?”

“That’s your home—”

“My home is my swamp,” she said, gliding across the small room to look out the window. “That’s where we swamp folk belong. You, Atlas, you too belong in the Dismal. I feel you knowing that. All of you.” She motioned toward the rest of the group.

“We’re all descendants?”

“Abigail of Trulie,” she said, staring at the moon. “Mika and Jason of Abel, Pansy of Greeny, Daphne, I’m still figuring you out, child. And you, Atlas, of me.”

“No,” I said involuntarily. “I’m from Grannylou. She’s my grandmother. She’s been guiding me. Helping me to—”

“To what, child?” she spat. “To search for hidden clues and work yourself into a state of confusion? That’s no guide. That’s a trickster. My sister has always been a trickster.”

“Why did you bring us here?” I asked.

“Ah,” she said, satisfied. “Finally, an intriguing question. You’re here to join me in Dismal Deep, where all answers are given, and nothing is impossible.”

“And that’s where Grannylou is?”

“That’s right,” she replied. “You’ll see her when you get there.”

“But I have to agree?” I pressed. “Willingly, I assume, or you would’ve simply thrown me in.”

“Clever girl.”

“We all have to agree?” I asked.

“Clever,” she said, pausing to take in my features. “You look just like my mother.”

When she said it, I thought I saw a flash of intense pain and anguish. Sensing a soft, weak spot, I poked.

“What happened to your mother?”

She raced across the room. “You never form your lips to speak of her!”

Pansy stepped in front of me, blocking Rexi’s raised hand. “Careful,” Pansy said, to which of us, I do not know.

“But you promised you’d answer every question I asked here, and you don’t seem like a liar, Rexi,” I said.

She lowered her angry eyes and returned to the window.

“Heads here aren’t heavy enough to bear crowns, Atlas,” she said to me in the saddest tone I’d ever heard. “I’ll bet your Grannylou claimed she wrote that herself, didn’t she? Trickster, Babylou. She was born a trickster. And no, I am no liar. Your Grannylou is.”

Now I wanted to hit her with the back of my hand.

“You’re angry,” she said, staring off in the distance. “I understand. Greeny would call anger a cover for other, more productive emotions…”

“That sounds like…”

“Pansy.” She finished my thought, staring at Pansy with smiling eyes. “My sister Greeny descends you.” She motioned to Pansy. “I’m eager to know what power you hold in your hands.”

“I don’t understand,” Pansy told her. “My mother is Grannylou’s daughter, so how can Greeny directly be descended? Would that line break somehow?”

“Another valuable question, thank you,” she said, smiling. “We descend through blood, yes, but not just. Spirit, too. Ancestral spirit attaches itself to a blood host and leaps through as it pleases. Greeny’s patience and earthy kindness fixed its sight on you, Pansy. As my anger and stupidity sought out Atlas. Abel’s longing to comfort and calm those around him sought you out, Mika and Jason. Abel with his broom and you with your humor and your food. You see it. No, you feel it.”

I began to pace and think, while Rexi stared out the window at William Byrd’s main house.

“Lou had a strange fascination with that horrible man,” she said, speaking to the plantation itself. “Honestly, I cannot understand it. She stalked the perimeters to watch his cruelties. In the end, she wound up back a servant on his plantation and cleaned his opulent home. I often wondered if she wanted to be caught by the Byrd. She could have sliced him with the tip of her finger. It was, to say the least, odd.”

Pansy stepped forward to stand beside Rexi. She placed her hand on Rexi’s glistening shoulder, and I saw a shudder go through her arm. “What happened to your mother?” Pansy asked. “She’s our kin too.”

Rexi looked down at Pansy and softened. “You remind me of my sweetest sister,” she said, and then stared back into the night. “I watched my mother that night. Cut down by a man with a head not heavy enough to bear a crown. He looked like a boy, but anyone who could murder a woman and smile afterward should be classified as boyman. He stood still as my mother’s neck blood squirted itself empty. He bathed in it like a red waterfall. He grinned with exposed teeth and surely tasted the salty blood of my precious mother.

“My mother was like Greeny and Pansy and all things good. Her spirit was kindness without limit. Love extended as far as it would go. Joy and laughter and food and fellowship. She taught us to roast proper hog. She sold salves and butters to earn money for extra treats for her young ones.

“Your grandmother was overcome with anger and stupidity,” she said, still looking into the night sky. “Unleashed from inhibition, your Grannylou, as you call her, sent the first lightning sheet from her wrist.” I watched her mindlessly rubbing at her right arm. “The flash rose from her feet, made its way into her arm, and released itself, easily killing the bloody boyman. As he lay dead, right next to my sweet mother, we ran into Dismal.”

My mind spun so fast that I couldn’t make sense of it all. The world seemed out of order and backward. I wanted to run, or smack her, or faint, but I couldn’t decide which to do, so I did nothing at all.

“Where is Greeny?” Pansy asked, breaking through my chaotic thoughts.

“Greeny,” Rexi replied. “Babylou killed her because she couldn’t control her. That’s what happened to her. She slit her throat just like that boyman slit my mother’s. I banished Babylou, and I’d do it again.”

“Liar!” said Mika.

“She would never,” added Jason.

Pansy stepped away from the window and rejoined our group. “That’s not possible.”

“That’s not Grannylou,” I said last. “You’re lying.”

“Am I?” she asked. “You only know the past that your grandmother wants you to know. I was there. I saw. I bore witness.”

Abigail spoke up. “You said answers are in Dismal Deep?”

Mika elbowed her. “No, we are not going!”

“I’m definitely going.” Abigail snatched her arm from him. “You do what you want.”

“Me too.” Daphne stepped forward.

“I’d like to go too,” Pansy said, and I felt my jaw drop.

“I need to find out for myself,” Pansy said, locking eyes with me. “No more questions. I need to see.”

Abigail, Daphne, and Pansy stood across from Mika, Jason, and me. We were divided for the first time since we ventured into this mystery, and I felt a tangle of nerves forming in my gut.

“Are you coming or not?” asked Rexi. “If not, we’ll go with what we have.”

“I am.” Jason joined Abigail. “I’d like to know too.”

“Shit,” Mika said, almost as a frustrated sigh. “Shit!”

Mika went to stand next to Jason, and I was the only one left on the no side.

“Oh, come on,” Rexi said. “Now or never, child.”

“First,” I said, holding my line. “Where exactly is this Dismal Deep?”

“It’s the lowest point at the backmost edges of Floriate,” Rexi replied, a gotcha grin creeping at her lips. “Still within the protective boundaries of our Island. What do you decide?”

Instead of answering, I sauntered over to the group. Rexi grinned and we sank into the wooden floor. Down, down, down, down, down, down, down.

Into the Dismal Deep.
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We fell for hours or days or months or years, I couldn’t tell which. When I hit the bottom, the pain was sharp, then went blunt, my body echoing with a large, hollow thud. I squeezed my eyes shut. Through my lids was red-tinted darkness. Unfamiliar voices filled the space—old, young, male, female. Wherever we’d fallen was full of people.

My eyes shot open when I heard a gavel hit a lectern, silencing heated chatter. Relief shot through me as I spotted Pansy, then Abigail, Mika, and Jason, but my heart sank.

“Where’s Daphne?” I whispered.

Mika and Jason craned frantically around, and worry took over their expressions.

“How could she not be with us?” Pansy asked. “We fell together.”

“Order! Order!” called out a man sitting elevated in the front. “She is awake.”

The crowd was thick and separated by colors. One section wore drab gray, another tan, and the last section wore an earthy green. There must’ve been a hundred people packed into the large dark chamber with no windows or doors. The only opening in the wall was a stone staircase, and I couldn’t see where it led. The stagnant, chilly air felt underground. The ceilings arched and were made of aged stone and thick mud, while a thin layer of dusty dirt covered the floor. It looked like a dungeon from a medieval video game. As I took it in, I thought if this was Floriate, I would be disappointed.

They seemed to be townsfolk. Every member of the crowd had locs or braids, and they looked gaunt, like they hadn’t eaten much. I wondered if they were all from Floriate. Their ages confirmed it for me—they all looked around nineteen or twenty, tops. I then turned my attention to the elevated white man holding the gavel.

He was thin-shouldered, with an air of self-importance. I did not like the way he stared at me. His smile was forced, with no emotion behind it. My eyes fell on his leather boots—laced from toe to knee, they looked exactly like Rexi’s.

“Those are Rexi’s boots,” Pansy said, noticing too.

“Where are we?” asked Mika, with no trace of humor on his voice. “And where the hell is Daphne?”

“And who is that ghoul-looking dude?” Jason added, also without humor.

“They all look like that, though,” said Abigail. “Ghouls.”

“You must be Atlas,” the white man said to me.

“Your boots look just like Rexi’s, why?” asked Atlas.

“Those boots belonged to my son,” the man spat, walking out of the shadows.

The Sitter man.

“Where is my grandmother?” I asked him, trying not to show how much my knees were shaking.

“She’ll be along,” he said with a syrupy-smooth Carolina drawl. He smiled too, but the grin was nowhere near his eyes. “Atlas, reader of maps.”

He pushed his chair back and stood tall like the most confident tree in a large forest, but I could feel everyone around me mixing into one giant mess of fear. As he slowly approached, my knees shook even more, and I felt so small. His smile stretched tightly across his skeletal face. He made a show of looking me up and down. He watched as I cowered.

“She’s weak,” said someone from the crowd.

“She’s worse than I imagined,” another added.

“Floriate is as doomed as we all thought…”

“Who speaks for these children?” he called out to the audience.

A disappointed mumble wafted through the crowd of townsfolk, and many stared at me outright. I looked away, feeling tears welling in my eyes. Then, Pansy’s hand brushed against mine, and she clasped onto it. She squeezed silent encouragement and nodded once with a small smile. Even in seemingly hopeless depths, Pansy still found herself—reassuring, kind, confident. I nodded back to her and then turned to Mika. I reached for his hand, and he took mine without a flinch. One after the other, we formed a resolute line. That was when I noticed Daphne was still not there, and I worried if she’d been hurt in the fall.

“I said”—Sitter interrupted my thoughts—“who speaks for them? No one?”

“We speak for each other,” I said, steadying my voice.

Sitter smiled at us. “Well,” he started. “That’s cute.”

“I speak for them, Sitter.” Grannylou appeared in the back of the crowd. She didn’t have her walking stick, and she looked like she’d aged ten years. I set off to run toward her, but guards appeared, blocking my reach.

“Well then, murderess,” Sitter said, smiling. “Speak.”

Grannylou made her way to the front of the crowd, looking like her legs weighed a thousand pounds each. When she reached us, she placed her palms on Pansy’s back and mine. “These are my grands,” she started. “Dull and normal humans with dull and normal human parents. They have nothing to offer you, Sitter.” Grannylou raised her voice to the crowd. “They have nothing to offer any of you!”

“Liar!” someone yelled from the middle.

“Direct descendants of the original four? They will free us from Dismal Deep!”

“They are right, murderess,” Sitter said menacingly. “I’m eager to find out what these grands can do, but this one, Atlas, reader of maps. She will…”

“Shut up, cretin.” Grannylou spat at his feet.

He laughed and sauntered back to his seat. “We’ve waited in Dismal Deep for hundreds of years. We’re patient. We’ll break every one of you in time. And look—” He motioned toward the brood of townsfolk crammed into the dank space. “They all need you as much as I do.”

“But I don’t understand what you want from me,” I said. “I don’t even know where I am or how I got here. I have no power. I’m just—”

“Stop flailing, girl,” he told me.

“But—”

“But nothing,” he said, and I stared up at him until he smiled. “Step aside, guards. And let them see.”

“See what?” asked Mika.

“Floriate, of course,” he replied. “What do you think?”






30
ATLAS



We spun down deeper and deeper to a place with unsteady energy. A shaky spot like a willow in a windstorm. I hit a pile of hay instead of hard ground.

I exhaled when I saw Grannylou holding a small stick.

“Out,” she told us. “All of you, out now. And follow closely toward the heron’s keep. It’s on the other side of this hill. This way…”

We’d landed on the side of the deeply eroded hill, and it caught a heavy breeze. Smells of freshly opened flowers wafted through the night air, and strange insects flapped wistfully around. Late in the evening, it was a place of wonder.

“This,” I said, “is the Isle of Floriate?”

“The outskirts,” Grannylou replied. “Yes.”

“What was that we just left then?” I asked.

“That,” she replied, “is what happens when you disrupt the order of the Isle. Coral’s abrupt entry left a crack for Sitter Senior to enter. And Floriate can’t flourish in the presence of unworthy men. My Isle has been dying since the day I was banished. He forced Dismal to grant him youth,” she continued. “Dismal holds grudges when she’s forced. She got that from me.”

“But this place still looks…” Mika crouched down to pick a dainty white flower that exploded into a wistful poof. He sneezed and laughed. “It looks wonderful to me.”

“It is, dear boy,” Grannylou replied to Mika. “But Floriate’s flora is finicky. When Sitter Senior set foot on its grounds, some of the Isle turned against its inhabitants.”

“What do you mean?” asked Jason.

Grannylou pointed off in the distance. “See that cloud rolling in unnatural ways? That’s a hurricane … kind of, not exactly, but that’s the closest thing you’d know to what’s waiting on the horizon. Also…”

“Ouch,” said Abigail. “Ouch! Stop!”

“Also, that,” Grannylou said. “Blades of grass have knife edges now, and diffrozen, dear God, they hold grudges too. They’ve always been fierce, but they’ve turned bitter. Don’t go near them if you want to keep your fingers.”

“Is that blood?” asked Jason, looking down at Abigail’s ankles.

“Let’s get to the keeps,” Grannylou said, hurrying everyone along.

“So Dismal Deep is a safe place?” I asked her as we hurried, dodging swords of grass.

“Dismal Deep is trading the witch for the devil,” she started. “It was created when the inhabitants of the Isle began dying daily from storms and rebelling flora. They went down deep and stopped dying, but they had to live alongside Sitter Senior. Devil’s down there. I, for one, would rather die in the vine than live with the monster.”

“But you helped build this place,” I told her. “Can’t you just undo this? Tell the sky and the grass to calm down or something.”

Grannylou laughed. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But building an Isle in the swamp is like planting a patch of wildflowers. Year one they do right and come up just where you want them to, but years pass, and seeds carry clear across town. That little, well-tended patch is now out of control.”

When we entered the keep, Grannylou sat on the sandy ground in an empty stall. She motioned us toward her, and we joined in a circle, sitting. The heron’s nesting boxes were tucked high in the shadowy corners of the stalls, but the thick straw had gone to piles of dust and mulch.

“This is the heron’s keep?” I asked.

“It was, yes,” Grannylou replied. “They’ve been in hiding since Sitter entered. They, too, cannot thrive in the presence of such a man.”

In the deep, sandy dust, Grannylou sketched strange symbols. Her wrinkled hand worked so quickly that I couldn’t make out what she drew until it was over. After completing her picture on the ground, Grannylou went quiet and stared at her creation. And we did, too.

Taking in the whole picture, I saw the siblings Babylou, Rexi, Abel, and Greeny shown as equals in a circle.

“Talent can be a curse,” she said, before beginning to draw an axe in Rexi’s hand and a blooming flower at Greeny’s feet. And for Abel, of course, a broom.

“Talent is a thing you’re born having and no one can take away. Therefore, talent can make you lazy. It’s there. Accessible always and, for that reason, easily ignored by its owner. Rexi, though? Worked every day to gain her own.

“Rexi was born strong but blank, and grew gifts like melons. In the end, her ultimate talent was the most coveted of all.”

“What?” I asked. “What is the most coveted talent?”

“Wisdom.”

“Wait,” I paused, remembering my conversation with Rexi. In the commotion, I’d forgotten what Rexi had said about Grannylou. “You call her wise. But she called you a liar.”

“She is right,” Grannylou replied as if discussing the weather and not being exposed for her untruths.

“And you killed your sister Greeny?” Jason asked.

She nodded and, taking in an enormous breath, blew away the dirt until only Greeny remained. “I did.”

“Tell us,” said Mika.

“And don’t lie,” Jason finished.

“I’ll make sure she doesn’t lie.” Rexi appeared in the stall at Pansy’s side.

“And I’ll make sure Rexi doesn’t either,” added Abel, who’d entered through the front door holding tight to his broom.

“Gang’s mostly here,” said Grannylou. “Let’s tell it.”
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“We got along when we first found the Isle raised in the swamp,” Grannylou said. “Am I lying yet?”

“Not yet,” said Rexi. “But it’s coming.”

Grannylou rolled her eyes and continued. “We were all close.”

“Close is not a lie,” Rexi interjected. “It is, however, a stretch.”

“We were a good team,” Abel stated.

“Better,” said Rexi and Grannylou together.

“Everyone had their roles,” said Grannylou. “You struggled at first.” Grannylou directed this toward Rexi.

“And you didn’t,” she replied with a quick snap. “After we’d witnessed our precious mother done in like that, none of you struggled. Not even Greeny. You went forward, excited about newfound power. You just left her on the slaughtering floor all twisted up. I couldn’t.”

“We grieved in our ways,” Grannylou said. “And you grieved in yours.”

“Your anger festered untouched, Rexi,” Abel added. “It took you away and into the woods alone with your golden goats. You should have led in the beginning, but we settled for Lou as our leader.”

“Hey,” Grannylou interjected. “I did my best.”

“That you did,” Abel replied. “But Rexi was born to do it.”

“What about you?” Jason asked.

“Greeny and I were never born to lead,” Abel said confidently. “We were born to do. I climb and sweep.”

Grannylou and Rexi nodded in agreement.

“You were off with your herd,” Abel said. “As we planned and built the Isle. We built it as a place for the enslaved to escape to, so we agreed there would be no sole grantor of admission—we would all choose. Lou would design flora and fauna too. Rexi built our defenses alone with her goats, and I swept out bad or intense emotions.”

“And Greeny?” asked Pansy.

All three siblings sighed, but Grannylou spoke. “Greeny did it all. But she was born with fingernails.”

All three siblings trembled at the mention of her nails.

“What does that matter?” I asked them.

Abel began. “Greeny scratched blood from all who kept her, until everyone stopped keeping her.”

“But,” Pansy started. “Everything I’ve ever heard about Greeny was that she was kind and gentle—a grower, like me.”

“She was a grower,” Rexi said. “But her power was unmatched. I’ve never seen anyone hold that much in their hands. When we entered Dismal to stay, we should have let Greeny lurk in nature. That was an error.”

“That it was,” Abel and Grannylou agreed.

“Because?” asked Pansy.

“Because,” Abel continued, “when we needed her, we pushed too far, too fast.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” said Mika, uncharacteristically timid. “But what does this have to do with us being stuck in a barn stall with a weird white dude ruling over a basement full of ghosts?”

“I like him,” said Rexi.

“Thought you might,” replied Grannylou.

“You’re speaking in stories and riddles,” Abigail told them, and I was grateful. “After all we’ve been through, tell it to us straight, or we’ll figure it out ourselves.”

“Greeny was more powerful than all of us by leagues, and that level of power should not be put under too much pressure.” Rexi finally gave us something concrete to hold on to, and I appreciated her for it. “Greeny pierced the veil as much as she liked, and none of us had any idea. From the Isle to the outside world without consequence or imprint.”

“So what?” Jason asked. “Why shouldn’t she?”

“She snuck out and met young Coral,” Grannylou said firmly, staring at me. “They became friends.”

“The land where you sat in front of the flower shop is where she set off a flow of events that leads you all here right now,” Abel said to Mika. “Everything is connected.”

“Yes,” I said, eager to brush over any mention of Coral. I felt that Grannylou could see clear through my skin and directly to my heart. “What did Greeny do at Bray?”

“Magic,” said Grannylou. I knew how much she despised the word. “When I told you my sister’s mind was overtaken, this is what I meant. Someone influenced her with dark magic.”

“You mean Coral?” Abigail asked, and I could feel the heat rising in my neck and cheeks. “He influenced Greeny?”

“I was not there,” Grannylou replied. “But my Kuda was.”

“You sent Kuda?” Rexi asked in disbelief. “You didn’t tell us that.”

“Half-truths are lies too, Lou,” Abel added. “And you were doing so well.”

“Greeny needed calm for a time, and you two demanded kingdoms from her,” Grannylou started. “I didn’t want too many people in her business. Now, would you like to know what she and Coral did at Bray or not?”

Rexi and Abel bowed for Grannylou to continue.

Grannylou’s mannerisms eased into storytelling mode—hands clasped, she leaned back slightly to settle in as her eyes floated to the ceiling of the barn.

“The Bray School was opened for a quick minute—1760 to 1774—but it was a blessing of a place for our folks back then. Taught hundreds of Black children to read and then they taught their sisters and brothers and they taught their friends until whole villages could do it. But Bray didn’t teach freedom, and that never sat right with Greeny.”

“Got that right,” Abel chuckled. “Greeny never did like a cage.”

“Very true,” Rexi added. “She used to set free ready-to-cook squirrels.”

“I remember that.” Grannylou laughed and then continued, “Coral recognized that in her and poked as he does. He watched and waited for the moment to propose their own secret Bray School.”

“So they didn’t perform magic at Bray,” Abigail inquired. “They taught it.”

“That’s right,” Grannylou said. “Coral and Greeny were night teachers.”

“Witchcraft?” I asked. “They taught the children witchcraft?”

“Greeny mostly taught them about Dismal waters and roots, but Coral, yes, witchcraft.” Grannylou paused and her voice went somber. “But when Coral found Greeny, he found a power I’m not sure even he understood.”

“My mom said there was a shift and a flash one night at Bray.” Pansy spoke from nearly the back of the barn. “Ancestral, I think. What does it mean?”

“I don’t remember telling her that,” Grannylou said, shaking her head. “Those girls of mine must’ve caught me tired. But yes, one horrible night, something beyond both of them struck that classroom. Sent a bolt into each of their chests, one after the other. Coral’s injuries should have killed him, but Nell’s garments protected him. Greeny grew a root cage for herself in fractions of a second, but the children…”

“What happened to them?” I asked her.

“Three of them died where they sat. But one lived on.”

“Trulie,” said Abigail. “But why would they do that?”

“They were searching for a reader for Coral,” Abel said. “They believed they might be able to create one themselves.”

Daphne dramatically cleared her throat as if to announce herself. Startled, Mika, Jason, and Abigail leaped to greet her. I felt shaky and untrusting.

“Where were you?” I asked, trying not to show my trepidation. “You fell with us and then—”

“I’m here,” she interrupted. “Safely. That’s what matters, right?”

I looked from Grannylou to Abel and finally settled on Rexi, who was the only one in the group who seemed concerned with Daphne’s behavior.

“Did she choose Coral because he was Nell’s child?” Daphne asked, interjecting herself into the conversation.

Abel squinted at Daphne. “Coral had a draw at birth. A sway. That child was powerful with or without Nell.”

“A power that matched Greeny’s,” Rexi said.

Grannylou looked to Rexi as if remembering the holes in her own story. “You spit Trulie back out after I sent him in. Why?”

Rexi gave all her weight to the stone wall she stood in front of. “I chose incorrectly.”

“I gave my arm for him,” Abel said too. “Raised him on my boat. I, too, chose incorrectly.”

“And Trulie hung himself?” asked Abigail with sadness in her voice about an ancestor she did not know. “He couldn’t take it all?”

“He had stepped into two worlds,” said Abel with compassion. “That drives some folks mad.”

“But he’s my ancestor,” she continued. “How?”

“Trulie was a fine, strong young man,” Grannylou started, but every word seemed to pain her. “Byrd saw that. And as soon as he was old enough, he made Trulie breed.”

“My God,” Abigail said.

“You descend him, Abigail.”

“But what did Greeny and Coral do to him at Bray?” Abigail nearly pleaded for answers. “Him and the other children, I mean.”

“Trulie was born strong,” said Rexi. “But something about that fateful night at Bray enhanced him in unnatural ways.”

“And he survived when the others didn’t. How?” Abigail added.

“Trulie caught a ricochet of that magical moment,” Abel said. “The others got direct hits to the chest. That’s survivable for no one. The death of those children disturbed the equilibrium of the Dismal.”

“Coral got reverb thrown back at him,” Grannylou said slowly. “He should have died that night right along with those babies.”

“What saved him?” I asked, thinking of his healed-over gash and trying not to sound desperate.

“As is true in most cases,” Abel said, smiling, “his mama saved him.”

“She’d woven an extra specialness into all of his garments,” Rexi added. “She was a master at that.”

“That night set into motion a domino effect,” Grannylou said, heavy with sorrow. “Leading to me having to set Greeny aside.”

“You mean kill her?” Pansy asked with a rare frazzle in her voice.

“Coral got in her head,” said Grannylou. “We pushed her too hard in the beginning, that’s true. But when Coral gained control, she got lost. And someone that powerful should never get lost. I had to cut her down.”

An uneasy quiet came over the keep.

“I was wrong to let her go out on her own in the first place,” Abel repeated, full up with regret.

“I was wrong to let Coral in,” Rexi said, and I shot her a look. “Look what he’s done.”

“Coral has a certain…” Grannylou stared at me. “Sway.”

“I was wrong to save him,” Abel countered. “He was fated to die at the mouth of the croc, and I intervened.”

“Okay, we get it,” said Mika. “Everybody’s wrong, and you can compete later about who’s the wrongest. But if Coral is at the root, how do we cut him out?”

“Coral,” said Grannylou, staring at me for so long it made me uncomfortable. “His power is head and shoulders above the rest of ours. He possesses the sway. He bends people’s will from the inside. Makes reasonable folks lay down their lives in exchange for his.”

“And freely give over their arms for his survival,” added Abel.

“And slip him onto the Isle,” said Rexi with shame in her voice. “For him to take over its rule and drive it into the ground.”

Pansy stood, and everyone’s attention went her way. “How do we know he isn’t ruling any of you right now?”

The Great Dismal Swamp grumbled, and the storm Grannylou had pointed out showed up with a vengeance. The steady night breeze turned violent in a blink, and torrential rain fell so quickly that I leaped to my feet. The roof of the keep shook and lifted at its borders.

“What should we do?” I asked, grateful for the storm taking attention from Coral.

“They pass as soon as they come.” Grannylou locked eyes with me and continued, “Let’s get some rest. Big day tomorrow.”

“What’s tomorrow?” asked Abigail.

“Honestly, child,” Grannylou replied, “I do not know. But I’m sure it will be a big one.”

“I need a question answered.” Daphne spoke with emotion on her voice. “Did you know Sitter Senior tried to draw you out with rituals on your family members? He maimed your child cousins and nieces and nephews—both by blood and bond of community. Why didn’t you use your power to help them?”

Lightning came so frequently that it lit the keep with blinking rays, and the crashing thunder shook the dust at our feet. But Daphne’s eyes stayed fixed on Grannylou and her siblings, waiting for her answer.

“The truth is, child,” said Grannylou, “I didn’t want to see that. I’d seen too much, and I looked away.”

“So you just,” Daphne started, “ignored your people’s pain?”

Grannylou poked her own chest so hard I thought she may have bruised herself. “Regret,” she said. “I regret that more than most else I’ve done.”

“It is a regret I’ve been living with for hundreds of years,” Abel said.

“And that level of regret does not dissipate,” Rexi said finally.

The skies cleared and quieted. Grannylou was right—the storm had gone as quickly as it came.
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When I was sure everyone slept, I tiptoed through the thick hay in the stalls and out into the breezy night.

In the distance, just past the line of trees separating the flower fields from the wood, I caught sight of a figure leaning on the trunk of an elderly tree.

“Coral,” I said to myself.

Squinting in the near dark, I locked onto his striking eyes, and a rush of pain shot through my gut. The hurt took me to the ground in a crash, making the insects scatter and the flower blooms shrink back into the ground, leaving the field bare.

Come, Coral pleaded—not aloud, but his clear voice entered the deepest canals of my inner ear. Now. Please. Come.

He was injured, laboring every word. I ran to him, tripping a few times on withering vines. Swords of grass nicked my feet and ankles like a thousand paper cuts, and yellow puffs of rank pollen made me sneeze and cough. A panic came over me, and I broke into a breathless sprint. The closer I came to him, the more his eyes pierced through me. He was desperate for my help, and I was desperate to give it to him. But what could he possibly think I could do for him?

Please, help, he told me, sending the words to me without speaking.

“How?” I yelled. “How do I help you?”

Finally, I reached his feet and placed a gentle hand on his ankles. When he winced, I did, too.

“I’m so sorry. Please…”

But he was not wincing at my hand. I followed his piercing gaze toward the field to see torches in the distance. I looked back to him and then again to the people approaching. It was a trap. All of it, an elaborate trick. They knew I’d seek Coral out, and they followed me to get to him. I was their way finder too. Their map. I led, and they followed. Eyes pleading, he lifted his back to show himself chained to the buried root of the tree beside him.

“Release him!” I told the tree. “Do it now! Before they reach us!”

“This tree is doing its best,” he told me. “This is no ordinary chain. It’s impenetrable.”

I investigated the links, and they glowed amber. “No,” I said, before lifting my stare to meet his. I tried to touch the chain, but I was physically repelled by it. I felt shame. “I led them to you.” I looked again to the approaching mob and back to Coral. “Tell me how to help you.”

Coral turned his gaze to the wood. “Come forth,” he said into the seeming quiet. “All of you.”

Coral turned back to me, and his eyes went kind and gentle. I caught gold glints in the corners of my eyes—the flowers were rising from the grass, all buds facing my direction. With them, the high-pitched insects rose, flapping and filling the air with their song.

The air thickened like it does just before a rainstorm. Sounds from the wood turned to high volume—screaming, hawk-like birds, howling packs of large wolf-like creatures, and any number of wildlife on the canopy floor rustling the fallen leaves and mosses. A choir of the below.

Fear shot up my shaking spine, and I thought the group of creatures were gathering to attack me. After a small, scared step away, I tripped on a thick vine and fell backward, expecting to hit the ground with a painful thud. I didn’t. Instead, a thick concentration of the singing insects caught my weight, lifting me back to my feet. After planting me safely to standing, they too turned to face the mob.

I looked from them to the trees, to the screaming birds, to the growling wolves and the smallest insects on the canopy floor, every one of them raging. But not toward me as I’d originally thought. They, in singular accord, seethed at the horde.

The torches were no longer coming toward us. They must’ve recognized their predicament and halted their approach. At once, led by the wolves, the woods emptied of its animals. They all ran and flew in the direction of the mass, many of whom had already dropped their torches and began running in the opposite direction.

Far off in the distance, the only ones who hadn’t run off were my kin.

Grannylou with Kuda at her side. Abel with twelve black swans at his flank. Rexi surrounded by soldier golden goats. And Mika, Jason, Daphne, and Abigail. All stood together atop the hill.

Pain and longing to stand with them shot through my body, but it was quickly replaced by desire to be with Coral, who was still chained and vulnerable.

Come on here, child. I heard Grannylou in my head. Fight him from the inside.

A reckoning was happening in my gut. Tug and push and pull of wills, but I was losing. The whoosh of animals sped past me; I felt their wind in my thick hair. I shut my eyes. After I sensed they’d all disappeared over the hill, I opened my eyes to still darkness. And except for the slow, steady, elderly tortoises, Coral and I were the only two souls left at the edge of the wood.

The tree nearest Coral curved its trunk forward, fanned out each of its golden leaves, and stood, slowly releasing him from its cover and protection. Coral labored to stand and lifted his long neck until he was tall and commanding. But his ankle was still chained by charms.

“Break the chain,” he directed.

“I don’t know how to—”

“Break…” he started. “The chain. Please.”

“How am I supposed to break the…”

Coral bent forward and met my eyes. “You are more powerful than you could imagine,” he whispered. “Now,” he said, breathless between words. “Break … the … chain.”

An intense energy resonated from the ground into my feet, up my legs, into my gut, chest, and the palms of my hands until I could shape the force into a single blast. Too hot, too intense, too emotional, too heavy, too powerful. I had to release it.

Light blinded the sky, blanking the darkness out in a white flash. Livin’ up to your name, child. Grannylou’s voice echoed in my head. At last, Atlas.

Everything went black.
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I couldn’t tell if I was awake or dreaming, but I didn’t think it made much difference. Coral was gone, released from his chains. I now sat alone in the mighty protection of the same tree that’d guarded him. I cannot fully explain it, but I sensed the tree’s protection. Eyes closed, I sat in the meditative pose that Pansy had taught me. Visions formed and came alive like a movie happening behind my eyelids.

I watched Pansy watch me. Blinking away her vibrant color-dipped locs, she watched. In the dorms, she watched. In class, she watched. On the quiet drive to Grannylou’s cookout, she watched. She watched me until the moment she backed slowly into Dismal the day of the cookout. And when the cypress woods accepted her, she ran.

Her strong legs carried her quickly through the treacherous terrain. And what she could not do with her human body, the wood itself made up for.

The saturated land cleared for her, parting itself to bare ground. Dripping trees sucked in their water to make sure she didn’t fall. Their formerly water-locked black shafts were revealed to the free air for the first time. I felt their joy, breathing finally, even if just for a moment. Rotting vegetation on the swamp floor reawakened and shifted for her. Stalks and stems scurried to the edges of the bank, encouraging her to get along safely and without incident.

Frogs, slugs, leeches, and moccasins stilled their slithering. They didn’t want her slipping. Spiders swept clear their elaborate webs, and gnat clouds dispersed so as not to blur her vision. She glanced at the sinking sun and tried to quicken herself. Whatever she was trying to reach, I felt her running out of time.

In her urgency, she lost her footing and fell into a heap on the swamp floor. It was over, and she knew it. She sat there for valuable seconds, knowing she wouldn’t make it in time. I saw her despair. I felt it so intensely that I wanted to cry out for her. So I did.

“Get up,” I said aloud.

She looked around, hearing my voice, I thought.

“Get up,” I repeated, and she did.

She opened her mouth to speak to the skies, but Kuda’s tail slapped Pansy on the back of her knees, taking her attention away. He bowed his head and motioned her to climb atop his back. I could tell he was not happy to have her on. Before taking off, he rolled his irritated eyes and huffed through his annoyed nostrils. Then he ran so swiftly that he looked like a black blur or a shadow.

My stomach hurtled as he ran. I swallowed and swallowed until it passed, and I reentered my meditation to find that Pansy had reached her destination at Rexi’s side. She and Rexi were in heated discussion while Kuda rested nearby.

“Atlas is stronger than you,” Pansy yelled in Rexi’s face. “Stronger than any of you. She will fight him.”

“Ha!” Rexi said defiantly. “Abel gave his dominant arm. Nell laid down her life. I broke Dismal’s rules to let him in. Once he’s poked and found a way on the inside, no one is strong enough to resist Coral’s influence. Not even me.”

“You, Rexi, are not Atlas.”

I smiled, and again my eyes filled with tears. She was so faithful, yet so wrong. I remembered Coral in the Bray. At the cookout and chained to the tree. Rexi was right. I was weak. Regret filled me up, and I wished I could rewind it all back.

“You believe so blindly in your kinfolk cousin,” Rexi said with a smirk. “Do you even know the weak spot Coral poked out in her?”

Pansy remained silent, and Kuda glared at Rexi with disdain in his eyes. This was not his run-of-the-mill annoyance, no. He was not a fan of hers; that much was obvious.

Rexi took her voice down to a whisper. “It was her jealousy that he poked out,” she told her.

A pain stabbed my stomach. I knew then where she was going.

“She’s jealous of you, Pansy,” Rexi continued. “She envies your temperament. Your calmness. Even your relationship with Granny- lou. She loves you, yes, but she is jealous. And jealousy can take down all logic, turning it into singular stupidity. I know it well.”

Pansy remained quiet. It was Kuda who broke silence with his hissing grumble. He twitched his tail toward the high moon and lowered himself for Pansy to ride him out.

In the dark swamp, Kuda and Pansy could only be seen as passing shadows. Pansy grasped tight to his neck, and together, they quickly made their way to the edge of the swamp.

Suddenly, I felt myself sucked back to Coral’s voice.
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“Reader of maps,” he whispered, “I did not see you coming. I did not feel you, and I feel everything in this swamp. Every small child who wanders too deep in from their North Carolina yard. Every Virginian conqueror lost in this thick forest. Every one of their squishy steps sink into my chest as they sink into swamp muck and have done for generations.

“I’d command the crocs to hold their lines until the child’s mother emerged frantic. I’d password the moccasins calm, a trick your kin Greeny taught me—open your mouths to show your white, to yawn, dears, not to bite. Their din would flash white like a cloudy clump, and their leader, Governess, would loosen their knots. I tried it once without the word dears, and it did not work. They would not be calmed without that specific word interjected. Want to know my opinion?”

He paused, his voice deep and melodic like sycamore sap. “I do,” I replied, wanting to hear him speak.

“They’re called monsters by so many that I believe they look forward to the moment they’re called Love,” he said. “I understand them more than you could know.” He paused again and then went on. “I was never Cooed. My home Dismal never found enough favor in me to do that. So I gave myself Coo. Can I tell it to you?”

I nodded in the darkness, and he began softly singing his self-made Coo.


Dismal’s wanderer

Borne from launderer.

Secret-harborer.

Barterer, borderer, sorcerer, murderer,

Torchbearer.

Weighty from waiting

Fixated for a reader,

To meet her

Nil sweeter.

I need her.

I need an Atlas.



“It isn’t as good as something Dismal herself would create. But I think every found soul deserves Coo,” Coral said.

I caught myself smiling like a fool. I couldn’t center myself properly in time, space, or fantasy, but still, I smiled. A question crept into my heart and mind and spirit—was this how he’d tricked Abel and Rexi and Greeny? With Coo and beautiful promises of a euphoric future, when he just wanted it all for himself?

A war waged inside of me, but deep down, I knew I was stronger than this, much stronger. I focused on my breathing. In, I told myself, now out. Then, I turned my fingers to my hip and pinched a chunk of skin until it hurt. I twisted until I felt my brow furrow from the pain. Breathe, I said internally, breathe through this!

I remembered Pansy describing Coral as a mapped man. And mapped he was—chest covered in marks and loops. I tried to fight the urge to run, but I couldn’t.

“He’s a dog,” I recalled Mika saying at the all-night roast.

“Straight up player,” I remembered Jason agreeing.

I shook my head at the memory and stared at Coral’s chest.

“I want you to read me,” he said, louder than before and with more resolve.

“You want me to sacrifice everything,” I replied, wanting to do as he’d asked but also wanting to run away. “Just like Nell and Abel and Greeny…”

“I want…” he repeated. “I need your help. I’m lost.”

His eyes sank into pitifulness, and I wondered if the expression had been practiced and perfected.

“But how do I know that isn’t what you told them all? One after the other to get what you wanted from them. Your charm, charisma, what did Grannylou call it?” I searched my brain for the word. “Sway. That’s it. How do I know this isn’t that?”

I watched his posture melt away slowly into one of defeat. His already sad eyes looked almost hectic with pain, like it hurt to use them.

“My mother says the same,” he said, now staring at the canopy.

“But your mother,” I replied, trying to make sure I got my thoughts correct. “Nell died a long time ago.”

“Secret-harborer.

Barterer, borderer, sorcerer, murderer, torchbearer …

“I gave myself that Coo. Barterer, I don’t know. Borderer, yes. Sorcerer, yes. Murderer…” He paused. “I cannot tell. Torchbearer—with you, I feel that may well be my destiny. But secret-harborer—” He leaned in close. “I am that without a doubt. I harbor many secrets.”

I couldn’t understand what this had to do with Nell’s death, but as soon as my mind tried to connect loose ends and edges, the urge to vomit brought me to my knees, and I retched at his feet. I lifted my face, but Coral’s attention was elsewhere. Following his concerned gaze, I caught a yellow glint in the corner of my eye. Kuda.

Run, Kuda said before leaping onto Coral and sinking sharp claws into his mapped chest.

“No,” I told Kuda then, reminding myself I did not truly know if Coral was good or bad. I needed to run, but my feet were glued to the ground.

My legs were suddenly pulled up, and the Great Dismal Swamp herself whirled me into a flash of decaying trees and dropped me abruptly in a shady grove. Come to me, a voice that sounded like Grannylou said through the trees.

The voice calmed my chaotic nerves. I ducked under weeping tree limbs and followed her soothing sounds to an unseen place.
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She did not look nineteen years old like the rest of them. Her hair had grayed and loc’d. She wore a long blue dress and held a basket filled with freshly picked fruits and vegetables, the likes of which I’d never seen. She could’ve been Grannylou’s twin but not quite. Her lips bowed more, and her eyes were not nearly as kind. Her nails gave her away—inches long and curved over like claws.

“Greeny,” I said, stepping closer to her. “My grandmother killed you.”

Greeny laughed, wiping her dirty hands on her apron. “Your grandmother is a fantastic liar. Did you know that?”

“You’re aging on the Isle,” I said to her. “Why?”

“This is not the Isle, child. This is my home,” she replied. “Come in. You must be starving.”



I sat at Greeny’s old cedar table and filled my stomach with the juiciest, most delicious fruits I’d ever had. When she placed a warm loaf of bread in front of me, I devoured that too. Her house smelled like lavender and something else, something pleasant that I couldn’t identify.

It didn’t hit me until my hunger pains had dissipated that Greeny was alive. Not only alive but thriving.

She’d surrounded herself with vases of flowers, mismatched fabrics, and draped lamps. There were no photos like in Grannylou’s living room, but paintings instead. Vibrant, bursting, and joyful. Wooden carousels lined her mantel above the fireplace, and hand-woven area rugs covered her cedar floors. I crouched down to touch them, in awe of the precision and time it must’ve taken to weave them.

The smallest rug was black and white zebra pattern, and it was centered atop a pink and white one with loops and lines haphazardly avoiding one another. The most extravagant rug covered most of her living room floor. It was a breathtaking scene: a green background with a large yellow house in the middle. The house had two stories and stacked porches, the kind of place you’d want to swing and sip lemonade on. Two dogs had been woven into the yard just under the apple tree, and ducks swam in the pond out front. Three goats grazed in the top left corner. A rooster rested in the yard near the backhouse, and a rabbit hopped over the flower garden.

I took a closer look at the house, and there were five figures on the porches—one woman in a free-flowing pink dress and four children. One was boy in overalls; he stood on the first floor holding his broom. The first of the girls stood next to him, wearing dirty boots and holding tight to her knife. The next girl was on the second floor. She wore a crown of flowers and held a blossom too large to be real. The final girl stood the farthest away from the rest of them with her chin in the air.

“Is this Grannylou?” I asked, touching the tightly woven fabric around the girl’s eyes. “You’ve captured her,” I whispered.

“Babylou to me,” she replied. “But yes, it is.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” I said, still staring at Grannylou’s eyes and plaits. “This must’ve taken years.”

Greeny chuckled in response. “Years I have.”

I couldn’t tell if I should be concerned for her or not. She’d been hidden away, deep in the swamp all by herself, but she didn’t seem lonely.

“Are you here by choice?” I asked her. “Or were you banished?”

“That’s more complicated a question than you could realize, child,” she said.

“Because of Coral,” I stated. “He caught you up like he’s got me caught right now.”

I’d said it without thinking, but somehow, I knew she’d understand better than anyone.

“Coral’s sway was a mountain I could not climb,” she replied, glancing briefly at her art and then resuming staring at me. “I wanted him more than I wanted breath in my lungs, so I nearly tore down the world for him.”

This was not what I had imagined Greeny to be. She was a kind warrior in my mind. Levitating her mother’s murderer and demanding the Great Dismal admit her loved ones. Building structures in a snap and commanding the earth at her leisure. But what I saw with my own eyes was a content woman in a comfortable home, busying herself with her art and her garden and her herb-filled breads.

“I didn’t think you’d be so—”

Her laugh interrupted my sentence. “Go on.”

But I was uncomfortable, so I didn’t say anything.

“My siblings misrepresent me,” she said. “They always have.”

“Misrepresent or misunderstand?”

“Ah,” she said, leaning back against her mantel. “There’s an unanswerable question I’ve been attempting to answer for hundreds of years.”

“Why did you send Kuda for me?” I asked her, changing the subject.

She began walking toward her heavy front door. “I never could stop my fingernails from growing. I’d cut them down, and they would grow back instantly. In the end, I let them grow as they like.”

“Did you hear my question?” I asked, sounding testier than I’d intended. “You told Dismal to pull me here to you, why?”

“You need to calm yourself down, child,” she said, sounding exactly like Grannylou. She paused in the doorway and looked back. “You coming?”

I followed.

Her garden paths were elaborately designed with colorful broken glass, random bricks, and fragments of rubbish made beautiful. We twisted and looped through tall shrubs and flowering vines. The beautiful grounds reminded me of Byrd’s plantation, but the feeling was completely different. Greeny’s gardens were obtained and manicured with her own intention and hard work, unlike William Byrd’s, which was built on the backs of enslaved people. Among such beauty, I knew that she had planted, cultivated, clipped, and cared for every plant in her crowded garden. As we walked, I watched her bare feet kicking up her long, flowing skirt. Her fingernails occasionally tangled themselves into it, and she’d carefully remove them. She was used to it.

We stopped to sit on a stone bench hidden away in her maze of shrubs. I was glad to sit, since my entire body ached. In a small clearing, a slit of sky peeked through, and it took my breath away.

The clouds were strange—fluffy like a cotton-candy-colored Great Lady, my aunt’s big house cat. Between them, blades of orange, purple, and blue ran across the sky, layering upon one another like a light show. Colorful shooting stars rained down through tiny openings in the sky and burst into natural fireworks and wonder.

“Is it always like this?” I asked, amazed.

“Different every day,” Greeny replied. “I keep waiting for the skies to run out of ideas, but they never do.”

“You did this?” I asked her in awe.

She nodded.

I rubbed the bench, and my fingers found a golden insignia marked THE BRAY SCHOOL.

“This bench is from…”

“Bray,” she said. “It is. And I did not ignore your question. Your steps are not in vain, Atlas. I have something for you.”

I waited.

And waited.

And, beginning to feel impatient … “What do you have for me?”

She grasped my hand so quickly I didn’t see her coming. Her long nails scratched my leg and stomach on the way to my hand. She pinched my finger and removed a stickpin from her pocket. Without a word, she inserted the pin in my finger and began to dig. I longed to scream, but no noise came through my lips. I was being silenced by someone, or something.

Just as quickly as she’d grasped my finger, she then released it. I stood over Greeny, holding my bloody finger. “Why?”

But she was not paying me any attention. She fished through a small puddle of blood with her pin until she found something small and brown. I looked closely, forgetting the pain. What was inside of my finger? And why was it so important?

“Wood,” she said. “From your intimate night with the man Coral.”

I wanted to protest. It felt like I’d snuck a boy into my room without asking my parents or something. I was suddenly hot and uncomfortable. I had to fight the urge to lie or mislead, but somehow I knew it would be pointless. Instead, I decided to own up.

“I was drawn to him,” I whispered shakily. “That night and every night since. I had to breathe and pinch my skin to keep myself back.”

That was all I could say without crumbling from embarrassment. I looked up at Greeny, and her kind eyes smiled in response.

“He did this to you too?” I asked. “When you both taught at Bray in secret?”

She nodded but then tilted her head quizzically. “Yes and no,” she said. “I feel Coral different on the inside with you. More tangible. Softer. I’d say that he could love you, but…” She stopped herself. “But Coral as I know him is too lost to find love.”

My attention turned to the material she’d fished from my finger, and I remembered rubbing the wood along the wall of the Bray School. “A splinter,” I said. “I’d forgotten…”

“This is why you’re here, dear girl,” she told me with a genuine, kind smile that reminded me of Pansy’s.

Greeny stood to meet my gaze and placed her bloody finger on my forehead. “Go back.”

I fell into a heap.
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I was in the private dining room in the back of Uncle Camden’s barbecue restaurant. On my way to the recipe room, I bumped into my mother and auntie.

“Sorry,” I said. “What’s wrong, Mama?” I asked her, seeing concern on her face.

Every worry line in her face was deeper and more profound. Her normally steady hands shook so badly I wanted to hold them still.

Greeny had sent me here. In that moment, I just wanted my mama. More than anything else in the whole world, I wanted my mother to hold me and tell me it would be alright. I felt myself about to cry when Pepperpot interrupted.

“Maxine,” said my auntie, finally calling her by her given name. “We’ll find them.”

“I know, Jennifer,” my mother replied. “And please don’t call me Maxine, it makes me feel like I’m in trouble.”

“I was thinking the same damn thing.” They stole a quick laugh before rejoining Uncle Camden and a tribe of cousins in Grannylou’s main dining room. They’d formed a makeshift search party for us. Everyone was making calls and searching their computers for clues as to our whereabouts.

They couldn’t see me. My heart began beating so loudly I was sure my mother would be able to hear it. I leaned against Uncle Camden’s cookbook shelf and listened as Great-Aunt Marsha and Great-Uncle BK called neighbors and area hospitals asking if they’d seen us. I watched my play cousins scour social media for clues. Suddenly, Uncle Camden burst out of the kitchen with a rack of ribs and a gallon of sweet tea.

“Anything yet?” he asked, desperation heavy in his voice. “Anybody? Anything?”

He looked from person to person, but one after the other, they shook their heads. That’s when I broke. Tears fell from my eyes, disappearing before they hit the floor. I slid down the wall, deciding right there that I was not strong enough to take another step, let alone to fight Coral’s sway. I placed my face in my hands and gave up.

A tickle swept across my elbows, and when I peeked through my fingers, Great Lady’s large eyes stared deeply into mine. She leaped onto my lap and curled into a large, fluffy, purring ball. I petted her hinders for a moment and took a breath. Great Lady stretched her back and slowly stepped from my lap. She took one step and looked back with an intense meow. Encouraging me to follow, she took another step, followed by another meow.

I forced a smile. “Fine.” I rose and followed her back to the recipe room. She sat alert at my feet as if to keep watch over me. “Thanks, Great Lady. Sorry I’ve been such a bitch to you.”

Meow, she said.

I caught a faint glow in the back row of the recipe cabinet. I reached for a single page marked “Original Coral.” The page had frayed at the edge and had long since turned golden. Stray droplets of what looked to be old blood layered on the page, and it occurred to me that many before had tried and failed at this concoction. A few ingredients and bottles labeled “OC” stood next to the recipe. I gathered them into my arms and carefully tucked them away. Confident that I was on the right track, I forged ahead.

It was a list of ingredients, the first of which was:

Bloodstained Wood of the Bray

The page was so old that the ink had gone light brown. It read like a common recipe for bread or biscuits, but it was clearly not that.

TO BREAK THROUGH CORAL HOLD


	Bloodstained Wood of the Bray

	Aloe of the Cape

	Topmost Sap of the Baobab

	1st Bald Cypress Cut by Washington’s Men

	Arrow Arum’s Curliest Leaf

	Last Breath Breathed Out from the Byrd That Cannot Fly

	1 Egg

	1 c. Buttermilk

	1 Tbsp. Shortening Melted

	1 pkg yeast



Stir yeast in 1/4 c. warm water until fully dissolved. Add buttermilk and egg. Knead and place in covered bowl until it rises. Then break off, roll, and bake over coals of a just-roasted hog.

Note—this is to be done once, and only when your book of maps has journeyed the earth for nineteen years.

“Book of maps,” I said aloud, feeling faint. “Atlas.”
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“Coral blessed the waters,” said Greeny as we sat back in her garden, organizing the glass bottles I’d gathered from the restaurant. She wore thick boots underneath her dress and held a spear so sharp it cut high grass with no effort at all. “Abel says he did it by accident when he was a very small child.”

“Coral was able to bless the waters without actually being in Floriate?” I asked.

“Now,” she replied. “That’s a great observation. Even as a boy, Coral could close his eyes and carry himself away, even into Floriate. Not too different from what you just did.”

“Couldn’t you do that too?” I asked. “Grannylou said you’re just as powerful as Coral.”

Greeny grinned and then the smile melted from her face. “Equally powerful, I am, certainly yes. But so very different.”

“How so?”

“I…” She sighed and went quiet for a while. “I use my power to make other people’s dreams and visions a reality. Never would I have thought to bless those waters or manipulate to get my own needs met. I make kings and queens out of those around me, but never myself.”

“But you’re already a queen,” I said.

“I am a follower.” She looked at me with such pain in her face. “The most powerful follower in the world is still just a follower.”

“But you’ve created this, Greeny.” I held my arms open to take in her paradise. “I’ve never seen anything more unique, not even Floriate, and you built that too, remember?”

She chuckled at that.

“I’m probably not the best to give advice to you,” I told her. “Seeing that you’re the most impressive woman on the planet, but there was a girl in my English creative writing class last semester. Smartest, best writer in that class, without a doubt. Whenever it was her turn to read her work, we’d all hold our breath, knowing when she read, we’d feel her words deeply. She’d read, and we’d take turns singing her praises, and you know what? She’d proceed to point out her flaws. Every damn time. She’d berate her comma placement or usage of a lazy verb, whatever the hell that means.”

I stood and paced at the memory. “I wanted to shake her, because she couldn’t see what we all saw.” I turned to Greeny. “I want to shake you too. Anyway, here’s the advice—fake it.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, seemingly amused.

“Men do it every second.” I took her hands and encouraged her to stand. “Especially the mediocre ones. Repeat after me. I.”

“I,” she repeated.

“Am,” I said.

“Am…” she replied.

“A whole ass,” I said.

“What does this phrasing mean?” Greeny squinted with confusion.

“Just go with it,” I said, trying not to laugh. “A whole ass…”

“A whole ass,” she said slowly.

“Queen!” I yelled. “You have to yell it.”

Greeny looked around and shrugged. “Queen!”

The grounds shook beneath our feet, and we sat back on the bench. We stared at the sky’s glorious show for a long while, eating sweets and warm fruits from the vine.

“Whole ass queens,” I said, finally feeling calm and undirected inside. “Both of us.”



“Such a powerful boy, Coral. They named him after the hard substance excreted by marine animals. You know of it?” I sat listening to her. “Of course, you know it,” she continued. “I haven’t left this place since your grandmother hid me here.”

“Why did she banish you?”

“Your grandmother does not banish,” she started. “Babylou searches the soul for what it needs. She knew that I needed solitude. I am not built for the company of others. It is one of her greatest gifts.”

“Why not just tell the truth, then? Why lie about it?”

“Lies are not all bad, child,” she said, and it sounded so wrong that I felt my forehead scrunch up. “The lies of the righteous are better than truths from the cruel.”

I sat with that a moment. Toiled through it in my mind and decided she was right. Maybe. No, I couldn’t decide and finally gave up.

“When he blessed the water,” I started. “What was he trying to accomplish?”

“He was trying to accomplish nothing that day,” she told me, squinting toward the thick woods near the back of her house. “He was in a tantrum. And tantrums for Coral could end with a shift in the equilibrium of the world.”

“But how do you know?” I asked.

“You’re right,” she replied. “I don’t know. I assume.”

I thought of Coral for a long, silent while but did not feel a pull toward him. His sway was not working. For the first time in days, I was myself. Unheld. Without chains holding my mental, physical, spiritual, and emotional being in place. I was free. But Coral’s draw was not gone. It was more natural. Less confusing. The draw toward Coral was now mine and mine alone.

“His draw can’t reach me here,” I realized. “Why?”

“That’s another reason Babylou chose this particular place,” she replied. “Coral got to me, and I dug my nails into the Isle. I would have swiped the whole of the Dismal down for him. And I knew I’d never be strong enough to go against his sway.”

She placed her finger to her lips to tell me to be quiet. She held her spear steady, lifted her dress over her boots, and silently stepped forward into the darkness. Greeny leaped and disappeared. I heard a squealing and then it went silent. She reemerged wearing a pig like a scarf around the back of her neck. “We need to dig a deep hole,” she said. “Recipe calls for all-night hog roast. You know them?”

“I know them.”

Greeny and I prepped the pig table with items from her garden that I couldn’t identify. She slashed the beast with her knife and maneuvered her fingernails into the deepest crevices to pull out entrails and toss them aside. She cut, cracked, pounded, and massaged the hog until he lay flat on an iron grate. She then broke open the vegetables and rubbed him down in their juices until there was no pink left showing.

“Take that long stick and turn over the coals until they look like hell,” she said, and I smiled.

“You sound like my Grannylou.”

“We…” she corrected, “sound like my mama. She’d tell us to poke the coals to hell. She was a sweet woman, my mama. Have you heard much about her?”

“Just a little.”

Greeny grinned and took a seat so close to the heat I was surprised her hem didn’t catch. “Mama didn’t bother nobody. She did her duties with her head down and came alive with us kids. By the time that evil little boy took her down, I was on the incline. Getting better at keeping my fingernails short. But what he did to her brought out my claws. Her shed blood made my own blood boil, and I retreated within my angry self. No one knew how truly angry I was. Then I was thankful to be drawn into Dismal. Want to hear my verse of Coo?”

“I do.”

She lifted the long stick and poked at the coals. “I’m no singer like my siblings, but okay. Fake it, right?”

She was nervous to sing, I could tell. A small bowl tucked underneath her chair held soaked rice. She pulled out handfuls and tossed them into a cast iron pot she’d just set over glowing coals, right next to the pig’s snout. Her voice was shaky, but she began to sing:


I kicked and screamed till I got in

A witchy, wondrous, winding wind,

A swamp of gold

My story untold

Fingernails I let them grow

In Dismal Deep

I learned to grow

From Dismal Deep

I’ll have to go

A fiery wench

Uncontrollable quench

I’ll leave my Dismal and die alone.



I was crying.

I couldn’t put my finger on why. I’d heard and read many stanzas of Coo, but Greeny’s hit me right in the gut. Her story. Untold. No, her story was told. I’d heard many interpretations of this woman sitting before me. I watched my kinfolk wince at the thought of her fingernails. I heard her described as unruly and unrelatable. I’d just now heard her disparage her own magical singing. But here she was. Singing so beautifully without knowing the beauty of her own voice. Here she was. Admitting her faults and weaknesses with honesty unmatched by her siblings, even Grannylou. Here she was. Lonely. Planting seeds in patches of ground to see if they grew for her. To prove that the world still turned outside her tiny corner of it.

She scooped my tears with her fingernail. “Don’t cry, dear girl,” she told me. “Or do. Life is a simple hill. Just one hill. You start at the base, and it looks so easy to walk. It’s grassy, and your feet are steady. Then the rains come, and you’re washed back down. But the sun comes out, and you strap on your boots and try once more. And snow. No, an ice storm, and you slide back down to the base where you started from. Spring rolls around like it does, and the grasses grow, and you run up the hill until you’re too tired to move forward.”

I waited for the next hurdle on her metaphorical hill. “What next?” I asked finally.

“That is for you to decide.” She pinched okra from their variant stalks and slid them into the cast iron pot one at a time.

“You have okra here,” I said, watching with a fascination. “I know okra.”

“We bring okra in our…” Instead of finishing her sentence, she poked my chest cavity. “Okra is of our kinfolk like the rice are of our kinfolk. We bring it with us in the Dismal places and in the ordinary ones. Okra, golden rice, and Black go together and can’t no man tear them asunder.”

The contents of the cast iron pot began to boil, thickened, and turned a burnt amber color. I breathed in the aroma and smelled my ancestors. Something inside of me wanted to reach down and grab a hot coal in my fist.

“Do it,” Greeny said. “Now, before your instinct passes by.”

I stretched my right hand into the hell under the hog and felt no pain. A tingle ran up my fingers and palms until I grabbed the middlemost coal and pulled it out. Greeny calmly lifted another bowl hidden under the skirt of her chair and encouraged me to drop the hot coal into it.

“I cannot touch it,” she said. “It will scorch the skin from my body.”

“Why didn’t it burn me?”

“Because,” she replied before breaking a thick aloe leg and letting the goo ooze into her bowl. “You read the recipe. Now, the last ingredient I know to add.”

I looked into her eyes, and she seemed afraid to touch the tiny flask in her bag, let alone open it. Fear made her posture droop, and she glanced around too many times like someone was looking over her shoulder, ready to attack.

“What’s in it?” I asked, and she jumped at the sound of my voice.

“This, child, is the last breath of the Byrd who cannot fly.”

I immediately understood. She had one chance and one chance only to get it right. Everyone only got one last breath. If she lost it, there would be no stopping Coral from potentially bringing the entire Great Dismal Swamp to her knees. If Greeny was ill-timed, all was lost. The immense pressure shone all over her face. I placed my hand on hers, attempting to steady it.

“Let’s wait before we add that last ingredient,” I said, breathing out to encourage her to breathe along with me. “Tell me how you got the last breath of the Byrd.”

She did breathe, and then she squinted, studying me. “You have your grandmother’s gift of knowing what another needs. It will take you far if you let it. Among others, many others, I suspect. You will be powerful if you shake the Coral a-loose.”

I paused, not knowing how to respond. I didn’t think I wanted to shake the Coral a-loose, as she’d said.

She placed the flask carefully back into her bag. “It is a good question and a better story: how I captured the last breath of the Byrd. The first answer, I did not. Your Grannylou did. The second answer, she brought it to me after she obtained it.”

“Grannylou was there when Byrd died?” I asked, astonished.

“Your grandmother was banished to his plantation the same year he was to breathe his very last breath,” Greeny told me. “Not for naught. After accepting her fate, she cleaned his quarters and watched diligently his decline. Your Grannylou craved Byrd’s last breath in a bottle. I knew not to ask her why she wanted it so badly, because I knew my sister; she’d simply lie. But I suspect she wanted the Byrd’s final breath to prove he was dead. She loathed him for many years and waited like my precious moccasins wait.” Greeny’s face lit up at the memory. “Imagine the patience of our Babylou. Cleaning, scrubbing, watching. Such a powerful woman on her knees.” She closed her eyes. “I relish the thought of her being underestimated. She could have plucked them from the earth with a flick, but she scrubbed on, waiting. Finally, when his breathing was too labored to live on much longer, she cleared the room.”

“What does that mean, cleared the room?”

“Ah, it means exactly what you imagine it means.” She smiled. “Your grandmother stalked his deathbed and ordered his loved ones comatose. They fell like bricks, one after the other, until only she stood by his laboring side. Alone in the room with her, they caught eyes, and he laughed.”

“Why?”

“Because it is funny,” she replied.

I did not understand.

“Oh, dear girl,” she continued. “Some call it a karma, but I think that sounds too cloudy and unattainable. The Byrd laughed because at the head of his deathbed stood a servant unseen. At his deathbed stood karma. Energy does not die. Every being has a choice to put its energy out—negative, positive, indifferent. Byrd gave away much negative energy, and that energy must go somewhere. Throughout his life, it pounced from servant to servant. It hopscotched like a child all over his sprawling plantation. But on his deathbed, all of it ricocheted back to him in the form of your Grannylou collecting his last breath. What is left to do but laugh?”

“I think I understand,” I said.

Greeny grinned. “Now, let me give you a bit of swamp folk advice that I can’t believe your Grannylou never told. Ready?”

I nodded.

“Carry an empty flask with you,” she started. “Because if a wicked man happens to drop dead in your presence, that last bit of air is coveted among our kind.

“And I think I’m prepared to add the final ingredient,” she said confidently.

“Wait,” I interrupted. “What does Coral want, anyway? Manipulating all these generations of people, you, me, Abel, Rexi, Nell, and who knows who else. Why is he doing it? There must be a good reason.”

Greeny looked far off. “I’m sorry, Atlas, but I’ve never been able to answer that question either. Maybe there is no satisfactory answer. But maybe the right person hasn’t asked the question yet.” She carefully lifted the flask from her bag. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

Greeny poured William Byrd II’s sighing breath into the concoction.

It glowed purple, and she shut the lid before even a drop was lost. She handed it to me with a labored smile stretched across her face.

“Four thousand six hundred forty-two steps,” she said. “Make him drink it, and he will fall.”
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ATLAS



I walked into the darkness. In the pitch, I could not tell if my feet took me forward or diagonally. But someone sent for me the glow. The forest floor lit up as I walked. There was not a long line of glowing worms but a short one. They flanked me. Ten on each side, the fastest I’ve ever seen. Wiggling with their whole bodies and souls to keep my pace, they lit just enough of the forest floor that I could see and not be seen.

At two thousand steps, I heard the high pitch of the fluttering insects, and at three thousand steps, they were joined by the low-pitched ones creating harmonies unlike anything I’d ever heard outside of the Dismal. I sensed Coral close.

Four thousand steps in, fear clutched my gut, and I wanted to turn back. I approached a freshwater stream, small and seemingly insignificant, but I knew it was much more. A meticulous V of black swans floated to my side. Temperamental vines crept behind me. Some opening to show themselves fully, brightly, beautifully. Others revealing only their thorns as if prepared for battle alongside me.

I want you, I heard in my head, and attempted to shake loose his hold, but it was back and even more powerful. Atlas, reader of maps.

Having just left the freedom of Greeny’s gardens, I could now tell the difference between my longing and Coral’s sway. There was a false aspect to his draw, like a nearly perfect replica of a priceless painting. I wanted to poke at it. To scrutinize his sway into submission. I felt myself capable of this, but then someone sent a more powerful jolt through me. It did not feel like Coral’s energy. It felt purely mischievous in ways that Coral did not. That’s when I realized someone else worked alongside him, closely.

I crouched onto the forest floor and pressed my palms to my ears, trying with all I had not to scream. The sway pressed upon me like an anvil. My eyes were shut tightly, but still, I felt it laughing at my weakness. I was a delicate thing, and it was a mountain, solid and raised by gods.

A furry tickle brushed my ear, and I opened my eyes to see Kuda’s large yellow ones less than an inch from mine. It was his tail that swept my cheek.

He bled from his nose and ears and lips and mouth. There was so much blood that his shiny black fur clumped and matted into chunks. In battle, he’d lost the tip of his hind leg and stood on three now. His defiance was bruised, but I saw him trying to fight against the instinct to show weakness or pain or anything but twitchy tail and rolling eyes.

“Coral did this to you?” I asked, with shock and terror filling my body. Kuda shook his labored head, and I placed my hand on the back of his neck. “Never mind any of that. Lay yourself down if you need to. If you do, you will not be alone.”

His tail went limp, and he fell into a heap at the edge of the water, and I did too. I know that I had a task, but Kuda deserved a companion in his rare moment of weakness. He’d earned rest, and I had too.

We lay there. Surrounded by twenty worms glowing and twelve black swans floating. His breathing relaxed, and he placed a grateful paw on my shoulder.

That’s when two of the most stunning pink spoonbills circled the sky. They flew around our heads like enormous haloes and sang sweet, whispering songs from above. Kuda looked up at them, and a large tear fell from the corner of his yellow eye. We sat listening to their song for a long while. I ran my fingers through his blood-clumped fur, separating it as best I could with fistfuls of water. I washed most of the blood from his fur, and when he looked mostly himself again, he stared into my eyes.

You’re fighting sway now, Atlas, reader of maps. Better than Greeny or Abel or even my Lou ever did. Why do you think that is? Kuda asked through thought or touch or something without actual words.

I searched my body, and he was correct. I didn’t feel affected at all. The only thing I felt was … “Love.”

Kuda nodded. Your love for me—a newly acquired friend—has outdone the sway. Remember that when you fight, Atlas. Love for friends will conquer the unconquerable feats.

We sat quietly for a few moments.

She is the most powerful I’ve fought, said Kuda. You will need help, but I am done. And I am sorry.

He eased his paw from my shoulder and labored himself onto his three working legs. As he made his slow stalk up to the highest point near the stream, the spoonbills gracefully flapped along his flank. Then the black swans leaped from their elegant waters to wobble alongside, supporting him up the hill. A slithering clump of water moccasins slunk into a knotted circle around him, and finally, the golden goats appeared, their horns glowing bright and blinding.

The singing spoonbills paused their song when Kuda lifted his injured neck and hissed until I had to cover my ears. His mouth stayed gaping for many moments, and his chest heaved like the sounds took most of the breath from his lungs.

Afterward, he collapsed atop the hill, and I wanted to run to him, but the swan at the tip of the formation halted me, motioning toward a clearing in the wood.

Seven shadowy figures appeared in the clearing. Fear, again, took hold.

“Woo, girl,” Mika called out. “You look like you been run over by a dump truck.”

As they closed in, Jason spoke. “Smell like it too! Good Lord.”

I hugged them so tightly they gasped.

Afterward, I grabbed Abigail, and then Pansy, followed by Abel and Rexi, and finally …

I searched for Daphne, but she wasn’t there.

“Daphne?” I asked, but I was only met with silence as everyone watched Grannylou make her slow stalk up the hill toward Kuda.

I saw her crouch by Kuda, her tears glowing in the moonlight. We gathered around as Kuda lay on his side, his tail weakly slapping the Virginia creeper vines.

Grannylou smiled with a trembling chin. “If not for your irritated tail, it would not be you.”

He curled it around her feet and shut his heavy eyes. Kuda died on that hill in the brightest ray of the white moon. Abel removed his hat, and we squatted at his side in full reverence. The goats released golden glints into Kuda’s moonlit pathway, while the twelve swans lowered their graceful heads into the dirt. The dark clump of water moccasins opened their mouths, revealing their bright white insides. And finally, the two pink spoonbills flew up, riding the moon’s golden rays, and disappeared into the night.

After a while, Grannylou spoke in a whisper. “How many steps do you have left?”

“Six hundred forty-two,” I replied, staring at Kuda’s still-powerful, but lifeless, body.

“Together, then,” she said, standing. “You all will walk them together.”

“What about you, Grannylou?” I asked.

She looked to Abel and Rexi before answering. “We had our chance,” she told them. “One after the other, we failed. It’s your turn, babies.”
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ATLAS



I watched the group I’d set out with on this journey. Mika and Jason, the scoundrels as I’d called them. Though they’d wanted to on many occasions, they never quit. Abigail, the girl in the flowery dress from roast night, so strong and passionate about Black heritage and ancestry. And Pansy, quietly hiding something powerful, I could tell.

“Ouch,” I said, shocks running up and down my hip and thigh. I lifted Grannylou’s trickster map and threw it on a nearby rock.

It’d changed again. Now it shined amber with sturdy borders. The folds opened on their own, one after the other, until the paper lay flat on the rock.

“Is one of your ghosts doing that?” Jason whispered to Abigail.

She elbowed him in response.

“He’s serious,” Mika said. “How is this happening?”

“You all see it too?” I asked. Until now, I’d been the only one. When they nodded, I exhaled, glad to no longer see alone.

“Maybe that means the message is for all of us,” Pansy said softly.

“We should look together,” I said. “Ready?”

I held out my hands, one for Abigail and the other for Pansy, and Mika and Jason held theirs. We formed a tight circle around the rock and read it together.


A

Day Will Come

To Rest Together at Dawn

But in the Fateful Night You Fight Like Hell

You Who Descend from Trulie the Strong

And You Too Who Root Coral the Well-Balanced

Two Witty Ones Who Sprang from Abel and Lou

One from Greeny Who Sits on Grass

And She Who Reads the Map

Will Take Her Down.

Or Die Trying.



“Who is her?” Pansy asked, confusion scrunching her forehead.

“No idea,” Mika replied. “I wondered that too. Could it be a typo?”

“I’d think glowing magical newspapers would have the best copy editors,” Abigail said. “No way, it’s meant to say that.”

“It’s a charge,” I said, pulling the concoction from my side bag and handing it to Mika. “We can do this.”

“Do what? And what is this?” he asked, taking the flask and flipping it in his palm. “You been in Uncle Moonshine’s stash?”

“Grannylou’s sister Greeny made it,” I said. “It’ll stop Coral’s sway once and for all.”

My heart ached for Coral. Lost in endless swamplands for hundreds of years. Deep down, I could feel him being good. Misunderstood, though, like Greeny and her cottonmouths. Still, he could not continue to use his powers to bend people to his will. That, no matter how much good I felt inside of him, was enough reason to get him that serum.

Pansy stepped forward. “Greeny was killed by—”

“Greeny was sent to another Isle by Grannylou,” I corrected. “For her protection and solace.”

“Grannylou just goes around lying all the time, then?” asked Jason, with an edge to his tone.

“I sense that she had to,” I told them. “Coral could’ve tapped any of us and found Greeny’s Isle. Coral and Greeny together could take down the whole swamp, whether they wanted to or not.”

Mika held the flask at a distance. “Why should I hold it? This is too important for me to hold. You keep it. I’ll spill it or lose it or—”

“Brother,” Jason said, calming his twin. “You’ve been cooking, serving, stirring, whipping, and plating at Dad’s restaurant since we were five. I’ve never seen you spill anything.”

Mika breathed deeply and then he breathed again. After, he lifted the flask to his nose and scrunched his eyebrows. “Did she say it was complete? The mixture?”

“I think she said she’d added the last ingredient that she knew to add.”

“It’s missing something,” Mika said, before handing it to Jason.

Jason sniffed around the closed flask. “Reminds me of okra soup with no okra in it.”

“How do we know what’s missing?” Pansy asked the twins, who’d gone into restaurant mode.

“Same way we know what’s missing from okra soup,” Mika said to Jason. “We taste it.”

“You cannot taste it,” I told them sternly. “It will kill you.”

“Who told you this?” asked Jason. “I don’t smell death in this bottle. I smell a strip-down of power.”

“How long until dawn?” I said, staring at the canopy.

“Three hours,” replied Pansy. “Give or take minutes.”

“No way that’s enough time,” he said.

“It will have to be,” I told them, locking eyes with each. “Go do what you have to do and be back here thirty minutes before dawn.”

“How do we know what to do, though?” Mika asked, flask in hand.

“Trust your hands,” I said to him. “You’re more powerful than you realize. All of you.”

“Atlas,” Pansy said, concerned. “What will you do?”

I’d already started walking the remaining five hundred forty-two steps. “I’m going to live up to my name.”
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PANSY



Pansy set off for the boggiest and most tangled parts of the swamp to seek out elusive creatures of the Dismal. It took her an hour to trudge through, until instinct drew her to a neck-deep glade and she went underneath the black water. The sun tempted an early rise, so there was no time or hesitation. She took a deep breath and dove into the dank.

At first, Pansy’s eyes couldn’t distinguish anything. She felt them before she saw them—the swirling moccasin den. They took her into their center and encircled her with white mouths gaping. An exceedingly large one, who looked like he’d just finished a meal, lunged and bit her forearm. She went to yell out but instead took a dangerous amount of water into her lungs.

A small female moccasin pierced the swirling den, and with a single nip, bit the head off the moccasin holding Pansy’s arm. The remaining horde watched as he sank into the depths. The small snake locked intense eyes with Pansy, and she heard her hiss her introductions echoing through the dark waters.

Governesssssss. The smallest of the cottonmouths bowed to her. I—leeeaaadddd them.

Governess then lifted Pansy with shocking strength to the surface.

“We’re stopping him today,” Pansy gasped as soon as she could breathe enough to speak. “Coral. We can strip his sway.”

The snakes gathered together, creating what looked like a rope rug on the surface of the water. Pansy sat atop the floating snakes, and they were as steady as an oak floor. She coughed swamp water from her lungs. And then she crossed her legs to meditate.

Pansy closed her eyes, like she’d done thousands of times before, and breathed in deep. She kept choking on her breath and getting distracted. She’d peek through closed eyes to check if the sun was rising and if she was taking too long. A bat or bird would swoop by her cheek and ruin her progress so that she’d have to begin again.

The world refused to shrink down to the right size. Everything that she needed to do was enormous and out of reach. Snakes became restless underneath her, wiggling and poking at her thighs. Tears welled up.

“I can’t do this,” she said lowly to the swamp.

A rustling in the thick brush and the snakes beneath her started to emit a soothing energy of warmth and love. “Yes, you can.”

The faceless woman from her dreams appeared with a forest full of creatures at attention behind her, and the moccasins glided Pansy closer to her. Governess lifted her dainty chin from the clump of snakes and locked eyes with the approaching woman.

“Greeny,” Pansy said, recognizing her ancestor immediately.
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MIKA AND JASON



Jason took a turn holding the flask.

“Tang?” he asked Mika. “Does it need a citrus, you think?”

He held the flask and took a whiff. “We need to taste it.”

“Mika,” Jason said.

“Jason,” Mika replied. “When have you even been able to perfect a recipe without licking a dab from your wrist? Never.”

“This isn’t barbecue, Mika.”

“This is more important than that,” he replied. “This is life, and this is death.”

“Ours?” Jason whispered.

“Oh, no,” Mika replied, before slyly opening the flask. “Not yours.”

Mika stepped back and quickly poured a lick of potion on his wrist. “Cheers,” he said, smiling as he lapped it up. “Well, shit. We could’ve guessed that.”

“What is it, Mika?” asked Jason, watching in horror as his twin brother and best friend’s knees shook.

“Carolina gold.” Mika collapsed at his brother’s feet.
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ABIGAIL



“It’s me again,” said Abigail, standing at the entrance of the enslaved quarters on Byrd’s plantation. “I need your help.”

Abigail didn’t see or hear anyone. She turned the same corner where she’d met that skeptical circle of formerly enslaved a couple nights before, but there was no one there, and no sign of them either.

“We’re taking down Coral before dawn.” She spoke into the quiet darkness.

A belly laugh echoed through the small courtyard. “That is more than a notion, child.”

He rounded the corner.

“Trulie.”

“One and the same,” he replied, his broad shoulders bulging through his gray-brown button-down overalls. “You’ve been seeking your line for a time. Or, as you call us, your Tree of Blackness. I like the sound of it.”

“You’re at the base of my tree,” Abigail told him. “I couldn’t find you, but I felt you there.”

A despair swept through his expression, and his powerful shoulders sank. “I’m glad you descend me, child, but I had no choice in that matter.”

Abigail understood, but what could she possibly say in response? She remained quiet.

“My fight is in you,” he told her. “You mirror me in that. Be careful with it, though. A human body fighting too long gives up before it reaches its goal.”

“Do you have any fight left?” Abigail asked, and again he laughed.

“My pride is still intact,” he said, smiling. “You ask any man if he’s willing to fight for a worthy cause, and he will puff his chest out and scream his yeses.”

“So you will fight alongside us?”

Doors to the small houses in the enslaved quarters of Byrd’s plantation creaked open. Women holding knives and sticks emerged with small children wrapped on their backs. Men, none as strong as Trulie, gathered large stones and stray cedar planks. When everyone had gathered, there were hundreds of them standing behind Trulie.

“Of course we will. It will set us free.”
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ATLAS



I had fifty steps left when streaks of light ran across the sky, tempting sunrise. I stood still, staring at what I knew would be the place I’d meet Coral. An open field with a shabby, weeping tree in the center of it. He was there. I could feel his sway over me.

“I know what you want,” I said aloud as I took the first of the last fifty steps. “I’m coming to you.”

Ten steps left.

“One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine…”

“Welcome to the exact place you’re supposed to be at this moment,” Coral said before ducking under the irregular tree limbs. “Most humans rarely are where they are supposed to be. Most wander aimless and die.”

He continued speaking, but I stopped hearing him. The marks on his chest glowed like Grannylou’s worms. I stepped toward him, and he stopped speaking to take a step back.

“You don’t hear me at all,” he said to me.

“You’re a map to glory,” I told him, as if he didn’t already know. “All of you.”

Something caught his eye, and his expression instantly turned terrified. “She’s coming.”

He thrust me down with such intensity that I fell deep into thick brush, hidden from whoever was here.

I listened.
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CORAL



I was born in a barn. It was basic and small, with only my mother and me. No nurses, no midwife, no help.

I swam in her belly for as long as I could. Flipping and tugging and curling into a tight ball. I loved my mother at first. She was no powerful enchantress back then. She was just an excellent launderer. Her true gift, though, was making the most meager spaces feel warm and full of love.

She had no one in the world before she brought me out. No one even to help her with a childbirth, so she took the lowly barn and fixed it for nine months. In her spare time, she’d waddle her way to the dilapidated space and hammer broken wood back in its place. She cleaned more than was required of her in exchange for extra cloth and yarn to spin into blankets. She scrubbed that little barn until Byrd himself would’ve spent a night or two in it. But she was wise enough to tell no one.

Our special place was hidden away at the edge of the swamp. My mother did not cut back the brush surrounding it. From the outside, it looked like a forgotten place that no one should dare venture into. But on the inside, it was kind and calm and comfortable.

The night she brought me out, she told me something I’ve never forgotten. As I made my way out of her belly, she said, “Coral boy. Today, you are born into an unjust world where successful men’s prizes are ill-gotten.”

She quieted down to focus on pushing me forth. She never screamed. My mother, instead, wiped me down with a soft cloth and stared into my eyes.

“You have a power to make the world better or worse for those of us who deserve better. Use it wisely,” she said to me in my first minutes of life.

Afterward, I kicked her with such a force she did finally scream out. Birthing me did not hurt her, but kicking her did.

That’s when she and I both realized my potential.

We stayed in that old barn as runaways for a time. She’d stocked the pantries with preserves she’d grown and stored for my birth. I kicked her every day, but I loved her more than anyone else, and she loved me the same. Hurting a thing doesn’t eliminate one’s love for it.

Then, one moonless night, Dismal called.

Her child upon her back,

She breaks into the wood …

She strapped me on, and the Dismal unraveled me from her as she entered. She screamed to be released, but Dismal needed her talents. It spat me out. Not her.

I grew, and I grew angry.

As a boy, I spent my days at Bray and my nights adrift on Abel’s boat, never permitted past Floriate’s protections. Abel tried, but he was not my mother.

Then I grew into a teenager, and that’s when I drew Greeny. We spent our days testing the limits of our powers and our nights doing the same. Greeny tried, but she was not my mother.

Lastly, when I reached nineteen, Rexi saw fit to teach me the mysterious ways of the Isle of Floriate. Rexi tried, but she also was not my mother.

Finally, my mother appeared, forcing open the doors to pull me in. But the mother I met in our old comfortable, hidden house at my birth had changed. She told me she’d grown cold toward the Isle. She told me to take my place at the helm, no matter how it should be done. She wove a crown of cloth, and when I placed it on my head, it vanished into the seams of my scalp.

It’s here now—my crown. Not seen but felt.

Also, that day, she had me step into intricate armor made of the best fabrics on land. It, too, disappeared into my body, marrying the marks on my shoulders and chest and body. She’d called the markings “a map toward or away from power.”

To the layperson, they looked like stretches in the skin. Natural pulls when muscle or fat forms in a body, but they lead to a place I’ve been searching for my whole life. The cruel added caveat is my mother said I cannot read the map myself … only when your book of maps has grown for nineteen years—to read, you need an Atlas.

I harbor secrets about my mother. The first is that I cannot pull myself out from under her. I hear her voice always. Guiding me. Ruling me. Managing me like a switch.

The second secret—she’s a trickster. I’ve witnessed her plan her own death. Rehearse it like a stage play and laugh all along. I’ve seen it—blatant disregard for anyone else in the world, including her only son. We are intertwined, yes. So much so that I cannot tell if I’m good or bad. Murderer or innocent. Captor or captive.

The third secret is the most important. I’ve told no one and allowed everyone to assume me evil.

“All except you, Atlas. I did not see you coming,” I whispered into Atlas’s spirit. “My mother is alive and tricking. Trust no one.”
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DAPHNE



“There is a mist following you,” said Daphne, standing tall in the swamp as if she owned it. “Is it welcome?”

But Daphne wasn’t listening for Coral’s response. Instead, she read his body. She studied Coral’s wading feet. She watched his toes drag through sludge like belly slugs. Lift your feet when you walk in Dismal waters, she thought, feeling her mouth turn down with judgment. Daphne squinted in his direction, watching the tilt in his head, the shadow underneath his eyes, the slump in his shoulders. She widened her nostrils to breathe in the thick smog surrounding him.

“I’ll breathe you in myself,” she said to the mist that followed Coral like a shadow. “Conviction,” she whispered to herself. “So very disappointing.”

“I can hear your whispers,” he told her. “I can also hear your thoughts. Critiquing every one of my steps does nothing but push me further away from your instruction.”

Daphne did not move or respond to his pouting. She stood still and waited for him to break, which did not take long.

“Why are you disappointed in me?” he asked, with longing for acceptance.

Daphne finally reached for his cheeks, placing her ink-stained fingertips along his jaw line. “You stink of condemnation,” she said. “Which of them has instilled doubt within your guts? Old Lou? Abel again?” She laughed and began humming his song dramatically. “He brags of his sacrifice, but he gave his arm freely. He is better off, if you ask me. Both-armed Abel stood with a slump in his back. One-armed Abel stands up straight like a man who believes he has given of himself. He is a fool. Is it Abel that has instilled this cloud of doubt around you?”

“No,” Coral answered, staring at his wet feet.

“Who is it, then? Ah, Rexi with her dirty boots?” she asked, but he shook his head. “Surely not Greeny? Powerful, yes, but she holds no sway whatsoever. Pansy? She is simply Greeny again.”

Daphne stared into the canopy, making a show of pondering who could pierce the soft heart of the boy she’d been molding cold. She saw the cast of characters flash through her mind. Beautiful Abigail standing in her passions of the past. Mika and Jason simmering something comforting on the stove while joking about any- and everything. Then.

Atlas.

“The reader of your maps has you caught up,” Daphne said as if finally settling on the correct answer left no doubt in her body. “Your Atlas has pierced you.”

A spark glinted his tired eyes. “Do not hurt her,” he implored.

Daphne’s laugh echoed the waters of the Dismal. “You’re smitten with your reader? You frail-minded boy. How very disappointing. She wasn’t even the reason I put on this ridiculous act as Daphne. Giggling like an idiot. Do you know how torturous it was, this vapid giggle? Never mind. I wanted close to Babylou, not Atlas, but, dear boy, I do see the appeal of her. She is feisty like her grandmother, and I might see her possessing something that could be of some value.”

“Why are you doing all this?” Coral asked, his voice raised and frustrated. “Why can’t you just let it go and move on?”

In response, Daphne suddenly lifted into the canopy, and unnatural light flashed from her heights. Coral did not flinch at all. It was as if he’d seen her do it a thousand times before. She reemerged from the thick leaves as her true self. Adorned in rich fabrics sewn with hundreds of years of experience and knowledge. Glowing in their brilliance, her garments gave light to her skin and sparkle to her eyes. Gray locs fell freely down her back, creating a cascade of tumbling hair, and the pen behind her ear turned into her laundering wand.

Daphne was Nell.

“Why can’t I just let it go, you ask?” Nell emerged with a fierceness that could not be denied. “I grew up alongside the Macs. I watched them. Even before the Dismal granted them unmatched power, they had everything. A wonderful mother. Endless favor and talent. They had each other when most of us enslaved folk had no one. They truly had everything—and refused to share it with those of us who had nothing at all.

“Still, I would have moved on, as you suggest, boy, but do you know the one thing I had that they didn’t? You! And they took you from me too. I cannot move on from that. I won’t. Ever.”

“But please,” Coral pleaded. “Mother, we have power now too. We can go anywhere, do anything. Please, will you do this one thing for me?”

“Ah, funny you should say that, because I have something for you,” Nell said to him, pushing his pleas aside. “I’ve killed your Sitter for you.”

Coral was shocked. “When?” he asked, astonished and grateful. “I loathed the Sitter.”

Nell tenderly touched Coral’s cheek. “Dear boy,” she started. “I twisted him up in a second, just like Lou did his sinister son.”

“Thank you, Mother,” said Coral, obviously relieved. “But if it were that simple, you could have done it a century ago. Why didn’t you?”

“I was testing your endurance by setting you alongside the likes of Sitter Senior. You’ve proven yourself loyal, Coral boy,” Nell said calmly. “Disgusting Sitter Senior, with his dirt and deeds, I was glad to strike him down.”

“So, you used me?” Coral asked. “Made me consort with a racist torturous murderer for centuries so that you could, what, analyze my reactions like a laboratory rat? You are cruel.”

Nell chuckled. “Kids today and your big, meaningful words. You long for fairness in your lives, I know, but fair life is a fantasy. The real winners here use their resources.”

“I’m no kid! And is that what I am to you?” he asked, tears welling up in his eyes. “A resource?”

“Let’s pay that no mind,” she replied, checking her nails nonchalantly. “I’d rather discuss your map hiding in the thickets, just there.”

Terror took Coral’s expression, and he twisted to dodge his mother’s laundering wand, but he would never be quick enough to outrun her sway. He dropped to his knees for instruction.

“Take your map out of my swamp,” she said. “You know where…”
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I woke to the overwhelming smell of the phlox in my Grannylou’s backyard. My body was bobbing up and down like I was being carried. I squeezed my eyes shut and then opened them. Coral’s marked arms held me, and I attempted to thrust forward and out of his grip, but he was too strong.

He kicked in my Grannylou’s front door. The small house seemed to be empty. He loosened his hold on me, and I felt him attempting to fight Nell’s sway.

“Go!” he yelled, and doubled forward, as if that quick, short word was concrete drying in his mouth. I leaped from his arms, ran, and hid in the back pantry.

“Come on,” whispered Jason.

His voice nearly made me scream with fear. He grabbed hold of my shaking hand and led me to the side yard where the cookout had been. Jason must’ve felt my shivering, because he stopped to face me, still holding my hand. “You’re okay, Atlas. You’re with me. Got it?” I nodded in response. “Let’s go.”

A few stray napkins, plates, and discarded invitations littered the yard from the cookout, and the tables were propped against trees waiting for the delivery company to pick them up. A burnt hole where the hog roast happened still scorched the earth. Jason led me to the darkest, backmost part of the wood. It was marshy, and the brush was high, but there was a hidden clearing just behind. And then I saw them.

All of them.
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The cluster of shiny black-leather-wearing motorcycle cousins stood as close to high ground as possible, seemingly not to dirty their polished boots. Uncle Moonshine’s El Camino was haphazardly parked way off in the distance with its lights still on. He stumbled forward to join the crew. The four men who’d been sitting around the spades table now whispered strategies and strengths to defeat Coral, while the dominoes-playing cousins stood stiff in a straight line, making up an impenetrable front.

I felt thick fur brush my ankle—Aunt Marsha’s extravagant Maine Coon, Great Lady. I lifted her in my grasp, and her purr was so intoxicating I vowed then and there to let her lick whatever casserole she wanted. The eternally squabbling married couple, cousins Daniel and Danielle, held firm hands and focused on what was coming. I heard the unmistakable whinnying of the horse, Donald, his French braided tail clasped with a shiny, bright blue bow. Great-Uncle BK shifted Donald to rear onto his hind legs and lift his front ones high off the ground.

Tears filled my eyes, and I couldn’t imagine being surrounded by more love, family, and friendship. Seeing them there in the darkness reminded me of the endless all-night roasts where Grannylou alone held court. Everyone present had sat around at least a few, listening to Grannylou’s stories about her Great Dismal Swamp. I remembered them. Sleepless, but honored to be around that sacred circle. Accepting whatever task Grannylou asked of them, even if it just meant listening quietly until the sun peeked over the cypress forest. Now I understood why. Grannylou needed an army at the ready. One that understood and accepted the mystic Dismal without question. And here they were—small but mighty. Their presence gave me strength, and I felt a fight building in my body.

My mother and auntie appeared out of nowhere, swooping me into a hug like I was a toddler. I could tell they wanted to bicker over who’d get the first hug, but they decided to quietly share me. Their hands clasped together around me, and another bolt of force shot through my backbone, helping me stand taller. Uncle Camden stood by, waiting his turn. When Mama and Auntie finally let go, he lifted me into a twirl and set me back down. He smelled like Carolina barbecue.

“I drew them here,” Grannylou said, appearing at my side. “We’ll need all the help we can get. And I figure, if everybody wants to come to the cookout, everybody from the cookout would want to help.”

“Looks like you were right,” I told her, grabbing her hand and squeezing it. “You told them at roasts. You knew you’d need them eventually, didn’t you?”

Grannylou winked. “Everybody needs somebody, baby.”

“Kuda…” I began.

“Was ready. He’d been seeing the same thing over and over, too. Just like me,” she said, trying to hide the anguish inside of her. “Ah, speaking of help.”

Jason broke forward when he saw Mika limping through the thick brush. He was held up by a familiar, gray-dreaded woman in a long blue flowered dress with a sheath in her boot. Governess wrapped twice around her like a turtleneck sweater with her head low and alert at the center of Greeny’s throat. The rest of her water moccasins slithered, hidden just below the grass. That’s one group I’d never have courage enough to challenge, I thought.

“Greeny,” whispered Grannylou, a satisfied smile glowing in the moonlight. “You’ve been acquainted, yes?”

I nodded.

“Lovely, isn’t she?” Grannylou asked.

“Lovely,” I replied simply.

Pansy’s dipped locs shone to their left, with a great blue heron standing gracefully at her shoulder—the same one who’d released the fireflies in the dark, Blaze. The V of black swans from the Dismal waters waddled out of formation, each one stumbling occasionally. They’d lost their refinement on land, but their determination to keep moving forward was intact. Pansy wore live snakes on her wrists like bracelets, and swamp leeches like brooches. She was surrounded by creatures of the swamp, big and small. As I watched flocks and herds walk alongside Pansy, I felt Kuda’s absence.

“What’s the plan?” Mika asked as Jason ducked underneath his brother’s arm to lift him. “And before you tell me, I know I look like hell.”

“He drank the concoction,” Jason tattled.

“You did what?” Grannylou asked, louder than she should’ve. “It could’ve … Actually…” Pausing to think and looking slightly impressed. “What did it do to you?”

“Knocked me out cold,” he said. “Woke up with pain in the joints but other than that, more side effects on a prescription drug commercial.”

“What other ingredient was needed?” asked Greeny. “It did feel incomplete.”

“Carolina gold rice,” Mika said, and everyone within earshot nodded as if it was the most obvious thing in the world for swamp folk to add to a potion.

A cool breeze swept the crowd, and heads turned in the direction of where the breeze originated.

“Abigail,” Jason said in a mesmerized exhale.

“Damn! Man!” hollered Mika. Jason had absentmindedly walked forward, leaving Mika to nearly collapse.

“Sorry,” Jason said, but he didn’t look back. He was still making his way toward Abigail.

She looked like a goddess leading her charge. Her golden skin radiated, and her tight curls picked up flickers from the glow of her ancestors. Abigail walked ahead of them like a coach on the field.

“What are they exactly?” I whispered to Grannylou.

“Those are her people, child,” she told me with a smile on her voice. “That’s why when I asked you if they were our people, you couldn’t tell. They are hers.”

“But, how?”

“When you seek out your folks like she has been doing, they take note. Especially swamp folk.” Grannylou nodded as they glided by. “They feel when they’re studied. But they especially feel when there’s a job for them to do.”

“What’s their job here today?”

Grannylou laughed. “Whatever their descended needs.”

They were fuzzy, but not in a way that can ever be adequately described, like a ballerina’s tulle skirt underneath the spotlight. A floaty haze of grace. But they were not the dainty spirits from the movies. They were scarred by enslavement. Some hunched over on canes, others missing fingers and limbs. The most powerful among them were the mothers with young children wrapped onto their backs. I wondered if they had been taken down together and by whom.

Sweet Fetty waved from atop Trulie’s shoulders.

“She’s our people, though, right?” I asked Grannylou. “Fetty and her mama.”

“That they are.” Grannylou smiled and then turned her attention. “Trulie…”

She placed her palms on his broad shoulders, and he placed his on hers. They smushed foreheads together and silently embraced.

“Lou,” said Fetty, with crossed arms. “Ain’t you gonna say hey to me too?”

“Your ears are burning, Fettygal,” Grannylou said playfully. “You been into mischief? Driving your old mama up a wall?”

“What kind of hello is that for kinfolk you haven’t seen in centuries past?” Fetty replied with attitude. “I’m a haint now, you know? I can haunt you like a gilly-ghost!”

Abigail led them out of the woods like the lead black swan on the water. She was a general, and they followed her with respect and deference. Up close I recognized many of them from the line waiting at the Dismal entrance, but they no longer looked to me for guidance. Abigail was their map now. No wonder Jason nearly dropped his ailing brother into the swamp. Abigail was a force, and anyone would be honored for her to laugh at their jokes.

I smiled for a moment. Then I thought of Daphne’s—no, Nell’s—powerful approach. She controlled Coral, and together, they were a seemingly impenetrable force. I went to Grannylou and took her by the hand, and that was when she caught my gaze.

“Daphne,” I started, and paused because the crowd had gone silent. Everyone listened to me. “Daphne … is not herself. Nell—”

An audible gasp rose from the haints.

“Nell is what, baby?” Grannylou asked.

“Coral is not the one with the sway,” I told her. “Daphne—no—Nell holds sway over Coral. She’s killed Sitter Senior—”

Another, louder and more chaotic, gasp waved through the haints.

“And Coral cannot shake her,” I said to them. “She is his mother. And too strong.”

Grannylou took in the information for a moment and then scanned the small crowd of allies. “Who here wears something spun from Nell?” she asked them frantically, making her way through the haints and even cousins. “You.” She pointed to an elderly one near the back. “Remove your trousers.”

“Beg your pardon, ma’am,” he replied.

“Off now,” she said forcefully. “Anyone in old, well-made boots. Take them off. Did you borrow that leather hat from my catch-all closet, Moonshine?”

“Yes’m.”

“Bury it now,” she told him.

“She’ll be tracking her threads.” Grannylou glanced down at her own getup and removed the shoes from her feet. “If we’re taking on Nell, we’re taking on a slippery one. You must be ready for any- and everything.”

“But,” I interjected. “Coral.”

Grannylou placed her hands on my shoulders and stared into my eyes. “You feel his heart, yes?” she asked with a small, sweet smile.

“I do.”

“Do you feel sinister in him?” she asked.

I closed my eyes to focus in on her question. I felt pain inside of Coral. A fight. Tugging and pulling away from something holding on to him. But I sensed only good in there.

“Not a smidge.”

“Well,” Grannylou told me, “peel yourself off. Go to him, read his maps, and take him to the place he is supposed to be.” She grabbed me into a tight hug. “Live up to your name, my gal.”
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The sky began to change to orange and red with streaks of light blue instead of black. The sun peeked over the trees.

“I’m…” I heard him whisper into the faraway night air. “I’m … trying … to … fight … this…”

He sounded like a man pushing against a god. I felt his longing to stand against Nell’s sway. To buy us time, I assumed, to gather ourselves. To figure a way out. But also, I felt him losing. Yellow eyes appeared behind him in the edges of the wood. Wolves, double the size of regular ones. I gasped.

“Novawolves,” Grannylou explained in a whisper. “He’s been raising them for generations.”

Then the Dismal let out a horrible blow. The wet wind hit me hard in the face, dousing my cheeks and nose. The smell of rotting eggs came with the wind, and the leaves twisted unnaturally, almost irritated. That’s when she appeared alongside her son.

“Nell,” Abel, Grannylou, Rexi, and Greeny said together.

“Lou!” Nell replied, singling out Grannylou.

I watched Coral twitching his head, attempting to shake her sway. I felt a tug in my gut so strong that I wanted to run toward him.

“You brought swamp folk?” Nell continued, her laugh echoing the angry Dismal. “And ghost slaves that were too afraid to venture into the wood? Oh, you must be desperate.”

I always shuddered at the word slaves. It cut deep, hearing my people referred to as buckled down instead of acknowledged for their humanity.

“I want your map,” she said.

Her words put everyone on alert, from Abel to Great Lady, whose hair stood up on her hinders. But no one made the first move. Until, that is, the eldest of the formerly enslaved spirits slowly broke through the clearing. She walked with a hand-filed cane. When the elder reached Coral, she placed a compassionate hand on the back of his neck.

“You,” she told Coral, her voice surprisingly resonant and strong. “You’re tortured, boy. Scarred with an unreadable map. Must be a heavy burden to carry on one man’s chest. Let it go, son. Release it.”

Coral removed the elder’s hand from his neck. “You’ve walked earth long enough, woman.”

Coral placed a finger on the elder’s forehead as if to demonstrate his power to everyone watching. And then she vanished into thin air. The crowd gasped in horror, but I couldn’t decide if it was a curse or a kindness.

Grannylou retrieved a coin from her pocket.

“Here goes,” she said, flipping the coin high into the thick crowd. All eyes watched as it turned and turned and turned, and then, finally, Donald the horse reared up to catch it.

“Well, Donald,” Great-Uncle BK said, with his cheek to his horse’s mane. “Giddy up, big boy, we’re on. Yeeehaw!”

Donald’s hips shot them forward and out of the crowd so quickly that I nearly missed it. BK stared unflinchingly at his target, Coral, but he occasionally tipped his hat, recognizing that he was the center of attention. He relished it more than anyone I’d ever seen. It was as if he’d rehearsed this very moment in the mirror for years. They emitted such confidence. They looked infallible. But when they reached Nell, she smirked, and that’s when I began to worry for them.

Nell flicked her wrist as Donald ran past, perfectly nipping the horse’s vastus muscle, permanently wounding the stunning animal. BK was thrown haphazardly into the darkness of the swamp.

“Oh, pitiful,” said Nell. “Who is next?”

We all took a cautious step back, and Nell’s laugh again echoed the woods. Donald, though, still at her feet, opened his mouth to reveal his enormous teeth and latched on tight to Nell’s ankle. When he did, BK came out of the darkness with an axe, slicing a divide into Nell’s calf.

Nell faltered, and Dismal yelled out, “Ooooiiiinnnnnnnn!”

Grannylou interpreted. “On!”

First, through the clearing, I saw Blaze. I thought she’d release some magic from her beak, but instead, she glided through the trees. I thought she was alone, but a loud rustling sound followed her, and suddenly, there they were.

“The Mighty Herons return,” Grannylou said with a grin on her voice.

Blaze called out to the first to emerge with a commanding squawk. He nodded to her in reverence and turned course toward Nell. He then began pounding Nell into the ground like a rag doll. No way she could survive it, I thought. Could it really be this easy? As soon as I thought it, Nell smirked and raised her laundering wand until the emerging troop of winged beasts went calm, one after the other, and then turned their aggressions on us. Nell slowly rose from the ground, injured and sliced, but undeterred.

“On to them instead,” Nell instructed the powerful beasts. All the Mighty Herons flew toward the clump of cookout goers. Blaze shot straight into the air as not to be crushed.

“Greeny,” said Grannylou.

She stood far off, shadowy like a lonely, water-locked cypress. She raised her arms, and a line of pine and cypress trees sprouted from the dirt, their thick, curving canopies blocking the Mighty Herons from us. The trees were unnaturally close, creating an impenetrable wall that the beasts could not get through. The only heron small enough to breach was Blaze, who, for some reason, was not affected by Nell’s sway.

“I’ll wait for you, Atlas.” Nell’s voice rang through the screeching herons and trees.

The cluster of motorcycle cousins made their way to Grannylou and me. “She wants you bad,” one said. “How do we stop this?”

Mika held the flask. “She has to drink this. We think it will strip her sway away.”

“We think nothing,” Greeny interjected confidently. “It will do.”

“How do we get her to drink it, though?” asked Aunt Marsha, with Great Lady on her shoulder.

“No way, no how she drinks that,” cousins Daniel and Danielle added.

“Ha,” said Uncle Moonshine. “I can get it down. Nobody sees me coming.”
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I looked around at our strange crew of eccentric warriors. We were all afraid, and no one attempted to hide it. Through studded leather and shining boots, the motorcycle cousins were shaken by this new and mystic enemy. Aunt Marsha rubbed Great Lady for comfort. Mama and Auntie did not bicker at all. Cousins from the spades and dominoes tables respectively stood tall with a combination of fear and yearning for competition in their eyes. Trulie and the haints clustered in the back with their eyes set on Abigail. BK stood near them, openly mourning Donald, who he’d left dying at the edge of the swamp. And us—

Pansy, Mika, Jason, Abigail, Grannylou, Rexi, Abel, Greeny, and me.

“Well,” said Mika. “It’s been real, my dudes.”

We clasped hands, instinctively creating a half circle. “That it has,” said Grannylou.

The plan was to keep the herons and novawolves at bay while Uncle Moonshine slipped Nell the potion. I would peel Coral away from his mother’s sway and guide him to his Isle so Grannylou and her group could take on Nell alone. I knew the plan was terrible, and surely everyone else did too. No one could make someone else drink the full contents of a flask, but it was all we had, and thankfully, no one left the line.

“Greeny,” Grannylou whispered to her sister, who was hiding in the shadows. “Shrink the trees.”

The ground sucked the trees back in, and the Mighty Herons charged toward the group while Uncle Moonshine and I went to Nell and Coral. My heart sank, since I knew they didn’t stand a chance. Those herons would crush them all in seconds.

“Would you look at that?” Abel said, staring in the distance. “It’s Solomon. Zena’s child.”

Even the attacking herons paused to watch his grand approach. Double the size of the largest of their tribe, he burst through as their king, dominant and fair. He flew as fast as a bullet train, and when he reached Grannylou, he bowed like Blaze.

“Come on,” I told Uncle Moonshine, who kept stopping to marvel at Solomon’s size. “While they’re distracted.”

That’s it, Coral said in my head. Come to me.

I couldn’t tell if he was still fighting or if he’d lost the internal battle with Nell. We pierced the Dismal edges, and I heard screams and clanking metal. In my peripheral vision, I saw ghosted ancestors block life-ending blows and Greeny whisk through the crowd like a quiet captain. Rexi fighting the old-fashioned way—sword and boots—seemingly enjoying herself very much. Abel brawling with his glowing broom. I heard the familiar voices of my Bornday cousins scream out, but I did not look back.

Coral stood alone and steady. He first spoke to Uncle Moonshine, not me. “You’ve been granted Coo.”

“Ah shit, really?” Uncle Moonshine replied, and I elbowed him.

“Yes,” he said. “It is short, but it is Coo.” Coral began:


Hiding in plain sightlines,

White lightning igniting,

Stumbling fumbling entry,

Your rightful place is here, Henry.



“Henry,” Uncle Moonshine said simply.

“Go,” I told Uncle Moonshine. “Find Nell and give it to her.”

He smiled a sad smile. “My name is Henry, you know?”

I hugged him. He smelled like sweaty liquor and Carolina dirt. “Henry.” I kissed him on his grinning cheek. “Thank you.”

As Henry ducked down into the thicket and sauntered off, I caught sight of Donald, the horse. Unable to move, he lay in the same spot where he’d bitten Nell and made her faulter. His vastus muscle sliced, blood slowly flowed from his large body.

As I approached him cautiously, I saw the leaves and peat shifting around him in peculiar ways, but he was so still that, at first, I thought he’d already died. Then I looked behind his large eyelashes and saw that his gaze was fixed on Uncle BK, who fought valiantly in the field with the rest of the family. Tears filled my eyes, and almost instinctively, I whispered to Dismal herself.

“Help him,” I pleaded with her. “There’s life in him yet.”
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A brave beast dies at my perimeter,

I do not like when brave beasts die.

Donald, the horse with the braided mane,

I speak to you now right where you breathlessly lie:

A grave and a priest I’ll summon you,

If you turn down my offer and choose death instead,

I’ll build you a vault in my greenest groves,

Where you may quietly rest your heavy head.

I’ll never bother you again,

We’ll part ways friends,

I’ll knit you something nice to die in.

But accept my bid,

Upon my behest here,

You’ll surely be blessed here.

My forever honored guest here.

Rise now, if you choose to,

Because right now, I choose you,

Donald with the braided mane,

Shall reign forever,

The first of his name.

If you choose now to be Cooed.

I’ll remove this fatal wound,

Grant you a loyal brood.

That you can faithfully rule.
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I watched the last bits of lifeblood pumping out of Donald’s body. But then he labored to tilt his head toward the fighting field and perked up at the sight of his best friend, Uncle BK, blocking a blow from a red novawolf.

The Great Dismal Swamp screeched and twisted, and from the depths of her belly released a loud crash, vibrating the entirety of the Dismal. The fit didn’t last long, but it felt significant. And soon I realized its purpose.

The leaves underneath Donald’s leg began to rustle and crunch. I watched droplets of his blood lift from the drenched soil and pool to the surface of the ground. Tiny brooks of dark red streamed themselves back into Donald’s upper leg. After all blood returned, the wound resealed like a pop-top mason jar.

I watched as Donald lifted himself from his side, and I expected him to groan or ache, but new energy flowed through him. His heart pounded with such force that I heard it echo through the trees. His leg and back muscles bulged so much I thought they might just burst. And his eyes darted knowingly, as if he was beginning to grasp every detail of the world around him. He glared at crisp right angles made by branches and the horizon and ducked down to inspect the earthworms shifting dirt underneath his equine hooves. Donald now stood double his height and was twice as wide as he’d been before being Cooed. He let out a satisfied huff through his nostrils.

He then stared into the fields at Uncle BK, who fought so valiantly but needed help. They all did.

May I assist them? Donald asked the Great Dismal Swamp; his confident cadence reminded me of Kuda, and my heart ached.

“OOOOIIIINNNNNNN!!!”

The Great Dismal Swamp parted her thicket, opening a long, dark tunnel leading away from the fighting field and deeper into the wood. Donald hung his head and accepted the Great Dismal Swamp’s request to move along. He stole a quick glance into the distance, where his valiant friend still fought, and said, Farewell, Broderick. I hope beyond hope to see you again one day.

Donald, the horse with the braided mane, ducked into the mysterious depths of the Great Dismal Swamp and disappeared.
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Quiver, cypress, but do not dare break!

Shudder, black waters, but stand still!

Throb, croc, but break not your gaze!

For this pulse is for lovers anew,

Wise Atlas and Coral boy too.




I command my soft, wet foundations to harden enough to bear the extraordinary weight of him. He knows where to go because he thrives in her groves—Donald shall carry them.

“AAAAAOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!” I call Donald forth and prepare my swamp for his generous approach.


Steady yourself, pine!

Or he will snap you into fine shards,

Burrow deep, lowly slitherers and shelled,

Or he will bury you himself.

Hardheads die,

Idiots are dead.

Morons chopped red.

But the wise thrive,

And stay alive.



Donald bows at my altars, awaiting instruction.

“OOOOOOOIIIIIIIINNNNNNNN!!!!”

I exhale burning, broiling breath and relax myself.


I’ve done enough,

I will do no more,

Handle the rest, you lovers.

I am not here to test you,

Though I may best you,

I strongly suggest you,

Take care with who governs.

Your Isle could be heaven,

Or rife with succession,

Kind luck to you, lovers,

You’ll need it!

Find peace,

Or joy,

Or kin,

Or void,

Or companions,

Or foes,

Or as the story goes.

I’ll be there.
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“Sad, really.” Nell spoke directly to Grannylou, watching from the safety of the wood. “How easy this was. I’d expected a match in you, Lou. I’ve waited so long. From the yards of our shotgun house where you and your sibs tinkered around with goats and hogs and one another. I watched, poking myself with needles, waiting. When you unraveled my baby boy and turned him soft, I saw that most of all. I am his mother, not you. None of you! While you sat safely in your Isle, biting tempations, as your own kin and mine died at your gate. Kin that fights with you now. You should be ashamed. All of you.”

That’s when Grannylou decided.

She made her way through the battle and walked to meet Nell face-to-face.

As she walked, Grannylou breathed in the swamp she loved. It smelled rotten and angry. As if reading her thoughts, the swamp grumbled like a sick stomach.

“What ails you, Dismal?” Grannylou asked the vast, mad wood.

Dismal only groaned in response, but in the distance, Grannylou spotted her mother’s pink roseate spoonbill landing feet-first in the field near Nell. She heard her precious mother’s voice echoing in her head.

The swamp will kill with a satisfying breath, Loubaby. But then she’ll produce for you groves of sweet freedom where none else in this country exists. In this unfair world of paper tigers and red-top rulers, the Great Dismal Swamp is the real queen. Resourceful enough to produce the whips, and savvy enough to wrest them from the hands of those who mean to inflict harm.

The sour winds in Grannylou’s face dried her hefty tears. She’d forgotten the sound of her mother’s voice. As space between her and Nell closed, Grannylou saw Uncle Moonshine tiptoeing behind Nell.

He stepped too loudly. Nell shot around like a pit viper and grasped Moonshine’s neck, lifting him easily into a hover.

“Really?” Nell stared at Grannylou. “This is sad, Lou.”

Grannylou heard her mother again in her thoughts. The swamp will kill with a satisfying breath.

Then Grannylou closed her eyes to speak directly to the swamp.

“Help us,” she whispered to the wood she loved. “Please.”

Grannylou remembered Greeny lifting her arms into the wisteria, commanding the Great Dismal Swamp to let her in when it’d decided to spit her out. Grannylou raised her arms.

“Help us!” Grannylou screamed into the enormity. “Respectfully, swamp! Right now!

The Great Dismal Swamp bent and twisted in unnatural ways. Trees sighed like tantruming toddlers with tired legs. The wet grounds sank, sucking in hundred-year pines.

Fear flashed over Nell’s expression, and she released a gasping Moonshine into a heap as swamp wildlife appeared in chaos. Birds, reptiles, even bobcats spun in frustrated circles, confused in the bedlam.
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DISMAL




I’m the iratest.

The harshest, darkest of the marshes.

I’m the harvest,

Of generations passed,

Free at last,

From past caste by class,

Harassed.

I set you free.

You end yourselves when you test me!

I was the largest,

Stardust memories of my vastness,

Norfolk to Charlotte,

But charlatans,

Washington,

Used me for target practice.

Swing lower than dust,

For your unjust lust for power.

I never bothered you.

I minded my inhabitants,

Kept them kind,

To your kind,

Though you were unworthy of my kindnesses.

Now I’m the iratest.

The harshest, darkest of the marshes.

I’m the harvest,

Of generations past,

Free at last,

From past caste by class,

Harassed.

I set you free.

You end yourself when you test me, Nell!

And

I

end

you.




Creeping vines unwrapped themselves from their host trees, instead encasing Nell’s powerful body. Thick, wet mud sucked her feet into a locked position and pulled her backward onto the wetland floor. A nearby pine spread forth its stilt root system, caging her, and rendering her helpless.

“Moonshine!” Grannylou yelled at cringing Moonshine. “Open her mouth!”

He stood on shaky but determined knees, untwisted the top of the potion, and walked to Nell’s side. He parted her stiff lips and poured the contents of the bottle in.

Nell’s initial defiance showed in her face, but then, she lost all traces of it. A purple light separated itself from her and disappeared in the canopy. She screamed once—a bloodcurdling screech that echoed through the whole of the Dismal Swamp.

“There,” he said.

“Well done, Moonshine,” Grannylou said. “Now go join the others.”

“Henry,” he said, nodding once and standing proud. “My name is not Moonshine, it’s Henry.”

Grannylou’s face relaxed a bit. “Well done, Henry.”

The two roseate spoonbills that’d belonged to her mother lifted into the skies, looped down, and landed on Grannylou’s shoulders, claiming her as their own.

“You are banished.” Grannylou took a few steps toward Nell. “Never set foot in these woods again. You are swamp folk no more.”

Grannylou turned to walk away, but now feeble Nell moaned for her attention. “What happens to my son?” she uttered through labored breaths.

Grannylou shrugged. “He is his own man. That’s for him to decide.”

Dismal released Nell from its all-encompassing grasp, hocked back all the trees in the vicinity, and spat her into a bare open field, powerless and with only the clothing on her back.
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BORNDAY  CREW



The Bornday crew watched breathlessly as the Mighty Herons flew away, followed by the flora and fauna that did not belong outside the Dismal. Mika and Abigail ran to Grannylou as she emerged from the wood.

“Is it over?” Mika asked. “Tell me she drank it.”

“She drank it,” Grannylou replied. “Henry saw to that.”

“Who the hell is Henry?” Mika asked, but Jason’s limping approach took attention away from the question.

Mika and Abigail rushed to his side for support. “You alright, bruh?” asked Mika.

“Did Nell drink the drink?” Jason asked, and Mika nodded, smiling. “I’m alright, then.”

Pansy appeared, her body covered in slithering things like live tattoos. “Where is Atlas?”

“With Coral,” Grannylou said simply. “She went into Dismal with Coral.”

“Well, this is nowhere near over, then,” Mika said, limping toward the swamp. “We need to get her right now.”

Jason and Abigail ducked under his shoulders to help him walk back inside, but Pansy stayed at Grannylou’s side.

“Stop,” Pansy said firmly. “Coral is not a danger to her.”

“How the hell do you know?” Jason asked. “Your new snake necklaces tell you that? That’s the same dude who damn near brought down the whole Isle.”

“This is crazy,” Mika agreed. “I’m going to get my cousin if I have to go by my damn self.”

Pansy nodded to Grannylou and walked to them.

“Whoa, whoa, back, back with those snakes,” Mika and Jason said together.

She did, respecting their space. “Coral is a free man now. And free, he will lay down his life to protect Atlas. She’s safer with him than with any of us.”

Mika and Jason looked at each other and then turned to Grannylou. “This true?”

Grannylou nodded and leaned into her stick. “It is.”

“What do you think?” Abigail asked Greeny, who’d been standing apart from the group to admire the phlox. “You’ve been under his foot. Would you trust Coral?”

Greeny stood tall. “That question is thorny, especially for me.”

Abigail took a few steps toward her. “But if you had to answer, what would it be?”

“I would, yes,” Greeny answered. “I will add, though, watch. Listen close to Dismal. When conflict arises, she gives herself away.”

The Great Dismal Swamp groaned and flicked at the leaves in her canopies.

“It’s the truth,” Greeny told Dismal.

“I’m living too long on the outside, babies,” Grannylou said lowly, almost to herself. “Same thing happening over and over, and I’m just about done.”

As she said it, her own siblings gathered around behind her. “Most of us swamp folk can’t barely do a day of living out in the wild world,” Abel said, trying to help them understand. “Fact that your grandmother did it for…”

“Centuries now,” Grannylou interjected. “I’m just about done,” she repeated.

Greeny walked steady and quiet toward the thickest thicket at the edges of the Great Dismal Swamp. “Open, please,” she called out kindly, as if to an old friend.

And it did.

The brush peeled open with the mutual respect of a powerful force accepting powerful forces.

“What happens to you?” Abigail looked to Trulie with grinning Fetty on his shoulders and the rest of the haints gathered behind them.

“Ahh,” Trulie replied. “You tell us.”

Abigail placed an intuitive finger onto Trulie’s forehead and closed her eyes. “Ancestors,” she said with a trembling chin. “Not only mine, but all of you. You should stalk the Isles no more. I set you all free to find your own paradises and mind your business.”

They vanished in a blink, some into the thicket and others straight up and away, until the only one remaining was Trulie. Trulie’s body seemed to be pulled at its edges, but he fought the pull with everything he had.

He bowed deeply to his descended. “You honor me,” Trulie told Abigail. “You honor the whole of your line, girl. Be proud in that.”

He then disappeared in the same direction Fetty and her mother had.

“What you want us to do, Lou?” Uncle BK called out. Pain lines were deep in his eyes and tear tracks flowed down his cheeks. “Just want us to head on home?”

“Wait,” Rexi said, turning to Grannylou and then back to the hodgepodge of cookout cousins. “Sitter is gone, but lost souls still wander around the perimeters of Floriate. Nell is powerless. I think we should rebuild the Isle. Together.”

“Finish what we started,” Abel added with a tired smile.

Grannylou looked to her favorite sister, Greeny. “Would you come back?”

Greeny closed her eyes and went quiet as Pansy instinctively joined her at her side. Greeny and Pansy locked eyes, and Greeny nodded. “I will do.”

Grannylou winked and announced to the yard, “Anybody want to go to paradise?”
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ATLAS AND CORAL



Atlas and Coral clasped hands as the Great Dismal Swamp spoke in rhymes and couplets. The ground vibrated around them.

“I’m scared,” Atlas whispered before hooking her fingers into Coral’s even tighter.

“Me too,” Coral said, to Atlas’s surprise. “I’ve been afraid for centuries. Lost and afraid.”

Atlas looked into Coral’s eyes, searching for Nell’s stronghold. “Do you feel her sway?”

Coral stared at Atlas, steadying himself as he locked onto her. “I only feel you, reader of maps.”

The ground now vibrated in quick pulses. Donald was close. The trees parted for him, unfastening their thickness just enough to fit his vast body. He appeared feet from Atlas and Coral, and lowered his head, encouraging them to ride him.

Coral grasped Atlas around the waist and easily lifted her to Donald’s high back. Coral then sidestepped a tree trunk and leaped on himself, riding so close to Atlas’s back that air couldn’t get through. He glued her so tightly to him that there would be no way they’d separate.

Donald glanced back to make sure they were secure, and when he paused for instruction, Dismal called out.

“OOOOOOOOIIIIIINNNNN!”

Donald flew through the expanding swamp, and Atlas noticed her great blue heron, Blaze, keeping meticulous time with them from above. Blaze swooped down and released an overabundance of glow from her graceful beak. Atlas and her heron. Coral and Donald. All racing toward an Isle of their own.
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DISMAL




Sad lock has finally found his key,

They come to me,

On bended knee,

A detail I did not foresee,

Is love, alas, sweet love.

But this sad lock and his clever map,

Deserve an Isle to themselves.

I’ll light him up and show them the way,

To higher ground and brighter days,

Along with his love,

As fondness oft does,

They’ll build their own Isle,

Says ME.








AUTHOR’S NOTE


I’d painted the ceiling of my front porch light blue to keep the haints away, just like my grandmother told me to. And while writing Under the Heron’s Light, I sat on my low front stoop, inches from the protection of the light blue.

My grandmother also said that ancestors sense when their descended seeks them out. And just as Abigail sought her line in this novel, I’d been doing the same for a time. Sitting on the steps of my country home, the haints took note. I’d hear them as whispers in the wisteria. Or in the thunderous rumbles of an approaching summer storm. I pelted them with questions I couldn’t seem to answer on my own.

Who gets to have magic? Who holds it proudly in their hands without worrying that they aren’t special enough to wield it? In the year and a half it took to write Under the Heron’s Light, I toiled with this question more than any other—who gets to write magic?

The wands I pick up in my yard turn out to be only sticks and switches, I’d tell them. The potions I mix are sweet tea and lemonade—refreshing drinks for my children in the Alabama heat, but not magical at all. The spells I cast were ignored. I just write, and like the swamp folk, I shudder at the thought of writing magic. Especially this kind.

But this is the magic necessary to step into the dark, wet mystery of the Great Dismal Swamp with no guide. It is the magic of formerly enslaved people who, one by one, tamed the treacherous thicket, blankets of biting flies, moccasin dens, and panthers black. The magic of humanity in search of freedom, family, love, and self-governance. Wholeness.

In Under the Heron’s Light, the haints repelled the word magic for the same reasons I feared writing this story. This wasn’t passed on by the luck of familial blood and circumstance; it was earned through bravery and willingness to take leaps of faith with no guarantees.

Then, one afternoon, I sat typing on my stoop and there she was. Standing as still as a pewter statue, a great blue heron graced me right there in my yard. Up until that point, I’d mostly been visited by chatty black crows waiting in the mighty oak for their morning crackers. I’d caught the occasional mockingbirds fiercely protecting their eggs from resourceful hawks. I’d spotted a barn owl, so wise and patient, watching and taking in the whole scene. The great blue heron rarely revealed herself to me and the haints of my front porch. But on that especially warm spring afternoon, she was there.

I watched her stand still and know. There was such power in her quiet stillness, but then she bent her long legs and took off, casting her magic over my small Alabama home without fear of not being worthy of it. She simply was magic, and she knew it.

I’d needed them both to write Under the Heron’s Light—the haints and the heron. The heron for her magic and the haints for their wisdom.

I wrote much of Under the Heron’s Light right there on my stoop. Just out from under the protection of the light blue and under the confident magic of the heron’s light, so I must thank them first.

Along with the haints and the heron, this project would not have been possible without the best editor in the world, Liz Szabla. I struggle to find the words here, because nothing comes close to being able to articulate how grateful I am for you. You’re a dream to work with.

My exceptional agent, Marietta Zacker, thank you for walking through the flames with me. I don’t know where I’d be in this career without you.

Foyinsi Adegbonmire and Hana Tzou! Thank you both SO much for your incredible insights and perspectives.

Mama. You never let me fall. I love you.

Charli and Tobi, I love y’all guys. Thank you for being relentlessly supportive of your mama. And I hope this novel makes you proud.

Last, but certainly not least—to the Great Dismal Swamp, thank you for being a covering for so many deserving people in search of freedom. Thank you for aiding in justice when options were low. Thank you for knowing when to stand still. And thank you for still standing.

I strive to be one day worthy of your Coo.

More About the Great Dismal Swamp

From 1680 to the Civil War, approximately fifty thousand self-emancipated Black people, as well as free Blacks, made a home for themselves in the Great Dismal Swamp. Bravely rejecting unjust society as it was and instead choosing to build their own freedom within the swamp, they raised generations behind the guise of the thicket. Some of those generations never set foot outside of the self-governed swamplands, while others emerged frequently to visit those on the outside. The intent was freedom and secrecy. They succeeded greatly, since only now, hundreds of years later, are archeologists uncovering the vast communities that found refuge behind the fierce protections of the Great Dismal Swamp.

But when the seemingly impenetrable, nearly one-million-acre swamp caught the eye of surveyor William Byrd II in 1728, he, and a young George Washington after him, set plans in motion to drain it. Between 1728 and the 1950s, the Great Dismal Swamp’s nearly one million acres shrunk down to just over one hundred thousand acres.

In 1929, after much digging and changing of hands, the US government purchased the Dismal Swamp Canal. Then in 1973, an additional 50,000 acres of the swamp were donated to the Nature Conservancy, and the following year they transferred the property to the US Fish and Wildlife Service. Shortly after, the US Congress established the Great Dismal Swamp National Wildlife Refuge through the Dismal Swamp Act of 1974. This refuge was nearly one hundred seven thousand acres of forested wetlands, including the 3,100-acre Lake Drummond at its center.

In 2023, in the final stages of writing and researching this novel, the potentially consequential Sackett v. EPA Supreme Court ruling came down from the highest court in the United States. The ruling stated that any wetland without a surface connection to navigable water is no longer protected under the federal Clean Water Act. Sackett v. EPA could threaten the remaining acres of the Great Dismal Swamp, especially on the North Carolina side.

Since this law in still in its infancy as I write this, I strongly encourage readers to investigate the ongoing effects of Sackett v. EPA and how it affects the future of the Great Dismal Swamp.
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